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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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			The prophecy promised slaughter and death, and so the Stormcast Eternals marched to war. 

			The city of Excelsis watched them leave her borders. All along the great walls the lightning engines spun and whirred, sending flickering cascades of storm energy coruscating across the sky. It was a fitting salute. Beneath the churning aether, columns of solemn warriors marched under the panoply of their Warrior Chambers. Their splendid, gilded war-plate bore many colours. There was the pristine white with blue trim of the Knights Excelsior, most zealous of Sigmar’s sons. Elsewhere could be seen the grim black of the Sons of Mallus, a Stormhost whose temperament was as sombre as their aspect. Ahead, always ahead, was the sea-green of the Knights of the Aurora.

			It had been the first prophecy in a decade to bring the city’s war council together. The Prophesiers had conversed with the mages of the Collegiate, and both had ratified the augury, mined from the deepest veins of the Spear of Mallus – the colossal shard of fate-touched rock that aeons ago had plunged into the Realm of Beasts and ripped from the earth the very bay upon which Excelsis now stood. This was truth, they said. There was no question.

			The orruks were gathering, and in numbers large enough to engulf a city.

			And so the Stormcasts marched. The fortified gates of the city rumbled open, and the columns of towering figures snaked off into the low hills and deadly plains of the Coast of Tusks.

			‘Do they eat, do you think?’ said Custin. 

			The boy was greeted with a volley of blank stares. Rare was the minute when the stick-thin guardsman wasn’t asking some damn fool question or another.

			‘The lightning men,’ he continued, scratching his pointed chin, which was as ever covered with a fine blanket of wispy hair that was as close to a beard as he could manage. ‘My cousin Rullig, he says they do. Says they order up a big cart full of salted meat to their fortress every other market day. Now my other cousin, Ullig, he says that’s nonsense. Swears he’s seen them in the early hours, up on the high wall eating thunder and lightning. The lightning strikes and they just swallow it up.’

			‘Sigmar’s bones, boy,’ sighed old Happer, leaning back on his bunk and staring at the stone above his head. Once grey, it was now stained a sickly yellow, a result of the pipe that constantly rested between his lips. ‘You’ve a rare talent for talking nonsense.’

			‘Leave the lad be,’ said Corporal Armand Callis, stifling a yawn as he sat up on his bunk. ‘We can’t all be as wise as you, Happer. Not for a good few decades yet, anyway.’

			Happer snorted indignantly. ‘Boy’s been fed too many tall tales. I’ve lived long enough to know the Eternals ain’t no fairy-tale knights. I ever tell you about the purges, son? I’ve seen things that would make your guts turn to ice.’

			From the other side of the room came an exasperated groan, and a balled-up sock arced across to strike Happer on the side of the head.

			‘Spare me another tale of the bloody White Angels,’ said Longholme, running a hand through her greasy black hair. ‘I’ve heard a hundred times how they’re going to come at night and steal us all away, damn us all as heretics and stick our heads on the harbour wall.’

			Happer opened his mouth to reply, but instead just shook his head and muttered darkly under his breath.

			Custin sighed and crossed to the window. ‘Raining heavy now,’ he said, looking out glumly. ‘We’re to get soaked.’

			From outside the heavy wooden door to the barracks, hurried footsteps could be heard. Shortly after, Jammud came bursting into the room, breathless from taking the stairs two or three at a time. 

			‘Corporal?’ he said, panting at the exertion. ‘The sarge is sick again. His belly, he says. He can’t make patrol tonight.’

			Callis hauled himself to his feet, biting back a curse. If Sergeant Ames spent less time stuffing his ever-expanding guts with dock cakes and cheap liquor, and more time earning his blasted rank, then maybe he wouldn’t be bedridden four nights out of seven. Of course, Ames would be the one earning twenty more glimmerings a week while Callis did his job for him, so who was the real fool here? He buckled on his breastplate and tucked his pistol into the shoulder holster beneath his long overcoat. The black powder weapon would have to be kept dry. A lowly corporal could never afford one of those fancy duardin-made wheel-lock guns that kept out moisture – his sidearm was usually a trusty piece, but a sniff of rainwater and he might as well be wielding a loaf of bread.

			He pushed the bitterness deep down inside, adding it to his not inconsiderable stock, and jammed his sabre into the scabbard at his side.

			‘All right, you lot,’ he barked. ‘On your feet. You know the drill here. We make our circuit, we do our best to avoid getting our pockets picked, and we get back here by the early morning for a couple of hours sleep before we have to do it all over again.’

			There was the expected chorus of grumbles and moans. Callis strode across to Custin and peered out of the window of the Coldguard Bastion. The young guardsman was right; it was a torrential downpour. Thick spears of rain, the kind that almost hurt when they hit you. The Bastion loomed over the eastern harbour side of Excelsis, an uncompromising slab of stone littered with gun emplacements and watchtowers. The massive cannons on top of the structure had range and power enough to defend the entire bay. That was the Coldguard Regiment’s unglamorous task, while the Stormblessed, the Bronze Claws and other elite units made their forays into the wilderness alongside the Stormcasts, earning glories and battle honours.

			Callis sighed. Guard duty was all soldiers longed for while on manoeuvres outside the city walls, but give it a season or two and you had a fortress full of bored troops on your hands, all with glimmerings to spare. Patrolling and constant drills were all you had to occupy them. And, if you happened to be a young corporal with a drunken sot for a sergeant, you had to take on that extra responsibility without even being paid for the privilege.

			Callis dismissed the sour thought. Before him stretched the tumbledown roofs and alleys of Squallside, its streets lit by waterproof marrowpitch torches and the strobing flashes of the lightning storm that roared overhead. Far in the distance, rising ominously from the dark waters of the bay, was the Spear of Mallus. The vast monolith of black stone seemed to move closer with every burst of lightning, as if it were some kind of primordial behemoth striding out of the ocean to crush the city of Excelsis underfoot. Callis could glimpse the fulminating energies of the mage towers as they circled the vast rock, siphoning off the deposits of purest prophecy that ran through its augur-touched stone. A flash of lightning illuminated the Consecralium. The forbidding stronghold sat out on a promontory that reached into the surging bay, to the right of the Spear. He glimpsed its soaring, angular battlements and the colossal siege-weapons that littered its walls. The home of the Knights Excelsior, the White Angels. Callis felt a shiver of unease, and turned away.

			‘A week of this storm,’ he said. ‘The last thing we need is a flood tearing its way through the Veins. They’d have to send every regiment in the city to stem the riots.’

			Custin stared at him, eyes wide with fear. ‘Mam lives there,’ he said, his voice shaking. ‘She’ll be okay, won’t she?’

			Callis grinned, and cuffed the younger guardsman on the shoulder.

			‘Of course she will, Custin. Don’t mind me. If a flood was coming the omens would have shown it by now.’

			There was something particularly miserable about an early morning patrol, even when the sky wasn’t doing its best to drown you or freeze you to death. The five soldiers squelched through the streets of Squallside towards the harbour, past slick-cobbled lanes lined with stormstone town houses and dimly lit taverns. Here, the housing was built to last. These were imposing, blue-black edifices with steep roofs of grey slate, sacrificing aesthetic appeal for rugged sturdiness. The only warmth that emanated from them was the soft orange-white glow of tallow candles and lanterns through windows and doors. Residents here were well protected from the wretched weather, and the guardsmen could hear peals of good-natured laughter from within the augur-houses, where people came to trade and consume their hard-earned glimmerings. Outside, the vicious downpour had caused the gutters to overflow, and so the dismal conditions were capped by the gruel of rotten tallow and night soil, which seeped into their boots and wafted up their nostrils. Corporal Callis consoled himself by vividly picturing the vicious murder of the absent Sergeant Ames.

			Onwards they marched, serenaded by the sound of Guardsman Happer trying to cough up his innards. Callis half considered ordering him back to the bastion, but knew that the old soldier would only bluster and complain about being mollycoddled. They passed through Squallside, and headed down the wide cart lane towards the harbour. 

			Far ahead they could see the forest of masts poking out of the mist and rain before the sheer face of the Spear. A haze of light radiated from the bay, hundreds of cabin lights and lanterns coating the water in a soft golden glow. No captain was foolish enough to set sail in the middle of all this, especially not upon the treacherous waters of the Coast of Tusks. Tall, broad ironoak and redbark masts marked the great galleys of human captains, gleaming metal chimneys the strange steam-powered contraptions of duardin seadogs. Even now the wolf-ships of the sinister aelf corsairs would be prowling the lanes and edges of the gathered mass. These were sleek and predatory vessels, their hulls festooned with ivory spears and other treasures torn from the hides of the sea-devils and behemoths that plagued the Coast of Tusks. For once they were not hunting. Instead, they watched the flock with a tyrant’s eye. No captain would risk breaking the rules of Excelsis harbour with the wolf-ships at their door. 

			‘We’ll cut down Rattleshirt Lane,’ Callis said. ‘Skirt the edge of the Veins, push down towards the harbour.’

			There was an awkward pause. Eventually Guardsman Jammud spoke.

			‘Ah… corporal?’ he muttered. ‘The sarge doesn’t like to go in there. He says there’s nothing worth protecting anyway. Just a bunch of pickpockets and knifemen. Why don’t we just stick to the trade lanes?’

			‘That is our assigned patrol,’ Callis snapped. ‘Besides, in the narrows we’ll get some cover from this damned rain.’

			No one liked to go into the Veins if they could help it, least of all those who actually lived there. It had been thirty years since the last consecration, since the city borders had been expanded and her walls rebuilt. In that time, the population of Excelsis had almost doubled, with waves of refugees and fortune-seekers of all races appearing from across the realms, drawn by the promise of the city of secrets, where merchants dealt in raw prophecy and even the poorest man could witness a glimmer of his future. With no space left for housing, the city’s craftsmen had hit upon a novel solution – keep building regardless. Known as the Veins for its labyrinthine network of cramped alleyways, the poor quarter of the city stretched from the east to the western wall, a rookery of thrown-together, multi-storey shacks piled haphazardly on top of each other with no care for safety or comfort.

			‘Watch your coinpurses and cover your throats,’ grumbled Happer, clutching his steel mace firmly in two hands. 

			‘No band of roof-runners is stupid enough to start a fight with the Coldguard,’ said Callis. ‘Now get moving. I’d like to climb into a cold, uncomfortable bed at some point in the next week or so.’

			Fortunately, the overhanging roofs did indeed provide some cover from the pouring rain, though the streets here were even filthier than the main thoroughfares. There were no drains or sewers here in the sprawl. Wary eyes peered at the guardsmen from behind broken doors and shattered windows, and hunched, pale figures scattered like mice when Custin’s lantern shone into the dark corners of the alleyways. 

			‘Through here,’ said Custin. Oddly enough, the youth seemed far more comfortable out here on the streets than he ever did amongst the soldiery of the Coldguard Bastion. ‘It’s a shortcut,’ he told Callis, grinning widely despite his soaked longcoat and drowned-rat hair. ‘It’ll take us out past Hangman’s Row.’

			‘Good work, lad,’ the corporal said. 

			They filed through Custin’s shortcut, tramping over the accumulated filth of the Excelsis poor. Fragments of bottles and burnt-out glimmerings, the tell-tale remnants of a drunkard’s futile quest for a secret that could get him out of this hell-hole for good – a half-glimpse of a valley festooned with precious amberglass, perhaps, or the location of a swarm of rare quarrelfish. When they were fresh from the mint, the small, silver glimmerings would have flickered and gleamed with the faintest hint of prophetic magic, imbued as they were with fragments of the strange metals found within the Spear of Mallus. Now, their magical properties consumed, they were a dull grey-black and appeared charred, as if they had been sifted out of the ashes of a house fire. Malnourished figures scuttled away into the darkness as the guardsmen approached, like beetles fleeing from underneath an upturned rock.

			‘What a waste,’ said Longholme derisively, her long, oft-broken nose crinkl­ing in disgust. ‘You don’t get nothing from a few glimmerings. Odd feeling in your guts, maybe. Might get lucky at the card table a couple of times. Nothing you can actually use. Imagine if these gin-wits had saved up all this. Earned themselves a decent living. Typical native-born, can’t even…’

			She tailed off as Happer dug an elbow into her arm. With an apologetic and fearful expression, she turned to the corporal.

			‘Ah, what I mean to say, sir,’ she stammered. ‘Just that some of them…’

			Callis allowed himself a few moments of enjoyment from her embarrassed guilt. He was second generation reclaimed himself, descended from the nomadic tribesmen who had flocked to Excelsis when the light of Sigmar had returned to the realms.  He had the same dark skin and slight, lithe frame of his mother, a legacy of the many generations his ancestors had spent scratching an existence from the ruthless plains and valleys of the Coast of Tusks. Despite their insistence that all were equal in Sigmar’s realm, many pure-blood Azyrites still harboured a mistrust of those descended from the reclaimed tribes. The unspoken assumption was that such folk were untrustworthy somehow, as if their people’s long years without the light of Sigmar must surely have left them tainted. 

			‘In all likelihood these lot were born within the city walls same as you, Longholme,’ he said. ‘And if you think Azyrites don’t get augur-haunted, you’re deluding yourself. They just tend to frequent cheap brothels rather than back-alley streets.’

			There was a chuckle from the patrol. 

			‘Aye, sir,’ said Longholme. ‘Sorry, sir.’

			From an alley to his left, Callis caught a glimpse of a figure staring out at them. It was as pale as snow, and so gaunt that in the darkness it could quite easily be mistaken for a risen corpse. The eyes were the worst. They were swirling pools of ice-blue and white, pupil-less and staring. Not staring sightlessly. It was clear the poor wretch was seeing something. That was the thing about recklessly consuming prophecies – after a while, the world as it was ceased to mean anything to you. You became lost in a world of half-seen, potential futures, lost out of time and uprooted from everything you had once held dear. All that mattered was the next omen, the next secret that you could devour. The figure faded away into darkness, and Callis breathed easily again.

			They marched on, quieter now. Any lingering good spirits had been well and truly extinguished by this place. After another hour or so of trudging onwards, they emerged in a small, cramped square, in the centre of which was a bent and broken hand-pump. Posts, some of iron and some of rotted wood, were scattered around the far edge of the square, and various crumbling porches and balconies overlooked the clearing on all sides. The corporal took a wild guess that the original idea had been for this place to act as a communal well while doubling as a place to hitch beasts of burden. An idea typical of the efficient – or insane – approach that those who had thrown together the Veins seemed to favour. Sigmar alone knew what kind of liquid source that pump would have drawn on. 

			Two figures stood in the shadow of a rotten, storm-blasted balcony, directly in front of the patrol. Runoff from the slanting roof to their left poured through holes in the sickly green wood, spattering off the hooded and cloaked forms. Beside them sat a two-wheeled dray cart, a canvas thrown over whatever cargo it carried. A rheumy-eyed flathorn was harnessed to the cart, stomping its hind legs irritably and snorting rainwater from its broad snout. Its thick armoured hide glittered as another fork of lightning split the sky above them.

			‘Evening,’ said one of the figures, nodding as the guardsmen began to file past. 

			In later times, Armand Callis would wonder what made him hold his hand up just then, signalling his men to halt. He would go over this seemingly unremarkable situation, and wonder why it had sent alarm bells ringing in his mind. Perhaps it was the fact that no one in their right mind would be outside that stormy night, not least loitering in the depths of the Veins. Perhaps he heard a tension in the man’s voice, a flicker of nerves. All he would ever be certain of was that he made a subconscious choice that would change his life forever.

			He approached the pair, his hand resting easily on the hilt of his sabre. 

			‘Hell of a night, eh?’ he said.

			The nearest figure lifted his hood, revealing a narrow, angular face with high cheekbones and sharp blue eyes. The man smiled, and wiped rainwater from his brow.

			‘That’s the truth,’ he said. ‘No night to be hauling ale through the narrows, for certain. We’re just waiting for the worst to pass.’

			Callis nodded. The second figure was leaning against a jutting beam of hardwood, hood still concealing his face. His arms were buried in the pockets of a long, patched coat, and his head was pointed down at the muddy quagmire of the square. Callis quickly flicked his eyes to the balconies and rooftops surrounding them. Not a flicker of movement.

			‘Don’t recall there being any taverns nearby. Where are you headed?’ he asked, keeping his tone light and friendly. ‘Perhaps we could give you some help?’

			‘No need,’ said the man, waving one hand. ‘Stein’s doing all the heavy lifting. We’re bound for the Hole in the Wall, off Arkhall Lane. It’s not such a distance.’

			‘That’s Kofel’s place, right?’

			There was that smile again, though this time it was masking a flash of irritation. ‘Aye, that’s the one.’

			‘Strange, I always thought he brewed his own stuff. Tastes like sewer runoff and nettles, far as I recall.’

			‘You’re mistaken,’ said the second figure, stepping out of the shadows, and there was no false bonhomie in his voice. ‘We’ve duardin amberfire here, and it needs getting where it’s goin’. If you’ll pardon us, now.’

			Callis’ hand squeezed the hilt of his blade. ‘Hold there,’ he said, and he spoke the words like he meant them. Behind him there was the sound of sliding steel, and the creak of crossbow winches. ‘Happer, Longholme, watch these gentlefolk. Jammud? Check the cart.’

			The lanky guardsman crept forward, holding his sword ready in one hand and a lantern in the other. The two strangers didn’t move a muscle. Jammud gently jabbed at the canvas with his blade. There was the clink of something like glass. For a moment, Callis thought that perhaps he had misjudged the situation after all. Then Jammud lifted the cover off, and a wan blue light washed across the pooling water around their feet. In the lantern light, Callis caught a glimpse of row upon row of cylindrical containers, dark blue crystals that pulsed with ghostlight. 

			‘Augur smugglers!’ shouted Jammud, his face creased with an excited grin. 

			The arrow took him in the throat.

			Callis felt something colder than the freezing rain clench around his gut. Jammud’s eyes widened, and he dropped his sword and lantern, trembling hands reaching for the shaft. He coughed up a gout of blood and slumped backwards into the muddy water.

			‘Shields!’ yelled Callis, dragging his blade free and hauling his pistol from the depths of his overcoat. Another arrow was fired from the roof to their left, and Longholme spat blood, clutching her belly, her crossbow tumbling to the ground. The water was a red river around their feet. The narrow-faced stranger was slamming his fist into Happer’s side, and it was only when Callis saw a spray of scarlet that he realised the old man’s assailant held a knife. Happer was gasping and groaning, a horrid wet mockery of that familiar cough. 

			One of the hooded archers crouched on the roofs raised his bow to take a shot, and Callis felt himself move with the swiftness of instinct. His pistol bucked in his hand, and the acrid tang of black powder filled his nostrils. The figure toppled, turning a half-somersault in midair and smashing a rotted hitching post to splinters as he hit the ground, and Callis jammed the pistol back into its holster.

			The flathorn screeched and bucked. Arrows were whipping past them from all sides. Callis was dimly aware of Custin at his side, screaming incoherently as bolts rattled against the shield he held overhead. 

			‘Move!’ Callis yelled, grabbing a handful of the younger guardsman’s cloak and hauling him through the storm of missiles, which came whickering down from above to splash in the bloody swamp beneath their feet. The only way to go was forwards, under the cover of the derelict awning. The pinch-faced, blue-eyed man moved to intercept them, a rapier held at low guard. Callis slashed his sword at head height, forcing the man to stagger backwards, and followed up with a series of low to high thrusts. His opponent easily picked those strikes off, working his feet with the practised ease of a veteran swordsman. Somewhere deep in the rational part of Callis’ mind that wasn’t overrun by adrenaline and fear, that struck him as odd. This was no back-alley thug. 

			Custin bellowed and rushed forwards, but the swing of his mace was clumsy and panicked. His shield dropped as he threw himself forward, and the hooded man pirouetted neatly and extended his leading arm. He barely had to put any power behind the strike. Custin’s momentum carried him onto the blade, and there was a ghastly rattling sound as a lung was torn open. His killer turned to the corporal, a cold smile on his face.

			With a choked cry of mingled rage and sorrow, Callis leapt forward, hacking with the sabre, giving the hooded killer no time to redress and steady himself. The man quick-stepped backwards, splashing through the ankle-high water. His foot caught on a rotting plank, and he stumbled only for a moment. Heart thumping so hard he thought it might burst through his chest, Callis stepped in close, grabbed the rapier blade in one gloved hand and yanked it to the side. The blade dug deep into his flesh, but he held on. His opponent’s eyes went wide. Callis punched out with the pommel of his blade, and felt the man’s nose crunch. He staggered, tripped over Custin’s prone form and toppled backwards into the water.

			Something struck Callis in the shoulder. It tore through the leather strap of his breastplate and punched him to the ground. The air rushed from his lungs, and bloody water seeped into his mouth and nose. He lost his grip on his sword. He felt a pair of rough hands haul him to his feet, and stared into the face of the second hooded figure that had been guarding the cart. The man’s hood had fallen back, and Callis saw a broad, pugilist’s face, heavy-jawed and marked by a distinct scar that ran from chin to cheek. It was a face he recognised.

			‘Guardsman… Werrigen,’ he gasped.

			‘You shouldn’t have come here, son,’ the man he had once called comrade rasped. His face was an unreadable blank. Blood trickled down his brow and he drew a curved dagger back in one fist, ready to strike.

			There was a snap-clunk of machinery, and a thick wooden shaft grew from the side of Werrigen’s head. The traitor swayed a moment, his hand still pawing at Callis’ chest, and then slumped against the corporal. Callis heaved the dead weight free, and spun to see Happer, propped up against the corpse of a fellow guardsman, heavy crossbow held in shaking hands, his belly a ruin of blood and shredded leather.

			‘Get out of here, Armand,’ the old guardsman groaned. ‘The cart–’

			A hail of bolts rained down from above, spitting Happer from all directions. The old man coughed once, foamy blood spilling into his long beard, and slumped forward. More bolts continued to thwack down into his back, jerking his body unnaturally, like a broken child’s toy.

			Callis willed his legs into motion, biting back the grief that threatened to drop him to his knees. They were all dead. His men. He had led them to the slaughter. Yet if he did not make it out of this alive, their deaths would never be avenged. The person responsible for whatever they had stumbled on would go free. That was something he could not allow.

			Behind him the flathorn was still roaring, pulling against the iron chains that bound it. The beast’s great muscles rippled and strained in protest, and foaming drool poured from its armour-plated maw. Callis saw what had the creature in a frenzy. A stray crossbow bolt had hit the beast between its armoured exoskeletal plates, in the soft flesh of its neck. 

			It was then that Corporal Callis had a particularly bad idea. 

			He leapt headlong into the cart that the creature was pulling, landing with a crunch amongst shattering crystal vials. An odd, azure mist gathered around his ankles as he rolled through the shards, hauling himself up on the edge of the vehicle, and for a moment he thought he heard a soft chorus of whispers at the edges of his conscience. He fumbled for the pistol at his belt, and fed the shot and powder into the barrel with trembling hands. The rain was pouring down still, and the awning was little cover, but he had no time for care. He cycled the wheel and locked in the cartridge before raising the weapon to take aim at the chain that held the flathorn in place. A crossbow bolt sank into the meat of his thigh, and he howled in pain, almost letting the pistol fall from his hands. With the last of his energy, he slumped against the side of the cart, pressed the pistol against the chain link and pulled the trigger.

			By some merciful miracle the powder ignited, and the pistol kicked and roared in his hand. There was a scream of metal, and the chain snapped in two. 

			The flathorn reared, and took another flurry of bolts meant for Callis in its softer underbelly. Pink foam dripped from its mouth, and it bellowed in agony. Then it kicked its powerful back legs, and barrelled forwards. 

			Callis lost his grip on the cart rail as the flathorn bolted, and was thrown backwards, head over heels. Crystal crunched beneath him, and he felt hot spikes of agony as shards dug into his unarmoured arms and legs. Yet that was not the worst of it. The azure mist washed over him, enveloping him. He could hear a thousand whispered promises in his skull. Visions followed. Seams of pure ur-gold, entwined about the skeleton of a long-dead magma dragon. A city of a distant realm in flames, its spice mines gutted and scoured. A mother weeping for her dead son. A gleaming knight, singing songs of valour as he slaughtered helpless, screaming townsfolk. Behind it all was laughter, high-pitched and creaking.

			Something struck Callis’ head, and the visions swam and blurred, a kaleidoscope of worlds and peoples that he had never seen. He was distantly aware of his body being thrown back and forth in the cart, but it was just another dream, and far, far away. The laughter was so loud now. The images began to coalesce, and finally Callis saw something he recognised.

			He saw Excelsis. He saw it fall. Consumed by blue flame, the city crumbled. Winged shapes dipped and dived through the smoke-filled ruins of the city’s streets, swooping down upon helpless humans to bear them off into the sky. Other forms moved in the shadows. Shapeless, chortling things, delighting in the fear and chaos of dying innocents. Above it all rang the laughter. Suddenly he was hurled across this hellscape of the city that had been his home, past tumbling spires and burning streets. He slammed to earth with a sickening jolt. He was on the roof of an ornate domed structure that dominated the centre of Excelsis. This was the Prophesier’s Guild, where the city’s valuable stock of secrets was vetted and auctioned. Behind him towered the Guild’s great occulum fulgurest, and even now the Collegiate-designed machine was whirling and crackling with storm-siphoned energy. Lightning surged from the six aetheric machines along the city’s inner wall, forming a chain of surging fulminations that stretched out towards the sky like a grasping claw. From here he could see the sheer breadth of the devastation. Battle raged in the square beneath him. The ground was shrouded in gun-smoke and ash, yet he could see the proud banners of the Excelsis Guard held high. He could not see what they fought, but he could hear well the screams of dying soldiers, and the fearful cries of men about to break.

			The laughter welled up again. He turned. A wizened, crooked man shuffled towards him, leaning on a staff of black iron. As Callis watched, the man threw back his hood with liver-spotted, claw-like hands, exposing a thin, hook-nosed face. He was bald, and his skin was grey and sallow. Long eyebrows, white and thick as eagle feathers, sat above a pair of piercing blue eyes. Those eyes blazed with a furious, reckless joy as Excelsis burned. 

			The old man raised his staff. The occulum fulgurest whirled ever faster, so violently that it began to creak and groan. Lightning arced down from the great machine, crackling and spitting in protest as it haloed around the head of the old man’s staff. With a cackle of joy, the wizard stabbed his weapon down, aiming directly at Callis. The torrent of energy crackled towards him, and the guardsman screamed and held up his arms, knowing it was futile even as he did it. Then he was tumbling through the air, every fibre of his being on fire, until at last he struck something hard and the world around him went mercifully black.

			He was lying in a field of petals. Beautiful bottlegreen petals. Odd that they hurt so much, though. Strange that they seemed to be digging into his flesh with such eagerness. Ah, of course, he thought, lifting one stinging hand up before his bleary eyes. A jagged sliver of green crystal pierced his palm. Not petals at all. Callis prised the shard from his hand, and winced as an arc of blood spurted out from the wound it left behind. He had better try to find another field to lie in. 

			Moving was a mistake. Oh Sigmar, a really terrible mistake. He managed to haul himself to one knee, but then his entire body staged a protest at this fresh violation, and he toppled to the ground, rolling and sliding until he landed with a splash in a pool of foul-smelling water. His many, many wounds screamed for a moment, but the water was cold, and a welcome numbness enveloped him. It also helped to shock some sense back into his battered skull.

			The ambush. His escape on the flathorn cart. The visions that did their best to tear apart the inside of his head. He could still hear the laughter of that crooked old daemon rattling around in there.

			‘What an awful bloody night,’ he muttered.

			He heard voices echoing through the cramped streets, coming his way. Whoever his assailants were, they weren’t about to risk him escaping, especially since he’d identified at least one of them as a fellow soldier. They would hunt him until he was no longer a threat. Until they caught him and added a mortal wound to his growing collection of injuries. He had to move. 

			Roughly half the cart and all of its contents were scattered across a tight corner lane. There was no sign of the flathorn. Though it seemed unlikely, Callis found himself hoping the creature had managed to find its way out of the slums without injuring itself too badly. It had saved his life after all. Callis himself was currently lying at the side of the road, directly beneath a row of spectacularly decrepit slumhouses built on a haphazard pier and beam foundation. Filthy rainwater had pooled in the crawlspace under these structures, and it was into this brown murk that he had toppled.

			As the voices drew closer, Callis slipped deeper into the shadows under the nearest shanty. From here he could see the wrecked cart and the road, and soon enough several pairs of boots appeared.

			‘Bad crash,’ said the first of the new band. ‘But no bodies. This is one lucky bastard we’re chasing.’

			‘We’re dead,’ said another, his voice high-pitched and worried. ‘The whole shipment, shattered and broken. Kr–’

			‘Shut your mouth,’ said a third man, and this one was calm and professional. The leader, Callis guessed. ‘We speak no names. You, take the road along. The creature’s bleeding and half-crazed, so even you should be able to track it. Everyone else, with me. Look for blood, footsteps, anything. He can’t have gone far.’

			Thank Sigmar for the rain, thought Callis. The downpour had already washed the evidence of his presence from the crash site. He eased himself up and out of the swirling mud that grasped at his knees, and drifted through the waist-deep water. He could see shadows moving towards him through the gaps in the rotten wood foundations.

			‘Sigmar’s teeth,’ one of the shadows cursed. ‘This was meant to be a simple bit of business. How did it come to this?’

			‘Someone fouled up,’ the man’s companion said. A woman’s voice, gravelly and slightly nasal, as if its owner was suffering a heavy cold. ‘We had the rotations sorted. That old fool Ames was set to lead the outer city patrol, and he’d never have set foot in the Veins. Doubtless the old sot drank himself insensible and left his corporal in charge. Man named Armand Callis. Galtrey recognised him.’

			Callis’ blood ran cold. Galtrey was the name of a fellow corporal in the Coldguard, a veteran held in high regard. That couldn’t be coincidence, surely. This wasn’t some isolated case of a single soldier earning outside his wage. This was something bigger, something organised. Sigmar alone knew how high up this went. Not only that, they knew his name. By sunrise the whole damned city might be looking for him. 

			The first figure splashed closer, idly swatting at the water with a long dirk. He was only a dozen feet from Callis now. The corporal held his breath. He felt a tickle across the back of his neck, and something many-legged and hairy scuttled across his face, inching up past his brow and coming to rest on his scalp. His skin crawled, but he dare not move a muscle, so close were his pursuers.

			‘Never heard of him,’ the man was saying.

			‘No reason you should have,’ replied the woman. ‘He’s a straight arrow, Galtrey says. Eyes on the career ladder. Doesn’t gamble, doesn’t earn.’

			‘Now I really want to gut him.’

			The woman sighed, and cursed softly. ‘Not today. Wherever our missing corporal is, he ain’t here. We could search these piss-reeking alleys for weeks and not find him. Going to have to do this the other way. Let’s go.’

			The pair turned and waded back towards the street, and Callis waited a few excruciating moments for them to pass out of earshot before swatting at the unwelcome intruder in his hair. It gave a shrill screech as it sailed through the air, splashing into the murk.

			He felt nauseous. The accumulated pain and fatigue from his many wounds seemed to all rush in at once then, and it was all the corporal could do to stop himself from sinking face down into the cold, filthy rainwater. 

			‘No,’ he whispered to himself.

			It wasn’t over yet. He needed to ditch his uniform, find somewhere to lay low and get his wounds seen to. Maybe one of the slum hospitals near the harbour. He needed to figure out what it was that he had seen in the mist, and what his next move was. He was not done yet. Whatever this conspiracy was, he was going to find some way to unmask it – or die in the attempt. Armand Callis turned and staggered through the cold and the filth, away from his traitorous comrades and deeper into the depths of the Veins.

			The crooked man’s insane laughter followed him.

			Hanniver Toll paused, and took a deep lungful of dockside air in through his nose. In rushed the sour reek of dried fish left too long in the sun, the aromatic hint of exotic spices, the tang of fresh-forged metal and the unmistakable stench of thousands of bodies grunting, sweating and hollering their lungs dry as they went about the sacred business of trade. The people of Excelsis ambled through the white whalebone stalls of fishermen and hunters, past garish tents of many colours that promised exotic treasures from distant Qallifae, far-off Hyesca, and a hundred other places, some of which even Toll had not heard of. Ships of all descriptions lined the dockside. Squat, barrel-shaped duardin steam-cogs were anchored alongside swift aelven tide-cutters, the crews shouting boisterous, good-natured insults at each other over the clatter of the market. There were big war galleys, flanks bristling with flame-shot cannon and lance launchers, and even a couple of Scyllan shellships – as Toll looked, one of the giant crustaceans hauled itself clear of the water and into one of the great docking bays, its many-hued, iridescent carapace sliding slowly aside to reveal the crew inside, already securing crates and chests of rare goods. Every captain here would be looking to offload enough of his stock to pay for a nice, reliable augury from the Prophesier’s Guild that would lead him to his next haul, and make enough extra to keep his crew paid up and happy. He didn’t envy them that particular balancing act. 

			Toll let his gaze drift across to the stalls. Suspended on great hooks on all sides, dangling limply in a mockery of their former savage ferocity, were aquatic monsters of all descriptions. Razor-squid, their gaping maws lined with a thousand serrated beaks. Great wyre-sharks, with jaws wide enough to swallow five men whole. Ghyreks, the sabre-toothed mammalian predators that could fly as well as they could swim, so that even out of water a sailor could not escape their vicious fangs. Tall, wiry aelves in leather coats and aprons were gutting and skinning these monsters, or hauling and stringing up fresh specimens for the attention of wandering traders. The acrid stench of the carcasses only added to the stew of potent aromas hereabouts.

			‘By the God-King,’ he said through a wide grin, ‘is that not the most beautiful smell that ever blessed your nose, Kazrug?’

			The duardin swayed to the side as a cart, piled high with freshly bought goods and drawn by a screeching, two-headed creature with avian features and rows of needle-sharp teeth, nearly crushed him into the mire beneath their feet. Kazrug snapped a sour look back at his companion.

			‘Stinks of dung and rotten fish,’ he snapped. ‘And the next fat little human who jostles me will be hauling his goods home with two broken arms. Why’d you drag us here anyhow?’ 

			Toll nodded to a shop-front on their left, a rare refuge from the bustling mass of merchants and dockhands. The two pushed their way through the throng, Kazrug with markedly less restraint. A perfumed, pale-haired merchant wrapped in turquoise robes found himself planted on his backside in a pile of spilt fish guts. He spluttered in outrage as two scrawny servants hauled his not-inconsiderable mass to its feet, but then his eyes found Kazrug’s face. He took in the countless gouges and scars that ran from the duardin’s broad neck to his single cold, grey eye. His doughy cheeks paled as he saw the chipped blue gemstone that occupied the other socket. And, of course, it was impossible not to notice the gleaming broadaxe that poked its savage head over the duardin’s chainmail-armoured shoulder.

			‘My apologies,’ the merchant murmured, a wan smile upon his lips.

			‘Accepted,’ grunted Kazrug, and shouldered his way past.

			Toll shook his head and sighed as his stocky companion approached.

			‘You know, Kazrug, I believe our time working together has proven the efficacy of showing a little restraint at times. Could you try not to antagonise absolutely everybody that crosses our path?’

			Kazrug made a harsh barking sound, the nearest he ever came to laughter. 

			‘The job we do, and you’re worried about upsetting one pampered stinkwater salesman?’

			‘It’s called perfume,’ said Toll, ‘and this is the city of secrets. As I have told you a hundred times, everyone in Excelsis is hiding something, and every friendly face could be the one that drives a knife into your back.’

			Kazrug rolled his one good eye, and Toll abandoned his planned lecture. He would have to handle the subtlety, but he’d been in enough life or death situations with his foul-tempered companion over the years that he understood the value of having a well-swung duardin axe in his corner.

			‘In answer to your original question,’ he said, ‘we are here because last night a patrol of Excelsis guardsmen was found slaughtered in the depths of the Veins.’

			Kazrug grunted in something approaching surprise. The odd dead soldier was not uncommon in Excelsis, a city that boasted a number of ruthless criminal gangs amongst its many dangers, but an entire squad? That was unusual. 

			Toll drew a rolled parchment from his long coat, and unfurled it in front of his companion. Upon it was drawn the face of a young man with a sharp, angular face and hooded eyes. His hair was clipped short in the common manner of the city’s soldiery, and he bore a well-managed beard and moustache, curled slightly with wax. Above the image were the words, ‘Sought: Corporal Armand Callis of the Coldguard Regiment for the most foul betrayal of his fellow warriors. For murder and theft, and racketeering on a grand scale. Reward for any information leading to his capture – 30,000 glimmerings.’

			Kazrug whistled. 

			‘They’re not messing about with this boy, are they?’ he muttered. ‘With a three-count of glimmerings up for the taking he’ll be dead in a gutter by sundown. Why are we interested?’

			‘Guardsman Callis is the only surviving member of this missing squad,’ said Toll. ‘I’ve talked to my sources in the Coldguard Bastion, and they say he’s a career type, smart and capable enough. Not even a hint of criminal activity prior to this.’

			‘Were you not just telling me that you can’t trust a damned human in this cesspit of a city?’

			‘I was, and for once I thank you for listening. But I’ve been doing this long enough to know that something here doesn’t add up. Regardless, if Callis is involved in the kind of business that gets four Coldguard soldiers slain, then we need to find him.’

			‘You think this runs deeper than a black market deal gone wrong?’ asked Kazrug.

			Toll leaned against the wall of the store, and gazed out across the harbour. 

			‘The city is vulnerable right now,’ he said. ‘We’re still losing patrols out in the wilds. Fortress Abraxicon guards the Realmgate, and we haven’t been able to contact them for a week now. Then a prophecy drops into our laps. A perfect augury. Shows us the orruks of the Shattered Shins gathering, shows us right where Warboss Grukka is camped. And the Stormcasts march to war.’

			‘This ain’t nothing new,’ Kazrug shrugged. ‘Ain’t the first time Sigmar’s boys have marched out to meet a greenskin force that the seers have spotted before time.’

			‘That’s true. But we’ve had two prominent members of the Prophesier’s Guild turn up dead in the last two months. Both of natural causes, sure. Old, frail men. No signs of foul play. Yet now a group of soldiers are found dead.’

			Kazrug scratched his beard thoughtfully. ‘It’s all bits and pieces, though. Not a single thing that ties together.’

			‘Correct, and in all likelihood I’m just being my usual paranoid self. On the off chance I’m not, however, I’d like to talk to this Armand Callis before the executioner’s axe finds him.’

			The first thing that Armand Callis noticed was the smell. It was a pungent reek of unwashed bodies and unchecked decay. For just a moment, he thought he was dead, another unnamed corpse dumped in the pauper graves for the endlessly hungry denizens of the earth to drag down and devour.

			It was the fact that every square inch of his body ached and burned with agony that dissuaded him of that notion, along with the low murmuring of pained voices. Damp, stinking rags covered his face. He groaned, and pawed at the wrappings with a shaking hand. They parted, and a gleam of daylight speared through to embed itself in his skull. He let out a pitiful moan that sounded less like a man than a wounded beast, and replaced the bandage to blot out the painful brightness.

			‘Sigmar’s Throne, lad,’ came a voice from his right. ‘They certainly did a number on you, didn’t they?’

			Callis’ hand flicked instinctively to his hip, searching for a blade, but of course there was nothing there. Gritting his teeth, he shifted backwards, feeling a cold stone wall at his back. He propped himself up, ignoring the stabbing knives of pain that tore at his ribs, and tore free the wrappings. He let the light flood in, accepting the agony. If he was to going to die here, he wanted to see it coming. Slowly the corona of searing white light faded, and the room around him coalesced. 

			It was a typical Excelsis poor-house, a blend of daubed, bleached bone and sun-dried clay, materials that abounded in the Coast of Tusks and made for a cheap yet largely sturdy foundation. Scattered about the floor were beds of woven fibre, upon which lay scores of filthy, moaning figures, all wrapped in rags as he was. Between these stricken wretches drifted figures in white robes, their faces wrapped in handkerchiefs of white cloth, their hands gloved and their heads covered by dark skullcaps. They looked almost wraith-like in the gloom.

			‘You’re currently staying in one of the city’s most delightful hospices,’ came that voice again. ‘A fine establishment indeed, beloved of the lame and the ruined. Cheap beds with fine linen sheets and a host of eager bed-lice whose bites will keep you warm through the long nights. Goodlady Morwen is an acquaintance of mine, and she alerted me as soon as she realised it was our famous errant guardsman who had stumbled into her establishment in the early hours of the morning, two nights past.’

			Before Callis was a small, unassuming man, perched lazily on a hardwood stool. He wore an overcoat that seemed a size or two too large for him, dark blue breeches and a pair of worn travelling boots. His face was broad and plain, and the lower half was covered by a thin and scruffy beard perhaps a week or two old. His eyes were a pale grey, and the slightly receding sandy-brown hair atop his head showed glimpses of the same. He was idly rolling a wide-brimmed hat in his hands, but his eyes were fixed upon Callis.

			‘You’ve had a busy few days, haven’t you guardsman?’ he said.

			‘Are you here to kill me?’ Callis rasped. He was shocked by the sound of his own voice. It was the rattling hiss of a man dying from blacklung. ‘Normally I’d take offense at that, but frankly with the way I’m feeling, death would come as something of a relief. So get about granting it if you’re going to.’ 

			There was a snort of laughter from the other side of his bed, and Callis turned, startled, to see a particularly ugly duardin staring back at him, a grin splitting his craggy, scarred face. The duardin was short one eye, which had been replaced by a chipped blue gemstone, and had a wicked axe slung over one shoulder. All in all, his was not a particularly comforting presence to wake up to.

			‘He’s got stones, this one,’ the duardin rumbled. 

			‘I have no wish to see you dead,’ the seated man said, his soft voice a harmonious counterpart to his companion. ‘But I am interested in how an unremarkable corporal in the Coldguard manages to slay his entire squad, run off into the night, and come to rest in a slum hospital with the majority of his vital organs pulped like a juvafruit salad.’

			‘You know who I am?’

			‘I do. Armand Callis, corporal of no particular renown. You have a couple of border skirmishes under your belt, a run-in or two with scattered bands of orruks. You handled yourself well enough, they say.’

			‘Who are they?’

			‘I also know that your face is up on every wall in the city,’ the man continued, ignoring the question. ‘They say you slaughtered your fellows and disappeared into the night like the White Reaper himself.’

			Callis felt a shiver run down his spine at the mere mention of that name. 

			The man sighed, and laid his wide-brimmed hat on his lap. He leaned forward, studying Callis with those piercing eyes. There was an unsettling intensity behind the gaze.

			‘No second-generation reclaimed corporal is worth thirty thousand glimmerings,’ he muttered, low but clear enough so that the stricken man heard every word. ‘And you don’t strike me as the type to slaughter your own men on a whim. Which leads me to wonder – who wants you dead or rotting in jail? And what did you witness that makes you so dangerous to them?’

			The image of the wizened sorcerer flashed into Callis’ mind, his clawed hands raised and the city ablaze beneath him. He could smell the scorched ruins of what once had been men, and could feel once again the smoke rushing into his lungs and his eyes, burning everything it touched. He hacked and coughed, and he saw the seated man recoil in surprise. Eventually his retching subsided, and he wiped bloody phlegm from his mouth.

			‘Who are you?’ Callis croaked. ‘If you were Guild you’d have me in irons or dead already. You’re no bounty hunter or findsman. You’ve no gang markings. Why do you care about any of this?’

			‘My name is Hanniver Toll,’ the man said, rising from his stool. ‘I can help you, guardsman, but I need you to tell me everything that happened and everything you saw. Leave nothing out.’

			Despite the fact he had no idea who the man was, Callis almost told him everything. It would have been a relief just to get it all out. He almost spoke of the visions that plagued his mind, and the friends he had seen murdered at the hands of Coldguard soldiers. But then he saw old Happer, guts torn out of him, bleeding his last into the rain-slick streets. He saw Longholme and Jammud fall, transfixed by crossbow bolts. And most awful of all he saw Sergeant Werrigen, his face as placid and unconcerned as if he was squashing a bug, as he slid his blade into Custin’s chest.

			He shook his head. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about. Now if you’re going to stick a knife in me, get on with it.’

			Toll sighed as he rose to his feet, putting on his hat as he did so. ‘So we choose the hard way. Very well. I wish you the best of luck, citizen Callis. Do give my regards to the headsman. Come Kazrug, we are obviously not wanted here. Let us leave this man to his supper.’ He disdainfully examined his surroundings as he walked purposefully to the door, where he stopped and turned to regard the guardsmen with a final pitying expression. ‘Which I’m sure, by the way, will be delightful.’

			The duardin stood, hefted his axe and strode off to follow Toll out of the room, caring very little for those delinquents unfortunate enough to be lying in his path. A chorus of groans followed him as he departed.

			Two days. Two days he’d been here. Callis sat upright, and groaned as his accumulated bruises and cuts sent a wave of pain through him. He had to get out of here. If some total stranger could find him, the traitors who had slaughtered his patrol certainly would. He swung his feet over the side of the bed, and with gritted teeth hauled himself to his feet. His uniform was nowhere to be seen, which wasn’t much of an issue since he’d have to be somewhat more brain-addled than he was to risk wearing it. He was wrapped in a filthy linen robe and breeches, which caused him to resemble one of the faithful pilgrims who made the dangerous trek to Excelsis to visit the Abbey of Remembered Souls. He moved through the beds, past a sea of groaning, stinking bodies. As he moved, he whipped a tattered coat from the floor next to one of the cots, and a pair of ill-smelling sandals from another.

			Throwing open the doors, he half expected the sun to reach down and sear his eyes after so long sat in darkness, but instead he was met with a dull, ominous grey haze. The air tingled with the promise of rain and thunder. The storm had clearly not yet passed. Around him the familiar hustle of a day in the Excelsis markets went on, but he could sense the tension and unease in the people of the city. As he turned onto the main thoroughfare toward the harbour stalls, what had once been a fine stone-cobbled road, now almost entirely worn to dust by decades of heavy traffic, a great crack echoed through the street. There were a fair few gasps and muttered prayers from those around him. He looked out towards the origin of the sound, and saw one of the occulum fulgurest apertures on the curve of the harbour wall. The device, one of six placed at equidistant intervals along the perimeter of Excelsis, powered the great lamp-lights that illuminated the bay through some unknowable Collegiate sorcery. Right now it writhed and danced with lightning. A great torrent of energy screamed off into the sky, and Callis heard the rumble of thunder answer it. After a few moments the tumult ceased, but that hardly eased the worried grumbles of the cityfolk. In a city that placed so much faith in omens and auguries, this hardly seemed a promising one.

			Callis shook his head, refocusing his thoughts. He had greater problems right now. Where exactly could an errant guardsman, sought after by the very organisation that he had once served, go to ground? He needed somewhere to lay low, reassess his options. But where?

			I have absolutely no life outside the Coldguard, he thought. That was a sobering realisation.

			The only place he could think to go was to Uncle Tor’s house. He hadn’t been back there in years. Things had been ugly between them, at the end, but he was sure the old miser would at least listen to what he had to say. Surely? 

			It was a bad idea. He stood there, as the drifting tide of people swirled around him, and tried to think of a better one.

			Uncle Tor Vallen’s house was a nondescript little stand-to at the very edge of the Veins. Only a few streets away, the structures descended into the ramshackle jumble of half-collapsed hovels that marked the border of the slums, yet Halfway Lane was surprisingly well maintained, all things considered. Like Uncle Tor, many of the residents here were old soldiers. Sergeants mostly, those that could afford a modest reward for their decades of service once their eyesight failed them or their hands shook too much to hold a blade. There was an order to things here that was missing elsewhere in the modest quarters of the city. Carts were stored neatly in the alleys between the two-storey cottages, which were built of smooth, polished stone rather than traditional bone and clay. 

			Callis rubbed one hand across his freshly shaved cheeks, wincing as he touched tender skin and the tattered remnants of his once-proud moustache. With his face on half the walls in the city, a visit to a barber had seemed unwise. He had pocketed a gutting knife while a razor-clam salesman’s back was turned, and hacked away at his face until it was relatively smooth, aside from the numerous abrasions his amateurish work had left. 

			Two old fellows leaned against a wooden fence, each filling the air with the spiralling purple smoke of hadja leaf. One was a duardin whose lower leg had been replaced with a metal prosthetic, the other a thin, irritable-looking human clutching a hardwood cane. Both eyed him suspiciously as he passed, for which he could hardly blame them in his current state.

			‘Good day, sirs,’ he attempted, following up the pleasantry with a broad smile that reopened a cut on his cheek and sent a trickle of blood running down his face.

			‘Hmm,’ replied the duardin, and took another drag of his longpipe. The sweet smell, like fresh cut coca plant, sent Callis’ stomach rumbling, and he realised how long it had been since he had eaten. Uncle Tor was perhaps the worst cook in the entire city, but Callis would have gladly given his right arm for a bowl of the man’s fish head and raw potato broth. 

			He limped onwards to the far end of the street. Ahead and to the left was Tor’s house, an unassuming two-storey structure with a thatched, sloped roof. Smoke billowed from the chimney. A narrow passage separated the building from its immediate neighbour, and Callis ducked in here, attempting to get a glimpse through the kitchen window. It was locked shut, and thick gauze curtains obscured a clutter of pans and plates on the other side, rendered a dull orange by the thick amberglass panes. He saw no movement. 

			He slumped to the floor outside, and put his head in the palm of his hands. There was a good chance that the traitors hidden amongst the Coldguard had already marked his relatives out as likely points of contact. Tor had been a popular, respected sergeant in his prime, and although that was many years ago now, there were likely still some old-timers who recalled him. That said, he did not recall ever speaking of his uncle. Tor had never approved of his brother marrying into a reclaimed family, and the two never truly reconciled before Adan was killed in battle. Callis’ mother Weri passed on only a few years later, struck down by fever. Though Tor had taken the orphaned Callis into his home, he had only done so grudgingly. He had never been cruel, but he had likewise never made a secret of his resentment at having to coddle a child that was a constant reminder of the brother he had never made peace with. When Callis came of age and enlisted he had done so under his mother’s family name – a small act of spite that might just help him here. Perhaps that particular familial connection had been overlooked? 

			In the end, it was exhaustion rather than reason that gave him the courage to approach the heavy oaken door at the front of the house.

			It was unlocked. He eased it open, wincing at the creak it unleashed as he did so. Inside the faint, smoky smell of burned food filled the modest entrance hallway. Blades, guns and souvenirs from a score or more years of soldiering covered the rough sandstone walls. There were some new items, too, doubtlessly curios that Tor had picked up on one of his frequent visits to the harbour market: a duardin axe-musket; a pair of Lyndean duelling claws, serrated and hooked; maps, too, and a dozen other esoteric trinkets whose function escaped Callis. 

			‘Uncle?’ he said, and the softly spoken words rattled horribly through the empty hall. No answer.

			‘Uncle Tor?’ he attempted again. ‘It’s Armand. I’ve got myself in a real mess, uncle. I could really use your help.’

			Still nothing. Callis’ hand closed around the crude gutting knife tucked into his belt, clutching the bone handle so tightly it hurt. He inched forward. On his left the kitchen door was open. He pressed himself against the wall, drew the knife and shifted it into a fighter’s grip, blade running parallel to his arm. He held his breath and spun round into the room. 

			Uncle Tor sat at the head of the kitchen table, fork still gripped in one hand and a plate full of food in front of him. His craggy, boxer’s face was set in a look of mild surprise, and his eyes were fixed on the curved dagger that was thrust straight through his heart. 

			Callis slumped against the wall. That was it then. Tor had been his last hope, the only person in the city he had left to trust. Grief battled with self-pity in his mind, and he hated himself that the latter won out. 

			‘I’m sorry, uncle,’ he muttered. ‘This is my fault. I got you caught up in all this madness, and you deserved a better fate.’

			‘There’re worse ways to die,’ came a voice from behind him. 

			Two figures, both in nondescript tunics, breeches and cloaks, with scarves wrapped around their faces. Only their eyes were visible, and Callis saw no pity or anger there, only the detached calm of practised killers. They carried hand crossbows, duardin-forged alley pieces, and he saw the glint of more curved blades upon their belts. 

			‘Drop the blade,’ said the first man, gesturing with the hand crossbow. ‘And move. Have a seat next to your uncle, if you would.’

			Callis did as he was bid, letting his pitiful weapon clatter to the floor and dragging himself across the room. The movement was almost mech­anical. He shifted into the only other chair, and tried not to look at the cold, greying thing that had once taken him in, clothed him and fed him. He was dimly aware of the two figures sliding into the kitchen behind him. They were quiet and calm. One leaned against the work surface on the far side of the room, underneath the cluttered window looking out to the street. The orange glow washed across his narrow, angular face. The other, the one who had spoken to him, stood opposite Callis, slid the alley-bow into a leather holster on his belt, and drew his long knife.

			‘You’re dead, guardsman,’ he said. ‘It’s important you understand that. You were dead as soon as you stumbled upon something you were never meant to see.’

			He leaned down and let the blade trace a line across the hard wood of the kitchen table. The strange, azure blade was razor keen. The man hardly seemed to be applying any pressure, yet it sliced a deep trail across the worn surface.

			‘As I say though, there are worse ways to die than a knife to the heart,’ the man continued. ‘And I’ll give you a taste of them. All of them. By the time we’re finished with you there’ll be nothing much left at all. Just a piece of meat, really.’

			He never raised his tone. He sounded bored, if anything. As if he had recited these same words a dozen times today already. Somehow the casual manner with which they were delivered made the words even more chilling than if they had been roared into Callis’ face.

			‘Unless, of course,’ the man said, ‘you tell us about everyone you’ve talked to in the last two days. Anyone you may have been foolish enough to confide in before coming here. Take your time, now. Our host here won’t mind if we stay a while longer.’

			Callis finally looked up. He stared into the man’s indifferent grey eyes. From somewhere deep within him, a cold tide of fury roiled up to sear away the guilt and the sorrow. 

			‘I would have,’ he said. ‘I’d have told you what you wanted to know, if you’d threatened his life. Then I’d have let you gut me and leave me for dead in the street. We weren’t close, he and I, but we were family. My life for his, I’d have died content with that. But you made a mistake.’

			‘You’re making one of your own.’

			Callis laughed, a bitter, high-pitched noise that sounded hollow in the cramped room. ‘Perhaps. But I will tell you this. You’ve given me resolve, friend. And that’s a powerful thing for any soldier. So you start cutting. You do your worst. I’ll choke on my blood before I tell you a damned thing, you traitorous filth.’

			The man snapped forward like a striking viperfish. He grabbed Callis around the throat, and slammed his head down on the table. Callis struggled, but the second man was already on him, slamming a fist into his ribs hard enough to blast the breath from him. The first figure wrenched the scarf from around his mouth, and as Callis looked into his clean-shaven face, he felt another stab of recognition. He had seen this man before as well. He was another Coldguard, a guardsman in Sergeant Volker’s platoon, though Callis could not recall his name. How deep was the rot within his regiment?

			‘We’ll start with an eye,’ the man snarled. ‘Just the one, for now. I’m going to take my time with you.’

			The knife came down.

			There was an echoing blast from outside, followed by a shrill scream that was abruptly cut off. The blade stopped an inch from Callis’ eye. 

			The two cutthroats looked at each other, then the lead figure nodded to the back of the room. His companion shifted quietly to the far side of the room, knelt and aimed his alley-bow at the kitchen entrance. The first man slugged Callis hard on the temple. His head swam, and black spots burst behind his eyes. He felt himself be hauled up, and felt the curved blade draw a thin line across his throat. 

			There was a moment of uneasy calm, and then a figure stumbled into view. Another man dressed in simple street clothes, though the drab greys and browns were stained bright scarlet by the blood pouring from a gaping wound in his throat. From the corridor someone planted a boot in the stricken man’s back and kicked him to the floor. Ducked behind Callis, the lead assassin shot a bolt from his alley-bow, which clattered into the hallway. The man swiftly racked his weapon with his free hand, sliding the lever back and letting the feeder slide in another bolt from the drum magazine.

			‘If you’re here for the guardsman, you should know that I’ve a knife held to his throat,’ he shouted. ‘And more of my men will have heard that shot. You should leave, friend. You won’t get a second chance.’

			‘You’re labouring under the delusion that you have any control over this situation,’ came a voice from the corridor. It was assured and calm, with an underlying edge of anger. ‘And that your backup are still amongst the living. Seven men. Couple of roof-runners that stayed in place a little too long. Few beggars with too-fine clothes.’

			‘You’re bluffing.’

			A bag was hurled into the kitchen, the contents clattering across the floor. Seven curved daggers.

			The first cutthroat bit back a curse. Callis laughed mirthlessly, ignoring the shock of pain as the blade dug further into the flesh of his throat. 

			‘Kill the wretch,’ said the second man. ‘We’ve been made.’

			The kitchen window erupted. Pans and shattered glass exploded across the room as something small and heavy hurtled inside, tackling the kneeling bow wielder and sending him sliding across the stone floor. The man holding Callis hesitated just a moment, and the former guardsman snapped his head backwards, hitting his captor’s nose with a crunch and sending him stumbling backwards.

			Striding into the kitchen, ornate four-barrel pistol in hand, was the same man Callis had encountered at the slum hospice. No longer was he quiet and unassuming. His eyes gleamed with righteous fire, and his stride was sure and purposeful.

			‘Down,’ the newcomer said. Callis dropped. All four barrels of the pistol barked in terrible unison.

			The man with the curved knife sailed backwards through the air, his chest a smoking ruin. He struck the old stove and crumpled to the floor, plates and clay cups shattering on the floor about him.

			As he lay there panting and feeling the blood trickle from the shallow slice across his throat, Callis looked towards his remaining assailant. The robed figure lay on his back, eyes staring blankly at the ceiling as a thin pool of blood slowly spread across the floor. Upon the man’s chest sat the armoured duardin from the hospice, his knuckles bloody and his axe still secured at his back.

			‘Kazrug, I told you to take him alive,’ said the man in the wide-brimmed hat, voice tight with frustration.

			‘Soft as silt, these boys,’ spat the squat, muscled figure. ‘But it weren’t my right hook that did this, deadly as it is.’

			His coarse hands grabbed the dead human’s robes and tore them free, exposing the man’s chest. Jutting out of the pale flesh was a bloodied spike of blue crystal. It pierced the man’s heart, and a steady flow of arterial blood fountained from the neat, surgical wound.

			Toll cursed. ‘Some kind of failsafe.’

			He grasped the crystal, and Callis winced at the sucking sound it made as the man tugged it free. Blood stained the glittering surface of the small shard, which was about the size of a forefinger. Beneath that it was dark blue, almost purple in colour. As Toll lifted it something seemed to swirl within its depths. There was a sound of rustling wind, a sibilant echo that could have been a whisper, and then the crystal shattered into a thousand pieces, covering Toll’s heavy leather coat in a patina of fine dust. He frowned in irritation and brushed the stuff down.

			‘Our enemy is wise enough to cover their tracks. How vexing.’

			He turned to Callis, and the smoking pistol was still held ready in his hand.

			‘Well, corporal,’ he said, ‘that makes you even more valuable. I warned you what would happen if you did not trust me. I had hoped to dangle you out on the line a little, and catch myself a bigger fish. It seems I must revise my plans somewhat.’

			Gone was the friendly demeanour Toll had displayed at the hospital. He studied the corporal with the dispassionate look of a blacksmith inspecting his tools. Callis felt naked under that gaze. 

			‘Who… who are you?’ the corporal asked.

			‘I am the witch hunter Hanniver Toll, of the most holy Order of Azyr, and you are going to tell me everything you know.’

			Callis felt his felt his blood run cold. Throne of Sigmar, he was in trouble now. The Order had found him. The Order! Stories of their zealous brutality were told in every barrack hall and drinking pit in Excelsis. They were the flame that burned away the heretical and the unfaithful, and the ruthlessness of their methods was legendary. He was, somehow, in even greater trouble than he had been in when he started the day. 

			‘That,’ said Toll, ‘is the appropriate reaction.’

			He leaned down, and those pitiless grey eyes bored into Callis’.

			‘Every story you’ve heard is true,’ Toll continued. ‘Every one. Where we see perfidy and betrayal, the Order excises it with sword and flame. Those that would eat away at the heart of this great civilisation will die screaming. Those that choose to aid such schemes, or who avert their gaze through cowardice or disloyalty will meet a fate no kinder. I tell you this now so you harbour no illusions as to the lengths I will go to protect this city – if you cross me, you are ash and memories, and even those I will seek to eradicate. Do you understand?’

			Callis swallowed, which took some effort since his mouth had gone dry. ‘I’m no traitor,’ he choked out. ‘I said nothing because I had already been betrayed. If I had known…’

			Toll held up a hand, and like a flash his face was once again genial and dryly amused. All the fury and the conviction drained away like it had never existed. Callis’ head was spinning.

			‘I’m glad we are clear, guardsman,’ he said. ‘Rest assured, if you do as I say and provide me with everything that I ask for, you need not fear any reprisal. For now, we must move. This place, as you have probably gathered, is far from safe.’

			The witch hunter gestured, and Callis followed him out of the kitchen and into the hall.

			The duardin Kazrug was already at the back door. He had his broad axe held ready in two hands, and two stubby, wide-barrelled pistols were tucked within easy reach at his belt. He smeared blood from his face with one forearm, and nodded at Callis.

			‘We armin’ that one? Might be more than a few of ’em out here.’

			Toll favoured Callis with an appraising look for a moment, and then nodded. ‘Fetch an alley piece from those dead fools. And find a blade.’

			The crunch of broken amberglass came from outside the kitchen window. Toll turned and fired in one smooth motion, and a hooded and scarfed face disappeared in a flash of pink mist.

			‘Move!’ he shouted. ‘To the back door.’

			They hurtled into the corridor. As they ran, figures appeared in the street to the front of the house, and small iron bolts began to whicker through, skipping off walls and whistling in a storm around them. Callis sent a bolt of his own back in response, and clambered on a cabinet to wrench a basket-handled sabre off its mount on the wall. His uncle’s blade, a sergeant’s weapon of rank. It was oiled, and the fine steel showed not a hint of rust despite the many nicks and chips along the length. He ran a thumb down the edge, and it came away bloody. Uncle Tor had not been a man to let his tools degrade.

			Toll dragged Callis out of the hallway just as another volley of darts smacked into the wall. One tore a line across the witch hunter’s cheek as it whipped past, but he barely seemed to notice. Then they were hurtling through the back door and out into the side alley behind the house, wedged in between the back wall and a chipped flint partition that obscured the next row of buildings. More hooded figures came at them, brandishing those wicked, curved knives. Kazrug aimed low with a pistol and blasted, finding a kneecap and sending one rushing figure skidding and howling along the cobbles. His fellows slowed as they scrambled over their fallen companion, and Callis dropped another with a bolt to the gut. 

			‘Move,’ shouted Toll, emptying the four barrels of his pistol into those figures approaching from the left. More went down, and a mist of smoke and blood wafted down the length of the back alley. 

			The witch hunter ducked, stuck a hand in his coat and withdrew a small, bronze globe. He twisted it and it came apart in his hands like two halves of a juvafruit. He placed each segment in the middle of the flint wall that separated the next row of houses, a hand’s width apart. 

			‘What in Sigmar’s name are you doing?’ shouted Callis. ‘They’re almost on us!’

			Kazrug slammed into his knees and dropped him to the floor, lying on top of him with his pistol braced and aimed down the alley. 

			‘Cover yer ears, lad,’ he growled.

			Callis cursed and struggled, getting a good nostrilful of the duardin’s unholy stench as he did so, and jammed his fingers in his ears. Toll finished his task, drew his rapier and span to the side, impaling an onrushing assailant through the neck. Then he put two fingers to his own ears and crouched low.

			There was an ear-shattering explosion, and a column of dust and smoke spiralled into the air. Yet Callis felt no shockwave slam him backwards. He peered into the smoke and saw the ruin of the flint wall. It had blown outwards, and beyond he could see the rear of a house on the next street, and chunks of ruptured stone and flint littering the cobbles.

			‘Through,’ roared Toll, hauling Callis to his feet and staggering into the cloud of dust. Kazrug followed, firing another blast from his pistol and immediately dropping it, letting the weapon dangle from the leather cords that held it to his belt. As they passed through the breach, he flipped his axe back into two hands and waited for the first face to emerge through the smoke. That unfortunate man tasted the fine edge of the brutal weapon, and a head tumbled down onto the broken street. The duardin kicked the stumbling headless torso back through the wall.

			‘Get back,’ said Toll, and stepped up to hurl another object. This was a bright green bottle with a stopper of red wax bound with copper wire. It shattered on the far wall, and for a moment nothing happened. Hooded figures clambered through the gap as the witch hunter and his companions scrambled away. 

			Then there was a sound like a crashing wave, and a sheet of blue flame washed out from the breach, encircling the unfortunate assassins in its path. The force of the blast hurled broken, burning bodies into the house on the far side, and sent yet more sprawling across the floor, screaming piteously as whatever alchemical concoction the bottle had been filled with devoured their flesh.

			By the time the flames cleared and the screaming ceased, the companions were half a dozen streets away and still running hard.

			Once they were out of sight of their pursuers, it was a simple thing for the trio to disappear amongst the throng of traders and workers that packed the streets of Excelsis during the day. They wove their way through the river of people, past bands of dirty, gaunt-faced pilgrims and bellowing traders, gangs of scarred and marked street toughs, and even the odd gaggle of noble youths indulging a taste for the common life. For once, Callis did not even bother to put a guarding hand over his pockets as the street kids swarmed around their knees, tugging at their sleeves and begging for a glimmering or two. He had nothing left to steal. Eventually they made their way off the main street, and shouldered through the milling crowds and into the depths of the Veins.

			‘You’re a witch hunter,’ whispered Callis, as the trio slipped down another back alley, a seemingly endless channel that Toll insisted would take them out on the edge of the temple district. ‘Can’t you just call in some kind of… emergency force or something? Start putting some feet to the flame and get some answers?’

			Toll laughed. ‘It pleases me that the populace has such a generous estimation of our resources. The large majority of Excelsis’ faith militant has joined the Stormcast Eternals on their latest offensive. As for the Order, our ranks are stretched as it is. In every corner of the realm that Sigmar reconquers, a dozen threats raise their heads.’

			They walked in silence for a while, wading through the accumulated filth, past mounds of shattered bottles and piles of foul-smelling waste. The walls were close here, and so the alley made a perfect home for the dreamspinners. Callis stared queasily at the canopy of iridescent webbing overhead, occasionally catching a glimpse of one of the huge, translucent arachnids scuttling about its fortress. As he stared at the intricate patterns, they shifted and kaleidoscoped before his eyes. Colours and shapes collapsed in on themselves, whirling and reassembling into forms that promised revelation, if only his mind could interpret them.

			Something whacked him hard in the gut, and he doubled over wheezing.

			‘Don’t stare at the durned things,’ Kazrug growled. ‘Want to end up like that one?’

			The duardin’s stubby hand was pointing at what looked like a thick, ugly clump of webbing, propped haphazardly against the alley wall. As Callis peered closer, his stomach lurched. Empty sockets stared out from the gossamer cage, and a wizened face screamed in silence, skin leathered and stretched but still recognisably human. As they looked on, needle-thin legs spread out of the corpse’s mouth, and a dagger-shaped body capped with dozens of glittering eyes levered itself out of its hiding place, and scuttled with unnerving speed up the side of the wall and out of sight into the canopy.

			‘Tell me we’re almost out of this place,’ said Callis, fighting a heroic battle with his protesting innards as they squirmed in nauseated revulsion. 

			‘We are,’ said Toll. ‘And don’t worry. As long as you’re not out of your skull on brandy or whisper-smoke, you’re not likely to fall under the sway of those things. Keep your head about you, mind.’

			Callis shook his head. He had heard about the dangers of the dark corners of the city, of course he had. Yet it was one thing to hear rumours about the dreamspinners – how they gathered omens and auguries up and wove them into those fabulous patterns, how they preyed on unwary drunks, siphoning the hopes and dreams and worries from their minds and leaving them little more than drooling husks – but it was quite another to see proof of that horror right in front of him.

			They were close to the edge of the Veins now, approaching the temple district. Finally Toll lead them out of the narrow alley, and they heard the sound of carts and raised voices. Beyond was a thoroughfare, with the spires of the grand Abbey of Remembered Souls looming ominously in the distance over a row of modest town houses and the swarming heads of dozens of citizens going about their daily business. 

			‘Let’s move,’ said Toll, but Callis placed a warning hand upon his shoulder.

			‘Wait,’ he said, and pointed down at the far end of the street. A picket line of green-cloaked guardsmen was making its way down the street, stopping cart drovers to rift through their possessions, pulling down the hoods of travellers to peer into their faces, and otherwise making it deadly obvious that they were searching for someone in particular. 

			‘Seven guesses as to who they’re looking for,’ muttered Callis miserably.

			‘I have the authority to detain you myself, but I’d rather avoid a confrontation,’ said Toll. ‘Wait until they’re distracted, then we make for the tall building with the shattered sundial on your left.’

			It took only a few minutes for the line of guardsmen to become embroiled in a shouting match with a brawny-looking sailor, who was transporting dozens of barrels in a rickety old dray cart. One of the soldiers had jabbed at a barrel with his sword, and a torrent of amber liquid was pouring out into the gutter. A weary-looking sergeant was doing his best to defuse the merchant’s anger, and helpfully drawing the attention of everyone in the immediate vicinity.

			Toll gestured forward and the three filtered through the crowd, past grumbling merchants and confused townsfolk. Callis nervously clutched at the cowl of his robes as he passed within spitting distance of his old comrades. 

			On the far side of the street he could see the building the witch hunter had indicated, a two-storey ruin of crumbling walls and boarded-up windows. The front door was locked up tight, secured by a thick iron padlock. Toll walked right past it, heading around the side of the structure to another door that was similarly secured. With a brief glance around to check he was unobserved, the witch hunter placed one hand on the surface and muttered something under his breath. There was a gentle clicking sound. Toll twisted the padlock and it slid free easily. The door swung open, and he gestured Callis and Kazrug through.

			Inside was a sparse, gloomy room with a collection of mouldy pieces of furniture and little else of note. Callis heard the witch hunter mutter another unintelligible phrase, and then there was a low grinding sound, and a clank of gears. He turned to see the floor at the north-east corner of the room collapse into a set of stairs, heading down into darkness.

			Toll lead them down. As soon as they stepped out into a rough stone corridor, the stairs retracted behind them. The hallway ahead was lit a soft orange by several glowing stones mounted on braziers. There was a sharp, not entirely unpleasant but slightly acrid smell on the air, a chemical tang that nestled at the back of Callis’ throat.

			‘Where in Sigmar’s name are we going?’ he said.

			‘Just ahead,’ Toll replied. ‘You can lose the fearful expression, corporal. No one’s about to find us down here.’

			The witch hunter headed off down the corridor, and after a few hundred yards they came across a pair of heavy wooden doors, which he heaved open. Beyond was a small, low-ceilinged chamber, dominated by a large table that was piled high with scrolls, tomes and a bewildering array of trinkets. Bookshelves covered the walls, interrupted only by glass-fronted cabinets that housed an impressive collection of blades, black powder weapons and sinister-looking devices of a function that Callis could only begin to guess. In the north end of the room was a grand fireplace, above which hung scores of maps and nautical charts of the areas around Excelsis. To the right and left, doors led to adjacent rooms. In the room to the right, Callis saw an intricate array of alembics, crucibles and vases made from scorched green glass. Here, the chemical smell was even stronger, bordering on the unpleasant.

			‘Welcome to my humble abode,’ said Toll, removing his hat and throwing it down on the table. ‘Not the most glamorous residence, I grant you, but it suits our purposes for the moment.’

			‘What happens now?’ asked Callis. ‘We just stay here?’

			‘We start with you telling me every single thing that happened the night your patrol was lost in the Veins,’ said Toll, motioning for Callis to sit in one of the three chairs near the fireplace. He sat down opposite the indicated chair, and leaned forward with his fingers steepled.

			Kazrug took a seat in the corner of the room, where he drew a pitted stone and began whetting the edge of his axe. The scraping sound did little to improve Callis’ frayed nerves. Still, as Uncle Tor had been so fond of saying, if you had an arrow in your leg, better to grit your teeth and pull it out than wait for it to fester. He took the proffered seat and closed his eyes, then began to tell the witch hunter everything he remembered. He started with the last evening he had spent with his squad, continued through their night time patrol and the ambush in the alleyway, and finished with the apocalyptic vision of the city in flames, shrieking daemons swooping and cavorting in the skies above. Toll listened impassively through it all, not showing a flicker of concern or disbelief, but as Callis got to the robed, wizened figure he had seen in his vision, the witch hunter leaned forward suddenly, eyes narrowed with interest. 

			‘This figure,’ he said. ‘Describe him, everything you noticed. Leave no detail out.’

			Callis frowned, and tried to recall.

			‘He was an ugly old wretch. Bent-backed, so much so that he could barely walk. Hook nose, with a wart the size of a cannonball on its side.’

			‘Anything else?’ urged Toll. ‘What did he wear? What was he carrying?’

			‘He was dressed in simple black robes. Had a medallion or something around his neck. And he carried a staff of black iron. The tip of it formed a strange spiral symbol.’ Callis shook his head. ‘That’s everything I remember. I only glimpsed him for a few, short moments.’

			Toll sat back in contemplation. There was a long silence, broken only by the metronomic sound of Kazrug whetting his axe. 

			‘You’re sure about this?’ he asked at last, staring at Callis unblinkingly.

			The former corporal nodded. ‘Trust me, it’s not the sort of thing you forget in a hurry. I’d recognise that face anywhere.’

			‘I don’t know if you would get the chance to,’ muttered Toll. ‘Archmage Velorius Kryn hasn’t been seen in the city for at least ten years.’

			‘You know who it was I saw?’ said Callis, surprised. ‘How?’

			‘Only a mage of the Chamonic discipline bears a staff of black iron such as you described,’ said Toll. His brow was furrowed, and for the first time since they had met he seemed genuinely concerned. ‘Of the seven such wizards that reside in Excelsis, only Kryn matches your description. He’s the most powerful of them by far.’

			‘Why would he want to see the city burn?’ asked Callis. ‘What does a Collegiate wizard gain from that?’

			‘I don’t know,’ said Toll. ‘But this all leads back to the Prophesier’s Guild. The shipment of auguries your squad came across in the Veins. The deaths of two prominent guild members in the last few months. And you say that when you saw Kryn in your vision, he was standing before a large cluster of arcane machinery – the largest occulum fulgurest device in the city hangs above the guildhall itself.’

			Callis’ head was spinning. This had all spiralled wildly out of control. At first he had thought he was mixed up in a simple bit of black market profiteering by bored soldiers. Now they were discussing some sort of conspiracy to strike at the heart of the city.

			‘If this is as big as you think,’ he said, choosing each word carefully, ‘then surely it’s time to bring in someone else. The entire Excelsis Guard. Maybe even… the White Angels. Someone.’

			Toll sighed, and rubbed at his eyes with the palm of his hand.

			‘The Coldguard, as you well know, Corporal Callis, are one of only three regiments present in Excelsis. The other regiments and the Stormcasts left this city several days ago, in force,’ he said. ‘The Order of Azyr sent reinforcements alongside them. Flagellant warbands, several of my own associates. We gambled much on the prophecy that gave us the location of the orruks. This was our chance to smash the beasts of the Shattered Shins, perhaps even wipe them out for good.’

			Toll rose to his feet, hands on hips, his fists clenching.

			‘Now I see it,’ he continued. ‘It was all too perfect. Someone has been pulling our strings all along.’

			‘There must be something we can do.’

			‘There is.’ The witch hunter jabbed a finger towards a wardrobe on the far side of the room. ‘You’ll find some clothes in there. Get dressed into something respectable.’ 

			‘Why, where are we headed?’ asked Callis.

			‘We’re going to see an old friend of mine,’ said Toll.
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			Armand Callis had never once been inside the noble quarter of Excelsis. Rank and file soldiery were not assigned duty within it, with the security demands taken over by ranks of constabulary and the Palatine Guard. Not that there seemed to be much call for arms within the inner wall. 

			‘Where in Sigmar’s name is everybody?’ he said as they strode down a wide boulevard, the street carved in smooth marble and mounted glowlamps bathing the area in the soothing heat of mid-summer despite the storm raging overhead. ‘There’s so much… space.’

			It wasn’t that the streets were broader, but that there were so few people around. Dressed in rich, finely embroidered robes and tunics, the denizens of this paradise strolled unhurriedly, idly chatting with their fellows or stopping to rest on the comfortable pews that lined the pathways. Palanquins that rippled with fine silks of all colours and patterns were carried by painted and perfumed servants. A duardin dressed in purple and ­sapphire robes ambled past, two servants with gold-painted faces rushing in his wake. His beard was immaculately shaped into five curled hooks, each tipped with a tiny candle that shone with a blue flame. The duardin stared at Kazrug incredulously as he passed, who responded by clearing his nose as loudly and unpleasantly as possible. The lazy calm of the place sat uncomfortably with Callis. There was none of the shouting, rushing and cursing of merchants trying desperately to get their goods to the best spot before their rivals. In fact, nobody here seemed in the least bit rushed. 

			They passed by a colossal dome decorated with golden, dancing angels and supported by seven thick marble columns veined with streaks of sky blue. Underneath the towering ceiling were dozens of lounge chairs covered with satin pillows, upon which robed figures reclined like harbour seals, picking at great trays of food and drink. The food was so artfully crafted and colourful that it hardly seemed edible at all to Callis. Crystalline spears of sugar-coated fruit, leaning towers of cake and sweetmeats, geometric arrangements of brightly coloured shapes. Like everything in this place these were works of art to be admired. Lithe, half-naked figures wearing gauze masks wove in and out of the reclining diners, scooping up platters of half-eaten food. Out in the Veins, the waste alone might have kept a family fed for weeks.

			They turned onto a wide promenade surrounded on both sides by softly swaying juvafruit trees, their yellow bounty concealed beneath sweeping, white-tipped fronds. Ahead of them loomed their destination.

			The Palace of the High Arbiter was like something out of the murals of Azyr that lined the cathedral wall. It was an architectural marvel of the Azyrite form, a wonder of soaring towers and gleaming domes capped with the lightning iconography of the blessed God-King. The great gates leading into the compound bore the engraved image of Saint Rubeus, his blessed warhammer clutched in one bleeding fist, eyes fixed rapturously upon the heavens. From the gates, a pathway of glittering blue marble led to the main dome of the structure. High on the roof above, Callis could see the glimmer of aetheric energy as occulary spheres whirled and spun, a breathtaking mechanical representation of the celestial realm beneath which the city of Sigmar resided.

			‘Sigmar’s teeth,’ said Callis softly. Toll thumped him on the upper arm.

			‘Keep your uncultured mouth closed,’ he warned. ‘High Arbiter Vermyre’s a pious fellow, and he can’t abide hearing the God-King’s name spoken in vain.’

			Guards stepped forward to block their path as they approached, lowering ornate yet imposing halberds. Their armour was so polished and finely crafted that Callis thought they looked less like people than statues brought to life. They wore rich purple tunics and breaches, cream tabards, and greaves, pauldrons and breastplates of shining gold. The surface of their armour was covered with intricate scripture and engravings of the God-King’s mythic weapon Ghal Maraz, and their helms were full-faced, with a scale neckguard and a tapered dome that ended in a voluminous white and blue plume.

			‘Let me do the talking,’ said Toll, adjusting his tatty leather overcoat. ‘Frankly, we all look like scum, and these upper-city boys tend to despise anyone who wasn’t sampling fine Azyrite wine by the time he was teething.’

			The leader of the guard came forward. He bore an almost ludicrously ostentatious helm sculpted to represent a star-eagle in flight, and carried an exquisite silver rapier on one hip. He swaggered with the easy poise of someone used to having his every word obeyed.

			‘This is the palace of the High Arbiter,’ he snapped. His voice was plummy and high-pitched, and carried such a pronounced sneer that Callis felt his blood begin to simmer with irritation. 

			‘A reclaimed vagrant like you should have been turned back long before you reached these gates.’ The guard took a long look at Callis, taking in the scratches on his face, his ill-fitting clothes, dark skin and hooded grey eyes. ‘His grace does not entertain back-alley filth.’

			‘Just hires them to hold his gates open, eh?’ said Callis, before reason could temper his annoyance.

			Eagle Helm’s plume quivered in outrage, and his hand snapped to the scabbard at his side. Kazrug sniggered audibly, and Toll gave Callis a look that neatly stripped him of the slight satisfaction his remark had temporarily bestowed. The witch hunter stepped forward and held one hand up with his symbol of office clutched tightly in the palm.

			‘Before you draw that blade, son,’ he said, ‘know that you would be raising steel against a member of the Order of Azyr. That’s a good way to get yourself crucified on the walls of the city for the orruks to use as target practice. Now get out of my way before I lose what little remains of my patience, you pompous, blue-blooded cretin.’

			There was an uneasy silence, and for a moment Callis thought that Eagle Helm might just draw and start swinging, to hell with the consequences. Fortunately, at that moment an easy-going peal of laughter rippled across the tense scene.

			‘By the stars, Hanniver,’ came an accompanying voice, relaxed and full of cheer. ‘I know you have a unique way with people, but that’s a bit much even for you.’

			‘Hello there, Ortam,’ said the witch hunter, and there was an honest smile upon his face for the first time since Callis had made his acquaintance. 

			High Arbiter Ortam Vermyre was a small man, and unremarkable considering the astonishing power he wielded in the city of Excelsis. His weak chin and round, slightly boyish face did not resemble the busts of great Azyrite statesmen that lined Providence Way. His robes were of fine silk, but simple and practical in design, far less ostentatious than those Callis had seen worn amongst the populace of the noble quarter. His black hair was cut short, with just the hint of grey at the temples.

			‘You may stand down, Captain Jaquoir,’ said Vermyre, still in that calm, singsong voice. ‘This man is known to me. Rather well, as it happens. It’s been far too long, Hanniver. Please, come in. You all look as if you could use a glass of strong crystal wine.’

			They followed Vermyre down the blue marble path towards the palace. Callis made sure to grace the retreating Jaquoir with his most infuriating smirk as they went, though to his credit the man simply stared back impassively. It was unwise to start making more enemies, considering the position he was in right now, but if there was one thing he could not stand it was a man using his uniform to bully and look down on others. Let the pompous ass glare and seethe. 

			He snapped back to reality, and watched Toll and Vermyre pull ahead of the group, chatting easily.

			‘How does he know the High Arbiter so well?’ asked Callis.

			Kazrug shrugged. ‘They go back a way. Never asked about it, but the job we do, it pays to know the lads at the top of the pile. Your man there wields the power of the courts and the constabulary. Even the military, when it comes to it. He’s got more power than old Kryn, though of a less flashy kind.’

			‘Seems like they’re friends as much as professional acquaintances,’ said Callis.

			‘Don’t know that hunters allow themselves the luxury of friends, but I know he trusts him. And he don’t trust many.’

			‘He trusts you. How long have you known him?’

			‘Long enough,’ said Kazrug. ‘I owe him. Don’t care to tell you why, but I do. He’s a ruthless bastard, they all are, but he did right by me when he had no need to. That debt ain’t been repaid yet.’

			Callis had no idea how, but a soft summer zephyr rippled across the estate garden as they approached the main hall. It was a strange thing, luxuriating in the refreshing warmth of a summer’s day while the sky roared and whirled overhead. To their left he could see the magical spheres set upon the inner wall, their gold and copper surfaces writhing with electrical energy as they drank in the ferocious power of the coming tempest. From here you would hardly know the apocalypse was on you before it was too late. Not for the first time since he had entered the noble district, all the wondrous trappings he had seen lost a little of their appeal. At least down on the docks you knew how things stood.

			The great front doors to the main dome yawned open as the group neared, and they entered a cavernous entrance hall. The ceiling stretched high above their heads, and visible upon its surface was a beautiful mural, a depiction of the mighty Hammers of Sigmar Stormhost descending from the heavens on bolts of azure lightning to strike the first blow against the forces of Chaos. It was a vivid piece. Callis felt his heart surge at the sight of the Hammerhand astride his proud dracoth, the wretched minions of the Dark Gods supine and terrified beneath his righteous might. The stories said that Sigmar’s champion was still out there in the realms somewhere, leading a band of fellow immortals on an endless crusade against the great enemy. Looking at the diorama, Callis could almost believe it.

			‘It’s a fine piece, is it not?’ said Vermyre. ‘It’s an original Varangino. One of the last great works of his before he died.’

			‘Varangino, yes,’ said Callis, awash with ignorance. ‘Tremendous.’

			‘Come, come,’ the High Arbiter said, gesturing them to the left of the dome, down a long corridor lined with portraiture and busts of patricians and warriors whose names meant nothing to Callis. Noble, frowning faces stared down at him, doing nothing to make him feel particularly welcome in this hall of wonders. Even the seemingly mute servants that darted in and out of antechambers and hallways seemed to look upon him and his companions with a kind of curious contempt. Kazrug marched at his side, utterly uncaring as he left a muddy trail across the previously gleaming floor. If Vermyre saw the detritus that the duardin was trailing into his home, he did not seem to mind at all. A pair of irritated-looking servants trailed behind the party like pilot fish, mopping as fast as they could manage.

			‘We need to talk in private,’ Toll was saying. ‘I’ve stumbled upon something, Ortam, and I’m only just getting a sense of the scale of it.’

			They entered a long, wide dining chamber, carved from a wood so light it almost looked like bone. Within the surface ran winding streams of amber, swirling and rippling as they caught the light shining through the window to an inner courtyard. Vermyre clicked his fingers, and a servant scurried away, returning moments later with a decanter of violet liquid and a tray of pale blue glasses.

			‘Please, sit,’ said Vermyre, taking a chair himself at the head of the long table. ‘Drink. You look as though you could do with a moment’s rest.’

			He offered a glass to each of them in turn. Toll took one, and so did Callis. Kazrug sniffed the liquid suspiciously, and then shook his head. This drew a vicious look from his employer that the duardin chose to ignore, but if Vermyre was in any way offended he did not let it show. 

			‘What is going on in my city, Hanniver?’ the High Arbiter asked. ‘What brings a member of the Order of Azyr to my door in such a state?’

			‘There is a conspiracy amongst the ranks of the city guard,’ said Toll. ‘And I fear it may reach higher.’

			He relayed the chaotic events of the last couple of days as Vermyre listened, grim-faced. When the time came, Callis detailed the contents of his vision as entirely as he could, ending with the appearance of Archmage Kryn and the fall of Excelsis. When the group finished relaying their adventures, there was a lingering silence.

			‘Kryn,’ muttered Vermyre at last. ‘I cannot think of anyone who I would like to lock horns with less. The man’s a decrepit old wretch, but he wields real power. Power enough to bring about what you say, if this vision of his betrayal is true.’

			The High Arbiter clasped his hands together, and rested his chin on them. His sharp eyes flicked back and forth across everyone present.

			‘We must be cautious,’ he said. ‘I take it that it is only you three who are aware of exactly what you saw, Corporal Callis?’

			‘Only us, Vermyre,’ said Toll. ‘Perhaps the enemy know also, it’s hard to tell. Though somehow I think they would have razed half the city looking for us if Kryn knew he had been exposed.’

			‘Perhaps,’ said Vermyre. ‘Though it rather depends on how far along this plan of his is. If you’re correct in your assumptions, it might be that Kryn sees exposure at this point as inevitable. The truth is, we still don’t know what the situation is. Perhaps your friend’s vision was corrupted? It has happened before.’

			‘We cannot take that chance,’ said Toll. ‘The Stormcasts have already marched into the wilds, taking seven of the ten regiments that garrison this city along with them. Two of my own order march alongside this force, leading faithful warriors from the abbey. We are vulnerable, my friend, and I am short of allies.’

			‘Then I will move all my pieces on the board,’ said Vermyre. ‘I control this city, from the courts to the streets, and I refuse to believe that haggard old vulture holds sway over any of my agents. It is time to uncover the truth.’

			The High Arbiter stood, and drained the last of his wine. When he first laid eyes upon him Callis had thought Vermyre small and soft, but now he looked anything but. There was a fire of purpose behind his eyes, and not a hint of fear or hesitation about him. He reminded Callis of Toll in that moment, of how the witch hunter had looked in the heat of battle, when his mask of calm cynicism fell away and the true warrior of faith was unleashed.

			‘Wait here, my friends,’ Vermyre said. ‘I will send missives to my trusted men, and contact the Eldritch Council. The aelves will be needed if we find ourselves in open battle against a turncoat Collegiate.’

			He gave them a brief nod and swept from the room. They heard him bellowing for his servants and personal guard as he moved off down the hallway.

			‘What exactly happens to me now?’ asked Callis. ‘I’ve told you everything I saw. If the city’s about to come under attack, I want to be with the Coldguard.’

			‘In case you’ve forgotten, most of them want to cut your head off right now,’ said Toll. ‘Vermyre’s got real weight in this city, but it’ll take time for him to get the message out that you’re innocent. Even then, it’s clear your regiment has been infiltrated and corrupted. Besides, I thought you wanted your revenge on the man that had your squad killed?’

			‘You’d offer me that?’

			‘Son, sending you up against an ancient archmage would be a particularly cruel piece of theatre. I’d fare little better myself. Neither of us will be the one to take Kryn down. But we’ll be there when he falls. I’d have thought that would be something you’d like to see.’

			The image of the wizard flashed into Callis’ mind, of Kryn sending down a pillar of searing lightning to murder more loyalist guardsmen. Toll was right. He needed to see this done. For his dead boys. And for Uncle Tor.

			‘Aye,’ he said. ‘You’re not wrong about that. Some sins have to be answered for.’

			‘Spoken like a member of the blessed Order,’ said the witch hunter, and raised his glass.

			‘Something’s wrong,’ growled Kazrug. ‘Boots in the hall. Lots of ‘em.’

			Toll was up in a moment, one hand on his repeater pistol and the other on his rapier. Callis followed suit. 

			‘You think they found us?’ he asked. ‘The assassins from my uncle’s house?’

			‘They didn’t march in formation,’ said the duardin. His axe was drawn, and he had one of his own pistols in hand. He glanced around the chamber. There were no windows here. Soft glowlights bathed the room in a natural sunlight, and paintings covered the walls. 

			‘Vermyre called for his guard, that’s all,’ said Toll, though there was an edge of concern in his voice. 

			The doors slammed open. In rushed the soldiers of the Palatine Guard, resplendent in their purple and gold armour. Their halberds were lowered, and several aimed heavy, hardwood repeater crossbows with top-loading magazines.

			‘Drop your weapons,’ shouted the leader. It was the eagle-helmed captain that Callis had clashed with outside. There was a wide, satisfied smile visible beneath the panoply of his headdress. ‘Now!’

			‘What is this?’ growled Toll. ‘You are detaining a member of the holy Order. This is treason.’

			‘No,’ came a soft voice from the doorway. ‘This is much more than that.’

			Ortam Vermyre entered, the Palatine Guard raising their halberds to let their master through as he passed. The High Arbiter’s robe was gone, replaced by a tunic of royal blue and a polished gold breastplate. He carried a fine rapier at one hip, and a silver, sapphire-encrusted sceptre shaped to look like a hissing serpent in his hand. He looked more like a general than a politician now.

			‘Ortam,’ breathed the witch hunter. ‘Tell me this is not true. Tell me.’

			‘You were always a sharp one, Hanniver,’ said the High Arbiter, and Callis could have sworn there was a hint of sadness in his voice. ‘They don’t see it, your masters. They think you weak simply because you think before you act. Because you wield your power only when you must. I know better.’

			‘What have you done?’ said Toll, shaking his head in despair.

			‘I have performed my role, as it was ordained,’ said Vermyre. ‘An old power is rising, my friend, and it is beyond foolish to think this fragile civilisation we have carved out of the mud will be able to stand in its way. I have seen it, Hanniver. The doom that awaits our race if we continue to follow the God-King on his mad crusade into damnation. Only the Dark Gods can offer salvation, and of the profane lords only Great Tzeentch is worthy of our worship.’

			‘A god of daemons and madness and foul sorcery, who would consume our souls to feed his lust for power.’

			Vermyre shook his head. ‘I feared that I would not be able to sway you, friend. You are stubborn, more so than anyone I have ever met. But we could achieve so much together. There is a place for you, Hanniver. You need only open your eyes.’

			‘Was it you?’ hissed Callis. He no longer cared about the weapons aimed at his chest. ‘Was it you that had my men killed, you bastard?’

			Vermyre’s eyes barely flicked towards him. 

			‘Indirectly, but yes. War is war, corporal. You led your men into the wrong alley, and you paid the price.’

			‘They were good men!’ shouted Callis.

			‘I’m sure they were. And now they’re dead. If you speak again I’ll have your mouth sewn up.’

			‘All those years, Ort,’ said Toll, sagging in his chair. ‘After everything we’ve sacrificed to protect this city? And now you plan to see it burn?’

			‘Some things are inevitable,’ said Vermyre. ‘I take no pleasure in this. Yet it must be done. This city was only ever a lie, Hanniver. I have always seen it as it truly is – an illusion of order and law in a universe where no such concepts truly exist.’

			‘Enough o’ this,’ shouted Kazrug, brandishing his pistol and axe. ‘This one would say anything to get us to drop our weapons. He’s a liar and an oathbreaker, Toll. He’s been playin’ you for a fool for years. Don’t–’

			Vermyre raised the silver sceptre and muttered a word that turned Callis’ blood to ice. A spear of blue flame spat forth from the weapon’s serpentine jaws, and rushed forward to sink into Kazrug’s chest. The duardin’s one good eye widened in shock, then in pain. He sank to his knees.

			‘No!’ Toll shouted, and raised his pistol. He fired straight at Vermyre. The High Arbiter already had his other hand raised, palm out. There was a tinkling sound as four crushed and shattered bullets dropped to the floor.

			Kazrug was on the floor, one hand clasped to the horrific burn wound on his chest. Hanniver was there in a moment, but there was little he could do. Callis dropped to his knees and tried to help, but Kazrug’s hand batted his away. Vermyre’s guards moved to separate them, but the traitorous High Arbiter waved an unconcerned hand to signal them back. 

			‘I’m done,’ Kazrug croaked. ‘Leave me, witch hunter.’

			‘Thank you for your service, my friend,’ said Toll, unable to look at the hideous, blackened wound in the duardin’s chest. 

			‘Shh,’ gurgled Kazrug. He reached up to grasp the bronze locket around his neck, and tugged on it until the leather bond snapped. ‘You take this, you take it home. Give it to my boy. He’s got to know, Hanniver, he’s got to know.’

			‘I’ll get it to him,’ said Toll. ‘Rest now.’

			‘Been quite a ride, ain’t it?’ Kazrug grinned. ‘Wouldn’t have had it any… other…’

			The duardin’s eye lost focus. His hand went slack, and the locket tumbled to the floor. Toll’s face was white, his eyes screwed tight. He fumbled for the locket, and held it tight. Callis stared at the dead warrior. He’d barely known the duardin for a day, but it still hurt. Another death. Another betrayal. It was too much.

			Toll stood. Opening his eyes, he turned to face Vermyre.

			‘I want you to know that any friendship we may once have shared is dead,’ he whispered, and his voice was as cold as a desert night. ‘I want you to know, right here and now, that I will destroy you for this. I will find the things you treasure, and I will burn them to the ground. I will take you apart, piece by piece, until agony and terror are all that is left. Then, and only then, will I allow you to burn. This I promise you.’

			Vermyre smiled, sadly. ‘I knew it would come to this, old friend. I see the truth, while you close your eyes and pray like a witless child. I pity you.’

			The High Arbiter turned, and gestured to his men. ‘Seal them in the dungeons, and place a triple guard on their cell. I warn you, if you underestimate this man, he will kill you. I must make the necessary arrangements for what is to come, but I will be back shortly. Then we will find out if these two have been keeping anything else from me.’

			The Palatine guardsmen lead them down past cellars filled with vintage wines and spirits, past food larders and servants’ quarters. They were deep underneath the palace now. Here, gilded finery had given way to roughly carved tunnels of dark stone, lit by rows of blazing torches. The dungeon itself was a small chamber lit by glow-oil lamps, which housed six separate cells arranged in a hexagonal pattern around a central column and walkway. The soldiers hurled Toll and Callis into adjacent cells. Callis struck the rough stone wall hard, and fell to his knees.

			‘Before I leave you here, I believe I owe you a small courtesy,’ said the guard captain, removing his elaborate helm and stepping towards Callis. Two more of the soldiers grabbed his arms and twisted them behind his back, and the captain slugged him hard in the gut. The air rushed out of Callis’ lungs, and the wine he had sampled earlier made a similar break for freedom, splattering across the rough stone floor. Eagle Helm followed up with a vicious one-two combination to his jaw. His head swam, but the soldiers continued to hold him upright.

			‘This is just a taste,’ growled the captain. ‘I’ve seen the Arbiter put the question to his prisoners. It would give you nightmares, boy.’

			Callis rolled his tongue around his mouth, feeling a loose tooth. With a snarl, he tore the tooth free, and spat it, along with a mouthful of blood, all over Eagle Helm’s breastplate and cloak.

			‘Bet he hits harder than you, milksop,’ he snarled. 

			Eagle Helm’s eyes flashed with outrage, and the last thing that Callis saw was an armoured fist arcing out towards his jaw. When he regained his senses, the former guardsman was lying on the cool floor of his cell. Something burned in his chest, and he guessed that the beating had cracked a rib. He looked around. No sign of any guards. 

			‘Of all my contacts, he was the only one I ever truly trusted,’ said Toll, slumped in the cell next to Callis. ‘How could you fail to trust someone that has repaid your faith so many times?’

			‘That was how he got you,’ muttered Callis, wincing as he gingerly rubbed his jaw. ‘He played the long game, and it worked.’

			‘And I got Kazrug killed,’ the witch hunter whispered. ‘My foolishness and my trust got us caught. And he paid the price.’

			Callis leaned up against the iron bars of the cell. His mouth felt like he’d been gargling cut glass. He sighed.

			‘You were played,’ he said. ‘But they made a mistake.’

			‘And what was that?’

			‘For Sigmar’s sake!’ Callis spat. ‘They left you alive, didn’t they? Aren’t you meant to be the man with all the answers? The furious avenger of the God-King, and all that rot? Stop feeling sorry for yourself and get us the hell out of this place. We owe that traitor wretch a further conversation.’

			Toll blinked in surprise, then narrowed his eyes. ‘You know, even the duardin never spoke to me quite that bluntly.’

			‘What exactly have I got to lose at this point? Aside from the rest of my teeth, my nails, and various other parts of my anatomy that I’m actually rather fond of?’

			Toll stood to test the strength of the bars. Frustrated by his findings, he walked to the cell door and checked the lock. 

			‘No chance of picking this,’ he said. ‘And the traitors took all my gear. If I had my tools on me I could melt this steel enough to force it open, but that’s beside the point.’

			They heard boots scuffing on stone and immediately fell silent. Two Palatine guards reappeared to make a quick circuit of the chamber. One of them stopped by Toll’s cell and slammed his halberd against the bars. 

			‘Shut your mouths, or you’ll regret opening them,’ the man growled.

			The prisoners waited until the pair circled back out into the corridor. Then Toll began to root through his long coat, searching for anything that had not been confiscated by the guards’ thorough patting-down. His hand stopped just above his heart, and his face fell.

			‘Nothing?’ asked Callis, his own heart sinking at the witch hunter’s expression.

			‘Something,’ muttered Toll. ‘Something I’d hoped to avoid using.’

			He withdrew a small oval object. It looked almost viscous in his hands, glimmering dully in the soft light of the glow-oil lamps. As Callis watched, the witch hunter gently caressed the edge of the object, and it quivered organically. 

			‘What in Sigmar’s name is that thing?’ said Callis, his stomach squirming in disgust.

			‘This,’ replied Toll, ‘is a kraken’s eye. It’s also a method of direct communication to one of the most dangerous people in the city. And if I use it, I’ll be in that person’s debt. Which, historically, has never been a good place to be.’

			‘Worse than being tortured to death by a mad cult leader in his underground dungeon?’

			‘Potentially. Now quiet. And stand back.’

			Toll muttered a word. At least, Callis assumed it was a word, a glottal murmur that sounded like the death rattle of some aquatic monster. Instantly, the organ in the witch hunter’s hand contracted and pulsed. Black ink poured from the eye, coalescing into a vaguely oval shape, the size of a full-length mirror. Shapes writhed and moved in the depths of that blackness.

			‘Captain Zenthe,’ said Toll, keeping his voice low but clear. Callis winced. If the guards happened to come back now, they were done for.

			‘Zenthe,’ the witch hunter repeated. ‘I’m calling in my favour. Now answer me, damn you.’

			The ink swirled and reshaped, and now a humanoid outline was visible within the mass. Slowly the rippling surface calmed, and the outline came into sharper focus. 

			A tall, thin creature stood before them, slender in a way that would have spoken of malnourishment in a human, but here promised only lithe agility and strength. She wore a long leather coat embroidered with images of the kraken, with a collar that rose in barbed spikes around her angular face. That face was striking, in the way of aelves, but harsh also, with the hint of a predator’s smile. Her hair was short at the sides, almost clipped like a soldier’s, and spiked at the tips.

			‘Hanniver, old friend,’ she said. ‘Such a pleasure to have you call at this hour.’

			So this was the famous Captain Zenthe, thought Callis. The scourge of the Coast of Tusks, and the undisputed ruler of Excelsis Harbour. Tales of the corsair queen were told from Dagger Bay to the Ie’meth Falls and back, and grew in the telling as they went. She who had slaughtered the God of Sharks, and smashed the Sepulchral Fleet at the Strait of Bal-ah-bek. Callis really was mixing in some rarefied social circles these days.

			‘The pleasure is all mine, Captain Zenthe,’ said Hanniver, ‘though you’ll forgive me if I get straight to the point. My time runs short.’

			‘Straight to business, then,’ the aelf corsair smiled. ‘You never take the time to enjoy life, Hanniver. Always lurching from one crisis to the next. How exhausting that must be!’

			‘Arika, please. You know that I would not call on you unless I was in dire need of aid. The city is infiltrated. As we speak, a cult of the Dark Gods is putting into motion its plan for the destruction of Excelsis.’

			Captain Zenthe’s soft smile did not entirely leave her lips, but it certainly fell from her eyes. She lifted a goblet to her lips and took a sip, swirling the contents around her mouth thoughtfully.

			‘What do you expect me to do about it?’ she said at last. ‘Defending the city is the Excelsis Guard’s job, not ours.’

			‘I cannot trust the soldiery. They are compromised, perhaps at every level. Worse, the High Arbiter has betrayed us. He holds me captive in the dungeons beneath his palace.’

			Zenthe laughed. ‘That interfering pen-pusher is a traitor? Oh, that’s delicious. The pompous bastard has been trying to raise our trade tariffs for years.’

			‘Well then, you presumably won’t have a problem ordering your men to infiltrate this compound, slaughter the guards and break me and my companion free.’

			‘You want me to launch an assault on the private palace of the city’s most powerful and influential figure, all on your say so?’

			Toll nodded. ‘If you would.’

			Captain Zenthe roared with laughter. ‘I’ll say this about you, Hanniver – you’re rarely ever boring. There will be a price for this, you know. This tips the scales in my favour, by some distance too.’

			Boots clattered down the hall. 

			‘The guards are coming back,’ hissed Callis, leaning out as far as he could to try and get a glimpse of the main door to the dungeon. ‘Finish this now.’

			‘When you hear the screams, that’ll be us,’ said the aelf corsair. ‘Try not to get tortured to death in the meantime, old friend.’

			With a wink, the image of Captain Zenthe collapsed in on itself. Hanniver pocketed the kraken’s eye just as the guards entered the dungeon. The leader looked about suspiciously, but said nothing.

			‘Now we wait,’ whispered Toll as they turned to leave. ‘And we pray that Captain Zenthe wasn’t simply humouring me.’

			‘You think she might not show?’

			‘Perhaps. Arika Zenthe is many things, but she is no one’s fool. She knows that once she plays this card, the only way this ends is if either her or Vermyre ends up in the ground. On the other hand, the captain knows me well, and knows how important it is to stay in the Order’s good graces. So I suppose we’ll see. In the meantime, there’s nothing to do but wait.’

			As evening wore on into night, the great glow-oil lamps that bathed the grounds of the High Arbiter’s palace began to put out a different kind of light, the warming orange light of midday giving way to the cool glow of a moonlit night. Outside the magically shielded haven of the gardens, the storm raged silently overhead. The Palatine Guard were still on high alert, and patrolled the great ground in groups of three, their fine armour gleaming in the artificial luminescence.

			At the grand gate, six armed warriors studied the deathly quiet streets. They appeared outwardly calm, but an experienced observer would have noticed a tension in their movement. The High Arbiter’s mask had slipped, and these men knew they played a deadly game – if the Order, or the Dark Gods forbid it, the Stormcasts, were made aware of their perfidy, they would burn for their crimes.

			Still, they held their guard proudly. They were professionals, after all.

			Six bolts whistled from the darkness. Each struck home, sinking into weak spots in the fine Palatine armour. Six corpses fell to the ground with a clatter. 

			In their wake came the shadows. They moved as swiftly as wind, covering the open ground to the main gate in mere moments. Wicked curved blades and repeating crossbows glinted in the artificial moonlight as they passed.

			Despite their elaborate armour and patrician bearing, the Palatine guardsmen were not just ceremonial troops. They were hand-picked veterans, blue-blooded Azyrites trained in the art of war from youth. They were also strict adherents to the worship of the dark powers, selected specifically by the High Arbiter himself for their vigilance and devotion.

			As the shadows flitted across the grand lawn, they wheeled to meet the threat in impressive order, halberds lowered to intercept the charge and legs braced to accept the impact. 

			Those shadows coalesced into whirling, spinning forms, taller than a man and blessed of a grace that the lesser races could never hope to match. Wicked scimitars smashed halberds aside, forcing open a gap through which graceful bodies danced to leave a ruin of crimson in their wake. To their credit, the Palatine Guard fought hard, falling back to pre-prepared positions, shields raised high to intercept the rain of bolts that pursued them. More than one agile form collapsed to the ground, pierced by a halberd or cut down by a heavy broadsword.

			But surprise was on the assailants’ side. From all angles came the arrows, and in their wake came the dervishes, dancing in between the clumsy strikes of the human defenders, grinning with the fierce delight of bloodshed as they sliced and carved their prey apart. Like hunting orcas they isolated their targets, fragmenting the tight ranks of the Palatine, creating breaks in the line and exploiting those weaknesses with deadly efficiency.

			At the head of the pack was a figure with cropped, white hair, cutlass in one hand and a tri-bladed main gauche in the other. She laughed as she slew, ever dancing out of the reach of the enemy, ever on the edge of calamity yet always in control. Her fencing dagger intercepted sword thrusts and shifted halberds aside, while the cutlass flicked out to open throats and puncture bellies. 

			In moments, the assailants had cleared the lawn and the entrance hall. Now they filtered through the corridors of the palace like wraiths, crossbows held at the ready.

			‘Find me the witch hunter,’ said Captain Arika Zenthe, flicking hot blood from her blade and smiling broadly. It had been far too long since she had let herself have a little fun.

			A scream, abruptly cut off, echoed down the hall. Toll and Callis’ hosts heard it too. They leapt to their feet, halberds drawn and shields ready.

			‘We’re under attack,’ said the younger of the two warriors. ‘They’re coming this way, and that means they’re looking for these two.’

			‘Finish them,’ said his companion. ‘Quickly.’

			Callis raised his hands. ‘Wait! Have you considered taking us hostage? Because I for one would be happy to oblige.’

			The younger guard came forward, aiming the spear point of his halberd through the bars. In the confined space, there was little room for the prisoners to avoid being skewered by the polearm.

			‘We’re dead anyway,’ said the guard. ‘At least I’ll see you bleed befo–’

			A three-forked dagger grew out of the man’s neck. Arterial spray spattered across the dungeon’s occupants, and the man went down in a gurgling heap. Callis took a step back in shock, wiping blood from his face. Captain Zenthe stood in the doorway. She snapped him a salute with a bejewelled cutlass, and favoured him with a beaming smile. She was spattered head to toe in gore, and the pale-white of her skin and hair made her look like a banshee. 

			‘Witch!’ hissed the surviving guardsman, and rushed forwards with his halberd leading and shield raised. He was fast. Well-drilled. The charge was swift, and the shield was well placed to intercept his opponent’s blows. Quick, strong, and accustomed to moving in full plate. To a lightly-armoured defender, such an opponent should have been all but invulnerable. 

			Zenthe skipped up off the frame of the door, impossibly fast. As the Palatine’s spear came in, she planted a foot on the haft, and kicked herself into a forward flip. A perfect rotation brought her down behind the outmatched human, already spinning. The cutlass bit into the man’s back, and he gasped in pain. To his credit, the guard managed to tuck in the spear and turn, using the haft as a quarterstaff to try and batter Zenthe to the ground. 

			The aelf dropped on her back, let the spear rush past her head, wound her body like a spring and kicked straight back up. She scored another wound on the side of the man’s neck as she rose.

			‘For Sigmar’s sake, aelf,’ shouted Toll, hammering on the cell bars. ‘Cease your elaborate dance and finish him!’

			Zenthe’s laughter was a sinister melody. She dodged two wild stabs of the halberd, and rolled past the guard’s shield as he tried to rush her against one of the empty cells. As she came to her feet, she pirouetted with easy grace, slipping behind the bewildered Palatine. There was the unmistakable sound of metal shearing into flesh, and the guard dropped to his knees. Zenthe spun to the side again, letting her momentum slide the cutlass free from her enemy’s back. Coughing blood, the guard’s eyes lost focus and he slumped forwards with a deafening clatter of metal on stone.

			Zenthe stretched like a cat, teeth shining through the blood that covered her face. ‘By the black depths, I needed that,’ she said. ‘You’ve no idea how dull it is to be anchored in Excelsis harbour, sitting there counting coins with nothing to kill.’

			‘It’s good to see you, Arika,’ said the witch hunter. ‘Though you need not have come yourself.’

			‘Wouldn’t have missed it.’ The aelf corsair rummaged around the dead guard’s belt, fetching a ring of black iron keys. She stepped over the corpse and opened the cell door.

			‘Did you find Vermyre?’ asked Toll.

			‘No, worse luck. I was rather looking forward to flaying that fat little traitor alive. His guard are all dead, at least. Along with anyone else we found wandering around these halls.’

			‘Thank you,’ said Toll.

			‘Didn’t do it for free,’ said Zenthe, twirling her cutlass with practised ease. She favoured the witch hunter with a pointed stare, her thin, dark eyebrows narrowing to dagger points. ‘You owe me, human. And rest assured, I’ll call in that debt.’

			‘Aye, I’m sure you will. For now, you need to return to the harbour and prepare your fleet for war.’

			Zenthe laughed. ‘Me and my crew aren’t one of your pet regiments. We’re reavers, not soldiers.’

			‘And what do you think will happen if this city falls to Chaos? This little empire you’ve carved out for yourself will collapse. Sigmar will burn the Coast of Tusks to cinders before he allows the touch of the Dark Gods to prosper.’

			The aelf stooped to wrench her main gauche from the neck of a dead guard.

			‘I’ll have the Thrice Lucky beat to quarters,’ she said. ‘And I’ll send the same word throughout my fleet. My people will be ready when the time comes. If you can find some damned Freeguild in this city who haven’t turned their cloaks, that is.’

			‘That can wait. The city has other sworn defenders to call on.’

			Zenthe’s eyes went wide, and she burst into laughter.

			‘You’re going to parley with that devil? By the bloody-handed god, Hanniver, you’re full of surprises.’

			‘What does that mean?’ said Callis. ‘Who’s she talking about?’

			‘Refer to me as ‘she’ again, mortal, and I’ll wear your skin as a cloak,’ snarled Zenthe. 

			‘You’ll see soon enough,’ said Toll, and his grim aspect failed to fill Callis with much confidence. ‘You’re coming along with me.’

			Another aelf, face wrapped with a silk scarf, stepped into the room carrying the freed prisoners’ gear. Toll took his belt and strapped it on, adjusting the rapier and four-barrelled pistol until they hung loosely at his sides. The corsair held out another belt of faded, cracked leather, held together by a buckle in the shape of a beer mug. Kazrug’s pistol was still slung in its holster. 

			‘We found the duardin’s corpse upstairs,’ Zenthe said. ‘We put it to one side. Personally I couldn’t stand the filthy little creature, but I know you two worked together for some time.’

			Toll’s face bore no expression, but he turned the pistol in his hands. It was fine duardin work, rugged and practical, with a smooth wheel-lock mechanism and a twin pair of jagged runes engraved upon the barrel. He flipped the weapon over in his hand and held it out to Callis. 

			‘Here. It’s a good piece. Kazrug would have liked to see it used on the people who betrayed him.’

			Callis took the weapon. It was heavy, and the grip was clearly designed with a duardin’s hand in mind, but the machinework was of the highest quality. He cycled the wheel and checked the hammer. Smooth and clean. Compared to the standard issue gaurdsman’s piece, a revelation.

			‘I’ll make good use of it,’ he said. 

			Hanniver Toll nodded. ‘Then let’s go get ourselves an army.’

			The aelves led them up and out of the dungeons, past a score or more of slaughtered Palatine. Some had fallen to well-placed crossbow bolts, the black-feathered shafts protruding from weak spots in their fine armour. Others had simply been dissected, surrounded and carved apart with surgical precision. Scattered amongst the humans were several aelf corpses. Arrogant blue-bloods they might be, but the High Arbiter’s guards had not gone down without a fight.

			‘You’d have thought that with all this wealth lying about, our dear Master Vermyre could have hired some guards that knew their swords from their backsides,’ mused Zenthe. 

			‘He’s not counting on a few-score highborn soldiers to take a city,’ Toll replied. ‘This lot served their purpose. Wherever the traitor is, I’d bet he’s gathering his real army.’

			The main hall of the palace was no less a slaughtering ground than the dungeon, and as they made their way out into the moonlit grounds they were met with an unsettling silence. There were no bodies at all out here. Just the peaceful hooting of a distant owl, and the constant, low thrum of the building’s occularies. It was all a lie, of course. Outside this comforting bubble of peace and quiet, the tempest still raged. Far overhead, beyond the illusion generated by the noble district’s aetheric machines, striated forks of lightning tore across the sky. 

			‘We’re headed there,’ said Toll, gesturing to the east, where the storm was fiercest and most concentrated. 

			Over the tops of mansions and the distant inner wall, Callis could see a peak of black iron, ringed with jagged crenellations that were silhouetted with each blast of lightning.

			‘The Consecralium,’ he whispered, and he felt a rime of frost wrap itself around his gut. ‘The Reaper’s fortress.’

			‘You would seek aid from those butchers?’ whispered Zenthe, and the undercurrent of something approaching fear in the unflappable aelf’s voice did more to unsettle Callis than anything. ‘Once you summon the kraken, Hanniver, there’s no safe harbour to flee to.’

			‘Our hand is forced,’ growled the witch hunter. 

			Up close, the great fortress known as the Consecralium was terrifying to behold. Like most of the mortal inhabitants of Excelsis, Callis did his best to put its existence out of his mind. It was always there of course, looming in the distance through the morning mists like an executioner’s axe hanging over the head of every single person in the city. Yet if you didn’t look at it, if you ignored the storms that raged daily over its black iron battlements, you could almost forget the stories. The tall tales of the slaughter enacted at the height of the purges, and worse, the haunted truths told by those old-timers who had been lucky enough to survive when the full fury of the White Angels had been unleashed.

			They strode across the great bridge to the fortress, the rain whipping at them and the wind surging against them as if anxious to dissuade them from their course. Ahead was a door tall enough for a gargant and wide enough for a ship, every inch engraved with images that could not be picked out in the downpour. What Callis could see were the murder-holes spread out across the face of the structure, great dark portals from which protruded the snouts of colossal ballistae, ranged and aimed to hurl their deadly missiles down upon the bridge and anyone foolish enough to attempt to cross it without permission. He was uncomfortably aware that he currently qualified as such a target. 

			Several dozen yards from the gatehouse they came to a halt. The battlements soared so high above them that Callis had to lean back to glimpse the teeth of the crenellations. He felt utterly, totally insignificant. Even the rugged might of the guard bastions were as nothing compared to the unthinkable dimensions of this place. The very idea of any army attacking a city that held such a structure seemed almost laughable.

			Hanniver Toll stepped forward, removing his wide-brimmed hat. The wind and rain whipped his hair back and forth, and he raised his cold, grey eyes to the sky.

			‘Here stands witch hunter Hanniver Toll, of the hallowed Order of Azyr,’ he bellowed. ‘The city is in grave danger. Lord of the tower, come forth. In Sigmar’s name, come forth!’

			Even through the storm, his words carried strongly. 

			All that could be heard was the roar and screech of the wind as it whipped past them, and the cracking in the skies above. They waited there. By now the rain had seeped into every inch of Callis’ clothing, and his body was numb with the freezing cold. His hand was still nervously wrapped around the hilt of his sword, but he could not feel the comforting grooves of the metal. Toll, several steps ahead, did not move a muscle. He wasn’t even shaking with the cold.

			After what seemed like an eternity, the ground began to rumble beneath their feet. A sound like a galleon being carved open upon the reef met their ears, and, with aching slowness, the grand doors of the Consecralium began to inch open. Beyond, all was darkness, though Callis thought he saw the briefest glimpse of a flickering blue light. No formation of soldiers marched out of those doors. Only a single figure. And he was enough to very nearly bring Armand Callis to his knees.

			As a guardsman he had seen the warriors of Sigmar every now and then, marching in perfect order in their full battle array, gods of war sent down amongst mere mortals. It was always from a distance, though. In his six years of service, Callis had never stood so close to one of these peerless, mythic warriors. And as this champion neared, it was clear that he was an exemplar even amongst his own kind. His armour was pristine white, so polished and perfect that it gleamed in the storm like a beacon. It was fabulously ornate, so beautifully made that it seemed impossible that mortal hands had crafted it. Perhaps they had not. A cape of azure blue swirled around the figure’s shoulders, and his battle-mask was a pitiless white visage crested by a golden vision of an exploding sun. One hand rested on the hilt of a broadsword large enough to carve a troggoth in two, while the other held a staff upon which hung a golden lantern.

			Yet it was none of these wondrous items that made this giant extraordinary. It was the aura that resonated from him. Callis felt every layer of his soul being stripped away under the expressionless gaze of that white mask. Every sin he had ever committed, every black thought he had ever entertained, rippled to the surface of his mind. There was no hiding from this. There was no man or woman alive that could hold on to a lie in the face of such pure and radiant truth. Callis wanted to fall to his knees, confess every mortal weakness he had ever allowed himself to partake in.

			‘Hold your nerve,’ said Toll. Callis spared a glance at the man. His jaw was set, and if he felt any fear or uncertainty he did not let it show. The witch hunter’s expression had hardly changed since Kazrug had been slain. His eyes burned with furious purpose, the gaze of a man who would pay any price to gain his revenge. 

			The figure stopped a few yards from them. He stared at each of them in turn, but said nothing. After several tense moments that seemed to stretch on for hours, Toll ventured to break the silence.

			‘Lord Sentanus,’ he said. Callis felt his skin crawl at the mention of that name. 

			Lord-Veritant Cerrus Sentanus. The White Reaper. The saint of the purge. Amongst the many monsters and bogeymen that the parents of Excelsis invoked to send their unruly children to sleep, the figure that inspired the most terror was one of the city’s most famous warriors. The inquisitor-lord of the Knights Excelsior. The pitiless, ruthless executioner of the lost and the damned. 

			‘Speak,’ the war god rasped. His voice was the sound of thunder. The sound of an avalanche. Of an ice-shelf collapsing. Yet despite all its power, there was a faintly human edge of impatience to it. 

			Toll stepped forwards, holding up the symbol of his order. 

			‘There is a conspiracy within the city,’ he said, and his voice did not tremble for an instant. ‘A cult of the Dark Gods has embedded itself throughout the hierarchy. The High Arbiter is one of them. As is the archmage Velorius Kryn. They have agents within the Excelsis Guard, and certainly the Prophesier’s Guild.’

			The Reaper continued to stare at Toll, not moving a muscle. He was so still it seemed as if he had been frozen in time.

			‘You have seen the High Arbiter’s perfidy first-hand,’ he said at last. ‘What of Kryn?’

			‘This man was a corporal in the city guard,’ said the witch hunter, indicating Callis. ‘While on patrol, he stumbled upon what appeared to be a black market trade of illicit auguries. There was an ambush. As he escaped, he was exposed to the stolen prophecies, and saw a vision of the city in ruins, burned to cinders by the archmage’s hands.’

			The towering warrior turned to regard Callis for the first time. ‘Come forward,’ said the Reaper.

			Callis’ feet moved, though whether under his own volition or simply by virtue of the command, he did not know. His heart hammered in the frozen pit of his chest, and he trembled as if fever-sick. 

			The Reaper raised his lantern-staff and Callis cowered, expecting to be blasted into a million bloody fragments. Instead, the front of the device opened and radiant light poured forth, a searing ray of brilliant luminescence that bored into every fibre of his being. There was no hiding from this blinding radiance. It was the omniscience of gods, the indefatigability of pure truth. Callis fell to his knees. He had never thought of himself as a bad man. But in the face of that light he knew that he was guilty. Guilty of a thousand careless, senseless mortal weaknesses. Petty, hateful acts. Moments of cruelty and vice that he had excused or conveniently forgotten. Taken together, they were more than reason enough for this avatar of pitiless judgment to scour his very presence from the world. The light took everything. It pried loose every secret he held dear. Not just the truth of the visions, but older, harder secrets buried so deep within him that he had almost forgotten their power. The silhouette of his father in the fading light as he walked away to battle for the last time. Knives in the alleyways, as a wayward, angry youth. The terrified, pain-wracked face of the first man he had ever killed.

			‘Stop,’ he gasped. 

			The cry of grief from his mother when she found out her husband would never return.

			‘Please, stop!’

			The light cut out. Somehow the freezing lash of the rain was a blessed relief.

			‘You saw what you needed to?’ came Toll’s voice. There was no concern or pity there. All business. 

			The Reaper’s expressionless mask remained fixed on Callis. He felt those eyes boring into him as a physical ache. Any moment now, the killing blow would come, he knew. He closed his eyes, and waited for the bite of the sword upon his neck.

			‘Lord-Veritant Sentanus,’ said the witch hunter, ‘I still have need of this one. His foresight may be invaluable in the battle to come. In the name of the Order, I must claim him.’

			Slowly, the Reaper’s head turned to fix his eyes on Toll. Callis risked a look up. Somehow Toll did not falter under that scrutiny. He stood tall amidst the storm that whipped at his long coat and hair, returning the Stormcast’s gaze in kind.

			‘You have no authority here, mortal,’ said Sentanus. ‘Remember that.’

			With that he turned and strode away, back towards the fortress. 

			‘Wait!’ shouted Toll. ‘You would walk away? The city will fall if we do nothing!’

			His words drifted away on the wind. The Reaper disappeared into the depths of the Consecralium, and moments later the great doors began to slide closed once more. Then they were alone. Neither said anything for a while. Callis knelt in the rain, trying vainly to regather his wits. It was like letting the world bleed back in after a heavy night’s drinking. His skull throbbed, and trying to hold on to a thought was like grasping a handful of mist. All he could see was the searing light, framing that pitiless mask of judgement. 

			‘Well,’ he said, after what seemed like several minutes. ‘I don’t think that was as successful as we hoped. I, for one, feel bloody awful. Like someone’s taken an axe to my skull.’

			‘They very nearly did,’ muttered Toll. His brows were furrowed in concern. 

			‘Where do we go from here?’ asked Callis. ‘If the Stormcasts won’t help us, who will?’

			Toll thought for a moment. ‘You told me that in your vision you saw loyalist warriors fighting back against the invaders,’ he said.

			‘Yes. They were dying in droves, but they still held the city centre. Until the archmage decided to drop a lightning storm on them, anyway.’

			‘Did you see any heraldry? Which regiments fought for the city?’ 

			Callis closed his eyes, tried to picture the fall of Excelsis. It was hazy now, like a half-remembered nightmare. He saw the square alight, under the glare of the arcane machinery of the Prophesier’s Guild. He saw the flocks of shrieking shadows flitting through the smoke-filled streets. There was the cluster of battered companies, still holding a semblance of order despite the corpses that lined the cobbles. Their banners were raised, charred and tattered, but still defiant in the face of obliteration.

			‘The Iron Bull of Tarsus,’ Callis said. ‘That’s the symbol of the Eighth, under General Synor.’

			‘Tell me of him.’

			‘Well, he’s…’

			‘You’re not in the Freeguild any more, Armand.’

			‘He’s an old soldier gone to fat, who prefers brandy and pipe-spice to getting his hands dirty. He’s had his glories in the past, but his Iron Bulls took a hell of a hammering when the orruks last raided the Realmgate. Since then they’ve been on regular garrison duty, along with the Coldguard and the Firewolves, while the remaining regiments support the Stormcasts’ offensive along the coast.’

			Toll nodded, and began to march back the way they had come, towards the city. Callis followed. As he walked he glanced out over the plains. Spears of faint light had already begun to appear over the distant hills. 

			‘We’re running out of time,’ muttered the witch hunter. ‘I know Vermyre. He would never have revealed himself if he wasn’t certain of his position. As we speak he’ll be moving his pieces across the board, ready to unleash the killing blow. I only hope we can alert the city garrison in time.’

			The Iron Bulls’ bastion was bustling with activity. Flathorns and other cart-beasts hauled ammunition and supplies to and fro, whinnying and snorting their complaints at their short-tempered drovers. In the great yard before the entrance, a batch of new recruits were being beaten into shape to the chorus of a dozen bellowing drill sergeants. 

			‘You know, that reward is still on my head,’ muttered Callis, doing his level best to try and shrink into his collar. ‘Typically it’s a bad idea for fugitives to wander right into their pursuers’ camp.’

			‘Most fugitives aren’t accompanied by a member of the Order Azyr,’ said Toll. ‘The general has no choice but to hear me, unless he wishes to start a internecine war with the faithful. If what you told me about him is true, that seems unlikely.’

			This place was bigger than the Coldguard Bastion by some measure. The great face of the edifice loomed before them, an imposing, if blunt, example of duardin stonecraft bristling with murder-holes, flame cannons and balconies guarded by green-coated defenders. It was a mere fraction of the artillery power that faced out into the wilds, but the defenders of Excelsis had long ago learned that high walls were not always a sure defence against a determined enemy. Abutted against the fortress wall were several large, low-roofed buildings with great iron doors. One was hauled open to admit one of the supply carts, and Callis caught a glimpse of row upon row of cannon barrels. Clearly the Iron Bulls did not lack for field pieces. 

			As they made their way towards the great gate, a squad of halberdiers moved to block their way.

			‘Your business here?’ asked the sergeant, with the casual boredom of someone who had been on guard duty a few hours too long. 

			‘My own,’ said Toll, holding out his symbol of office and not even bothering to slow his pace.

			The sergeant paled.

			‘Of… of course, sire,’ he mumbled. Then his eyes met Callis’ and widened in surprise. He levelled his halberd. ‘You! Men, detain this traitor.’

			Suddenly Callis was surrounded with a wall of steel, prodding uncomfortably close to his throat. He raised his hands, very, very slowly.

			‘The corporal is with me,’ said Toll.

			‘This piece of scum killed his own men. Four dead men and women, betrayed by their officer. I don’t care if you’re the White Reaper himself, he’s for the dungeons.’

			Toll stepped close to the sergeant. When he spoke, his voice was low, calm, and icy cold.

			‘Sergeant, this man is guilty of no crime. You, however, are just now on the verge of committing one of your own. Do you know the penalty for obstructing a member of the Holy Order in the course of his duties?’

			There was a crowd now. Callis was uncomfortably aware of the number of heavily armed men and women in the immediate vicinity who would have like nothing less than to see his head on a spike adorning the city walls. The courtyard was deathly quiet.

			‘I am here to speak with General Synor,’ said Toll. ‘And this man is still of use to me. If you delay me further, you put the people of this city in danger. And you forfeit your own life.’ 

			The witch hunter’s hand dropped to his belt, brushing his coat aside to reveal his four-barrelled pistol. The sergeant’s eyes flicked to the weapon, and back to Callis. Slowly, he withdrew his halberd, and his soldiers followed suit. The air was still thick with tension. Storm clouds rumbled overhead.

			‘If you want to see the general, you’ll go under armed guard,’ the sergeant said. He signalled to several burly guardsmen armed with handguns that were currently pointed at the intruders. They moved to surround Callis and Toll, weapons lowered and ready to shoot. Callis felt a sick sense of vulnerability – if even one of these men was a traitor, his guts could be spattered all over the fortress walls in less time than it took to blink.

			‘If they make the slightest false move, shoot them,’ said the sergeant.

			General Synor’s quarters were at the very summit of the bastion, hidden amongst a network of corridors. Here, the walls were decorated with busts and portraits of deceased Freeguild heroes, and soldiers dressed in fine silver breastplates and immaculate white tunics stood at guard. These were the general’s personal retinue, chosen from amongst the most experienced and skilled soldiers in the regiment. They did not even risk a glance up as the retinue strode past. When they reached the end of a long hallway carpeted in rich scarlet and flanked by statues of Stormcast warriors raising their warhammers defiantly at some unseen foe, the officer leading them bade them wait. Callis was pacing interminably, face locked in a troubled frown. Toll found the man’s refusal to stand still deeply irritating, but said nothing. He understood that feeling of anxious helplessness better than most. 

			Finally, after what seemed like an age, the door at the end of the corridor swung open, and the officer gestured them through.

			The smell of spice-smoke hit Toll like an open hand as soon as he entered the room. He’d never developed a taste for the stuff. Partly due to its acrid, chemical tang, but also because the arraca plant from which it came lay far outside the city walls, and even with the auguries to guide their way, the death toll for those who harvested it could be described as horrific.

			General Synor sat in a luxuriously padded chair, slightly obscured amidst a cloud of smoke, a blazing spice-pipe propped lazily between his lips. He rose as they entered, and raised a fist to his chest in salute.

			‘Greetings,’ he said, and his voice was the low, gravelly rumble of a man who had replaced sleep with liquor and spice over the last few days.

			Toll raised a fist to his chest in salute, letting an appraising eye drift across the general. The man was rapidly leaving middle age behind, and though he wasn’t in terrible shape there was a hint of roundness to his belly that spoke of a sedentary lifestyle and a soldier who’d been away from the frontline for too long. His hair was black with a hint of grey, a simple crop that trailed into two impressive muttonchops and a well-maintained beard. He wore a look of bored frustration. 

			‘Not often we host one of the Order here at the Bastion,’ he drawled. ‘Much less in the company of a wanted criminal. I suppose you have a good reason for me not to immediately throw this murderer in the dungeons?’

			Callis looked as if he were about to say something, but thankfully decided to keep his mouth shut. Miracles did happen. In truth, the man had looked pale and drawn ever since they had left the bridge of the Consecralium.

			‘Corporal Callis is innocent,’ Toll said. ‘That’s part of the reason why I’m here. His regiment, the Coldguard, has been fatally compromised by a faction of heretic cultists. We do not know how far this rot has spread through Excelsis’ military. It may be that even your own regiment is corrupted.’

			Synor snorted. ‘The Iron Bulls have been stalwart faithful of Sigmar since the Wars of Founding, when we took the colour of the Excelsis city guard,’ he said. ‘Every tenday the priests arrive to renew our vows of loyalty and sanctify our guns. This sounds to me like nothing more than the desperate excuses of a man who realises he’s for the ­executioner’s axe.’

			‘I have seen the conspiracy firsthand,’ Toll continued. ‘And it reaches beyond the military. The High Arbiter himself has turned his cloak. I come here fresh from a stay in the dungeons of the Arbiter’s palace. The archmage Velorius Kryn is also implicated. Together they are planning some form of attack on the city. Perhaps even an armed uprising.’

			The general’s eyes widened at that. He said nothing for a moment, instead simply staring straight at the witch hunter. Toll knew the man was sorting through the mess that had just been dumped on his desk. On the one hand, the idea of the High Arbiter of all people betraying the city was patently ludicrous. On the other, one tended not to doubt the word of a member of the Order of Azyr. 

			‘If Vermyre has betrayed us, where is he now?’ Synor said. ‘What is his objective? Perhaps he has spies inside the city guard, but surely not enough to take the damned city.’

			‘I don’t know yet. But I do know Vermyre, and he’s man who always has a plan. We need to be ready. The army needs to take to the streets, in force. We must secure the Prophesier’s Guild and the main square. It is likely that whatever Kryn and the High Arbiter have planned, it will involve the Guild.’

			‘Wait,’ said Synor, rubbing furiously at the bridge of his nose, his eyes squeezed tightly shut. ‘Wait. You want me to march on Collegiate territory? With no proof of anything but your rogue guardsman’s word?’

			‘My proof is my profession, general,’ said Toll, fixing the man with the look he used to signal he was no longer interested in playing games. ‘You know the consequences for obstructing a member of the Order in his duties.’

			Toll realised immediately that he had made a mistake.

			Synor’s eyes narrowed, and his cheeks flushed red with anger. ‘You dare to come here with your half-baked theories and threaten me?’ he snarled. ‘I am a general in Sigmar’s holy army, you arrogant thug. Not some pimple-faced guardsman you can push around.’

			Toll cursed his impatience. Never underestimate the pride of a powerful man, he thought. Technically he had authority here, but Freeguild officers always chafed at being ordered around by what they saw as little more than jumped-up civilians. He should have played this more carefully. He summoned up the last reserves of his patience and tried again.

			‘General, I assure you that the situation is grave enough to warrant such action. I would not have spoken so bluntly otherwise.’

			There was a crack of lightning. The brief respite had ended, and once more the sky outside broiled with dark clouds. Rain thrashed against the windows. Synor sat down, put down his spice-pipe and fixed the witch hunter with an imperious glare.

			‘I am in control of this city’s defences,’ he said, emphasising every word as if he was talking to a fool. ‘Which are already stretched thin by the sortie against the orruks. Seven entire regiments marched alongside the Stormcasts; the Revenant Spears, the Bronze Claws, the Stormblessed and all the rest. I have but three remaining to safeguard a city of hundreds of thousands. I will not charge off on some damned fool errand on the word of a wanted criminal.’

			Sergeant Steerman was as relaxed as he had been in months. Which was to say, there weren’t currently any greenskin savages howling their blood-curdling war cries at him, and he was pleasantly bored rather than desperate and terrified. Yes, he could stand for a few more days on guard duty. Let those pompous fools in the Stormblessed run around chasing orruks and medals. The Firewolves would do the unglamorous work of keeping the city safe, and Steerman would enjoy this pleasant boredom.

			From his position on the outer wall he could see out across the Blooded Field, the stretch of rough land ahead of the city walls which had played host to a hundred different warbands and brutal hordes set on tearing down this monument to order and civilization. Without thousands of leering orruk faces or the bloodstained idols of degenerate tribesmen, the low, broken hills and windswept plains ahead of him were almost ruggedly beautiful, Steerman thought. Or they would be, if it were not for the ever-present storm clouds. As he gazed out, another fork of lightning flickered across the landscape, and a moment later there was a deep rumble. Steerman sighed, and glanced up at the bruised canvas of sky above him. This damned storm was going nowhere soon. 

			‘Sir,’ said Guardsman Collick, snapping the sergeant out of his day-dreaming. ‘There’s another patrol approaching.’

			That was odd. As far as Steerman knew there weren’t supposed to be any changeovers for several hours yet. He stood, made his way out of the guard tower and peered down the length of the wall. There were indeed a number of figures headed this way. There was a deafening crack and a flash of lightning, which almost made him jump out of his boots. The damned occulum had been playing up all morning. He turned to gaze up at the whirling brass orb, which rippled with arcs of blue-white energy. There was a constant low hum in the air that set his teeth on edge a little, but that was a small price to pay for this extended rest. 

			He checked his sword belt was secure – on the off chance there was a ranking officer in this mob – and strode off towards the newcomers.

			The leader was a small fellow with a sergeant’s stripes, a wiry specimen with darting blue eyes and dirty blonde hair. He smiled as he approached. Steerman didn’t recognise him, but that wasn’t too surprising. His lot had been out in the field a long time. He snapped off a quick salute.

			‘Morning lads,’ he said.

			‘Sergeant Steerman, right? My name’s Arvine,’ said the newcomer, returning with a salute of his own. His eyes were fixed on the crackling light-engines. Steerman grinned.

			‘Don’t worry, friend. They’re on the turn today, but there’s no danger. They’re not about to go haywire and destroy the city.’

			Arvine turned his blue eyes turned back to Steerman with the oddest expression on his face, halfway between a smile and a grimace. Steerman noticed that the man’s nose was crooked and freshly bruised. Doubtless the result of a harmless barrack-hall scrap of some sort. He chose not to mention it. The newcomer walked closer, reaching into his jacket. 

			‘We’re to relieve you,’ he said. ‘General Revard’s orders.’

			Steerman furrowed his brows in confusion. ‘How’s that then? What’s the use in swapping us with another squad?’

			‘You’re relieved, sergeant,’ said the newcomer, and he drew a parchment scroll from the lining of his jacket. Steerman thought it was a copy of the orders at first, but then he saw the eight-pointed star scrawled across the surface. He saw other symbols, too, that flooded his mouth with bile and sent his head to spinning. Arvine was smiling. Steerman reached a trembling hand to his side, fumbling for his blade. 

			The man in the sergeant’s uniform spoke three words. 

			Steerman saw a flash of blue light and felt a wave of heat strike him in the chest, and then he was soaring backwards, limbs flailing uselessly. He turned twice in the air, and the ground rose up to strike him in the face. He peered through a haze of blood and pain, and saw the newcomers walk forward with calm purpose. Two of his men exited the guard post with weapons in hand, looking around in confusion. Steerman tried to shout a warning, but the impostors had already raised compact alley-bows. Bolts thudded into his mens’ flesh, and they toppled to the floor. The sergeant tried to rise, but his legs would not respond. Sigmar, it was hard to breathe. He was dimly aware of the smell of smoke. He looked down, and saw the ruin of his chest. Embers of blue fire danced across the tattered remains of his jacket.

			He looked up, gasping for air. The blue-eyed traitor was standing in front of the storm engine, reading from the same scroll. Steerman couldn’t hear the words, but he could hear the globe spit and hiss like a tormented beast. Fresh arcs of lightning surged across its surface, more violently than ever before. He coughed blood, and the impostor glanced across and met his eyes. Those cold blue eyes lit up with a smile, and the man gestured at Steerman with a finger. Another bolt of scorching blue flame screamed towards him, and the last thing he felt was the searing heat of it as it struck him in the face. 

			The Cult of the Fated Path seized control of their targets with ruthless efficiency. Unaware of the traitors in their midst, the garrison soldiers assigned to protect the arcane engines that powered Excelsis were taken by surprise and quickly disposed of. The words were spoken, as it had been ordained, and the proper rituals performed. One by one the great occulum fulgurest machines began to spit torrents of twisted magical energy into the heavens. The sky tore open. A purple bruise of tortured reality rippled and spread across the heavens. The sound was apocalyptic, a primal roar of creation and destruction. Screams began to echo through the streets as the inhabitants of Excelsis looked to the sky and saw what could only mean the end of their world. 

			A shockwave blasted out across the city, hurling people to the floor, ripping doors off hinges, smashing amberglass windows. Ships heaved and groaned in the harbour. Those closely moored clashed together violently, and the impact sent sailors stumbling and sliding across their decks, some tumbling helplessly into the churning waters. Far above the storm of rippling sails, the floating towers that surrounded the looming Spear of Mallus writhed with voltaic energy. Their twisted spires arced with forks of lighting, reaching out towards the Spear, sending chunks of displaced stone falling into the raging seas below. One tower was blasted out of its orbit, and smashed into the side of the great monolith. It carved a furrow through the Spear as it fell, before breaking in two. Both pieces fell into the harbour, splintering a trio of fat-bodied whaling cogs into kindling. Aetheric storms rippled across the surface of the Spear. The violence of their motion and the surging waters below gave the illusion that the monolith was rising clear of the waters to finally destroy the city that sat beneath it. But the real threat came from the rift above.

			From the swirling void of tortured colours a great shape began to emerge. At first it was half-visible, as if some god-like being was dragging itself into the realm. As the tainted spheres continued to spit their poison into the sky, the image became clearer. A single crystal tower was visible, stabbing forth from the breach like the tip of a colossal spear. Behind this structure a greater fortress could be half-glimpsed through the chaos of the rift, a maddening cluster of turrets and spires that seemed in constant flux. Storm lightning arced around the emerging tower, flickering across its crystalline surface so brightly that it hurt the eye to observe. Dark clouds spewed forth from the rent in the world, racing towards the city below. No, not clouds. Swarms. Flocks of winged and writhing shapes shimmering in the pink light, eagerly anticipating the feast of souls and soft flesh that awaited them below. Great discs of iridescent glass fell in their wake, and the glint of speartips and armour could be seen on top of them as they descended to cleave through the spires of ramshackle towers, crushing the frail city beneath them and spilling screeching warriors into the panicked streets.

			‘Throne of Sigmar,’ whispered General Synor. The reflection of amberglass from the window of his office rendered the man’s face a sickly yellow.

			‘There’s your proof, general,’ said Toll. ‘There’s the death of this city, unless you get your men out on the streets and ready to fight.’

			The general stood there for a moment, mouth open and eyes wide with shock. Then, to Callis’ surprise, he snapped into action. He leapt over the desk, scattering papers and spilling the decanter of wine, and swung the door to his office wide.

			‘Lieutenant Brellig, assemble the men,’ he bellowed. ‘I want them armed and eager in the courtyard this instant. Get our regiments out on the streets and ready to fight.’

			The lieutenant’s face was pale and his eyes wide, but he nodded and scurried off down the corridor. Already the halls of the bastion were filled with confused cries and the tramp of boots.

			Synor turned to Toll, no hint of panic upon his face. His jaw was set, his gaze calm. Some men only thrive in crisis, Callis thought. ‘Will you fight with us, witch hunter? I could use your advice.’

			‘You have it, general. We need to push forward to the Prophesier’s Guild. I know what Kryn and Vermyre plan. It’s just like your dream, Callis. The arcane engine above the Prophesier’s Guild is the largest source of power in the city. That’s where Kryn will be.’

			The general nodded, and snapped his fingers at the guardsmen stationed outside his door. The soldiers formed up around the group, and together they hurried back to the courtyard, passing scores of milling soldiers and bellowing officers. They burst out of the great iron doors of the bastion, and gazed up at the bruised sky. Arcs of lightning flashed across the heavens, silhouetting bizarre discs that floated down from on high, and bat-like flocks of cackling monsters. 

			‘What in Sigmar’s name are you waiting for?’ bellowed Synor at the gunners lining the walls, staring slack-jawed at the apocalypse falling from the sky. ‘Start firing or I’ll run you through myself.’

			Dozens of cannons, mortars and ballistae swivelled into position on every battlement and watchtower, bracketing the creatures falling from the sky. Gunners sighted and adjusted, loaders crammed and wadded breeches, and then came the shouted warnings to cover ears and brace.

			The Iron Bulls Bastion spat its defiance back at the abominations that dared to assault this blessed city of the God-King. The ground shook as several tonnes of shot and shrapnel were hurled forth. Many missed their target, but the skies were so thick with the enemy that even the first, target-finding strikes often struck home. Flocks of chortling, spiralling daemons were sent tumbling out of the sky, or simply shredded into a fine mist as spreadshot blasts tore through flesh and sinew. One of the great crystal discs arced over Callis’ head, and he could see the spreading cracks in its translucent surface, rippling and bifurcating. With a scream of protest the transport came apart, raining glass and screaming bodies as it angled down to smash into the city wall, carving through stone and surrounding buildings, sending clouds of dust and shattered mortar into the air. A shard of falling crystal scythed through one of the volley-guns on the battlement to Callis’ left, bisecting the crew, the cannon and the parapet with awful, surgical precision.

			After a minute or so the first barrage ceased, and all that was left was a piercing ringing in Callis’ ears, slowly fading. He could hear the sound of clattering boots and a chorus of confused, frightened voices as hundreds of guardsmen grabbed weapons and ammunition, threw on tunics and breastplates and hurtled down spiral stairways to the mustering yard. 

			‘Form up! Form up!’ Synor was hollering, as a pair of pale-faced adjutants buckled on the general’s armour with trembling hands.

			The great doors to the armoury swung open, and more green-clothed forms emerged, hauling the great weapons of war that were the pride of the city guard. Twin-racked volley guns, heavy duardin-forged cannons and the notoriously temperamental, yet undeniably effective, Ironweld rocket arrays. A low, angry rumble echoed out across the yard, audible even over the chaos of the skies above. From the armoury emerged another contraption, though this one needed no team of stocky, soot-covered engineers to haul it.

			‘The Old Lady,’ said General Synor, with great affection. ‘Let’s see these traitors have a taste of her power.’

			The steam tank rumbled forward on four heavy iron-bound wheels, belching smoke as it went. A hatch on top of the wedge-shaped contraption opened, and a bearded, goggled man emerged, skin cooked pink by the hellish heat of the interior cabin, face dusted with soot and grime. Mounted on the cupola of the steam tank was a long-barrelled rifle topped with a scope, and the man grasped the weapon and began to go through the process of cleaning and loading it.

			By now most of the regiment’s foot soldiers were lined up. Synor’s greatsword-wielding honour guard stood at the fore, the biggest and strongest warriors in the company, their blades engraved with countless battle-honours and polished so brightly they shone even in the gathering gloom. Behind them stood the rank and file, armed with an array of blades, spears, shields and axes. Crossbowmen and handgunners checked muzzles and triggers, hefted their precious ammunition in leather quivers or goatskin pouches. 

			Callis felt a swell of pride at the sight, but there was no time to appreciate the swiftness with which Synor’s men had pulled themselves together and made ready for war. Smoke rose in the distance, down near the harbour. The chorus of screams that echoed throughout the city was growing louder, and overhead the dark, swirling swarms were almost upon them. Shapes grew within the mass. Impossible forms, composed of twisted limbs and jabbering mouths. 

			‘We must hurry,’ said Toll. ‘Vermyre’s aiming to bring the rest of that citadel through the breach, and Sigmar help us all if he manages it.’ 

			Synor was strapping on his scabbard, which carried a fine broadsword. His orderly came forward with the general’s hat, a wide cap of deep green that bore three huge, white feathers and an emerald brooch fashioned in the shape of a falling comet. 

			With his accoutrements of war secured and fastened, and the hilt of his blade clasped in one gloved hand, even Callis had to admit that Synor looked every inch the dashing general. You couldn’t even see the bulge of his gut. It was amazing what a dose of genuine crisis could do for some men. 

			‘Well, gentlemen,’ said General Synor, ‘let us see to the defence of our city.’

		

	
		
			ACT THREE
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			The men of the fighting Eighth roared across the stone cobbles, screaming their battle-oaths and prayers to Sigmar, brandishing swords, axes, maces and spears. These were hardened killers, men and women who had travelled the length of the Coast of Tusks, and battled almost every one of its myriad horrors. They would not be intimidated, even amidst the calamity that had fallen upon their city. Synor rode a chestnut warhorse at the head of the column, urging his men on with bellowed oaths of vengeance and promises of slaughter.

			Streams of fleeing citizens filtered past them as they marched. There were hundreds of them. Thousands. Parents clutching bawling infants. Thin-limbed street urchins, eyes wide with fearful excitement. Many were limping, held up only by their fellows. Callis saw horrific burns, gashes and cuts from shattered glass. The pitiful figures flinched and cowered at every gunshot and explosion that echoed out across the city. In the distance, through the haze of fire-lit smoke, a formation of duardin gyrocopters arced over the city, the ear-aching, percussive thud of their rotating blades almost fading as they disappeared into the distance.

			‘The Air Corps will deal with as many of the enemy’s flying monsters as they can,’ shouted Synor above the commotion. ‘But they are few. We cannot count on their presence.’

			The cobbles flickered with the shadows of dancing flames, and the smoke was thick about them. Pitiful hands clawed at the soldiers as they passed. Bleeding, dust-covered figures staggered out of the smoke and fell to their knees in front of the advancing warriors, begging for salvation. There was no time to help them. No time to quell the fires that raged through the city, or to guide the innocent to safety. 

			Explosions echoed in the distance, along with the percussive blasts of heavy cannon and the shrieking whine of rockets arcing through the air. Above the cluttered rooftops the sky flashed orange, and smoke rose from the harbour. Apparently Captain Zenthe had made her choice. The Iron Bulls were not the only force that was fighting back.

			‘If we push through to the docks, we can join up with General Revard’s Firewolves,’ General Synor said. 

			‘No,’ said Toll, shaking his head. ‘It will divert us from our target, and we cannot afford the delay.’

			Synor stared at the conflagration in the distance, clearly torn.

			‘If we do not stop Kryn,’ the witch hunter continued, ‘it won’t matter how many regiments we have fighting with us. The city will burn.’ 

			The General nodded, grim-faced, and wheeled his horse around, urging his warriors forward. 

			Something sleek with iridescent scales flitted through the billowing blackness overhead, hissing and screeching. Something struggled beneath it, clutched in wicked talons. As the thing passed overhead, it released its burden. The half-naked man fell, screaming in terror, and was dashed to pieces on the cobbles. More shapes dropped out of the smoke. Callis saw myriad eyes mounted upon crescents of shimmering azure scales, rows of razor-sharp fangs and three-pronged tails that flitted gracefully behind as the shapes dived towards the column.

			‘Open fire!’ shouted Synor. The handgunners did as they were bid, sending a hail of bullets skyward. Some of the creatures toppled out of the air. Most of them did not.

			They scythed through the ranks of the Iron Bulls, a fountain of gore erupting in their wake. Callis fell to all fours as the wave passed overhead, and saw the man next to him yanked off his feet as if by a bolting horse.

			‘Reload and address! Reload and address, damn your eyes!’ someone was bellowing. All around, soldiers were scrabbling to their feet, sliding on the blood-slick cobbles. 

			‘No!’ shouted Toll. ‘We cannot stop here. Advance! Advance to the Grand Square.’

			Synor glanced at the witch hunter. It was clear that he was unused to another issuing commands to his company, but thankfully the man seemed to have quelled whatever wounded pride he had displayed back in his office.

			‘You heard the man,’ he bellowed. ‘Keep moving! Do not stop for a moment.’

			And so they hurried onwards, the ray-like monstrosities circling overhead like carrion birds, occasionally swooping down to spear another victim on those wicked fangs. Callis ran alongside the others, dimly aware of Toll at his side, retching and spluttering as the smoke seared his eyes and crept into his lungs. It was only the years of treading these streets that told him the wide thoroughfare they had stepped onto was the Tradeway, the arterial route that cut through the heart of Excelsis down to the harbour markets, passing the Grand Square and the Prophesier’s Guild as it did so. 

			He ground his fist into his eyes and peered ahead, trying to get his bearings. In the distance he made out the great dome of the guildhall, rising above every other building in the square. The top of the structure had been shorn open. Lightning danced across the jagged edges of the opening and arced upwards into the sky, reaching with forked fingers towards the crystal tower emerging many thousands of feet overhead. 

			‘Kryn’s already at work,’ growled Toll. ‘We’re running out of time.’

			From the summit of the Prophesier’s Guild, Ortam Vermyre could see the banners of the Iron Bulls coming ever closer. A regiment of middling reputation, as far as he could recall. Still, this was far from ideal.

			‘They regroup quickly,’ he said. ‘Far more quickly than we anticipated.’

			He had hoped that the confusion and distrust his agents had sown throughout the city would prevent the Firewolves and the Iron Bulls from responding until his full force was on the field. The Coldguard, of course, were as good as his. The few known loyalists within their ranks would have been purged as soon as the regiment took to the field, as per his instructions. That purge would continue with the Firewolves, who would be surrounded and slaughtered by the Coldguard as soon as they set foot out of their bastion. They would not even know their doom until their own allies opened fire. But he was not pleased to see the Iron Bulls muster so quickly. He had hoped that General Synor’s regiment would be bogged down in fighting through the streets. The Iron Bulls were a pious and obstinate bunch of zealots that he had never successfully infiltrated beyond a few eyes and ears in the ranks. The speed at which they had assembled about the guildhall was certainly an unpleasant surprise. That would not save them from the forces at his disposal, of course, but it was still a complication that he could have done without.

			‘Let them march,’ came Kryn’s death rattle of a voice, rife with a surge of excitement that to Vermyre’s ears made him sound even more hideous than usual. The mage paced around the great occulum fulgurest, a heavy tome clutched in his claw-like hands. The machine was raised on a bronze-cast walkway suspended on mighty chains high above the auction hall that spread out beneath them, connected by a bewilderingly intricate array of binding pipework that led far above them to the ceiling, and trailed far below to the three great crystal jars in which the swirling mists of fate siphoned from the Spear of Mallus were contained. These containers loomed over the empty space of the great hall, secured behind a heavy fence of copper bars that reached some twenty feet into the air. In front of this were seven raised and heavily secured vendor booths, nothing less than blocky, armoured bunkers with viewing ports and a bolted access tube.

			They took security seriously at the Prophesier’s Guild. Or at least they had, until Vermyre had murdered those guild members loyal to the city, and replaced them with his own men.

			The High Arbiter was distracted once more by Kryn’s wheezing laughter. The old wretch was giddy at the prospect of unleashing his magic on the city, and earning the favour of his dark liege. Sparks and fleeting symbols danced from his fingers as he enacted another spell, binding the whirring occulum to his will. His servants, towering metal automatons of brass with faces carved in the likeness of hunting falcons, strode about the device and its crown of pipework, rearranging the machinery to the wizard’s exact specifications. Kryn cajoled, insulted and bellowed at the golems as if they were clumsy-handed servants, and not mindless metal statues bound together by magic. 

			Vermyre watched him work. How different things were now. The arrogant wizard had once been a studiously loyal servant of Sigmar. The High Arbiter’s initial attempts to plant the seeds of heresy in Kryn’s mind had been furiously, violently rebuffed. He had lost a whole cadre of trusted agents, burned to cinders in the fury of the wizard’s rage. But Vermyre was not a man to give up easily. It had taken him several long, hard years of work. The right tomes, planted where Kryn would happen upon them. Some political manoeuvres, denying him the unrestricted access to the Spear of Mallus he so craved. Hundreds, thousands of other subtle machinations, all designed to massage the old wretch’s pride and erode his loyalties. All had led to this moment. Yet everything might be for naught if the ancient, addled mage was not given the time to work his magics.

			‘Don’t look so worried, Vermyre. You think a few thousand witless thugs can stop what is happening?’ laughed Kryn. ‘They will burn. Look above us! Our moment is here. The city will burn, and almighty Tzeentch will have his bounty.’ 

			Vermyre glanced upwards at the tortured sky, visible through the circular, stained glass windows far above. The crystal tower inched ever closer into the realm, a knife hovering above the heart of the city. Already the servants of the Lord of Sorcery were pouring down upon Excelsis, eager to tear down this blasphemous illusion of order and control. Once the fortress in the sky had fully emerged, the armies at his disposal would be beyond count. Beyond even the ability of the errant Stormcast hosts to turn aside. The realm of Chaos would spill across the Coast of Tusks, and the process of siphoning the secrets and prophecies of the Spear of Mallus could begin. What could be more tempting to a god of fate than such a prize? The citizenry would be fed to the skyspawn builder-organisms, becoming raw matter, moulded into new towers, arches and spires. When the Stormcasts returned to Excelsis, they would find it a fortress of roiling transmutative magic. And as with all the others, they would burn in the fires of change.

			Despite himself, despite the necessity of his work, Vermyre felt a tinge of sadness. This city had been good to him these many years. He would miss the power he had wielded here, the challenge of weaving his web of intrigue under the noses of the Order of Azyr and the bloodhounds of the Knights Excelsior.

			‘It is necessary,’ he said to himself. 

			‘Eh?’ snapped Kryn, pausing from his work on the occulum to raise a quizzical eyebrow at Vermyre.

			‘Only great Tzeentch offers eternal change. Apotheosis,’ Vermyre said, louder this time. ‘These fools, they believe this dream can last. That it can stand in the face of true power. Eternal power. If only they recognised the truth of it.’

			‘They are insects,’ spat Kryn. ‘Vermin. Devouring prophecy like cheap wine, imagining they have any right to such power. When this city is no more, and the crystal tower stands in the sky above, the secrets of the Spear will finally be mine. By Tzeentch’s will I shall know it all. My eyes will pierce the veil of fate, and I will know… the infinity of truth.’

			Vermyre studied the old man, whose eyes had glazed over with rapturous desire. Arrogance and greed, that was all that kept this ancient skeleton together. He was a pathetic creature, really, for all his wizardly might. He could never appreciate the salvation that the God of Change offered, could not see beyond his petty lust for power. He would have to be removed, once he had served his purpose. Vermyre wondered whether his own master would agree. The former High Arbiter was a bold man, but he would not risk going against the will of Tzeentch. 

			Worries for another time. He turned back to look out over the city. The day was not yet won. The Cult of the Fated Path had revealed itself, playing its final hand. Now it must keep the loyalist forces on the back foot until it was too late.

			‘Finish your work quickly, Kryn,’ he said, heading for the spiral stairway that would lead him down onto the main floor of the guildhall. ‘I have an army to destroy.’

			In the guildhall below, his own army waited. His trusted men, the Fatesworn, stood waiting for him at the foot of the great stairwell. They had abandoned their civilian masks. There was no call for secrecy any more. Now they wore elaborate pauldrons and vambraces of witch-forged metal, shendyts of blue and many-eyed battle-masks of gold. Their bare chests were littered with tattooed oaths of devotion in the tongue of their dread masters, and alongside their gleaming silver weapons they bore scrolls and tomes of profane lore. The ten warriors of his personal guard fell in behind Vermyre silently as he walked, scores more waiting in their ranks and files.

			Altogether more unpredictable allies filled the rest of the hall. Tall and muscular creatures. Humanoid, yet avian in aspect, with clawed feet, beaks as sharp as daggers, and horns that swept back from their arrow-like skulls. They gazed at the cultists through blazing red eyes that shone like glowing embers, without fear, but with a detached, alien interest. They bore armour and weapons even finer than their human allies, doubtless spell-forged within the sacred labyrinth-halls of the crystal fortresses. They smelled of brimstone and sorcerous ritual. Tzaangors. The elusive, secretive footsoldiers of mighty Tzeentch.

			Their leader drifted forwards on a disc of living metal that pulsed with hungry energy. Despite himself, Vermyre could not help but be impressed by the imposing figure. This Tzaangor bore a staff of obsidian tipped with a swirling, sickly green vortex. The eye of Tzeentch was emblazoned upon the belt of jewels and gold around its waist, and above a ceremonial helm two horns curled backwards like those of a ram. 

			‘We came to slay,’ it hissed, in a voice that sounded like a knife scraping across stone, ‘not to wait. Not to hide. We go forth. We gather human-meat for the sky-engines. For the glory of the Lord of Eyes.’

			Vermyre nodded. He had rarely dealt with these strange, tribal creatures, and he did not imagine for a moment that they would take orders from a human. As befitting for the God of Change, a leadership role within the ranks of the Kairic Cults was by necessity an amorphous thing. 

			‘They are coming here,’ he said, meeting the shaman’s cruel eyes and not blinking for a moment. ‘You will defend the square. Their attack will be scattered and weak. Rout them, but capture as many as you can. The crystal tower must be fed with new fuel.’

			Sykarik threw his head back and screeched, a shrill, ululating sound. It was answered as one by the Tzaangor warriors that lined the guildhall. 

			Finally the Iron Bulls broke out of the smoke clouds, and the great open space of the plaza opened up before them, a field of finely worked greystone slabs dotted with trees and statuary. On all sides of the open forum, basilicas, halls and galleries rose, their columns engraved with further images of Sigmar’s glory, statues of mighty warriors and pious saints raised beneath the shadow of their soaring arches. On any normal day, this beating heart of commerce would have been thronged by merchants, bureaucrats and politicians, as well as those looking to bid on the latest and most promising auguries freshly mined from the Spear.

			On this day, it was occupied by the host of the invading horde.

			There were thousands of them arrayed in loose formation before the guildhall. Mutated forms, vaguely humanoid yet utterly alien, they were taller by a head than the average man and their bodies were lithe and predatory, their narrow heads avian in aspect and topped by curved horns capped with bronze and silver. They bore wondrous silver weapons and armour – curved blades, vicious war-picks and hooked longspears – and their war-masks, torcs and hooped piercings shone gold and turquoise. Banners flew above their numbers, depicting writhing serpents, two-headed crows and unblinking, glowing eyes. As the Iron Bulls rushed to form up at the other end of the plaza, the bestial figures began to shriek and caw in high-pitched, unnervingly musical tones. The sonorous boom of a war-horn echoed across the empty ground between the two forces.

			It was answered by the battle-drums of the Iron Bulls.

			‘Form ranks,’ shouted the sergeants, jostling and hauling their men into position. The great guns clattered and groaned as they were hauled forward, set up in the mouths of the southern buildings, with a slight elevation of range. 

			‘They wait for us,’ said Toll, eyeing the strange avian beastmen. ‘They’re guarding the guildhall.’

			‘Not for long,’ growled Synor. He hauled his warhorse about, facing his warriors, and raised his broadsword into the air. The horse reared and snorted.

			‘Men of the Eighth!’ he roared, and his voice carried even above the abominable clatter that the Old Lady made as it rolled into position at the head of the line. ‘We have been betrayed. Heretics, worshippers of the Dark Gods and heathen monsters plan to destroy this city. Our city! Before you stand their twisted servants, and beyond them lies the great hall of the Prophesier’s Guild. This is where the arch-traitors Ortam Vermyre and Velorius Kryn cower, believing that the day is already won.’

			He fixed the soldiers of the Iron Bulls with a steel gaze, and trotted his horse down the line with his blade raised in salute.

			‘Is that so, warriors of the Iron Bulls of Tarsus?’ he shouted. ‘Are you defeated yet?’

			‘NO!’

			The screams and war cries of the Eighth answered proudly. Even Callis found himself bellowing along with the rest. 

			Synor wheeled about, and aimed his sword straight at the heart of the enemy formation.

			‘Forward, warriors of the Eighth!’ 

			The fighting Eighth were an old and storied regiment, tested on the field of battle all across the Coast of Tusks. When the first colonists had arrived in Excelsis, the Iron Bulls had been there to spill their own blood in the name of peace and order, buying a future for their children with their lives. That noble tradition continued on the bloody steps of the Prophesier’s Guild. The front ranks of the Eighth met the enemy with shields raised and songs of praise to their warrior-god upon their lips. The enemy howled and counter-charged, bounding over the marble of the grand square with unnatural grace, their powerful, backwards-jointed limbs giving them the rangy stride of a predatory bird. They hurled themselves into the fray with shrieks of battle-joy, silver swords flickering in the gloom. Other beastmen rose above the battle on discs of warped metal and strange organic material, wielding greatbows as tall as a mortal man. From these impressive weapons they unleashed a storm of sparkling arrows that flickered blue-green as they fell upon the Iron Bulls formation. The creatures seemed to be shooting randomly, but Toll knew better. 

			‘Protect the gun crews,’ he urged General Synor. ‘These creatures, they will aim for vital targets – officers, gunners, standard bearers. They look to disrupt our attack.’

			Synor shouted orders, and several squads of swordsmen dropped back to provide cover for the artillery, enveloping the gun crews and raising their shields. Many of the flickering arrows sparked and spat as they deflected off the wall of steel, but the creatures were exceptional shots. Several gunners collapsed, twitching, pierced by the shimmering missiles. To Toll’s left, a lieutenant barking orders to his men abruptly sighed and slumped to the floor, an arrow protruding from the back of his neck.

			In the midst of the flying archers another figure rose, wrapped in robes of vibrant turquoise, horns swept back like those of a ram, face concealed behind a jade mask with eyes that burned like hot coals. This creature carried a staff of obsidian, topped with a baleful eye of green. It swept its weapon low, and a gout of blue-white fire spat from the eye of the staff, setting a dozen mortals alight. Their screams echoed over the clangour of battle.

			‘They will hold,’ muttered Synor, viewing the carnage from the rear of the Iron Bulls’ line.

			Callis felt a fierce pride as he watched these brave men and women defend their home, not giving an inch despite the horrors that had been unleashed upon them. Grim-faced halberdiers held the line against the fury of the beastmen, spitting defiance at their foe even as eldritch arrows screamed into their ranks, turning flesh to smoke and crystal, burning soldiers away as if they had never existed. Against the power and sorcery of the beastmen, the formations of soldiers were almost laughably outmatched. No matter. They held their ground, shields raised, and for every loyal Sigmarite that fell to the wicked curved swords of the foe, another rushed forwards to take their place.

			It could not last. More of the ray-like flying predators shrieked through the air, carving into the Iron Bulls’ battle line, snatching up screaming figures and releasing them to be dashed to pieces on the marble below. From the darkness of the basilicas on each side of the plaza came a tide of masked warriors, chests bare and scrawled with unholy symbols and forbidden text, faces concealed behind leering masks of gold and silver. Some loosed bolts of flesh-melting green energy from wands and sceptres, while others cleaved into the flanks of the Iron Bulls with daggers and axes. The human face of the invasion had revealed itself at last.

			The general urged more of his men forward, sending his reserve into the thick of the melee to clear the cultists. Crossbowmen and handgunners bracketed the ambushers with raking volleys, sending scores tumbling to the floor with smoking holes bored in their exposed flesh, quarrels protruding from their necks. The smell of cordite was strong enough to make Callis gag. 

			‘We’re containing them,’ said Synor, observing the battle from the steps of an abandoned counting hall at the southern edge of the square. ‘But that won’t last. We have no support, and those damned flying creatures are slaughtering us.’

			‘Sir!’ came a cry from their right. ‘The artillery is in position. But the battle lines are drawn so close we risk hitting our own men.’

			‘Fire!’ snapped Synor. ‘Trust in your gun crews, captain. Without ordnance this battle is lost regardless, and we’re all dead.’

			The general turned to Toll. ‘We’ll give them a barrage, and then I’ll give the order to push forward. It’ll be a bloody affair, witch hunter.’

			‘If Kryn corrupts the occulum arrays and brings that abomination into our skies, the city entire will burn,’ said Toll. ‘You’re making the right choice, general. Our only hope lies in spending our deaths wisely.’ 

			Callis heard the shouts from down the line, and covered his ears instinctively. The cannons were spaced out amongst the columns of the structure to their right, the abandoned remnants of what was normally the Hall of Justice. Now it bristled with all manner of Ironweld field pieces – great, wide-barrelled siege cannons, four-chambered organ guns, black and yellow marked rocket arrays. The gunmasters were there, peering through their sight-glasses, roaring last minute orders to the gun crews.

			Then the world shook with fire. A billowing cloud of sour smoke erupted from the mouth of the Hall of Justice, and several score balls of solid metal were vomited forth at the ranks of the enemy. 

			Beastmen and cultists simply disappeared, their flesh blasted apart so fast that they seemed to simply transform into clouds of crimson mist. The cannonballs continued on, arcing and bouncing through the massed ranks, leaving immeasurable carnage in their wake. The accuracy of the fire was impressive, a hallmark of the Iron Bulls’ skilful gun crews, yet not every shot struck true. Callis’ heart sank to see his fellow soldiers torn asunder by inevitable misplaced shots. 

			‘Their deaths are no less noble,’ growled Synor, noticing the guardsman’s unease. ‘The mathematics of war is rarely palatable.’

			He drew his broadsword, three and a half feet of gleaming steel, with a bucket hilt forged in the shape of a rearing bull.

			‘Let’s get this underway, then,’ he said. ‘witch hunter, shall I assume you’ll join me in the charge?’

			Toll was already checking the lock of his four-barrelled pistol. Callis did the same with Kazrug’s duardin-forged piece, and adjusted his uncle’s sword at his side.

			‘After you, general,’ said the witch hunter.

			The Old Lady led the way. The steam tank spat streams of smoke as it rumbled towards the right flank of the enemy, shaking the earth beneath its great iron-shod wheels. With a thunderous roar, the tank’s main gun fired. The cannonball was almost too fast to see, but the mist of gore and the flying chunks of meat it left in its wake were impossible to miss. The Old Lady barely slowed at all. The gunner atop the iron monstrosity blasted away with the axle-mounted rifle, stopping occasionally to bellow orders down into the cabin below.

			Toll, Synor and Callis followed in its wake, accompanied by the general’s elite bodyguard in their gleaming, golden armour. Cultists, dazed and confused by the brutality of the assault, stumbled out of the great smoke trail the tank left behind it. The greatswords of the general’s guard hacked them apart, easily cleaving through the scant armour that the masked mortals wore. Callis saw a tall, thin cultist on the steps of a building to their right, one arm outstretched as he chanted foul phrases in some alien tongue, aiming a glowing crystal sceptre towards the Old Lady. He raised Kazrug’s gun and put a bullet through the man’s gut, blasting him off his feet and sending him rolling down the stairs, howling in pain. The man came to a rest in a crumpled heap, his mask slipping free to reveal a round, boyish face and white-blonde hair. Callis’ gut tightened. He recognised the man, a guardsman named Erigard. He had lost to him at cards only a few weeks past.

			Arrows and spells were hissing and fizzling as they struck the steam tank’s hull. The iron was thick, and it would not yield, but the Old Lady was beginning to rock and squeal with protest under the barrage. Cultists leapt upon the frame of the vehicle, dragging themselves towards the top hatch. The gunner dropped the axle-mounted rifle and drew a wide-bore pistol. The first masked face to haul itself over the lip of the side armour exploded in a welter of brain matter. Another figure was clubbed to the floor, and yet more fell to missiles hurled by their own side. 

			‘Clear the way!’ shouted Synor, gesturing at the ranks of cultists that were pouring fire into the Old Lady from between a row of marble columns to their right. ‘Bring those spellcasters down, now!’

			But they could not reach them. The steam tank continued to fire its main cannon, reaping a horrible toll on the enemy ranks before it, but even the thick iron armour that protected its flanks was beginning to come apart.

			There was a shrill hissing sound, and cutting through the air came the flying disc of the beastman sorcerer who had unleashed its fire upon the sword infantry. The creature ignored the crossbow bolts that clattered off the daemonic device that bore it aloft, and raised its sickly-green staff again. A fist of magical flame rushed out to slam the Old Lady in the flank. The gunner toppled out of his hatch, striking the cobbled ground hard. The tank groaned in protest, and began to rear on its side, the power of the magical flame melting thick bands of metal and superheating the vehicle. Callis could hear the screams of the driver team as they began to roast alive. He brought his pistol to bear and it bucked in his hand, but though his and Toll’s shots were true, they had no effect upon the avian sorcerer. 

			The heat cooked off the Old Lady’s powder reserve. The resulting fireball lifted the twelve-ton tank into the air, where it spun once before crashing to the marble floor and rolling. It crushed the poor gunner beneath its awful weight, as well as dozens of cultists too slow to hurl themselves out of the way.

			The shockwave blasted Callis, Toll and the front ranks of the general’s men clean off their feet. They slammed down hard, groaning and choking as a fresh cloud of smoke billowed over them. Callis struggled to his knees. Synor lay a few paces ahead, trying to free his legs from beneath his horse, which lay unmoving. He had no idea where the witch hunter was. Through the cloud of smoke, masked faces began to appear. Callis aimed and fired at one, and the man dropped, clutching at a gaping hole in his throat. More emerged, scores of them, wielding long, curved daggers.

			‘Get up!’ he screamed, as the soldiers around him lurched groggily. He fumbled at his belt, found the hilt of his uncle’s sabre and drew it. ‘They’re coming! Reform the line!’

			It was too late. The enemy was only a few paces away now, and their daggers gleamed in the light of the fires. They leapt upon the staggered Iron Bulls, hacking and stabbing, bearing down the more heavily armoured soldiers with sheer weight of numbers. Callis swayed aside as a masked figure lurched at him, sliced the man’s leg off below the knee with a wild swing of his sabre. Smoke billowed all around. He could not see further than a half-dozen yards in any direction. Shapes swirled around him.

			Something colossal strode through the smoke. It was twice the size of a man, and many times as broad, with a rolling, bestial gait that hinted at appalling strength. Two ridged horns swept back from its monstrous head, and it clutched a staff topped with the skull of a beast in its oddly dextrous hands. Sickly green-blue smoke poured from its eye sockets. A muscular tail whipped around the creature’s hooved legs.

			It stopped, and scanned the devastation before it.

			Its eyes locked with Callis’. The beast smiled.

			Callis was up before the thought of running even entered his head, staggering away into the smoke cloud, weaving his way through broken bodies and the wreckage of the steam tank. The ground shook beneath him, the steady pace of the nightmare creature as it paced after him. He could barely hear a thing over the ringing in his ears.

			Something struck him hard in the back, and suddenly he was sailing through the air. He might have been screaming, but it was too hard to tell.

			He turned over in the air before landing hard on something at once soft and full of hard edges. He glanced down, and saw a pile of corpses, a roughly half-and-half blend of green-jacketed Iron Bulls and lean, tattooed cultists. He put a hand down to prop himself up, and it sank up to the elbow in something warm and sticky. The ground shook again. He turned. The horned beast strode after him. Three Iron Bull swordsmen staggered into view, holding each other up, bleeding from a dozen wounds. The creature lazily waved its staff at them, and from the blazing sockets of the skull a tongue of azure flame spat forth. It wrapped around the Iron Bulls, and they screamed and thrashed silently before toppling to the floor, smouldering.

			The beast kept on coming at Callis, still leering through its maw of jagged fangs. Callis stumbled on all fours, and staggered away into a row of columns that loomed out of the mist ahead of him. The ringing in his ears was fading now, and he could hear the faint drumbeat of cannon fire and shrill screams drifting above the chaos of battle. He staggered and fell, turned and scampered backwards on his hands as the creature approached. It stood before him, raised its staff and pointed the blazing skull directly at his face. He could smell scorched metal and strange, bitter spices.

			More shapes filtered through the mist. Their torsos were inked and scarred, and they wore masks of horrifying aspect. They carried long curved daggers, and a variety of other weapons. Hateful, sickening symbols of devotion were emblazoned on deep blue robes or scorched upon bare flesh. They were chanting, a low droning sound in a language that turned Callis’ stomach and sent a dull agony rippling through his skull.

			The creature leaned down; Callis smelt its sulphurous breath, and looked deep into eyes that swirled with a hateful intelligence that seemed so incongruous with such a bestial form.

			‘Il’a konac v’y’oren,’ it murmured. ‘Hiem vo konac il’yor.’

			Lightning flashed, so bright that Callis gasped and raised a hand to cover his aching eyes. He heard a crash, almost as loud as the explosion that had destroyed the Old Lady, and a guttural bellow.

			Giants strode amongst the enemy, crushing and hewing them with weapons as tall as a mortal human. They wore white, glistening white, and emanated a radiant brightness that seemed to cut straight through the overcast gloom and the drifting smoke. 

			‘Throne of Sigmar,’ whispered Callis reverentially. It was the first time he had ever seen the Stormcast Eternals in battle. He knew he would never forget the sight.

			The enemy was not even falling back. The shock and the speed with which the giants slew did not give them the chance. They raised their daggers and sceptres high in an almost laughable attempt to defend themselves. The white giants simply swept them aside with arcing blows from silver warhammers and gleaming broadswords. The torn chunks of meat that had once been the traitor formation littered the ground. Broken bodies sailed through the air. Armoured feet stamped down on mewling creatures, crushing necks and skulls. There was no rage in the giants’ actions, only pitiless and functional brutality.

			The horned creature was bellowing in outrage, matching blows with three of the gleaming warriors. It hammered one aside with a mighty swing of its staff, and as the fallen Stormcast crashed against a pillar, sending chunks of chiselled stonework flying through the air, the creature called forth another blast of eldritch flame to engulf him. The fallen warrior rolled and writhed, his fine armour dancing with blue fire. His fellows spared no concern for their fallen brother, closing the gap on the giant and striking from two sides with their broadswords. The beast slammed one warrior to the ground with its staff, roaring as the other sank his blade into its ribs. It rammed its massive skull into the offending Stormcast’s chest, sending him reeling backwards, and raised its staff to cast another spell.

			A figure crashed into the beast’s flank, striking so fast it seemed little more than a blur. Despite its huge size, the horned beast was thrown to the ground. This time its roar ended in a wet, choking gurgle. A sword flashed out, tearing through the beast’s muscular neck with contemptuous ease. The hideous maned head rolled free, and a figure loomed above the broken corpse.

			Callis felt his blood run cold. The White Reaper stood before him, his pristine armour marred with crimson. The blank eyes of his war-mask bored through Callis.

			‘Get up,’ said the Reaper.

			He got up.

			‘You saw Kryn in your vision,’ said the Lord-Veritant. ‘Lead me to him.’

			Toll and a few surviving members of Synor’s elite hauled away the general’s fallen horse, freeing the officer’s legs.

			The general grunted in pain as his men pulled him to his feet. His white dress trousers were stained crimson at the knee. Toll suspected the man had suffered a serious wound, but Synor stared down anyone who attempted to inspect his injuries.

			‘Enough,’ he barked. ‘We have no time for this. We must push through to the guildhall.’

			‘Our forces are scattered,’ said a lieutenant with a nasty burn on the side of his face. A soldier was wrapping the wound with a makeshift bandage torn from his own tunic. ‘We have no answer to their sorcery. The guns are quiet.’

			It was true. The concussive blasts of the cannon and rocket arrays had ceased. Either the crews had been killed, or they could not pick out targets through the thick smoke that billowed across the battlefield. 

			‘You heard the general,’ Toll bellowed. ‘Forward, make safe the guildhall!’

			He knew it was futile. Already the avian beastmen and masked cultists were upon them, charging out of the smoke to hurl themselves at the ragged company. Screams and the clashing of blades rent the air. There were so many of them. An arrow whipped in and struck the burn-marked lieutenant in the chest, and he sagged into his soldier’s arms with a heavy sigh. The enemy was attacking from all angles, and the hundred or so Iron Bulls that Toll could see were pushed tighter and closer together, desperately fending off the hordes of screeching beastmen with spears and handgun stocks. There was no way out. Toll drew his pistol, scanning the crowd for a sign of Callis. Nothing. He hoped by some miracle the lad had gotten away, but in his gut he knew better. 

			‘Make them pay,’ he shouted. ‘Make them pay for every fallen comrade. Sigmar is watching, men and women of Excelsis. Let us scour these foul creatures from the face of our great city!’

			All around him the warriors of the Iron Bulls roared their defiance and prepared to meet their end.

			Their cries were met by the sound of chanting. A deep, sonorous song, a battle dirge that chilled the blood. Toll knew what it was, and the fading hope in his chest was kindled anew.

			The Stormcasts had come. They hit the right flank of the beastmen and cultists like a battering ram, a wall of shields and stabbing swords that swept over the enemy like a rogue wave. There were not many of them, perhaps a few-score against hundreds of the foe. That was enough. Shields slammed out, shattering ribcages and crushing skulls. Blades followed in simple, disciplined thrusts. It was almost like watching some mechanical war machine of the Ironweld. They did not slow, nor did they cease their chanting. It rose above the clangour like the promise of death, and the masked cultists wavered in terror. 

			‘Into them!’ shouted Synor, brandishing his blade. ‘Strike now!’

			The combined charge of two-score Knights Excelsior and the remnants of the Iron Bulls pushed the invaders back to the steps of the Prophesier’s Guild. The beastmen fought with a vicious fury, their sorcerous arrows and keen-edged blades reaping a horrible toll upon the defenders of Excelsis. Yet even they could not stand before the implacable might of the warriors in white. The Stormcasts battled at the tip of the spear, launching themselves into the ranks of the foe, battering and smashing the avian creatures aside with their Heavens-forged sigmarite weaponry. No warrior of Sigmar could fail to be inspired by the sight, even if it was the dreaded Knights Excelsior that carried the charge.

			The avian beastmen fell back into the guildhall, the great arcane machinery spitting and protesting overhead as the battle raged. Those cultists that could follow suit did so, while the rest were hacked apart beneath the vengeful blades of the Iron Bulls. The regiment charged through the great iron doors of the Prophesier’s Guild, Synor’s personal guard at their head. The great hall soared high overhead, the domed ceiling barely visible beyond the hanging walkway that housed the occulum fulgurest. Toll could see figures up there, tiny and pale. The arcane machine spat filthy energy into the sky through a great rent torn in the domed ceiling, bathing the hall in a sickly pink light. The air warped in the far corners of the chamber, became greasy and oil-slick. Wretched, gibbering forms tumbled through these rents in space, giggling and skipping as they bounded towards the soldiers of the Eighth. They were little more than fleshy maws housed in torsos of violent pink, surrounded by a shifting, warping array of gangly limbs. As they leapt across the hall, they conjured streams of eldritch flame that seared through shields and devoured flesh.

			One of the things bounded up to Toll, clapping its hands together like an eager child and chortling manically. It leapt at him, teeth gnashing for his face. He angled his blade and leaned to the side, letting the thing impale itself upon the blade. It gurgled and choked on foul purple ichor, still chortling idiotically. Then it collapsed into two separate chunks of torn meat. The clay-like flesh twisted and reformed, darkening and roiling with chaotic energy. New limbs emerged, and two new and identical faces took shape, leering daemonic visages that snapped and hissed at each other. The witch hunter levelled his pistol and blasted one of the blue monsters to pieces. Each fragment of the creature’s flesh took on yet another form, this time several tiny, dancing flames that scattered underfoot, hissing furiously and snapping at ankles. The remaining blue horror scampered away, its limbs flailing and rancid spittle drooling from its chortling mouth.

			Toll scanned the battlefield. His eyes locked on a small, unremarkable and yet recognisable figure duelling an Iron Bull swordsman, backed by a cadre of blood-smeared cultists. Toll watched the former High Arbiter Ortam Vermyre step aside to avoid a clumsy sword stroke before plunging his rapier into the unfortunate soldier’s chest. Vermyre kicked the corpse free, and looked up to meet Toll’s eyes.

			‘You are mine,’ muttered the witch hunter, striding towards the traitor.

			Armand Callis hurtled up the last few steps and burst out onto the walkway that hung suspended over the carnage of the guildhall below. Arcane machinery pulsed and thrummed on all sides, and the metal path beneath his feet shook and groaned in protest. With a startling roar, a spear of lightning shot from the great sphere that loomed over their heads. It arced into the air, tearing through the roof above them and sending chunks of masonry and shards of broken amberglass raining all around. Looking up, Callis felt the sickness of vertigo. The sky above was an open wound, a seething maelstrom of black storm clouds and baleful, bruised-purple light. He could see the crystal tower that had stabbed its way into this realm, and behind it, looming like something half-glimpsed beneath the surface of a roiling sea, was the greater fortress. Though still obscured by the warped clouds, it was becoming clearer and more distinct with every passing moment. 

			He and the Lord-Veritant’s soldiers clattered along the walkway. It curved around the bulk of the whirling occulum sphere, and opened into a large, semi-circular platform dominated by a collection of levers, gears and unknowably complex mechanisms that rippled with fingers of sapphire energy. 

			Before this strange device stood Velorius Kryn. 

			The old archmage clutched a tome bound in pale leather in a claw-like hand. He was muttering arcane phrases that made Callis’ head thrum painfully. Beneath him, burned into the brass of the platform, was a dizzying array of symbols, arranged in perfect order like a mathematical equation.

			Sentanus had with him six warriors. Three held greatswords, one a wicked-looking longaxe, another a device that looked more like a portable ballista than anything, and the final warrior bore two shorter blades that were still almost as large as Callis. They spread out in a semi-circle behind the Lord-Veritant, whose gaze was locked on the wizard Kryn.

			‘Heretic,’ the White Reaper growled. ‘Turn and face your death.’

			Kryn seemed to only now notice the group. He turned, and Callis felt a cold shiver as he gazed into those eyes he knew so well for the first time. They shone with mad ambition, and Kryn’s thin, pale lips creased into a wide grin. He seemed even more wizened and drawn than he had appeared in Callis’ dream. His skin was maggot-white, stretched so thin over his bones that he looked more like a risen corpse than a living man.

			‘Welcome,’ he cackled. ‘You are just in time, Lord-Veritant. Or should I call you the Reaper? Simple-minded men like you do so love their sobriquets, do they not?’

			Sentanus did not even seem to move, but suddenly his staff was lowered and a spear of blinding light burst from the lantern mounted at its tip. It struck Kryn in the chest, and his frail form was hurled across the platform, his own staff and tome tumbling away. The old wretch rolled to a halt, and Callis could hear his pained wheezing. 

			‘You are done, wizard,’ said Sentanus, the lantern light of his staff fading.

			There was a choked, rattling sound. Callis realised that it was Kryn. He was laughing. The wizard staggered to his feet, and his hands formed grasping claws. He slowly lifted off the brass platform, shimmering particles of metal condensing underneath his feet in magnetic circles. His black iron staff whipped through the air into his waiting clutch, and Kryn span it in his hands, muttering an arcane phrase as he did so.

			A few yards from the Stormcasts, the brass floor of the platform folded and rose into the air, like an inverted raindrop. It rippled and split apart, forming three roughly humanoid shapes that towered over Sentanus and his men. Their torsos and faces were as smooth and featureless as a dressmaker’s mannequin, but their forelimbs ended in wicked hooks. The brass golems advanced upon the Stormcasts, weapon-limbs raised.

			Sentanus roared in fury and leapt forward, drawing his great blade. His fellows charged in his wake, bellowing their battle oaths. Callis threw himself to the side as the monsters clashed together.

			There was a resignation and, Toll fancied, a hint of sadness in Vermyre’s eyes as he turned to face the witch hunter. The raging battle around them seemed to fade into the distance. Vermyre readied his blade, a simple rapier of silvered steel, unadorned but clearly well made. His cadre of cultists stepped forward, brandishing their own long knives, but Vermyre barked an order at them and reluctantly they slipped away, leaving the two former friends alone in the midst of the chaos that was tearing through the guildhall.

			‘Is it not fate, Hanniver?’ the former High Arbiter said, and shook his head with a smile. ‘That we would meet here, I mean. I was a fool to believe my dungeon could hold you.’

			‘I am going to kill you, Ortam.’

			Vermyre shook his head. ‘You forget, old friend, this is not the first time we have sparred. You’re a fair enough duellist, witch hunter, but you’ve never comprehended the art of it.’

			‘That was practise. This is real.’

			With that the witch hunter came forward, leading with an eye-level thrust. Vermyre stepped back, not even raising his own blade. Toll whipped his rapier out and jabbed forward twice more, seeking to score a lethal wound and end this fight quickly.

			Vermyre swayed left then spun on one foot, pirouetting to the right and flipping his blade to his off hand as he did so. He let the turn add momentum to a low slice, and Toll felt a searing pain across his thigh.

			‘Ah, it’s been too long since we last danced,’ the traitor said, twirling the rapier in a mocking salute. ‘You’re getting old, Hanniver. A novice could have seen that coming. Too much time in the company of dull duardin, perhaps?’

			Toll circled, testing his torn leg. A bad cut, but not a deep one. Foolish. Had Vermyre been wielding a longsword, the heavier blade would have likely taken his leg off. 

			He redressed and came forward again, high, high and low, a textbook attack routine. Vermyre swatted one thrust away before dancing out of the way of the second and third. Then he came forward in a rush, feinting at the gut and slicing across at head height. Toll barely got out of the way in time, feeling the rush of air as the rapier whipped past, catching the brim of his hat and tearing it from his head.

			‘Age betrays us all in the end,’ said Vermyre, grinning at the witch hunter as if they were in on the same joke. ‘If we allow it.’

			Another flurry of strikes, exchanged so fast that Toll was reacting on pure instinct. Somehow he fended off the attack, giving ground and stumbling over the bodies that littered the floor. Vermyre came after him, now in a classic fencer’s stance, one hand behind his back and his body angled to the side ready to slip out of the way of the witch hunter’s ripostes. 

			The wizard’s metal automatons were smashed apart and reformed, spinning back into the fray with a whir of twisting components. Sentanus held his staff high, and Callis could hear the low rumble as he chanted prayers of protection and binding. One of the Stormcasts went down, skewered by a pair of the brass golems, and as he toppled from the walkway, spinning end over end, his body disappeared in a blinding flash of lightning that rippled up through the broken ceiling. Kryn cackled with delight, still weaving spell after spell and hurling rays of searing fire and spheres of reality-warping power at the Knights Excelsior.

			The crossbow-wielding Stormcast poured a torrent of radiant bolts into the surface of the metal creations, blasting away chunks of molten brass. One of the golems staggered under the barrage, and the warrior wielding a longaxe slammed his weapon into its chest, bringing it to the floor. The crossbow-wielder switched targets and began to blast away at the floating wizard. Kryn snarled in outrage as the volley sparked off the arcane shield that enveloped him, and pointed one wizened finger at the metal walkway beneath the shooter. The unfortunate Knight Excelsior was sucked into the brass that now grasped at his legs like quicksand. He disappeared into the metal, which reformed as if freshly wrought. 

			‘You dare to threaten me?’ shrieked Kryn. ‘The arrogance of it. I will melt you inside those extravagant suits of armour.’

			The air seemed to heat around the entire guildhall as he worked another spell. Thick chains of brass burst forth from the floor below, and with a gesture he sent them hurtling across the walkway. They struck the Stormcast with the duelling blades, lifting him from the floor and wrapping around him like the coils of a great snake. Callis could hear the awful sound of creaking metal. The chains looped around the unfortunate warrior’s neck, and wrenched it backwards with a sickening crack that left the Stormcast limp. Another flash of lightning crackled up into the night. Kryn laughed until he coughed and hacked bloody spittle.

			The White Reaper bellowed in fury. He smashed at the brass golem that was sprawled on the floor, hacking away at its featureless face with his blade. The Stormcast with the longaxe took aim at its bladed arms, trying to cut the limbs free. Sentanus lowered his staff, unleashed another beam of radiant energy, and the golem’s head bubbled and dissolved. Its body followed suit, melting into the platform as if it had never existed. The remaining two warriors armed with greatswords faced the pair of brass golems that were still standing, avoiding the constructs’ wild swings with surprising grace. One skipped past the heavy step of a golem, preparing a mighty swing that would strike the back of its leg. 

			Kryn screamed the words of another spell; a cloud of black iron daggers flittered through the air to sink into the attacking warrior’s armour like a hail of arrows. He groaned and dropped to his knees, pulling at a blade that had sunk deep into his eye. His fellow Stormcast was now faced by two of the monstrosities. He blocked one swing and dodged another before a heavy brass foot slammed into his chest. He soared into the air, end over end, and crashed into the hanging machinery. His body slid to the floor, lightning already flickering around the ruin of his breastplate. 

			Sentanus and the warrior armed with the longaxe crashed into one of the remaining brass golems, hacking and slashing at its legs in an effort to bring it to the ground.

			The other construct turned its eyeless gaze upon the only remaining threat.

			‘Oh, of course,’ said Callis, and turned to run.

			Toll stumbled, his boot sliding on a slick patch of blood. Vermyre was darting forward in an instant, a viper-quick thrust for his opponent’s exposed neck. Toll got the rapier up just in time. Vermyre’s blade slid along his own with a squeal of polished metal, and the two weapons locked at the hilt. Toll stared into the traitor’s eyes, and saw nothing of the hate and madness that he expected. They were calm, dispassionate, as if the man was signing paperwork rather than duelling to the death with a friend he had known for decades.

			‘You’re too slow, Hanniver,’ said Vermyre. ‘You can’t win this fight. The power of the Changer of the Ways runs in my veins. I am his agent, and I will bring the light of change upon the free peoples of the realms.’

			‘You are a traitor and a murderer,’ spat Toll, ‘and when the time comes your soul will burn along with your foul master.’

			He snapped his head forwards and felt Vermyre’s nose crunch and erupt in a fountain of blood under the force of the blow. The former High Arbiter staggered back with a grunt of pain, and Hanniver slashed at his exposed throat.

			Vermyre tried to fall backwards out of the way of the strike but it lashed across his face, blood spurting out. He clutched his hand to a ruined eye and howled. Hanniver saw his chance, and came forward with his rapier leading. 

			A moment before the witch hunter struck, Vermyre dropped his own blade and brought up his free hand, clutching a jewel-encrusted rod of silver, its tip aimed towards his assailant. There was an explosion of blue fire, and Toll felt himself soar through the air, flames licking at his flesh. He crashed to earth, groaning in agony, and rolled over to put out the blaze. His sword arm was a blistered mess of scorched red flesh, and the skin around his neck and shoulder thrummed with agony.

			‘When all else fails, fight dirty,’ hissed Vermyre, coming forwards with the sceptre raised. ‘I had forgotten who you truly were, Hanniver. A simple case of underestimation, and a plan long years in the making almost comes crashing down.’

			Toll reached for a longsword that lay in the hands of a dead Iron Bull at his side, but Vermyre aimed the sceptre and another sheet of flame swept out to melt the weapon to slag.

			‘The truth is I wanted you at my side. I wanted you to understand why Sigmar’s world must fall, and we must embrace a more challenging destiny. You could have done great things, Hanniver. I will mourn your loss. But I see now there is no opening your eyes. So be it.’

			He raised the sceptre. It began to glow with a sickly blue light, and the former High Arbiter lowered it at Toll’s chest.

			‘Goodbye, old friend,’ he said.

			Callis hurled himself into a roll, hearing the brass weapon-limb of the pursuing golem carve a ragged scar through the polished metal floor. He came up into a sprint, but staggered to a halt as he realised how close he was to the edge of the platform. A seemingly endless distance below him, the battle still raged. He caught a glimpse of islands of green-jacketed Iron Bulls, surrounded on all sides by a sea of enemies, but still fighting and dying hard. There was no time to survey the scene. He ducked instinctively and hurled himself to the side, resulting in the brass golem’s blade arm whipping overhead. Callis scrambled away on all fours, desperately grabbing at Kazrug’s pistol, knowing that it would be all but useless against this creature.

			There was only one other thing to try. He ran once more towards the edge of the platform. The brass creature swivelled its head and came after him again. He backed up until he felt the rail against his back, raised his pistol and fired. The bullet skipped off the creature’s metal hide.

			‘Come on then!’ he roared. ‘I’m right here!’

			It charged, picking up speed as it came, raising the blades on its forelimbs to skewer him. He let it come closer. Closer. 

			At the last moment Callis hurled himself forwards. He slid on the polished floor, screaming like a madman as he went, sure that any moment now one of those blades would sink into his flesh. 

			They did not. The golem’s wild swing overbalanced it, and as it tried to adjust, it staggered and crashed against the guardrail, which bent under the construct’s weight. The golem teetered, trying to regain its balance, but it was simply too heavy. It hung in the air for an instant before toppling over the edge of the platform.

			They both heard the groan of metal overhead. Vermyre looked up, and his eyes widened in horror before he hurled himself to the side. Toll was already rolling backwards, sure that he could not possibly get out of the way in time.

			The brass automaton struck the floor with astonishing force, splintering the marble flagstones and sending a cloud of dust into the air. The shockwave knocked scores of guardsmen and cultists to the ground, and the sound was as deafening as the great church bells of the Abbey of Remembered Souls.

			Toll could not hear a thing, but that did not matter. The world around him surged in slow motion, soldiers dragging themselves to their feet or silently screaming and clutching horrible wounds. Howling, bestial faces screeched through the clouds of dust. He ignored this all, trying to focus beyond the ringing in his ears and the pain in his skull.

			He saw his target, stumbling blindly through the carnage. Toll bent and grasped the hilt of a broadsword that was buried in the chest of a dead cultist. He tore it free and began to run. Figures who stumbled into his path were shouldered out of the way. The ringing in Toll’s ears was fading now, and he could hear the screams and chaos of battle all around. The fallen remains of the strange brass golem lay before him, and he climbed upon the thing’s motionless back, sprinted up its spine and leapt from the twisted remnants of its head.

			Ortam Vermyre turned and looked up, blood streaming from his ear and smeared across his face. The traitor’s eyes went wide with shock. 

			‘This is for Kazrug,’ Toll snarled, savouring the traitor’s fear.

			His blade sliced through Vermyre’s forearm with a sickening tearing sound, and the traitor’s right hand, and the flaming sceptre it carried, clattered to the floor. Vermyre screamed and fell to his knees, clutching his bloody stump. The witch hunter moved to finish him off, raising his sword high. Before the blade could fall the stricken heretic tore something free of his neck, a gleaming sapphire stone bound on a golden cord. He crushed it in his hand and a concussive blast hurled Toll off his feet. 

			The shockwave created a visible circle of white-blue energy, and as Toll watched it rolled back in on itself before exploding in a vortex of shimmering azure as tall and wide as a man. The portal hung in the air, bleeding nauseating colours that flickered across the walls of the guildhall. Toll could hear a chorus of sibilant voices on the other side, whispering secrets and promises of eternal damnation. Vermyre stood, back to the portal, and let himself fall. As tendrils of spectral force wrapped themselves around his mutilated form, the former High Arbiter fixed his old friend with a hateful stare. 

			‘I’ll see you soon, Hanniver,’ he promised.

			The shimmering vortex collapsed in on itself in a kaleidoscope of impossible colours and half-formed shapes, and disappeared. No sign of Ortam Vermyre remained. 

			Around the witch hunter, the battle had devolved into a brutal, fractured melee. The remaining Knights Excelsior were islands of gleaming white in a riotous sea of colour. They fought like the heroes the legends depicted them to be. Cackling daemons hurled themselves at the giants’ legs, trying to bear them down where they could be set upon by the swarm of avian beastmen. They would not fall. Every sweep of their swords sent enemies reeling and tumbling away, clutching at gaping wounds. They killed with their shields, smashing the foe to the floor and crushing skulls with powerful blows. And all the while they bellowed songs of praise to Sigmar, battle-hymns of devotion to their God-King. 

			For all their heroism, the enemy tide would not cease or relent. The fighting Iron Bulls of the Eighth were being picked apart, unable to maintain cohesion amidst the terrible fires and eldritch arrows of the beastmen.

			Sentanus and his remaining warrior had the last golem down, and were taking it apart. The axe-wielding Stormcast raised his weapon high to strike the thing’s head from its shoulders, but a blast of silver-white light struck him in the back. He was hurled away, smoke rising from a gaping hole seared through his armour. Kryn’s laughter echoed above the clangour of the fighting below. 

			The White Reaper’s pitiless mask snapped towards the mage, who was hovering in the air above the platform upon a disc of polished brass, his long, thin fingers already working the motions for another display of magic. Sentanus ignored the twitching pile of wreckage beneath him and raised his staff.

			Too late. Kryn’s hands thrust out at the Lord-Veritant, and once again the platform beneath them flowed and reformed. The half-destroyed golem melted into it, and the swirling metal wrapped around Sentanus’ armoured legs, dragging him slowly, inexorably down.

			‘Even the mighty White Reaper, scourge of Excelsis, cannot stand before me,’ said Kryn, floating closer on his metal disc, clapping in delight. ‘Oh, your head will make a fine gift for my masters, Sentanus.’

			He curled his fingers, and the flowing brass looped around the Reaper’s throat and trapped his sword arm. 

			‘It does not end with me, wizard,’ spat Sentanus. He spoke the final word like a curse. ‘Sigmar’s faithful will never stop hunting you. You will burn, Kryn, I promise you, and the agony of your death will come as sweet relief after what came before it.’

			Kryn’s face twisted into a hateful scowl. The White Reaper’s armour squealed as the brass bindings dug into it.

			‘Enough,’ the wizened mage snarled. He raised his hands again, curled into talons.

			Callis’ pistol barked, and the shot struck Kryn in the chest. The wizard shrieked in surprise, his fury-filled eyes snapping towards the former corporal. Callis’ heart sunk. Whatever magical wards the mage had summoned to protect himself had held. 

			‘You dare?’ Kryn hissed. ‘I will tear the skin from your–’

			The White Reaper’s gauntleted fist snapped out, tearing apart the brass loops which bound his limbs and closing around Kryn’s throat. The wizard’s eyes almost popped out of his skull as he gasped and spluttered for breath, arms scrabbling weakly at the vice-like grip that held him.

			‘You are judged a heretic and a traitor to the one true god that is Sigmar,’ Sentanus growled. He leaned forward, his pitiless mask an inch from the wizard’s terrified, gasping face. ‘Burn.’

			The Lord-Veritant brought up his staff. The lantern flared. The blazing light enveloped Kryn’s skull. His scream was one of purest agony. The mage’s skin seared away in the face of that holy flame, his teeth blackening. The light grew brighter and brighter, until Callis had to look away. 

			The radiance faded. When he looked back, the White Reaper had hauled himself to his feet. The Lord-Veritant stared down at the smoking ashes that had once been Kryn. Wisps of smoke curled around the head of his lantern-staff.

			The armoured giant’s head turned towards Callis. He said nothing for a long time. Below, they could still hear the clash and cries of battle.

			‘Leave,’ Sentanus said. 

			Without another word, the Lord-Veritant turned to stare up at the occulum fulgurest, which still rippled and arced with lightning that poured into the skies above the city. Sentanus raised his blade, and sliced one the great chains that held the occulum aloft. With a deafening clatter of metal, the platform began to tilt and sway. Callis did not wait for a second word. Exhausted, he staggered towards the grand staircase.

			With agonising slowness, the intricate working of the aetheric generator began to come apart, and the great sphere at the centre of the structure slipped from its chains and fell to the floor. The beastmen and daemons unfortunate enough to be directly below screeched and howled as they tried to claw their way out of its path, but it was too late. It crunched into the mass of bodies with an awful squelching sound, and a torrent of gore spurted out from beneath its colossal weight. The marble slabs of the floor shattered under that pressure, sending jagged shards whipping through the crowd. More of the machinery began to fall, mercifully missing the surviving soldiers.

			‘Forward, Iron Bulls,’ came the voice of General Synor, who clearly recognised that the inexorable advance of the enemy had been halted by the death of their leader and the carnage of the falling occulum. ‘Now is the time. Earn your glory, soldiers of Sigmar!’

			Toll limped over. His face was bruised and bloodied, but otherwise he was unharmed. His rapier was drawn, and caked in congealing blood.

			‘Are you alright?’ Synor asked. The general was holding a piece of torn cloth to a cut that ran from his jaw to just below his windpipe, narrowly avoiding carving his throat open. His voice was hoarse with pain, and blood ran freely down one of his shins. ‘Fancy entering the fray again?’

			In truth, he felt like lying there on the cool ground forever more, but the witch hunter nodded. His sword arm was useless, burned so badly that he could barely lift it without it sending a million red-hot needles dancing across his flesh, but by Sigmar he could still hold a gun.

			‘Ready to see this through,’ he growled.

			‘Good show,’ said the general, drawing his blade. ‘Let’s finish this.’

			With the destruction of the corrupted machinery, the groundswell of foul sorcery that had begun to summon the crystal fortress into the skies above Excelsis was dispelled. There was a thunderous eruption that shattered every window in the city, and the colossal vortex that connected this realm with whatever tortured void had birthed the crystalline abomination vanished. The single spiral tower that had manifested entirely was sheared free from the structure that had secured it. It toppled from the sky in three separate pieces, striking the western quarter of the city. The spearhead that was the tip of the tower carved through the noble district, demolishing several of the palaces of the city’s most powerful families. One of these buildings was the Palace of the High Arbiter, which was utterly obliterated in the cataclysmic power of the fall.

			Another section crushed a large portion of the Veins, and the last crumpled a stretch of the city’s great wall before exploding into fragments in the field in front of the city. Thousands died in the aftermath of the fall, yet countless more lives were saved with the destruction of the daemonic army that had besieged the city.

			With the death of Kryn and the disappearance of the High Arbiter, as well as the banishment of the great portal in the sky, whatever chains of sorcery binding the daemonic legions of Tzeentch to the Realm of Beasts were sundered, gibbering abominations faded and disappeared, exploded into clouds of violent colours, or simply melted in on themselves. Shorn of their daemonic support, the Cult of the Fated Path and their feral allies were encircled and destroyed. The loyal survivors of the City Guard regiments showed no mercy, and the slaughter carried on long into the night. General Synor personally slew the chieftain of the beastmen in single combat, earning yet another scroll of honour for the mighty Eighth. 

			As with any battle, there was no clean ending. The Firewolves, who had been encircled and ambushed by the traitorous Coldguard, were decimated by volleys of rifle and cannon fire. Hundreds of warriors were slain in moments, and General Revard was dragged from his horse and butchered. By the time the insurrection fell apart, and a troop of duardin irregulars had arrived to relieve them, the Firewolves had been reduced to a mere seventy-five men and women. The regiment was dead. Try as they might, the remaining armies of the city could not hunt down every single cultist heretic, and many took advantage of the chaos of battle to slink back into the shadows, once more taking up their civilian identities. The warriors of the Knights Excelsior wasted no time in surrounding and guarding the fallen pieces of the crystal tower. The remnants of the Coldguard regiment, judged to be corrupted beyond hope of redemption, were rounded up and led to the dreaded Consecralium. The screams of the dying echoed across the city for many nights, and the legend of the White Reaper’s ruthlessness only grew.

			General Synor’s office was a far different place than it had been before the battle of Excelsis. The fine whalebone desk, once covered with decanters and cigars, was now home to several imposing towers of parchment – maps, official-looking letters with a colourful variety of intricate wax seals, and all manner of other bureaucratic ephemera. 

			Callis opened the door, ducking past a flush-faced guardsman carrying a crate full of deep-green uniform long coats. Inside, the room was hazy with spice-smoke, and the curtains had been pulled closed to cut out the midday sun. Synor sat behind the desk, a bandage wrapped around his wounded neck. 

			‘Ah, corporal,’ he said, rising from his chair with a visible wince. His leg was splinted and heavily bound. ‘I’m glad you came. Please, take a seat.’

			Callis obliged. He gazed over the documents spread out before him. Dispatch notices for various infantry formations. Maps of the local area. Records of destroyed or lost equipment that needed to be replaced. 

			‘Believe me, this is nothing,’ said Synor, uncorking a fresh bottle. ‘The city’s a mess. We’ve got half our soldiers missing or dead, a fair portion of the city burnt to ashes, and the Reaper looming over our companies looking for a reason to string up the rest of us.’

			‘I don’t envy you, sir,’ said Callis. ‘I suppose it’s little comfort that things could have been a fair deal worse.’

			Synor snorted. ‘Perhaps. Personally I would find it hard to choose between a violent death and having to fill out another requisition order.’

			‘Don’t you have an orderly to take care of that, sir?’

			‘I had several. All of them were killed during the fighting. Believe me, you don’t appreciate the help until they’re gone.’

			The general poured fine amber spirit into two glasses, and offered one to Callis. The former corporal shook his head.

			‘I’ll cut to the quick,’ said Synor, slumping back down into his chair. ‘After the madness of the last few days, I find myself very short of good men. Men with initiative. I know that we hardly got off to the best start, corporal, but having the sky fall in on your head and your city burn around you will clear the mind of any man. The truth is that I misjudged you, and I’m man enough to apologise for that.’

			‘You’re offering to reinstate me?’

			‘No. I’m offering you a commission. Lieutenant. You’ll be responsible for your own platoon.’

			Callis blinked in surprise. A commission? Sigmar’s teeth, that was far beyond what he had expected. Few but the richest Azyrite youths could afford to pay for an officer’s stripes. Those like Callis, descended from the reclaimed tribes of the Coast of Tusks, had to do it the hard way, rising up and up through the ranks over the course of a long career. This was the sort of opportunity he had never even dreamed of. 

			‘That’s… I don’t know what to say, general,’ he said, shaking his head.

			‘Say yes. You’re a bright lad, and you can fight. I need fighters. Right now Excelsis is vulnerable, corporal, and every blood-sucking predator and petty warlord on this filth-pit of a continent is going to smell that weakness. I need new men, and I need new officers to lead those men.’

			He drained his glass, and fished his spice-pipe from his jacket. The smell of the damned thing was awful, like burnt hair mixed with cheap perfume. Callis did his best not to breathe in. Spewing up all over the general’s desk would probably not be the best way to secure his promotion. Synor rummaged through the documents on the desk, liberally smothering everything in foul-smelling ash. He hurled a cluster of curled, yellow scrolls aside, and grabbed a small wooden box. He flipped it towards Callis.

			‘There are your stripes. I’ll expect you to report here at the crack of dawn tomorrow. We’ll go over all the necessaries then. Until then, take the afternoon off. Spend a few glimmerings. There’ll be precious little time for leisure in the coming months.’

			Callis turned the box over in his hands, and stood up to take his leave. Synor was already scrabbling through the detritus before him, piling documents haphazardly on separate piles, dragging back on his pipe furiously. All in all, not the most glamorous advertisement for a career in the military. Callis felt oddly hollow as he closed the door behind him. This was what he had wanted for years now, toiling away under the command of incompetents and blowhards, thinking of all the things he’d do differently in their place. 

			Now that long sought-after promotion was, quite literally, in the palm of his hand. And he felt nothing but a vague sense of melancholy and a wave of crushing tiredness.

			It was blazing hot again. Lieutenant Armand Callis shrugged at the sweat-soaked jacket he wore, trying to adjust the thick material until he was halfway comfortable. This was the trouble with being a ranking officer – you had to try and look like one.

			The heat was not the only issue. He looked out across the collection of rogues and miscreants he had been handed. Two weeks of drilling dawn to dusk, wearing them down with endless training exercises and physical fitness examinations, and they still resembled a gang of gangly youths who had accidentally stumbled across a wardrobe full of soldiers’ uniforms. He walked down the line, baton in hand. Guardsman Korgis had a shiny pair of black eyes and an impressively swollen lip.

			‘Guardsman,’ he growled through gritted teeth. ‘I believe I told you that the next time you got drunk and started a brawl I would hang you from the top of the harbour wall by your most treasured organs.’

			Korgis’ eyes flicked nervously back and forth. 

			‘Not been fighting, sir,’ he said, his words rendered barely intelligible by his battered jaw. 

			‘Would you like to explain, then, why it looks like you have spent the last few days headbutting a stone wall?’

			The guardsman’s eyes furrowed in concentration. There was a silence that stretched on uncomfortably long. 

			‘Tripped?’ he offered at last.

			Callis sighed. 

			‘You’re on latrine duty for the next week,’ he said. ‘You can start right now.’

			Guardsman Korgis’ battered face fell, and he strode off towards the barracks, shoulders slumped. Callis shook his head. They needed a war to fight.

			‘The rest of you,’ he bellowed, trying to get that same air of disgusted rage that old Happer had managed to capture so well. ‘Three circuits of the arms yard. Get moving.’

			His collection of awkward youths and cauliflower-eared troublemakers began to half-heartedly jog. Callis could not even be bothered to threaten them into taking the exercise more seriously. He moved over to the shade of the bastion’s perimeter wall, and watched the fighting third platoon stagger around the yard.

			‘Now that’s an imposing collection of warriors,’ came a voice at his side. 

			It was Toll. He was leaning against the wall a few steps away, turning his wide-brimmed hat around in his hands. Callis was surprised at how good it felt to see the man. He guessed a certain amount of camaraderie was to be expected after the hardships they had endured together.

			‘Ruthless killers to a man,’ said Callis, approaching the witch hunter. ‘We lost a lot of good men in the battle. Have to find new recruits from somewhere.’

			Toll nodded. ‘Congratulations on the promotion, by the way. Sorry I missed you after the fighting. I was… otherwise engaged. Fulfilling the last request of an old friend.’

			‘I’m sorry for what happened to Kazrug,’ said Callis, softly. ‘I didn’t know him long, but he seemed a good sort.’

			Toll gave a brief nod, but said nothing more. They stood in silence for a while, watching Callis’ men do their circuits. A few of them were kicking each other’s ankles, trying to trip each other up. Callis sighed.

			‘You know, I’m glad,’ said Toll.

			‘Of what?’

			‘That you’ve got the look of a man who’s bored out of his skull and deeply regretting the career choices he’s made.’

			Callis shook his head. ‘I’m not, that’s not what–’

			‘You’re not a soldier any more,’ said the witch hunter, ignoring Callis’ half-hearted indignation. ‘You’ve seen behind the veil. You’ve faced down one of the countless evils that want to pull this world we’re creating down around us. Training rookie guardsmen is not going to compare.’

			‘I’m just a soldier, Hanniver. This is where I belong.’

			‘We’re all just common men and women, Armand. That’s what the Order is. We’re not the monsters the people believe us to be. We have no magical powers. All we have is our wit, our fortitude and our determination to destroy those who would corrupt and destroy the new world that the God-King is building across the realms.’

			‘What are you asking of me?’ said Callis, honestly confused. ‘It’s good to see you, but I’m not sure why you’re here.’

			‘My superiors have a new task for me,’ said Toll, stepping away from the wall and placing his familiar wide-brimmed hat upon his head. ‘I find myself without a companion at my side, and it’s a sad truth that there are not many souls in this city I trust. Not any more. You, however, I am pretty sure are not going to knife me in the back.’

			‘Thanks very much.’

			‘I am offering you a position at my side. You’re quick-witted, and decent in a fight. You know the city, and you know the dangers we face.’

			‘I’m a lieutenant now. In charge of my own platoon,’ Callis said. ‘I can’t just drop everything and leave.’

			‘If you value any kind of stability in your life, I suggest you don’t,’ said Toll. ‘Let’s make something clear here – if you join me, the pay will be bad, the leisure time will be extremely limited, and it’ll be a quiet week indeed if no one tries to kill you. This is also a time-sensitive matter, so you’d have to abandon your post right now if you were to come with me. That’s desertion, as I’m sure you’re aware.’

			‘You’re not exactly selling this to me, Hanniver.’

			Toll shrugged. ‘All I can say is that at my side, you’ll be doing Sigmar’s work. Heretics and traitors like Vermyre? Madmen like Kryn who would see this world burn in exchange for just a glimpse of power? We are the sword poised above their necks. And there is nothing quite so satisfying as watching such men fall.’

			Callis shook his head, but said nothing. What did he really want? The last couple of weeks had been hellishly dull, an endless parade of training and drills, punctuated by visits to the officer’s mess, where they shunned him as a jumped-up native who had been promoted above his ability and birth. On the other hand, he had always been a soldier. That was all he knew. How could he just abandon that and stride off into Sigmar alone knew what kind of life?

			Toll let the silence stretch out. There was a faint grin on his lips, as if he already knew what the lieutenant would say, and was only waiting for the words to be spoken.

			Callis stared out across the drill yard. Six or seven of his men were standing hands on hips, red-faced and wheezing. On the far side of the yard, Lieutenant Donalholme was bellowing directly into the face of a young recruit, while Lieutenant Franc looked on, not even bothering to hide his gleeful smirk. On the walls above, bored soldiers leaned on their halberds, staring out over the city.

			He turned to Toll.

			‘Fine, but you’ll have to write me one hell of a resignation letter,’ he said. 
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			Sunlight trickled down through the canopy of violet leaves and crystalline tree trunks to cast a shimmering amethyst glow across the jungle floor. Shev Arclis knelt, stretched out a hand and let the light play across her fingers. Around her, a cacophony of life screeched, clicked and howled. Disc-shaped beetles buzzed by, mandibles twitching. She waved a hand to shoo them away, and their iridescent bodies flashed from blue to a bright red as they zoomed off into the treeline. 

			Truly, the jungles of the Taloncoast would be a beautiful place, if they weren’t quite so intent on killing her. She reached back and unclipped a flask from her belt. It was worryingly light in her hands. The journey had taken far longer than she had hoped, and the sweltering heat had hardly helped. She let several drops of precious water drip onto her tongue.

			Scuffed footsteps sounded behind her, and a familiar stench of stale sweat and gunji-smoke wafted through the trees. She sighed, and turned. There he was, of course. Her shadow. His beady, rheumy eyes narrowed in a suspicious frown, while he panted like a hound worn out from the heat, exposing a row of blackened teeth.

			‘What’re you sneakin’ off for, aelf?’ he hissed. ‘Tryin’ to leave us behind, I reckon.’

			‘Where exactly would I run off to, cretin?’ she snarled back. ‘In case you hadn’t noticed, Howle, there’s several hundred leagues of lethal wilderness between us and any scrap of civilisation.’

			Howle’s eyes narrowed even further and, as if by magic, a crude, saw-bladed dagger appeared in one hand and a barbed hook in the other. He trembled with barely contained rage. 

			‘You speak to me like that again, I’ll carve up the other side of your face,’ he said. ‘You won’t be even half pretty by the time I’m done with you.’

			Shev rose slowly, moving one hand to her belt and the dagger stowed there. She smiled through the cold rage that filled her, and felt the familiar tautness on the left side of her jaw, where a web of scarred flesh met her upper lip. She’d had just about enough of Howle’s taunts, muttered threats and stares. Shev didn’t know quite why the old brute had it in for her so badly, but her patience was at an end.

			‘You don’t frighten me, Howle,’ she said. ‘So why don’t you–’

			‘Enough,’ interrupted a voice, soft and measured. Not a threatening sound, but both she and Howle took a step back nonetheless. 

			The Golden Lord stepped into the clearing. Despite the stifling heat, he still wore thick black robes and an undercoat of leather, revealing not a hint of bare skin. An impassive death-mask of gold gazed at them both as the figure leaned upon his black-iron staff. Not for the first time, Shev felt a shiver of unease trickle down her back.

			‘We are near,’ said the Golden Lord. ‘I require you to be alert and attentive, not with daggers at each other’s throats. The city of Quatzhymos awaits. Madame Arclis, please lead the way. Howle, sheathe your blade.’

			The man had never once raised his voice in her presence, never threatened or struck anyone. And yet a murderous piece of filth like Howle, a thug who’d spent his entire life killing others for profit or enjoyment, obeyed the order at once. That disturbed Shev more than any grandiose posturing or outburst of sudden violence could have.

			More figures appeared, filtering through the crystal trees. Her companions. Thieves, fugitives and killers to a soul. They were dressed in a variety of hides, leathers and scraps of metal, and doused in sweat and grime. The journey from Maggerhorne had been long and hard, and only around fifty or so specimens remained – the toughest­ of the Golden Lord’s band. They were among the most repulsive men and women Shev had ever had the misfortune of encountering, and in her line of work, that was a truly impressive feat. Not for the first time, she questioned her wisdom in agreeing to this commission before striding off through the wilds.

			Think of the prize, she reminded herself. Quatzhymos – the ancient library-city, final resting place of Occlesius the Realms-Walker. It was here, somewhere in this valley, and she never would have found it without the Golden Lord’s knowledge. How the reams of dusty tomes and yellow maps had entered his possession, she could not say, for they were relics of a bygone age. Combining these priceless treasures with her own research, a lifetime’s worth of exploring ruins and long-abandoned tombs across the wilds of the Shattered Coast, of studying, recovering and analysing, they had pieced together the truth – the true location of the Realms-Walker’s tomb. 

			It had not been easy. These lands had changed so much, even in the last few hundred years. It was the way of things along the Taloncoast, far to the north of Excelsis, outside the great city’s sphere of influence. Mountain ranges erupted from the land like enormous fangs, breaking the verdant earth then swallowing it beneath their rocky mass. The raging seas gnawed at the coast, opening new tributaries and headwaters. Maps became hopelessly outdated in only a few decades as this endlessly predatory realm devoured then reshaped itself. 

			Yet some things survived. Like this hidden valley, encircled by jagged cliffs, locked away from the world. Quatzhymos, where great scholars from across the Mortal Realms had once gathered to store and disperse their knowledge amongst peers. Where the body of Occlesius, the most prestigious thinker, scientist and inventor of his age was interred.

			Shev’s steps grew lighter as she thought about the secrets that awaited her. The fresh mysteries that would inevitably arise from her discoveries.

			‘I apologise for the quality of servants I must rely upon,’ came a voice at her side. It was the gold-masked lord. ‘Reliable souls are a rare breed these days, and so we must… compromise.’

			Shev shook her head. ‘You’re clearly a learned man. How did you ever find yourself working with this scum?’

			There was a muffled choking sound, and Shev glanced at the man. She realised it was laughter – coarse and painful.

			‘I ask myself that very same question every day,’ he said. ‘The truth is that we do not live in an age of enlightenment, Madame Arclis. Reasoned, thinking people such as we are so few. Killers, however? They abound. We live in an age of war and bloodshed. In such times, we must be realistic.’

			He rested a hand on her arm. The metal was icy against her bare skin. This close to the man, she could smell scented oils and a faint whiff of smoke, as if someone had stirred the ashes of a dead fire. She glanced into the black recesses of his mask’s eye sockets, and despite herself, she couldn’t suppress a shiver as she glimpsed a pair of cold, flint eyes staring back. She had never dared to ask why the Golden Lord did not reveal his face. She presumed he bore the scars of a hard life, much as she did. Yet Shev had never felt a desire to hide her disfigurement from the world. 

			‘These brutes will earn their gold, and go back to their wasteful, cruel lives a little richer,’ he whispered. ‘You and I will discover the truths that are buried here. And then we will move on, seeking the answers to the next mystery. This is how we change the world.’
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			For hours, they walked on through the stifling humidity, too hot and miserable to speak. Shev struggled up steep slopes of stinking clay, trying to ignore the barbs and thorns that tore at her clothes and flesh. That same clay came in particularly useful when they passed a dozen bloodwasp hives, smearing the stuff all over their bodies to avoid the insects’ agonising stings. Of course, once out of danger they were forced to endure the itching as the stinking mess dried on their skin. Shev counted herself in good health, but soon even she was panting as she hacked her way through the tangled undergrowth. Howle kept close, as he always did, and she was uncomfortably aware of his dead-eyed gaze despite the fact she never turned to meet it. 

			After some time, they heard the trickle of running water. Some of the others sighed in relief, and she heard the clinking of metal as they retrieved their flasks and waterskins, hoping to refresh their dwindling supplies. Shev paused, hunched down and surveyed their surroundings. The thickest of the jungle had recently given way to a sparse woodland, dotted with tall, thin blackwood trees. Purple and red leaves pooled around their ankles. They were traversing a shallow incline, at the foot of which ran a brook of crystal-clear water. The air was entirely still – quiet save for the occasional avian trill. Too quiet.

			‘Wait,’ she said, softly. ‘We should take care here. Check the area before we–’

			Guirre, the big Sayronite, shouldered her aside. His great, bald dome of a head glistened in the sunlight, and he hefted his great poleaxe as he strode towards the stream, waterskin in hand.

			‘You wait,’ he growled. ‘We’ve been walking for days. We stop here and drink.’

			Several others followed him, stowing blades and blackpowder pieces. The Golden Lord appeared by her side, grasping his staff tightly. 

			‘You see something?’ he asked.

			‘No,’ Shev replied, frowning as she watched two sellswords laughing raucously and splashing water at each other. ‘But we should move away from here. This is the only source of water we’ve seen in two days. Every predator within fifty leagues will know of it.’

			‘Nevertheless, we need water,’ said the masked man, addressing those who had stayed back. Many of the Golden Lord’s band had learned to heed Shev’s advice. ‘Let us refill our skins, but Madame Arclis is correct. Do not lower your guard.’

			More men and women bounded down to the stream. The Golden Lord stayed at her side, however, observing from a distance. Shev’s parched throat ached as she watched the sellswords gulp down handfuls of water, but she had long ago learned to trust her instincts, and right now every fibre of her being was screaming at her to leave this clearing.

			Two of the Golden Lord’s men began to trudge back up the hill to re-join the main group. They were chuckling at some joke and brushing the remnants of smeared clay from their bare arms. 

			Out of the trees, a creature with a horned, quadruped form barrelled into them. Its horns locked under the first man’s legs, and the huge, grey-skinned beast bucked its head, sending him soaring a dozen feet into the air. It reared up and raked two great claws across the second man’s chest. There was a spurt of crimson, and the unfortunate sellsword toppled to the ground, ribs exposed through his torn overshirt. The beast roared triumphantly. Beneath its horned brow was a broad, flat snout and a maw filled with jagged teeth. It was large, but not bulky, instead possessing the sleek muscles of a hunting feline. Several strange, perforated chimneys made of bleached bone rose along its flank. They seemed to pulse with a dim orange light. 

			A brachitor, Shev realised with a shiver. She’d heard trackers speak of the beasts often, and always with a tone of dread.

			‘Don’t get close to it!’ she shouted. 

			Guirre and his band already had their weapons in hand. If they heard her, they showed no sign of following her advice. They started to loose crossbow bolts at the creature, which pressed itself close to the ground and then bounded into the stream, battering one unfortunate woman with its great, curved horns. She flipped over in the air, then splashed into the water and did not move. Guirre ducked the swipe of a clawed forelimb, and hacked his poleaxe along the beast’s flank. It screeched in pained fury as more sellswords darted in to score slashes across its hind legs. More warriors began to sprint down the slope towards the melee, sensing an easy kill and perhaps a chance to claim a trophy.

			They were almost upon it when the strange growths lining the beast’s hide erupted, sending a great cloud of fiery dust into the air. The sellswords staggered to a halt. Gasping, they clawed at their eyes and throats. A number toppled to the ground where they rolled and twitched as if struck by invisible blades. Then the screaming started. Guirre, who had been immediately beside the beast when it had released its spores, was the loudest. He dropped to the soil and curled into a foetal ball, his weapon forgotten, bellowing like a frightened auroch. The brachitor lowered its head over the prone Sayronite, and there was an audible crunch of bone. His screams cut off abruptly. 

			‘Please stay here, Madame Arclis,’ said the Golden Lord, hefting his staff. It was an unnecessary order. Shev had no intention of getting in that thing’s way.

			As they watched, astonished, the masked man strode through the swirling spores, showing no sign of discomfort or pain. He stood there, amidst the orange haze, and slammed his staff upon the ground. Once, twice. Three times.

			The brachitor raised its great head and growled. Its jaws were smeared with blood, and its eyes, small and beady in the centre of that great maw, were pinpoints of blazing yellow.

			It sprang towards the Golden Lord, a flashing blur of grey. A dozen paces away, it leapt, soaring through the air with its razor-edged claws outstretched.

			The Golden Lord moved with almost unnatural speed, raising his staff in two hands and shouting a single word in a language that Shev did not understand. The hairs on the back of her neck rose. There was a crack like a gunshot, and a blinding flash of light. When Shev had finished blinking away the afterimage, she saw the small man standing there, totally unperturbed. The brachitor was several feet away, slumped on its side, its grey hide blackened and scarred as if left to char on a fire. Wisps of smoke rose from its broken body. 

			Shev carefully made her way towards the Golden Lord. He was leaning heavily on his staff, but otherwise seemed unharmed. He gazed at her as she approached.

			‘Is it…’ she began.

			‘Quite dead, I assure you.’

			She crept closer to the smoking body of the creature. Bones showed through its blasted flesh. She took in the great, flat head, tipped with those curved horns, the teeth as big as daggers.

			‘An extraordinary creature,’ said the Golden Lord, sounding entirely unimpressed. ‘It discharged some form of… poison, yes? A method of debilitating its prey, I would assume.’

			‘It’s a powerful hallucinogenic,’ said Shev, running her hand across one of the brachitor’s strange growths, and examining the powder-like substance that surrounded the polyps. Unable to resist, she pulled a small vial from her pocket and brushed some of the dust into it. Even from this distance, it had a powerful smell, like sulphur mixed with rotten meat.

			‘I think it’s more for defence,’ she continued. ‘It disorients and confuses attackers, letting the brachitor escape.’

			‘Which rather begs the question, what has such a remarkably dangerous specimen to fear?’

			The groans and shrieks of the remaining stricken sellswords went suddenly silent. Shev turned from the corpse of the beast, and glanced back at the rest of their band. Howle stood next to one of the downed warriors, wiping blood from his blade. He glanced over and met her stare, utterly untroubled, as if he had just swatted a fly.

			She started forwards, but the Golden Lord laid a firm hand on her shoulder.

			‘Madame Arclis, we do not have the time or resources to care for the wounded.’

			‘But we can’t just–’

			‘Their screams risk bringing more hostile creatures to our location,’ the masked figure continued. His voice was firm, and for the first time she heard a hard, uncompromising edge to his words. ‘This is for the best. Carrying the wounded would simply endanger us all.’

			The Golden Lord nodded at Howle, and the sellsword bent down and drove his blade through the last of the twitching victims. The woman rasped a final breath and went limp. Shev wanted to vomit. She looked imploringly at the nearest sellswords, but saw nothing but grim resolve and indifference. No one else seemed to care at all that they had just killed five of their own. 

			‘Take their waterskins,’ said the Golden Lord, before striding off and leaving the corpse-strewn stream behind. ‘And leave the bodies, we’ve no time for looting. There will be more than enough compensation for you all once we reach Quatzhymos.’

			Howle gave Shev a black-toothed smirk before he and the others strode after their leader. Shev looked at the littered corpses, their glazed eyes staring sightlessly at the azure skies above, and then spun to follow.
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			They trudged onwards through the fading light, cursing and grunting as the land became rougher and steeper with every step. Shev could not dispel the image of Howle culling their injured companions from her head. In this job, it paid to be practical, she told herself. Truly, what could they have done? Dragged half a dozen mortally wounded souls through this death-trap of a jungle? Or left them behind, to suffer a slow and painful death, rotting in the heat like overripe fruit? The reality was, out here in the wilds, you had to accept a number of uneasy truths. It was better this way, for everyone.

			So why did she feel so godsdamned low?

			‘My lord,’ came a voice from way up ahead. It was Kurdh, one of their trackers – a thin, wiry Excelsian covered with tattoos. He carried a battered but well-crafted sabre and a red and green checked sash that marked him as a former Freeguild man. How he’d come to be out here, she had no idea, but decided it was probably best not to ask.

			‘I believe we’ve found it,’ he said softly with wide eyes. 

			Shev bounded up the steep incline towards the man, zipping past several sellswords grappling with the tangled undergrowth. 

			Clambering over the ridge, she saw what had taken Kurdh’s breath away. Ahead of them, the ground fell away into a vast, circular pit, a rent in the earth several thousand paces across. Shards of broken rock circled the rim of this crater, and limbs of ancient trees jutted out from the earth, dangling over the precipice like a giant’s crooked fingers. At several points, streams of water poured over the edge, gleaming and glittering as they tumbled away into vast channels far below. The city of Quatzhymos spread out ahead of them. A sprawling ruin littered with shattered buildings, tumbledown spires and great marble columns half-devoured by vines and creepers. At the rear of the canyon the ground sloped away, disappearing into darkness. It was as if the earth had opened its maw to devour the city whole.

			Kurdh whistled softly. ‘That’s a view you don’t see every day.’

			‘Madame Arclis, I knew I was right to put my faith in you,’ said the Golden Lord, kneeling down beside them. If he was at all tired from their long march, he showed no sign. He showed no outward sign of emotion either, but she could hear an excited tremor in his voice. ‘Quatzhymos, the fabled library-city. I have searched for this place for a very long time. Let us see what secrets it conceals.’

			Several sellswords brought up silkhemp ropes and grapples, and found a firmly lodged cluster of thick oaks that hung out into empty space over the drop. They looped and secured them with thick iron bands, and several men and women strapped on gloves and boots tipped with thick metal spikes. Even Shev, no stranger to heights, felt her stomach swirl queasily as several of the climbers let themselves fall into empty space, dangling on harnesses and digging crampons into the face of the rock. 

			The work was slow, but after a few hours the climbers made the pit’s floor, and signalled up that the line was secure. Shev didn’t wait; she pushed forward to claim her spot on one of the lines, securing her belt to the rope with a clamp, and strapping on a pair of fingerless auroch-hide gloves. The sooner the descent was over, the better. She gritted her teeth, banished a sudden rush of vertigo, and slid over the precipice. Foot by foot, she descended. The crater’s wall was rough and full of torn roots and gaping holes. Several times she reached for a grip only to tear loose a cluster of soil and rocks, which tumbled away into the gloom below. A squat, oval-eyed lizard gazed at her disinterestedly as she lowered herself past its lair. 

			‘Sorry for the intrusion,’ she muttered.

			The lizard ran a long, blue-tipped tongue lazily over its eyeball. 

			Suddenly, it disappeared in a snap of fangs and spurt of blood as something with too many eyes and stretching claws burst out from the darkness.

			Shev’s heart somersaulted. She let out a squawk of horror and hurled herself to the side as the wall exploded in a shower of soil and gore. She dangled there, spinning and cursing, her heart hammering in her chest. Then the screams started. She glanced up and saw a sellsword scrabbling for his blade. He’d barely drawn metal when long, barbed pincers reached out from the wall to snatch him away into darkness. His frenzied, awful screeches cut an icy hole into her heart, until they abruptly cut off. Soil and rocks rained down into her hair and her eyes. Something fell past her, shrieking, close enough to make her ears ache. Desperately, she began to climb down. Abandoning caution for haste, she missed a grip and fell, scrabbling for a handhold. Her head struck something hard, and stars exploded behind her eyes, but by some miracle she managed to hold onto something firm and gnarled, jutting out of the wall. The impact sent a shock of pain up her arm, but she clung on, opening her eyes. A tree root. She wrapped herself around it, holding on to it like a shipwrecked sailor on a piece of driftwood. There was more screaming, and the snap-click of crossbow bolts thudding into solid surfaces. Blearily, she looked upwards and saw at least a dozen sellswords descending at speed as the cliff face erupted to life around them, insectile appendages darting out in search of prey.

			She had to get down. Below was only a long drop to certain death. Those fortunate few who’d managed to get down safely had crossbows and repeaters drawn, but what could they do, really? If they fired a hail of bolts, they’d be as likely to skewer their own as strike one of the creatures.

			Another cloud of sun-baked mud exploded outwards to Shev’s left, and she caught sight of one of the beasts for the first time. It had a long, segmented body like a centipede, bedecked with barbed armour plates that shone razor-sharp in the sunlight. Its head was small, bulbous – like that of a spider, with hundreds of pitch-black eyes and a pair of snapping mandibles. Its fore-legs were long, thin spears of jet-black chitin. It swept those enormous limbs around while a pair of curling antennae whipped at the air. She clutched her lifeline even harder, frozen in both terror and indecision. Yet, even though she was only a few feet away, the beast did not seem to notice her. It was blind in the sunlight, she realised with a surge of relief. As long as she stayed corpse-still, maybe she could survive this yet.

			The branch groaned beneath her, and there was a crack of splintering wood. 

			Of course.

			With a shriek, the tunnel-horror stabbed its claws out at the sudden sound. Shev rolled, hanging by her aching fingers underneath the drooping tree branch. She tugged at the rope secured to her belt. It was hopelessly tangled, pulled so taut that it was cutting into her stomach. All she could hear was the frenzied hissing of the tunnel-horror and the thunk as its spear-limbs thudded into the branch that held her. It swiped a leg across horizontally, and snipped clean through the silkweave rope. The pressure on her abdomen was blissfully released. She fumbled, unhooking the slack, which fell away. Now at least she could move. Unfortunately, she was also now hanging free a few feet above cold, hard rock, with a frenzied monster doing its best to eviscerate her.

			First things first. She snapped her head around, looking for some escape. There, below her and to the left, was another jutting root, maybe large enough to hold her weight. Maybe not, of course, but Shev knew sometimes you had to take your chances. She waited until the thing had stopped thrashing, slipped her flask free from her pack and hurled it over the monster’s head and into the canyon wall. The tunnel-horror whirled its many-eyed head about with a rattling hiss. Shev hauled herself up onto the branch, swaying as it dropped lower. It splintered, and she saw a jagged line zig-zag down the length of the wood. The tunnel-horror spun back around, its limbs raised high.

			She took a step and flung herself into space. Something whipped past her head, close enough to brush her scalp. There was a moment of stomach-churning vertigo, and then she struck rock hard enough to blast all the air from her lungs, hard enough that she very nearly lost her grip entirely. Wheezing and spitting blood, she wrapped her legs around her new home. She lay there for a few blessed moments, whimpering softly, clutching her bruised ribcage. Then her new home started creaking too. Of course, she thought with a sigh.

			She dragged her aching bones upright, looking around desperately for another escape route. Below, possibly too far away for her to reach, was a pool of glittering green water covered with algae and drooping vines. It looked deep enough, but there was a good to fair chance that it was merely disguising a cluster of sharp rocks. There was a chorus of hissing behind her, and two more insectoid monstrosities hauled their chitinous bodies free, antennae lashing, razor-tipped legs gleaming wetly in the fading light.

			That made her decision to jump much easier.

			She ran and leapt high into space, tucking her arms across her chest, pointing her toes and screaming so loudly it hurt as she plummeted down.

			She struck the pool of water like an arrow. The chill made her reflexively gasp, and she swallowed a brackish mouthful. Her foot struck soft, muddy earth and stuck fast, and she kicked and struggled in panic, swallowing more water. Finally, her lungs burning, she tugged her foot free of the sucking morass and darted for the surface. One hand scrabbled for a hold, and she raised her head into daylight, spitting out the rancid liquid.

			Strong hands grasped her under the arms, and she felt herself being lifted free of the pool. She blinked foul-smelling water out of her eyes, and a figure swam into focus. Kurdh. He was shaking his head.

			‘Sigmar’s teeth,’ he said, with a chuckle. ‘You’re a mad one, aelf. You’re godsdamned lucky you didn’t splatter all over the flagstones.’

			‘Every inch of me hurts,’ she groaned.

			‘Yeah, well. It could have been worse,’ he replied. 

			She hauled her aching body to its knees and looked around. Barely twenty souls remained of their brave fellowship, and at least a couple of them were sporting deep lacerations across their arms and chests. She was irritated to see that Howle was one of the survivors, though she noted he was nursing a nasty gash across his upper arm and grimacing in pain. The tunnel-horrors had disappeared back into their lairs, presumably having gorged themselves to their satisfaction. Shev decided not to think about how in the eight realms they were going to make it back up that cliff face later.

			The Golden Lord was there, somehow unharmed and barely out of breath. He muttered an arcane phrase, and the tip of his staff began to glow with a soft yellow light, bathing the weathered stones beneath their feet in a warm amber haze. The ground on which they stood sloped away into a wide avenue, which led further into the ruins. 

			‘We are near,’ he said. ‘Follow me.’

			They began to walk down what was once a central thoroughfare, and now a stretch of broken flagstones lined with toppled statues, invaded on all fronts by thick, barbed gorse and patches of yellow-green grass. The statues were of men, aelves and duardin, but not warriors or rulers as you might expect from a city this size. All of them bore the trappings of inventors and scholars. A man reaching out towards the heavens, a bizarre, mechanical contraption in one hand, wearing what seemed to be a pair of many-lensed goggles. There was an aelf, wielding nothing more than a long feathered quill, a look of intense concentration upon his angular face, slightly ruined now by the smears of verdigris that covered his body like a rash.

			‘I don’t think it was a battle that caused all this,’ Shev said, wondering aloud. ‘There’s no sign of weapons, no skeletons lying in piles on the streets.’

			‘I would estimate this city to have had a population in the low thousands,’ said the Golden Lord. ‘It is indeed strange to see so few remains. Most likely, Quatzhymos was abandoned.’

			‘If so, what caused them to leave?’

			‘Let us continue on. Perhaps we may find answers within.’

			The Golden Lord kept up a fearsome pace, hardly caring to take in the wonders that surrounded them. That seemed strange to her, considering how effusive he had been about discovering this place. Perhaps the dangers they had already faced had robbed him of his excitement. They continued on, tramping over scattered masonry, shards of age-old glass and broken pottery. All around them was the spectre of destruction. Entire avenues of columned halls lay crumpled and crushed, as if they were the abandoned playthings of some vast titan. 

			After what seemed like several hours of travel, Howle held up a hand. 

			‘Listen,’ he growled, kneeling to press one hand to the ground.

			They fell silent, weapons drawn, gazing around at the ghost of Quatzhymos uneasily. The light was fading now, and shadows crept from doors and hallways like questing fingers. 

			After a moment, Shev could hear the sounds. Drums, beating to a frenzied, staccato rhythm. Low, guttural sounds, like bellowed chants. They were only a few hundred paces from the far side of the canyon now. The sheer cliff face rose above them at an angle, and the city descended beneath it, into darkness. It was as if the earth itself was opening its jaws to devour Quatzhymos, and the ruins of the city were sliding slowly down its gullet. 

			‘We’re going down there?’ said Howle. Even the old mercenary’s voice was hesitant. 

			‘We are,’ said the Golden Lord, who showed no sign of fear or trepidation. He might as well have been announcing a camping trip. 

			‘You heard the drums,’ said Howle. ‘There’s something down there.’

			‘Then we shall take great pains to avoid it, if it poses a threat to us. We have suffered greatly to get here, my friends, but we have made it. Within lies our fortune, if we only have the fortitude to seize it. Are you with me?’

			There was a mumbled sound of assent, decisive if not particularly enthusiastic. 
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			‘Well, that complicates things,’ said Shev, staring down at the clusters of roaring fires in the clearing below. Hulking figures whirled and bellowed around the flames, casting flickering shadows across the ground. Their skin was dark green, covered with thick smears of warpaint in all colours, while they carried crude clubs or axes made of chipped stone. Around these capering figures loomed the broken spires of the shattered city, great arcing gateways rent and torn, the skeletons of burned-out towers and piles of scattered rubble. 

			The orruks had found Quatzhymos, and they had indulged their passion for thoughtless destruction on this ancient place of learning. The light of their roaring fires danced across the cavernous ceiling of the chamber, high above their heads.

			‘They have been here for many years,’ said the Golden Lord, kneeling beside her. ‘This devastation is decades old. Perhaps centuries old.’

			Leering, bestial faces were carved into the walls in this corner of the city, and great totems of bone littered the chamber, painted garishly with lurid colour. The place stank of sweat and filth.

			‘More and more of ‘em every season,’ said Howle, spitting in disgust. ‘Come pourin’ out of the jungles, chantin’ like mad folk. Port Crassin fell not two months past, burned to ashes.’

			‘The men of lightning defeated them at the battle of Blistersand,’ said one of the Golden Lord’s hirelings, a pockmarked youth named Feghel, with an air of sage wisdom. ‘They killed an orruk the size of a mountain, so they did. My uncle told me. He fought there.’

			Howle snorted. ‘Your uncle’s a drunk or a liar. Besides, there ain’t no defeating greenskins, not for long. You just kill as many as you can. Enough that they don’t rise up again for a good, long time.’

			‘There must be a hundred of those creatures down there,’ muttered Shev. 

			‘Then we are fortunate we have not stumbled upon a full war party, armed and ready for slaughter,’ said the Golden Lord. ‘We can avoid them.’

			‘You think Occlesius’ tomb still stands?’ asked Shev.

			‘It must,’ the masked man snapped. Shev raised an eyebrow. It was the first time she had heard him lose his composure. He shook his head, and glanced at her.

			‘I apologise, Madame Arclis,’ he said. ‘It is simply that we are so close to our goal, and to be foiled in our quest now would be the harshest of punishments. Please, enlighten me. Where do you believe the tomb is located?’

			She turned, and scanned the encampment below. The orruks’ fires occupied a central square, what she assumed would once have been a plaza or some kind of forum. The buildings had once been impressive structures, towering spires and great archways of gleaming marble. Most had been levelled long ago, torn down and claimed by the ravenous wilderness. Yet not all had suffered such a fate. Far across the way, beyond the hollering bands of orruks, stood a building larger than any other. It was tall and angular, in the style of many Sigmarite cathedrals she had seen, but there was a wide range of clashing architectural styles visible even through the damage it had suffered. Sweeping buttresses supported a central spire, which tapered to an iridescent spiral of dully gleaming crystal. The windows were circular portals in the fashion of the ancient Azmahari churches. They were almost all smashed. The roof, meanwhile, seemed oddly organic – an almost chitinous shell of disc-shaped tiles, arrayed in yet more spiral patterns. There were many gaping holes in the building, and the main archway lay shattered and broken on the steps leading to the main entrance, but the place retained a sort of tragic grandeur despite the savage desolation around it.

			‘If I know anything about Occlesius, it’s that for all his genius, the man was monumentally self-obsessed,’ she began. ‘There’s no way he would opt for a quaint, quiet burial place.’

			She gestured to the grand building across the way.

			‘I’d bet a hundred gilden that we’ll find his mausoleum in there.’

			‘I concur,’ said the Golden Lord. ‘Let us be cautious lest we bring the orruks down upon us.’

			He turned, and gestured their band forwards. Howle led them down the nearest incline, a steep ravine that dropped between the spines of two broken buildings, crafted from green-black stone. Everyone had their weapons drawn, a wicked assortment of blades of all shapes and sizes. Some carried crossbows and alley-pieces, but all those who bore firearms kept them tucked in their belts and holsters. A single shot here would bring hordes of greenskins down upon their heads. The drums of the orruks were like a hammer in their skulls, and their stamping feet seemed to echo around every corner. Silhouettes leapt and spun across the dusty road ahead as they crept ever closer to the orruk warcamp. They could hear the creatures’ idiot howls and the clash of weapons, and see glimpses of their bodies through the skeletons of the ruined buildings. 

			Ahead, the cover of the ruins broke for a dozen or so paces, and to their left they could see the orruks’ camp. In groups of two or three they dashed across the open ground, fortunately bathed in shadows now in the receding light. Dozens of orruks were slumbering next to crude huts fashioned from cured skins and bound bone. These lairs were festooned with skulls and ribcages, some human but mostly the large, broad bones of fellow orruks – victims from an opposing tribe, no doubt. Other greenskins still capered, swirling around the campfires in their insane dance. It should, perhaps, have been a ridiculous sight, but their muscular, war-painted bodies and totems of bleached bone gave their display a kind of primal ferocity. As Shev watched, a fight broke out, and two enormous warriors began to clash their heads together violently, blood spurting from their brows and noses as they battered each other senseless to jeers of their kin.

			Ahead, a Kismenite with a short hunting spear and a forked beard bound with brass rings was gesturing furiously at her to move. She slipped out from the ruins’ shelter and skittered across the open ground, rolling into the shadows on the far side of the clearing. Her heart was hammering in her chest, but the orruks seemed oblivious to their presence still. Ahead loomed the great central tower.

			They drifted through the campfire light cautiously, approaching the structure. Howle was leading, and even Shev had to begrudgingly admit that the killer knew his trade. Despite his age, he moved with agile grace, hardly making a sound. As they neared the broken steps leading up to the ruined gatehouse, he dropped low and raised a hand sharply to signal them to halt. They crouched low, blades and bows ready.

			Ahead, two orruks rounded the corner, stumbling and teetering, clutching spears that ended in heavy, jagged shards of black stone. They were clearly inebriated, grunting at each other in their harsh tongue. They were perhaps twenty paces away, and getting closer. 

			‘Fill ‘em full of bolts,’ growled Howle. ‘You lot, with me. We’ll finish ‘em off.’

			A trio of leather-jerkined Excelsians crept forward, aiming heavy repeaters at the oncoming orruks. Others lifted bows, throwing axes and javelins. They waited until the creatures were only a dozen yards distant, still growling and spitting at each other. Howle swung his hand down sharply, like an executioner’s axe.

			There was a chorus of clicks, then thrumming strings as the archers released. Perhaps a score of bolts and missiles thudded into the greenskins. They grunted as the deadly torrent struck home, pitching them backwards. One twitched briefly, then lay still. The other roared in confused anger and staggered upright. Riddled with bolts, he brandished his spear. Howle was already moving, along with five other killers. They leapt on the remaining orruk, bearing him to the ground under sheer weight of numbers, though the bulky creature did not go down easily. One great hand snapped out to close around the throat of a sellsword even as the others drove knives and axes into the orruk’s torso, again and again. The creature’s crude spear jerked out, and Shev saw it punch right through the unfortunate man’s chest and through his thin chain surcoat. He gurgled and spat blood, and his two daggers clattered to the floor. But the orruk’s fury and impressive constitution could not save it. Howle rammed his saw-toothed blade under the beast’s chin, and its bloodshot eyes rolled up in its head. With a gurgling spasm, the creature finally became still.

			They all tensed, waiting for the inevitable shouted alarms. The killing had been quick, but hardly quiet. Shev tensed, ready to flee into the darkness. But no cry of warning was heard, no sounds of running feet. She breathed a sigh of relief.

			Howle and his surviving sellswords dragged the bodies behind a pile of rubble, including that of the unfortunate sellsword. Shev watched the killer with disdain as he rifled through the slain man’s clothes, pocketing a few copper coins and trinkets.

			Their bloody task complete, they moved on, breaking across open ground and racing up the steps to the ruined building, ducking into the safety of its shadowed hall.

			‘Torches,’ hissed the Golden Lord. A flickering orange glow lit up the hall as several sellswords lit pitch-soaked brands or activated flare-stones. It revealed an utterly ruined chamber, blackened by fires and covered in scattered debris. Once, white-marble statuary and great, spherical glass cases had filled this entrance hall, populated with all manner of tomes and artefacts. Those relics had been smashed and torn apart, hurled across the room or burned. Holes were smashed in the walls and in the arched ceiling high above. Spears of twilight illuminated gleaming shards of broken glass and crystal. Red-brown stains, perhaps dried blood or something even more repulsive, were smeared across every surface along with crude, scrawled depictions of slaughter and bloodshed, watched over by the greenskins’ savage gods. Shev’s heart sank to see such thoughtless, pointless destruction. How many secrets were once contained within these walls, echoes of civilisation and culture now lost forever?

			Two great antechambers branched off from this great hall, both of which were in the same sorry state. In the corner of one was a pile of fractured skulls and skeletons. Shev knelt down to examine them. They were mostly human, but there were some aelves and duardin bones too. There were scraps of fabric, decayed and faded by time, but with a hint of elaborate embroidery. These, she presumed, had once been the guardians or resident scholars of this place, trapped and slaughtered by the orruks or some other intruder many centuries ago. 

			‘No tombs here,’ came Howle’s voice, echoing despite his hushed tones. ‘And no treasures, either. Damned orruks have had their fun, and there ain’t nothing left for us.’

			The Golden Lord turned to gaze at Shev. She shook her head.

			‘I’m telling you, Occlesius is here somewhere,’ she said. ‘We’re missing something.’

			‘If you’ve led us all out here for nothing, I’ll gut you myself,’ hissed a grey-haired woman wielding a wide-bladed khopis. ‘Leave you to the greenskins’ mercy.’

			‘Silence,’ barked the Golden Lord. ‘Spread out and check every inch of this place. Every wall, every corner. Go.’

			The sellswords filtered off into the gloom, leaving Shev and the masked man behind. His blank mask was still fixed upon her. 

			‘Madame Arclis,’ he said, ‘I hope you realise the gravity of the situation. I promised these men and women great rewards for accompanying me here, under your guidance. Should we emerge empty-handed they will desire retribution, and I will be unable to sway them from that purpose.’

			‘Occlesius rests here,’ she said firmly, before striding away.

			It had taken years for her to pin down the location of Quatzhymos, from fragments of ancient texts, maps and spoken legends. Trying to piece together the history of the Mortal Realms was like grasping at smoke. So much had been lost in the horror of the Great Darkness, when daemon-kind had rampaged across the lands, slaughtering and despoiling all in their path. Entire cultures and continent-spanning empires had been brought to their knees, their monuments torn down and their great works of art and literature destroyed or consumed by fire. Little oral history remained, for the citizens of these once-proud kingdoms were either butchered or forced to join the Dark Gods’ mortal legions, devolving into little more than sadistic killers. 

			Only amidst the ruins of murdered civilisations could scraps of the truth be found. Shev had travelled far and wide across the Beastlands, seeking out forgotten tombs, lost cities and hidden repositories, piecing together a fractured history of this dangerous land. She had walked within the Prism-City of Ghlour, waded through the flooded catacombs of Michramicae and breached the sky-vaults of the Cloud Kingdoms. In all those places she had found traces of the great Occlesius, traveller and statesman, inventor and philosopher. He had been welcomed as a hero wherever he roamed, granted the greatest honours and showered with gifts and accolades. Quatzhymos had been his home, and it seemed as though the ancient city had maintained strong trade routes and alliances with almost every major kingdom in this region. Experts from the city were valued as greatly as the mightiest warriors, depicted in great murals leading the construction of wondrous monuments and monolithic statues in honour of the gods. And then, in the blink of an eye, all that grandeur had been torn down, trampled and burned. 

			As she crept through the dusty halls, the light from her torch illuminated ancient frescoes and murals, most of which had been smashed or scarred so badly they were no longer decipherable. She entered the great hall and gazed up at the ceiling, barely visible in the gloom. There was something up there, poking out of the darkness. A great hanging ornament trailed by cobwebs and ghostly-white with dust, but unlike everything else in this place it was largely intact. From a central disc of dull metal, broad enough for a person to walk along its length with ease, dangled six globes. Now she looked closer, she could see flickers of colour beneath the patina of dust. Clambering up a nearby column, she leapt across and grasped a handhold on a cluster of burned bookcases that were leaning against one another precariously. From there, she could reach a thin ledge that ran around the edge of the chamber. She hoisted herself up, and turned to face the device.

			‘What are you up to now?’ shouted Kurdh from below. 

			She grinned down at him. ‘Exploring,’ she said, and jumped from the ledge across to the hanging ornament. The entire thing groaned, swaying under her weight. For a moment she wondered if she had misjudged this horribly. A cloud of dust erupted from the hanging globes, drifting out over the chamber like a miniature sandstorm. She climbed onto the central disc and examined the structure. A track wound its way around the ornament in concentric loops. Each of the hanging orbs was attached to one of these tracks. She felt a tremor of excitement. She heard footsteps below, and saw the Golden Lord and several other sellswords approach.

			‘The Liber Celestium tells us that there are eight spheres of creation,’ she told her audience, gesturing to the hanging ornament. ‘Aqshy, Realm of Fire.’

			She pointed to a red-gold orb, covered with rivulets of red crystal that shimmered like trails of lava.

			‘Ghyran, Realm of Life.’

			The jade orb, bright and vigorous even in the gloom of the chamber. ‘Hysh, Realm of Light and Ulgu, Realm of Shadows. Diametrically opposed yet inextricably linked, they orbit one another, unable to escape each other’s pull.’

			She reached down, tugged at the chains that connected these two spheres. She rotated them to the right, so that they nestled next to one another. As she did so, they began to glow with a faint light.

			‘Ghur, Realm of Beasts. Chamon, Realm of Metal,’ whispered the Golden Lord, shaking his head. ‘To think I missed this.’

			‘You said eight spheres,’ said Howle. ‘There’s only six.’

			Shev laughed, and pointed a finger at the ceiling. 

			‘Holy Azyr, domain of the God-King,’ she said. ‘It sits at the apex of the firmament. Watching over all.’ A column of luminescence rose from the twin orbs of light and shadow. It bathed the walls of the structure in soft, golden light. Above, in the angular recess of the building’s roof, loomed an engraving of a flaming comet. As the light found it, it gleamed white-hot, so bright it almost hurt to look upon. 

			‘And below it all, Shyish,’ said the Golden Lord. ‘The Realm of Death. The land of endings.’

			He rapped his stave on the floor of the sanctuary, which began to glow with amethyst light.

			The floor creaked, and several startled sellswords leapt out of the way as a great aperture yawned open beneath them. An avalanche of dust toppled away into the darkness, and by the flickering torchlight they could see a stairway spiralling down. The steps were exquisitely carved from obsidian, through which ran veins of gleaming azure. Shev punched the air, unable to help herself. She felt that familiar shiver of anticipation run down her spine, and suddenly all the slog and toil of the past few years faded into insignificance. Before her companions could even react, she was bounding down the stairs, an eager grin on her face.
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			The stairway wound down perhaps a couple of hundred paces, before ending at an archway of white marble. She wondered at the stonework. Images and icons had been worked into the structure and inlaid with gold and silver: soaring sail-arks drifting over a jagged mountain range; a city built within a molten waterfall; primordial monuments of forgotten gods beneath the waves; a clockwork metropolis populated by masked, robed figures. Places and realms that Occlesius had visited, perhaps? Scattered memories from an extraordinary life.

			The room beyond the archway was a circular chamber, lit by several braziers that still smouldered with a pale blue light. Every inch of the room was covered in yet more frescoes, so many wondrous sights and images that she barely knew where to look. Three mirrors were placed at equal distances around the edges of the chamber, reaching almost to the ceiling. In the centre of the room, on a raised dais, was a large block of grey-white stone. Resting atop this oblong was a golden statue, laid lengthwise. It was a man, dressed in long robes and wearing a skullcap, his eyes closed in repose, his hands crossed over his chest. In one hand, he carried a small, circular device, a globe criss-crossed by bands of silver. In the other, he clutched an eyeglass.

			After all these years, she had found it. The last resting place of Occlesius the Realms-Walker. She thought of her father, the mortal who had adopted her, and felt a stab of sadness that she could not share this wondrous discovery with him. An explorer and cartographer of no small renown, Dedrick Reynheim had passed near half a century ago, yet the wound was still raw. 

			Footsteps echoed behind her. She turned to see the Golden Lord enter the chamber, flanked by a dozen mercenaries. He barely stopped to look at the wondrous carvings, but instead simply marched across the room to the coffin.

			‘You cannot know how long I have striven to find this place,’ he muttered. ‘So much I have sacrificed to be here now. So much I have lost.’

			With a triumphant growl, he raised his staff and brought it crashing down upon the lid of the coffin. There was a resounding crack, and the marble splintered and came apart.

			‘What are you doing?’ gasped Shev, appalled at such carelessness. Not that she was averse to rooting through the treasures of the long-dead, but she believed you were supposed to do it with at least a certain amount of finesse.

			He ignored her. Several of his hirelings approached, and together they hauled the heavy marble lid of the coffin loose. It fell to the floor of the chamber with a crash, releasing a cloud of dust. Shev moved closer and peered into the sarcophagus, her heart thumping.

			There lay Occlesius. She thought, for a queasy moment, that he was alive. Though the corpse’s skin was pale and stretched, his hair frayed and his teeth yellowed, the preservation of the body was remarkable. Even his eyes remained intact, piercing blue orbs that gazed contentedly off into nothing. In repose he was a nondescript man, quite unlike the illustrations and depictions that she had seen of the great Realms-Walker. He was small and shaven-headed, with a wispy little beard and a weak chin. Time had worn his skin to a grey sheen; his bald pate was heavily liver-spotted, indicating a life spent out under the sun. His clothes were fine silk of a vibrant turquoise, and he wore several rings and bracelets of impressive craftsmanship, bejewelled and gleaming. Around his neck was a chain of silver, from which hung an amber claw sigil.

			It was decidedly odd, looking into the face of someone you had spent years studying and researching. For all that time the Realms-Walker had been little more than a name on a page, a thread connecting her to the mysteries of the past. Looking into that coffin was like gazing upon history itself.

			Clutched in the arms of the corpse was a silver-bound tome, its surface filigreed with runes and markings she could not decipher. The Golden Lord wrenched the tome from the dead man’s grasp. 

			‘The collected writings and memories of Occlesius of Asciltane, the Realms-Walker,’ the Golden Lord whispered. ‘At long last.’

			Shev gazed into the eyes of the dead man. She frowned. There was something strange about the man’s crystal blue orbs. The right was milky and glazed, while the left seemed sharper, glimmering in the torchlight. She reached out and tapped it with her finger. It was hard, clicking at the touch of her fingernail. She glanced around. The Golden Lord was engrossed in the tome, not even looking in her direction. 

			‘It must be here,’ he muttered. ‘It must.’

			She had no idea what he was talking about. The sellswords were eyeing the frescoes and golden filigrees of the tomb, no doubt wondering if anything in here could be easily looted. Fishing a small knife from her belt, Shev delicately pried the orb out of its socket. It popped out easily, and she palmed it. It was indeed a crystal, fashioned in the image of an eyeball. Upon further inspection, she could see small trails of silver light whirling and coalescing within the iris, casting a faint light across her palm. Odd.

			As she watched, the streams of light grew brighter and more insistent, the crystal flaring in her hand like the thorax of a glowfly. She stared into its depths, almost hypnotised by the mesmerising patterns. There was something there, in the depths. She peered closer.

			You know, in many cultures it is considered the height of rudeness to break into a man’s tomb and start digging the eyes from his sockets.

			Shev gave a startled yelp and dropped the crystal, which bounced hard on the edge of the coffin and rolled across the floor. 

			Will you please be more careful with that? said the voice in her head, with an air of extreme irritation. It was incredibly difficult to attain, and if it breaks, there is no telling what will happen to me.

			The Golden Lord rapped his staff upon the floor. He was staring at her from across the chamber. 

			‘What did you do?’ he said. His voice was ice-cold. 

			Shev struggled for words. 

			‘I…’ she began.

			I do not like this one’s tone, said the voice in her head.

			‘What?’ she gasped.

			He’s trouble. Believe me. At my age, you get a sixth sense for these kind of things.

			‘Stop it!’ she shouted, clutching her head as if she could squeeze the unwelcome intrusion out of her skull. ‘What in the name of Sigmar is going on?’

			‘Tell me. Now,’ growled the Golden Lord.

			Oh, how rude of me. Allow me to introduce myself. Occlesius of Asciltane, at your service, my lady, said the voice. Or at least as much as a disembodied consciousness can be. I am sorry, I have had precious few intelligent conversations in the past few hundred years. I fear I am going somewhat peculiar.

			‘Peculiar?’ she spluttered. 

			‘Who are you speaking to?’ snapped the Golden Lord. ‘Answer me.’

			She backed away, but someone grabbed her from behind. She smelt that familiar pungent stench and knew it was Howle. She struggled, but he twisted her arm painfully, locked her in place.

			The Golden Lord strode over to her, his staff grasped in two hands.

			‘You will tell me what happened, now,’ he growled. ‘Or I will allow Howle here to begin his work. I have witnessed the results of his art, Madame Arclis, and I have no wish to see them practised upon you. So speak.’

			‘There was a voice… in my head,’ she gasped, nodding to the crystal that lay dormant on the floor. ‘That thing, it was speaking to me.’

			The Golden Lord strode over to the orb. He knelt down to inspect it, then reached out a hand, slowly, to grasp it. 

			‘Could it be?’ he muttered to himself. ‘Shadeglass, taken from the haunted City of Mirrors. Now I understand. Our great thinker could not bear to enter the lands of the dead, not with so many sights left to see. No, he sought to exist beyond the grasp of the Tyrant of Bones.’

			The Golden Lord stood, grasping the orb tightly in one fist.

			‘Listen to me, Occlesius,’ he said. ‘Do not address the girl, but speak to me alone. How long have you dwelt here, amidst the rubble of your life’s work? Hundreds of years at the very least. I can help you, Realms-Walker. I can take you from this place, free you from the prison you have made for yourself. There are ways, my friend. Ways to restore you to life. All I ask in return is this – tell me where to find the Silver Shard.’

			There was a rustling sound, like the brushing of a soft hand over silk. Shev thought she saw a flicker of movement within the mirror to her left.

			The Silver Shard, said the voice of the Realms-Walker. By the way the Golden Lord’s head twitched and the mercenaries jumped in shock, Shev was sure they all had heard it too this time. He sounded cautious, perhaps even afraid. How do you know of that name?

			‘My reasons are my own,’ the Golden Lord continued. ‘I know you travelled to the Lost City of Xoantica, Occlesius. I know that you alone returned, from an expedition of five hundred souls. Tell me where it lies.’

			I know not, said the voice. I cannot tell you, for the memories are lost to me. Only a shadow remains, the echo of a nightmare I cannot recall. 

			‘Try,’ said the masked man. ‘There are worse fates than death, Realms-Walker, and I will subject you to them all if you do not tell me what I wish to know.’	

			All I know is that death surrounds this Silver Shard. Abandon your quest, masked one. 

			‘I tire of this,’ said the Golden Lord. He hurled the orb to the floor, and it skittered across the stones. Then he raised his staff, which crackled and spat arcs of lightning. 

			What are you doing? cried the voice of Occlesius.

			‘If you do not tell me how to find Xoantica, I will shatter this crystal. What will happen to your spirit, I wonder, when I break the cage that holds it? Perhaps you will travel to the underworld, and the Great Necromancer will finally get his due. Let us find out.’

			He aimed the tip of the staff at the crystal, and unleashed a stream of crackling energy. Green smoke began to rise from the sparking orb. 

			No! You cannot do this.

			‘Of course I can,’ said the Golden Lord, continuing to pour lightning into the relic. There was a high-pitched shriek that echoed around the chamber, a disembodied sound of pure agony.

			If you destroy me, I cannot give you the answers you seek! 

			‘Then I will find them another way. I am a patient man, Realms-Walker. I have nothing but time. You, on the other hand, are swiftly running out.’

			The screams continued. Shev twisted free of Howle’s grip.

			‘Stop,’ she said, moving to the Golden Lord and reaching out a hand to grab his arm. He pushed her away indifferently. The lightning was blinding now. It rippled across the roof of the chamber, and a cascade of dust poured down from the shuddering roof of the tomb.

			I will tell you nothing! came the voice, sounding pained and thin.

			‘You will tell me everything,’ snarled the masked man. He touched the tip of his staff to the crystal. There was another burst of electricity, and Shev heard a crack, like splintering stone.

			Far to the north! Please, I am not ready for death. There is so much yet to learn. Travel to the farthest reaches of the Taloncoast, where the mountains drift far above the earth. 

			‘The Fatescar Mountains,’ the Golden Lord said. ‘I know of this place. Continue.’

			Hidden in the highest peaks is a city named Xoantica. It is shielded from mortal eyes by illusion and magic. That is all I can remember. Only death lies within that place, I promise you that. If you enter, you will not leave. 

			The Golden Lord’s spell ended abruptly. The floor was charred and smoking, and the crystal orb glowed bright, like a hot ember.

			‘Allow me to worry about that,’ he said. He bent and picked up the blazing crystal in one gauntleted hand. ‘You merely have to worry about guiding me there.’

			I am speaking to you alone now, aelf, came the Realms-Walker’s voice, low and urgent and pained. This man will lead you to your death. You must escape, as soon as you can, and take me with you. This man cannot be allowed to find Xoantica. Please.

			‘Madame Arclis,’ said the Golden Lord, turning to her. ‘I want to thank you for taking me this far. Without your assistance I may never have found this tomb. And yet, I am now faced with a dilemma. You are in the unfortunate position of knowing too much about my intended destination. I wonder, can I trust you to keep my secrets? I am not a trusting man by nature.’

			Someone stepped in close and grabbed her by the arm. She felt the edge of a blade in the small of her back. She could tell by the rush of stale breath that it was Howle. Shev’s eyes darted to the stairs. Two sell­swords, Kurdh and a lean spearwoman, stood guard there.

			The Golden Lord sighed, and held up a hand.

			‘Please, do not be foolish,’ he said. ‘Even without the ministrations of Mister Howle, you would not make it more than twenty paces. Honestly, I am not some mindless savage. I do genuinely appreciate your skills and your knowledge of the Taloncoast. You are a uniquely gifted woman, Shevanya.’

			‘You lied to me,’ she said. ‘All this time, all the nonsense you spouted, and you’re nothing but a petty thief after some magical trinket.’

			‘You knew I was no historian, no scholar. I never even played the part with any relish. I happen to be very skilled at deception, but the truth is that with you it was never called for. Don’t lie to yourself, Shevanya. You are not in this trade for anything but your own sense of adventure. Tell me, how many great discoveries have you presented to the Colleges of Azyr? How many of your expeditions have been authorised and funded by the proper authorities? The truth is that you are a tomb robber, and an exceptionally gifted one. Embrace that. I could use your skills.’

			Shev said nothing. His words were close – so close – to those her father had spoken the last time they had argued. Before he had died and left her alone in that silent house, alone with her memories and her regret.

			The masked man sighed, and waved Howle back with an impatient gesture. The old killer loosened his grip, but she could feel him poised, waiting for an excuse to strike.

			‘I am sorry I led you here under false pretences. I would rather keep you at my side than have to resort to a more… unpleasant option. I believe that we can achieve great things together.’

			It might have been the unsubtle threat that finally made up her mind. Perhaps it was the way that the Golden Lord’s men slowly moved to block the exits. Either way, she decided it was time for her to dissolve this partnership. She had one chance, maybe, to take them by surprise. Her hand went to her pocket, and closed around a flat disc of cold metal. A trinket of duardin manufacture that she had reserved especially for moments of great need such as this.

			‘Very well,’ she said, stepping forward with one hand outstretched, the other clenched in a fist at her side. ‘Let’s find this Silver Shard of yours. Together.’

			The Golden Lord reached out his hand to shake hers.

			She hurled the metal disc to the floor, raising an arm to shield her eyes.

			The chamber exploded with light and noise, a thunderous crack of silver-blue lightning that blasted them all from their feet and left a vicious ringing in their ears. The three mirrors shattered as one, sending shards of glass whipping across the chamber. Howle released his grip on her arm, and Shev snapped an elbow back into his nose, feeling a satisfying crunch as it struck home. She was on her feet in a moment. Around her, the Golden Lord’s sellswords rolled and cursed in a daze. The Golden Lord was on his knees, hands covering his face. His mask lay scarred and smoking on the floor. He glanced towards her, and beneath the web of his fingers she saw something writhe and blink. Not human eyes. Not eyes at all, in fact. 

			If there were any lingering doubts about abandoning this expedition, they evaporated in an instant.

			He turned away, grabbing for his mask. The crystal spilled from his grasp and skittered across the floor towards her, and she bent and scooped it up.

			Miss… Arclis, is it? came the voice in her head again. May I suggest a swift egress?

			Shev spun on her heel towards the entrance to the tomb. There was Kurdh, staggering to his feet, sword in hand. She bounded over to him, dodging around his clumsy attempt to grab her and sank her knee into his groin. He folded with a groan, and she pushed him aside, feeling only the slightest hint of guilt. Compared to the rest of them, Kurdh really wasn’t such a bad sort. And then she was free, bursting up the stairs into the gloom of the cathedral.
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			As she emerged from the tomb and started forwards, two sellswords came around the corner to bar her path, weapons raised, staring in confusion. The sound of clattering footsteps echoed up from below. She spun on her heels and ran in the other direction, darting off into the darkness, her former companions close behind. She pounded through a door at the far side of the hall, entering a corridor lined with shattered marble busts. After several yards, the corridor opened out into a vast hall, filled with looming statues and row upon row of stacked tomes, stretching up into the gloom of the arched ceiling. As Shev darted between the closest opening there was a deafening blast, and a stack of yellowed, curling scrolls to her left exploded in a cloud of choking dust. She could hear muttered curses behind her, echoing across the open chamber.

			‘No guns, fool! You’ll bring the whole cursed place down on us,’ someone barked. Howle, perhaps.

			Well, that was something, Shev thought. 

			Her relief lasted a scant few moments. Crossbow bolts slammed into the bookcases and display cases around her as she wheeled around a tight corner. Loud, but nowhere near as deafening as the gunshot. Glass shattered and another cloud of dust erupted into the air. Someone had themselves a repeater bow.

			Left! The path to your left, said the voice of Occlesius.

			More and more voices echoed around the great hall now, as Howle’s sellswords filtered into the maze of bookshelves, hoping to cut off her escape. She had to get out of here before they surrounded her. As she pelted down another long corridor, more bolts skipped and deflected off the stone floor. Something whipped past her cheek, close enough to singe her hair. Two figures stepped out ahead of her at the end of the channel – a burly woman armed with a wicked silversteel mace, and a sallow man wielding a hooked dagger. Shev kept running, and they rushed to meet her.

			At the last moment, Shev shifted her momentum, leapt out to the right and caught a foothold on the nearest shelf. As the woman swung her mace diagonally across, missing her by several blessed inches, Shev planted her other boot on the sellsword’s face, feeling a satisfying crunch as her heel squashed the woman’s nose flat. She kicked off, launching herself high over the remaining mercenary’s trailing dagger, landing cat-like high up on the far bookcase, scrambling and hauling herself up as more bolts thudded around her. 

			She was just hauling herself over the lip of the case when something slammed into her shoulder, pitching her forward. Agony rippled down her left arm, and she lost her grip and tumbled over the far side of the rack, grabbing futilely at anything within reach as she went. Her fingers closed around a cluster of books, but the paper tore at her touch, and she only succeeded in pulling them down with her. She struck the stone floor with enough force to blast the breath from her body, and her jaw bounced hard, sending her head spinning. Spitting blood, she hauled herself to her knees. Despite the chaos and shouting around her, she spared a moment to collate her various agonies. Jaw possibly broken. Ankle little more than a ball of pain. At least two ribs fractured, and a headache like she’d spent the last fortnight swigging duardin fyrewhiskey. Oh, and the crossbow bolt buried in her shoulder. She reached back and tugged out the barb, which took a chunk of flesh with it. The pain almost dropped her to her knees again. What a joyous day this was turning out to be.

			‘Where now?’ she said, throwing the bloody shard away.

			The statue, said the voice in her head. Climb the statue at the end of the hall. There is a window there at the very top, which should take you safely outside.

			‘Should?’ she said.

			Well, it’s been quite some time, but as far as I can remember the fall should not be lethal.

			She sighed and glanced around, blurrily. There was thick stone at her back, the outer wall of the reliquary. To her left and right, more bookcases, and ahead a statue of a winged creature in flight, half-draconic, half-leonine. Above this marble sculpture was a small arc of violet stained glass, bathing the nearby walls and floor in a haze of purple. More voices reverberated around her. It was hard to pick them out above the ringing in her ears, but it sounded like they were getting closer with every moment. Shev rushed forward, staggered on her injured ankle but hobbled on, making for the statue.

			Howle stepped out in front of the statue. He had a loaded hand crossbow aimed at her in one hand, and carried his saw-bladed cleaver in the other. His injured shoulder was bound with dirty bandages.

			‘No sneakin’ away this time, girl,’ he said, shaking his head.

			She lowered one hand to her belt.

			‘Ah, ah, ah,’ he said, brandishing the alley-piece, barbed bolt nestled in the groove.

			She sighed, and raised her hands. 

			He came closer, within a few feet. With a smile, he slowly lowered the hand bow, and spun his blade in one hand.

			‘I’m going to enjoy this,’ he hissed, raising the blade.

			Shev stepped forward and blew a handful of gleaming powder into his face.

			Howle cursed and screeched, swinging the knife blindly with one hand, clawing at his eyes with the other. Shev let the blade whistle past her neck, then stepped in close and brought her knee up between Howle’s legs. He groaned, then slumped to the floor, twitching, with drool spilling from his mouth.

			Shev grabbed the hand bow from his belt, and pressed it to the back of Howle’s head, into his greasy mop of grey-black hair.

			‘I should put a bolt in your head, but I’d hate to rob you of the nightmare you’re about to experience over the next few days,’ she whispered into his ear. ‘That’s pure brachitor poison burning its way into your eyeballs right now.’ 

			Howle groaned in horror, and began to claw and rub at his eyes in panic.

			‘Don’t worry, it’s actually not lethal, but you’ll wish it was. It causes an intense fever and incredibly lifelike hallucinations. It’s going to bring all your greatest terrors to life, Howle. Consider this a parting gift.’

			With that, she was off, sprinting towards the statue, Howle’s gibbering screams echoing in her ears. She clambered up onto the marble creature’s wings, hauled herself up and onto its leonine skull. The window was there, barely large enough for her to squeeze through. She hesitated.

			Trust me, Miss Arclis! Go now!

			She heard shouts behind her, and more bolts skipped and whickered around her. Not much choice but to heed the man’s words.

			Ignoring the agony in her foot, she stood, ran along the length of the statue’s head and hurled herself like an arrow towards the stained glass aperture, hands covering her head. She felt the glass give way, and then she was falling into empty space, tucking her body tight as the ground rushed up to strike her. She hit mossy earth and rolled, crashing through a thicket of thorns that scratched and tore at her skin. Toppling out of control, she bounced painfully down a muddy slope and prayed to all the gods that there wasn’t a cliff waiting at the foot of her descent. The world was a multi-coloured blur, then she was falling free again, and with a bone-jarring thud she finally came to a halt. She spent a blissful few moments just lying there, panting and trying to catch her breath as her head spun. Then she felt a hand grasp her arm and pull her to her feet. Through her pirouetting vision, she glimpsed a face staring into her own. A man’s face. He appeared to be shouting at her.

			She snapped her head forwards into his nose.
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			Armand Callis was helping the aelf to her feet when she head-butted him.

			His nose exploded with pain, and he staggered backwards, tripped over a clump of vines and landed on his backside. His assailant was already running, stumbling like she was half-drunk, clearly still dazed from falling down what amounted to a small cliff, which was understandable.

			Another figure stepped out of the undergrowth, slender and tall, dressed in a long leather greatcoat. The aelf woman swung a punch at the newcomer, who simply swayed lazily to the side, caught her arm in a firm grip and twisted, neatly flipping the aelf onto her back. Captain Arika Zenthe placed a foot in between the stricken aelf’s shoulder blades, and shot Callis a grin.

			‘You really do have a way with the ladies, don’t you, Callis?’ she said.

			Callis sighed and hauled himself to his feet. Blood seeped down his face, trickling into his beard. He tenderly prodded his aching nose. Broken, of course. Perfect.

			‘Usually they leave it a little longer before resorting to physical violence, Zenthe,’ he replied.

			He leaned over the prone woman, who was struggling and kicking to no avail beneath Zenthe’s sharkskin boot. The captive twisted her head to the side, and peered up at him. Her face was thin and angular in the way of aelf-kind, but not so sharply defined as Zenthe’s. Her skin was fair, darkened by the sun, and her hair a vibrant russet. One side of her face was webbed by burn marks, reaching from her chin to just below her striking green eyes. 

			‘We have to move,’ she said. ‘We’ve got to get out of here, now.’

			‘Apology accepted,’ he replied, nursing his injury. ‘Now, what exactly are you doing here?’

			‘There’s no time!’ the captive hissed.

			Behind him, twigs crunched underfoot, and Callis turned to see Hanniver Toll emerging from the trees, accompanied by several of Zenthe’s retinue. The aelven corsairs had already drawn steel, a variety of rapiers, daggers and heavy-bladed cutlasses. Toll was wielding his four-barrelled pistol. The man’s eyes were bright with eagerness. It had been a long hunt, and the witch hunter was sensing the kill. He knelt beside the prone aelf and removed his wide-brimmed hat, running a hand through thinning hair.

			‘Your name?’ Toll said.

			‘It doesn’t matter,’ she grunted. ‘They’re coming for me.’

			‘Good,’ said the witch hunter. ‘Because the man you came here with is a killer and a heretic, and I am here to see him dead. My name is Hanniver Toll, of the most holy Order of Azyr, and you are my prisoner until such time your own complicity in the traitor’s crimes can be determined.’

			It was then that they heard the sound of bellowing voices. Deep and guttural, accompanied by the beating of drums and the stamping of feet.

			Callis caught Toll’s eye.

			‘Orruks,’ he spat. He would recognise that brutish tongue anywhere.

			A gunshot cracked out across the darkening sky, and flocks of startled creatures fled into the air, hooting in panicked indignation.

			Toll nodded to Zenthe, who hauled the prisoner to her feet.

			‘Quickly,’ he growled, and began to climb the steep slope towards the ruined city.

			Callis darted after him, drawing his own blade. He still carried his Freeguild steel, a span and a half of tempered metal with a basket handle. He drew his pistol, a duardin wheel-lock piece, heavy and reassuring in his grasp. The aelves of Zenthe’s crew filtered after their captain, bounding up the steep ascent with graceful ease, eager for the killing to start. Even after months of sailing with these rogues Callis still felt uneasy in their presence. Like a brayhorn amidst a pack of wolves.

			Zenthe had handed her prisoner over to one of her crew and was now bounding ahead of the others, her long hair whipping in the breeze, twin blades held low at her side. 

			Ahead, the ragged slope levelled off and Callis could see lit torches and the glimmer of blades. There was a band of perhaps twenty humans, holding a set of stairs against a mob of onrushing greenskins. The steps were slick with blood, and Callis could see broken bodies piled about, forming a barrier over which the whooping orruks clambered eagerly. The night was split by a flash of light and a loud crack as one of the men fired a scattergun into the midst of the advancing mob. Several toppled back in an explosion of pink mist.

			Behind the struggling warriors, in the doorway of the shattered building, stood a golden-masked figure, wrapped in black robes and carrying a staff. As they broke from cover, running towards the melee, the figure turned its head to them. 

			Callis glanced across and saw Toll staring at the figure, his mouth set in a grim line, his fingers bone-white where they gripped his gun.

			‘Vermyre!’ he shouted, and even over the din of battle his voice rang clear.

			Then the witch hunter was running again, levelling his pistol. More orruks bounded from the ruins to their left, their voices raised in a single, bestial howl of battle-lust. Without even stopping, Toll aimed his gun to the side and fired. One of the onrushing creatures slumped bonelessly, a bloody hole in its skull. Callis aimed at a second figure and fired, but his shot failed to put the beast down. He had fought these brutes before, and knew well how difficult it was to kill the damned things.

			Suddenly, they were close enough to see the creatures’ bloodshot eyes, to smell their rancid sweat. Captain Zenthe ducked the clumsy swing of a broadaxe and spun, whipping her blade through the neck of her assailant. The orruk dropped to its knees and she reversed her grip on the blade and brought it stabbing down through the thing’s neck. It gurgled and fell to the ground and she twisted her sword and pulled it free. Another greenskin barrelled across Callis’ vision and bore an aelf to the ground, smashing the unfortunate soul’s face into a bloody ruin with a succession of heavy punches. Callis stepped up behind the orruk and fired a bullet into its skull, and it slumped over its victim, twitching. He turned to see another aelf cut down. Hot blood splattered across his face, and he ­stumbled backwards, cursing. 

			More gunshots, and a piercing, haunted scream above the carnage. He blinked gore from his eyes and sought his bearings. Bodies writhed and killed and staggered in the near-darkness. Toll was several paces ahead of him, hacking and weaving through the melee, fighting with a desperate frenzy quite at odds with his typical, measured swordplay. A trail of bodies lay scattered behind the witch hunter, wisps of smoke rising from gaping bullet holes. But more and more orruks were splitting off to race towards him, and Toll could not carve his way through so many.

			‘Hanniver!’ shouted Callis. ‘Fall back, you madman. You’ll get yourself killed!’

			If Toll heard him, he showed no sign of it. 

			Toll ducked back from the clumsy swing of an orruk’s stone adze and thrust his blade forward, through the beast’s ribcage and into its chest. The creature coughed foul-smelling blood which splattered across his face, and without even thinking, he raised his pistol and fired point-blank into its head. He twisted his blade free and continued forward. His chest was heaving, and his breath ragged. It had been a long time since he had put his body through such punishment, but his quarry was here, and this might be his only chance to serve Sigmar’s justice. To see his butchered corpse strung about the city gates of Excelsis, a warning to anyone who sought to conspire against their own.

			Ortam Vermyre. The Golden Lord. Betrayer of Excelsis, and butcher of the innocent. 

			Once, Toll had counted him a friend. Vermyre had used that misplaced trust and his own lofty position as High Arbiter of the city of Excelsis to condemn thousands to death in the name of the Dark Gods. The judgment for that crime had been too long in coming.

			Another howling face loomed out of the darkness, and he swept his sabre across to carve a red line across its eyes, never slowing his momentum. Ahead, the orruks were hacking their way through Vermyre’s men, overwhelming them with sheer strength and numbers. Still the masked figure watched Toll advance, seemingly oblivious to the death and bloodshed all around him. The witch hunter was close now, perhaps a hundred paces from the melee. He had no idea where the others were, but it did not matter. This was his task alone, and if he died here to end Vermyre’s stain on the realms, he would do so content. Time seemed to slow. He lifted his pistol, put the traitor’s head in the sight. 

			Something struck him in the side, a dead weight that smashed him off his feet just as he pulled the trigger. His gun bucked in his hand, firing high and wide. He hit the ground hard alongside his assailant, where they rolled in a tangle of thrashing limbs. He punched out with the butt of his pistol, unable to free his sword hand for a killing strike, and felt it connect. There was a pained groan, and the grip on his waist loosened. He snarled and rolled his dazed opponent over, grabbed his blade and raised it high, ready to drive it through the traitor’s heart.

			A beam of flickering torchlight washed across the face of Armand Callis, his eyes bulging and his face bloody. Toll’s hand was around the man’s throat, and he was gasping for breath. 

			‘Toll,’ Callis gurgled. ‘It’s me!’

			There was a flare of blue-green light, and Toll loosened his grip on the man’s throat and staggered to his feet. The golden-masked Vermyre rose over the mob of orruks as they tore and hacked his band apart. He was borne aloft on a disc of gleaming metal, which ­rippled with azure flames. Arrows whickered up at him, some missing entirely while others skipped off the floating shield, disappearing into the night. There were screams of outrage from Vermyre’s remaining henchmen, as they realised they were being abandoned to their fate.

			‘Not today, old friend,’ shouted Vermyre. There wasn’t even any gloating in his words. He simply sounded old, and tired. Toll even imagined he heard a hint of regret. Then the man was drifting away, rising off towards the clustered rocks of the crater rim, out and away from the ruined city.

			‘No!’ shouted Toll. Rage and frustration welled up in him like bile, and he raised his gun once more and fired. Nothing but a dry click. Empty. He cursed, fumbling at his belt for a fresh cartridge, but it was too late. Vermyre was gone. Callis was coughing and spluttering, climbing to his knees. Toll turned and grabbed the man by his leather jerkin, slammed him against the nearest wall. 

			‘I had him!’ he snarled. ‘I was about to put a bullet through that bastard’s skull!’

			‘You were about to get your guts ripped out by an orruk axe,’ spat Callis. ‘And you’re welcome, by the way. Next time I’ll not waste my effort. Now get your hands off me.’

			‘Fools, if you’re not too busy throttling each other we need to disappear,’ came a voice from behind. It was Zenthe. Both her curved swords and her clothes were splattered with orruk blood. Her crew were falling back, loosing bolts as they retreated. Behind Zenthe was their prisoner.

			‘I can get us out of here,’ said the aelf girl. ‘I know a path out of this crater.’

			‘Your quarry’s gone, Toll,’ said Zenthe. ‘Now let’s move, before the orruks tire of hacking his hired fools into chum and come for us.’

			She turned and sprinted after the retreating aelves. The smoke was thick around them now. Callis turned to follow Zenthe, shooting Toll a dark look as he went. With one last glance towards the skies, the witch hunter followed.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER EIGHT

			[image: ]

			 


			Shev ran, slipping and sliding across moss-slick rocks and through dense tangles of barbed vines. She could hear bestial howls as the orruks gave chase. Arrows skipped around them. Ahead, a burbling channel of clear water trickled down a rise of shattered columns.

			Ahead, said the voice in her mind, startling her so badly that she almost tripped and fell flat on her face. Climb. We are close. 

			‘Here,’ she shouted to the others, and leapt up to the first cluster of stones.

			‘They’re closing on us,’ shouted the man called Callis. He turned, standing ankle-deep in the running water and raised his pistol. He fired, and a green-skinned figure in the distance crumpled, then lay still. Callis stowed his gun, and Shev stretched out a hand to help him clamber up beside them. The corsair aelves skipped over the rough ground with impressive ease, barely slowing. Ahead was the portico of a great hall, slanted and broken, looming out of the gloom. It was built from blue-white marble, turned a dirty grey by layers of dust. 

			There, declared Occlesius, triumphantly. Your escape route.

			It would be a hard climb, but not an impossible one. Zenthe and her corsairs were already sprinting across the cracked flagstones of the plaza towards the tower of clustering creeper-vines. 

			How did he know about this place, she wondered? You would have thought that being bound to a coffin for several hundred years would limit one’s knowledge of the surrounding area.

			Oh, I was not bound to anything, said Occlesius. She was sure she could hear an element of smug satisfaction in the echo that rippled through her mind. You recall that gem you plucked from my tomb with such quick-fingered grace? That wondrous little device is called a thoughtstone, or a soulstone, and it was fashioned in the arcane forges of Shadespire, greatest city of Shyish. It is crafted from shadeglass. 

			‘Shadeglass?’ Shev muttered. She had come across that word before, somewhere in her father’s notebooks.

			It captures one’s soul upon death. It allowed my consciousness to live on beyond the time of my passing, to drift and travel amidst the walls of this city to certain similar artefacts, to converse with my fellow academicians. There was so much to do, you understand? So much to contemplate. Of course, I had not anticipated sharing the last several hundred years of my existence with only witless orruks for company. Dreadful conversationalists, those creatures. Not to mention their questionable hygiene. They used my herb gardens as a latrine, can you even imagine?

			‘Could you do me a personal favour?’ Shev growled, as she grasped a length of thick, mossy vine and began to climb. ‘Shut up!’

			She realised Callis was hauling himself alongside her, and she tried to ignore the look of bafflement upon his face. More arrows slammed and whickered around them as they climbed. An aelf to her left ­gurgled, spat blood, and tumbled away, three shafts protruding from her back. Shev glanced down. A score of orruks knelt at the base of the columns, loosing from crude bone and hide shortbows. Dozens more were leaping onto the vines, climbing with jagged blackstone knives clamped between oversized fangs. Toll paused his climb, reached into his jacket and produced a small, bronze sphere. He pressed a shallow depression on the device with one thumb, and then tossed it down amongst the gathering throng of orruks. It exploded with a snap-hiss, gushing foul-smelling black smoke. She could hear the beasts retching and hacking, bellowing in outrage. Soon the orruks were enveloped in the stinking cloud, and the arrows they launched were hopelessly inaccurate.

			They were close now. She risked a glance back down. The orruks were gaining on them with terrifying speed, their thick forelimbs dragging them closer and closer, their small, cruel eyes ablaze with killing rage. Another aelf fell, dragged down by grasping hands. He coughed, then screamed as the creatures fell upon him with stabbing blades. Shev’s arms were aching terribly, but fear gave her motion. One grip after another, inch by exhausting inch, she hauled herself higher. The rim of the crater was so close now. Zenthe reached it first, leapt free and caught hold of the opening with both hands, dragging her body over the edge. More aelves made the opening. One turned to pull a fellow corsair out into the moonlight, but three thick shafts of black wood slammed into his chest. He swayed, collapsed to his knees and tumbled back into the rising smoke, forcing Shev to duck to the side to avoid the corpse. Then she was close, and an arm grabbed her firmly by the shoulder and dragged her into fresh air. 

			They had emerged onto a steep hillside. All around them was the swaying sea of the jungle canopy, bathed in turquoise starlight. Below, the ground sloped away sharply for several hundred paces, leading to a tangle of thorny bushes and blessed solid ground. 

			Callis ran forward and began pouring a flask of clear liquid over the web of vines that protruded from the hole. 

			‘Someone get me a torch,’ he yelled, throwing the empty container aside. A dark-skinned aelf woman ran forward, clutching a blazing limb of dried wood. She hurled it down into the darkness and lunged aside as a gout of flame exploded out of the gap. Shev heard deep, guttural bellows of agony, and smoke scoured her eyes. A hulking form hauled itself out of the earth, swinging wildly, wreathed in flames. Toll stepped forward, ducked under the beast’s swipe, and smashed the pommel of his sword into its snout. It toppled backwards, screaming, and disappeared into the rising flames.

			‘The fires won’t stop them for long,’ said Toll. ‘Let’s go.’

			They finally stopped running when the thump of orruk war drums had faded away. They had entered a patch of sparse ground, by the shore of a pool of murky water that shimmered faintly in the moonlight. Clouds of luminescent moths fluttered across the surface, the glow from their wings bathing the ground in a faint green light. Callis leaned against the curve of a tree, panting and coughing, holding the stitch in his side. The aelves took up position around the clearing, aiming their repeater bows out into the encroaching darkness.

			‘We’ve lost them,’ said Toll, stowing his pistol. He marched over to the aelf girl.

			‘You will tell us everything you know,’ he said, in that low, measured voice that he liked to use for scaring the wits out of people. Callis recognised it well, for it had not been long ago that Toll had turned it upon him. ‘From the moment you met Vermyre, to the moment you ran. Leave nothing out. If you lie, I will know.’

			The aelf sighed.

			‘We met in Sayron, perhaps seven months past. At the time, I was cataloguing treasures for some thick-headed noble named Razzicelli, a would-be collector of exotic artefacts with more coin than sense. The pay was good, but the work was dull. Razzicelli had no eye for history or quality. He’d buy anything that sparkled, and hang the price. Still, he had a vault filled with tomes and maps that was larger than the house I grew up in, a library’s worth of priceless documents that he was content to let rot away while he chased worthless baubles.’

			Zenthe snorted with amusement. ‘Sounds like half the nobles in Excelsis.’

			‘The man you call Vermyre introduced himself as a trader of rare goods,’ the aelf went on. ‘I guessed he was from old Azyrite stock, because he had plenty of coin. He wasn’t interested in Razzicelli’s­ goods, though. Only his library. He was looking for a map to Quatzhymos, and he found it. With my help.’

			‘Did he tell you what drove him to find this place?’ asked Toll.

			‘It was the resting place of Occlesius the Realms-Walker.’ 

			‘A traveller and explorer from many hundreds of years ago,’ said Toll, answering Callis’ confused expression. ‘Before the fall. His writings survive in the great libraries of Azyrheim, but the location of his tomb has long been a mystery.’

			‘No longer,’ said the aelf. ‘I had been searching the Taloncoast for a sign of its location for over a decade. I’d found a few clues within Razzicelli’s archives. Historical accounts of a city of scholars and learned souls, a place where the high-minded could study and converse in solitude. But it was only when the Golden… when Vermyre and I shared our findings that we finally discovered the location of Quatzhymos. He hired the sellswords, and I was the guide.’

			Callis studied the aelf as she talked. She seemed admirably unruff­led under the circumstances, but there was something strange about the way she spoke. Halting, as if her mind kept slipping from the subject. It was odd. Callis had seen enough terrible liars in his time as a guardsman to recognise the common tics, but this was different somehow. 

			‘What does Vermyre seek?’ asked Toll. 

			‘I…’ the woman began, then frowned and shook her head.

			‘He came there for a reason. Think,’ barked the witch hunter. 

			‘It’s called the Silver Shard,’ the aelf said at last. Her eyebrows were furrowed in confusion, as if she didn’t quite understand the words she was speaking. ‘It’s an artefact from a time long ago. Before the tempest of Sigmar. Before the fall. Before the first tribes of mortalkind.’

			‘What does he want with it?’ asked Callis. ‘Vermyre’s no fool. If he’s after some kind of relic, you can bet he has a mind to use it, and I’m betting whatever he’s planning is nothing good.’

			The aelf shook her head, staring blankly into the distance.

			‘This thing, it has great power,’ she said. ‘Power to shape reality. To unmake mountains and to boil the seas. But that’s not why he seeks it. At least, that’s not the only reason.’

			‘Why then?’ asked Toll. The question seemed to shake the aelf out of her stupor.

			‘He wants to fix himself…’ she said. 

			‘He’s been injured?’

			‘No,’ she shuddered. ‘Or at least, not exactly. He’s been… changed. His face. Whatever it was, it wasn’t human. It was writhing, like a pit of vipers.’ 

			Her skin turned pale, and her eyes became wide. She turned and stared at Toll, as if seeing him for the first time.

			‘He’s broken,’ she whispered. ‘And he’ll do anything to fix himself. Anything. This device, he believes it’s what he’s been looking for, but he’s wrong.’

			‘This artefact you speak of,’ said Zenthe, wiping orruk blood off her blade with the tail of her longcoat. ‘Where does it lie?’ 

			‘The Fatescar Mountains. There is a city there, lost to time, hidden by illusions.’

			Callis frowned. The Fatescar range dominated the northern edge of the Taloncoast, a colossal, hook-shaped expanse of strange, geometric mountains that drifted in the air above a sprawling expanse of thick jungle. What magic kept the immense rocks afloat, no one could say. He knew of several expeditions that had been launched into the area, but none had ever returned. On its own, that was not entirely surprising. There was no corner of the Taloncoast that was safe for travellers to walk. These lands were so wild that he doubted they could ever be truly tamed, even by the might of Sigmar’s heaven-forged armies. 

			‘I’ve heard strange tales about the Fatescars,’ said Zenthe, thoughtfully. ‘Entire fleets of privateer ships disappearing into nothing. Ships being raised high into the air upon winds of magic. Tribes of faceless serpent people. Of course, there’s a thousand tales like that from all across the Taloncoast, and most of them are bilge made up by drunkards or liars.’

			‘There was once a city in those mountains,’ said Arclis. Again, she had that strange expression, like she was reading the words from a tome that only she could see. ‘From there, powerful mages ruled over the Taloncoast… and beyond. Shaping the world to their liking. It was they who discovered, or perhaps crafted, the Silver Shard, a weapon of such power that it could undo reality itself. With it they mastered the magicks of illusion and transmutation.’

			Callis frowned. ‘I’ve never heard word of this empire you speak of.’

			‘This was long, long ago,’ Shev said. ‘Before the God-King returned to the realms. A rival power sought to steal the source of their strength away. There was a great battle… Many deaths. The bearers of the Shard were destroyed. Utterly. Completely.’

			‘Who ended them?’ asked Toll.

			‘No one remembers.’

			She blinked and flinched slightly, as if she had been splashed with cold water, then fell silent. Toll was watching her like a hawk, as was Zenthe. There was something strange about this one.

			‘This is where Vermyre is headed?’ said Toll. ‘You are certain?’

			‘Yes,’ the aelf replied. ‘He heads to Xoantica.’

			‘We shall see,’ the witch hunter said. ‘Bind the aelf’s hands,’ he barked to Callis. ‘She comes with us. I have more questions for her.’

			The aelf raised her chin. ‘My name is Shev Arclis, and it would do you well to use it.’ 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER NINE

			[image: ]

			 


			It took several long, miserable days for them to trek back through the jungle. Early on the first day, it began to rain so thick and fierce that you could barely see more than a few paces ahead. The sweltering heat went nowhere, and so they had the unique pleasure of being roasted alive and soaked to the skin at the same time. Zenthe’s aelves hacked their way through thick vines and boughs with their long blades, cursing to each other in guttural aelfish. To Shev’s relief, they seemed to know this land well. They deftly avoided clusters of spore-spewing mushrooms and predatory strangler vines, and worked with a quiet efficiency that was a world apart from her former companions. She studied them as they worked. Their skin was brown and sun-beaten, and marked everywhere with tattoos in black ink. They were lithe, but well-muscled, especially in the arms, and almost all of them bore nasty scars, gouges and burns – the life of a corsair in the Beastlands was rarely short of dangers. 

			For the first couple of days, Occlesius barely stayed quiet for more than a few minutes at a time, peppering her with questions about the wider world. It was when she told him of the rise of Chaos, the butchery and horror that had overrun the realms, that he withdrew, remaining quiet and pensive for the rest of the journey. When she did speak to him, she made sure to keep her voice to a whisper. She kept the shadeglass stone close, palming it when a grim-faced aelf corsair searched her for weapons, never revealing it when in eyeshot of her new companions. It was best, in her experience, to keep hold of whatever advantage you had for as long as possible. 

			Captain Zenthe never strayed far from Shev’s side. The aelf, unlike her human companions, seemed in oddly high spirits. She seemed particularly interested in her new prisoner, quizzing Shev each night when they finally sat down to rest about her past and her know­ledge of the region. Every time Shev spoke of the ruins and wonders she had seen in her travels, Zenthe’s eyes sparkled like those of a hunting cat before it pounced. It was a look that Shev was entirely familiar with. She’d seen it in the eyes of countless avaricious ‘collectors’, explorers and sellswords in her time.

			Watch that woman closely, said Occlesius, after one such session. She is the most dangerous creature amongst this band.

			The humans, Callis and Toll, remained something of a mystery. The witch hunter was hardly what she had expected from the stories she had heard of the most feared Order of Azyr. He was quiet, unassuming, allowing Zenthe to command the expedition and bark out orders while he followed on behind in brooding silence. Occasionally, however, she felt his eyes on her, and when she turned, his gaze sent a faint shiver of unease rippling down her spine. That was another look she had seen before, in the eyes of the Golden Lord. Cold, calculating. She had no doubt that if he deemed it necessary, this man would snuff out her life without hesitation. 

			Callis was another oddity. He was no sellsword, that was clear. His posture was too stiff, his weapons and gear too well-oiled and expensive. He had a soldier’s bearing, alert and precise in his movement, his hand never straying from the hilt of his blade. She could hear an almost constant stream of curses coming from the man as he strode after Zenthe’s aelves, wiping sweat from his grimy brow and swatting at the finger-sized insects that buzzed and hovered around their party, waiting for their moment to dart forward and partake in a feast of drained blood. He was a city boy, not an explorer. His dark hair was cut neatly in a military style, and his neat beard and moustache had grown bushy and wiry from days out in the wilderness. His skin was dark and sun-beaten, and his unremarkable yet rugged clothes – a dark poncho over a loose cotton tunic, with simple brown breeches tucked into abhor-hide boots – suggested to her he was one of the reclaimed, a descendent of mortal tribesman, rather than a citizen of Arnhem. She wondered how it was that a simple Freeguild footslogger had ended up in the employ of the Order.

			Eventually, blissfully, the jungle – and the deluge – began to recede, and they could glimpse the glimmering, azure sea in the distance, through the scraps of withered mangroves. Ahead, she saw cliffs of jagged granite curving around to form a shadowed inlet. There was no beach. The overgrown thickets of the Fatescars reached out over the water, as if outraged at this intruder into their domain. Looming in the centre of the bay was a sleek, black vessel, perhaps two hundred paces from stern to keel. It hung low to the water, almost as if it could slip into the surf like some great aquatic beast to hunt the ocean depths. Its sails were pitch black, angular like barbed daggers, and on each flank it bore a score of wicked-looking ballistae. 

			‘The Thrice Lucky,’ said Captain Zenthe, as they looked down upon the wolf-ship. ‘Have you ever sailed on an aelven wave-cutter, girl?’

			‘No,’ she replied. ‘She’s a beauty.’

			‘That she is,’ said Zenthe, sounding like a doting parent discussing her favourite child. ‘Black-oak hull from the Septillion Forest, can stop a duardin cannon from a dozen paces. Two-score Azyr-forged grand arbalests, strong enough to punch through an Ur-kraken’s hide. She’s fast as a zephyr and will kill you with a look.’

			‘Sigmar spare us this speech again,’ muttered Callis as he brushed past. 

			Zenthe gave Shev a smirk. ‘The human has no appreciation for the finer things in life.’

			They picked their way gingerly down towards the bay, hauling themselves through the thick foliage. Shev’s feet ached terribly, and her wet clothes had rubbed her skin raw. She would trade a hundred gold pieces for a minute’s rest. Not that she had such money, or was within a thousand leagues of anywhere to spend it. 

			As they splashed into the shallow waters of the bay, heading towards the ship, a figure appeared on the deck, leaning nonchalantly against the guardrail. 

			It was an aelf, dressed in the same black leathers as the rest of Zenthe’s crew, and similarly swathed in ink and piercings. His angular head was bald, and he wore a violet bandana stained almost black with sweat.

			‘Captain,’ he shouted, and gestured back over his shoulder. Several more of the crew approached and dangled a rope ladder over the side. Callis gestured Shev forward, and she began to climb. Zenthe didn’t bother with the aid, instead nimbly scaling the hull, somehow finding foot and handholds in the smooth black surface and leaping gracefully onto the deck.

			Shev hauled herself over the side, and found herself face to face with two-score hard-eyed corsairs.

			‘Lock her in the brig,’ said Toll, clambering onto the deck behind her. Zenthe nodded to two burly shiphands, who grabbed Shev none-too-gently by the shoulders and marched her towards a covered hatchway in the deck, down a flight of rough, stained stairs and into the guts of the ship. It smelled of oil, salt and blood down here, though it was a far cry from the stinking galley she and the Golden Lord had hired to transport them. The woodwork was sleek, intricate, polished. Well maintained, without a sign of rootworm infestation or other damage. More crewmembers were oiling the huge spring mechanisms of the great ballistae she had seen from afar, placing barbed spears of black iron in metal containers next to the artillery weapons. A barrel marked with a crimson skull was positioned next to each weapon, tied firmly in place and secured with an iron cap. Tracks of dull iron were embedded in the floor beneath each ballista, so that the weapons could be retracted and brought forward to the firing ports. Shev noticed the floor here was noticeably darker, chipped and stained with patches of reddish-brown.

			They strode through another deck, this one filled with rows of silken hammocks, faintly luminescent in the gloom. An aelf knelt nearby, an open box at his feet. She noticed, with a slight shiver of revulsion, that he was watching several large, pale spiders crawl over the bedding, diligently stitching up holes and weaving new strands. The aelf glanced lazily in their direction, and gazed at her with disinterest as he snatched one of the wriggling arachnids and placed it back in its container.

			Finally, on the next floor, they came to the brig: a small, cramped chamber at the rear of the ship. One of the aelves pushed her roughly into the cell and swung a latticed door closed. As it slammed shut, a series of interlocking spars clicked into place. 

			‘Could I get some water?’ she shouted, as the aelves turned to leave. ‘I’m parched.’

			They ignored her. She sighed, slumped to the hard floor and tried to sleep.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TEN

			[image: ]

			 


			‘Tell me again,’ said Toll. ‘All of it. Everything you can remember about him, anything he said to you, any detail that you can recall.’

			Shev sighed, and raised her eyes to the ceiling of her cell.

			‘I’ve told you over and over,’ she said. ‘What more can I say?’

			The witch hunter got up from his chair facing her cell, and paced the room, spinning his wide-brimmed hat in his hands. She watched him, eyes heavy with fatigue. His questioning had not been exactly what she expected. When he had first appeared, emerging from the darkness bearing a single candle, one hand on his sword hilt, she had feared the worst. 

			She had heard the stories. Everyone had. When agents of the Order of Azyr roamed the streets, people vanished. As a child growing up in Excelsis, she remembered one occasion when she had passed the Halls of Questioning with her father and they had heard the faint sound of screams on the wind. His face had gone very pale, and he had ushered her away, answering her intrigued questions with only stern silence.

			But there had been no sharp instruments, no hot pokers or thumbscrews.

			‘Torture is a blunt weapon,’ Toll had said, interpreting her surprise. ‘It has its uses. But I find it unreliable. Cut a man enough and he’ll tell you everything you want to hear, and nothing you can trust. Besides, I take no pleasure in pain for the sake of pain, unlike many of my colleagues. I prefer to utilise leverage.’

			‘Leverage?’

			‘You are alone, hundreds of miles from any port of safe haven. For the moment, I deem you to be useful. You know of Vermyre’s activities, you know more than most regarding his state of mind, his physical condition. That information is of value to me. It would benefit you to continue to prove useful, Miss Arclis.’

			And so she had talked until her throat was sore, at great length, recalling every conversation, every thought she had ever had concerning the man she had known as the Golden Lord, this Ortam Vermyre. Toll listened intently, interrupting her every now and then with urgent questions, sometimes entirely unexpected queries that threw her off guard. Had she ever seen him consume food or water? Did he walk with a limp? When did she meet with him, at what times and in which locations?

			This had continued for hours, and she was thoroughly exhausted. She had not slept more than an hour or two in the last few days. The fug of tiredness was causing her to repeat herself, or confuse dates and times.

			Now she could hear the tramp of feet on the decks above, and the distant echo of bellowed orders. It was sometime near dawn, and the ship was stirring. They had been going all night. Toll stopped his pacing and placed his hat back on his head. If he was as shattered as she was, he didn’t show it. He nodded to her.

			‘You’re of no use to me half-asleep,’ he said. ‘Rest. We will continue this later.’

			With that, the man headed for the stairs, leaving her alone in the gloom once more. She reached for the shadeglass gem, concealed in a hidden pocket built in the sole of her right boot. They’d searched her thoroughly, but not well enough to discover all of her tricks.

			The witch hunter is persistent, Occlesius mused. And he wishes this Vermyre dead. Fiercely. 

			‘I’ve no argument with that,’ muttered Shev. 

			Hmm. I must say, I’ll be rather annoyed if I’ve finally escaped from my tedious imprisonment in Quatzhymos only to spend the rest of my days in some dank dungeon. 

			‘So what do you think?’ asked Callis, feeling almost human again after a night’s sleep, a wash and a change of clothing. He leaned on the rail of the ship alongside Toll, watching as the Thrice Lucky drifted out of the bay and into open water. He would not miss this godsforsaken place, that was certain. 

			‘About the girl’s story?’ said the witch hunter. ‘She doesn’t strike me as a cutthroat. Nor a thief, in all honesty. I don’t think she was misleading about Vermyre, at least. But she’s hiding something. I’ve been doing this long enough to recognise the signs. There’s more to her than meets the eye.’

			Callis nodded. ‘I was thinking much the same.’

			There was an awkward silence, broken only by the roar of waves crashing against the hull. Callis glanced at Toll out of the corner of his eye. The witch hunter stared expressionlessly towards the departing coast. He looked old. Tired.

			‘Speak, if you have something to say,’ Toll said at last. ‘But for Sigmar’s sake stop staring at me like that.’

			Callis shook his head.

			‘You almost got yourself killed back there,’ he said.

			‘I almost get myself killed every other day,’ Toll replied. ‘It is an unfortunate but necessary part of my profession.’

			‘Don’t do that. Don’t brush this off. I’ve never seen you charge into battle like that, without any regard for your life. You’ve made this personal.’

			Toll turned sharply and met his gaze. 

			‘Of course it’s personal,’ he growled. ‘This is not some simple criminal we’re chasing, one of thousands I’ve put down over the years. This man, I knew him. I called him friend. For years, Callis. For decades, and I never saw it. Not once. He made a fool of me, and he killed the best, most loyal duardin I ever knew. And you wonder why I want to see him dead, at any cost?’

			‘At the cost of your own life?’

			‘Of course. Vermyre cannot be allowed to live, Callis. He almost brought a city of the God-King to its knees. Can you even comprehend what would have happened, had his plans reached fruition? The lives that would have been lost? The slaughter, the horror?’

			Toll suddenly reached out and grasped Callis by the shoulder, his fingers digging in painfully. He leaned in, his teeth gritted and his eyes narrowed.

			‘Don’t get in my way again, Armand. If I have to give my life to see that man dead, it’s a price I will pay gladly. If you cannot understand that, then you have no place at my side.’

			Callis shrugged him off. 

			‘Not interrupting anything, am I?’ came a cheerful voice. Captain Zenthe came over, trailed by her first mate, Oscus. The dark-skinned aelf commanded the Thrice Lucky when Zenthe was ashore, which Callis took to be a mark of how firmly she trusted him. 

			‘Nothing that concerns you,’ said Toll.

			‘On my ship, everything concerns me, Hanniver,’ the aelf replied. ‘But suit yourself. There’s a strong wind up, and the seas are calm. We’ll make good speed.’

			‘Not quickly enough,’ muttered the witch hunter. ‘Vermyre’s already on the move. Every second we delay gives him the chance to reach the Fatescars before us.’

			‘He won’t arrive before us. We’re making for Bilgeport,’ said Captain Zenthe. ‘The corsair city. It’s a pit of scum, but the sky-traders do good business there. We can hire an airship, book passage to the mountains.’

			‘It means dealing with the Kharadron,’ said Oscus. ‘They’ll bleed us for this. For certain, if they know there’s a prize waiting at the end of the journey.’ 

			Zenthe waved a hand dismissively. 

			‘I’ve negotiated with the sky runts before. They bluster and bellow, but they’re a practical enough bunch where money is concerned. I’ll get us passage.’

			Callis had never had any dealings with the duardin sky-sailors, but he knew their reputation. Avaricious, insular, easy riled and not to be crossed. Few knew the hidden places of the realms better, it was said, though they did not share their knowledge or expertise without exacting a hefty fee in return. It hardly surprised him that they frequented the corsair city of Bilgeport.

			‘The High Captains of Bilgeport have haunted the trade-lanes for a dozen years,’ Toll said. ‘I trust them less than I’d trust a crystal-viper. They’re bold these days. They know our armies are overstretched, and they bleed our trade fleets dry and sell us back our own goods at twice the price, blaming their attacks on barbarians or sea monsters.’

			Zenthe grinned.

			‘My type of vermin. Don’t worry yourself, witch hunter. The moment they see the shadow of the Thrice Lucky drift into port they’ll be grovelling at my feet.’

			‘They’re killers and thieves.’

			‘Yes they are. And if you want to track your man down, you’ll have to learn to bear it. At least for now. This is the wilds, Hanniver. We’re far away from the Coast of Tusks and from your precious city. You’re only one man, and your reputation means less than nothing out here.’

			The witch hunter assented with a nod, but Callis was fairly sure that was not his last word on the subject. 

			‘It’s a long journey to Bilgeport,’ said Zenthe, fetching a black leather flask from her belt and ripping free the stopper with her teeth. She took a long draught and offered it to Callis, who shook his head.

			‘Suit yourself. Anyway, we’ll soon be heading into dangerous waters. You keep your eyes open and act as we say, and you might just make it through alive.’

			Callis felt his stomach sink. During the voyage from Excelsis, they had found themselves within an inch of a bloody death on several occasions. Pods of leathery behemoths that hurtled through the waves at frightening speed, and unleashed tidal waves large enough to drown an entire town every time they breached the surface. Gales of razor-sharp teeth that had whipped and shredded at the hull as they huddled below decks. Translucent, glowing pseudopods that wrapped around the hull in the depths of night, searching for flesh to drain dry. With these memories fresh in his mind, he wondered exactly what constituted dangerous waters to the aelf captain.
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			Shev spent two days swaying between sheer boredom and extreme discomfort. The hardwood planks of her cell made her bones ache terribly, and when she tried to snatch a few hours of precious sleep, the rolling and yawing of the ship sent her tumbling painfully back and forth. Thankfully, Occlesius seemed just as sick of the situation as she did, and rarely emerged to pester her with his endless questions. He seemed rather sullen, as if he resented her short temper and rudeness. She could not care less for that, as long as he stayed out of her head. Every now and then, aelven corsairs wandered through the hold on some errand or another, but despite her best efforts they paid her no attention beyond fetching her stale, maggot-ridden bread, oversalted meat and water every morning.

			On the third day she was woken from a fitful slumber by a rapping at her cell. She blinked, bleary-eyed, and saw Captain Zenthe leaning against the bars, dragging the hilt of her sword along the wood.

			‘Well rested?’ asked the corsair.

			‘Obviously not,’ muttered Shev, rubbing at her sore back. ‘So you finally remembered about me then.’

			‘How could I forget,’ said Zenthe, with a grin. ‘It’s not every day you come across an aelf treasure-seeker who consorts with the most wanted heretic on the Taloncoast.’

			‘Historian,’ said Shev. ‘Not a treasure hunter.’

			Zenthe shrugged. ‘As you like. Point is, you’ve got plenty of secrets tucked in that brain of yours. Plenty of knowledge that might benefit an intrepid ship’s captain such as yours truly. Get up.’

			Interesting, said Occlesius. I wonder if our witch hunter friend is aware of this little chat. 

			Zenthe rapped her knuckles on the hardwood cell door, which swung open. Cautiously, Shev clambered to her feet.

			‘Are you hungry?’ asked the captain. ‘Come with me.’

			Zenthe’s cabin looked more like the shop of an obsessive antiquarian than a ship captain’s home. She could barely move for trinkets, gew-gaws, mementos and trophies. Yellow, curling maps were piled high on a bleached wooden desk, scattered with compasses, quills and all manner of nautical implements, the function of which escaped Shev. Dangling from the ceiling, gently swaying, was a globe of turquoise glass, home to a cephalopodic form that peered at her through one ink-black orb with an air of intense irritation. A row of blades of all different shapes and sizes covered the rear wall, from fine Excelsian steel sabres to strange, vicious-looking duelling hooks attached to spiked gauntlets. There was a strong smell of oil and rich wood, with a hint of spices.

			A truly fascinating collection, mused Occlesius. Clearly this aelf has done a fair bit of travelling herself. Pray ask her what that squid creature up there is, I’ve never seen one of those before.

			‘No,’ hissed Shev under her breath.

			‘Sit,’ said Zenthe, gesturing to a stool piled high with detritus. Shev brushed it aside as carefully as she could manage. Something darted out from under the pile of leather-bound tomes and scattered trinkets. A golden scarab: no living creature, but a ticking, whirring automaton. It settled on Zenthe’s desk, until the aelf captain brushed it away with an irritated swipe and put her boots up on the hardwood surface. She stared at Shev with narrowed eyes, rapping one finger on the side of the desk. There was a rather long silence.

			‘So,’ said Zenthe, finally. ‘How does someone like you end up in league with a traitor like Vermyre?’

			‘I told you before, I had no idea who he was.’

			‘You must have heard of the battle of Excelsis. Towers in the sky, daemons on the streets. The purges. The burnings. It’s not only Hanniver Toll who hunts the man. I’ve never seen so many bounty-seekers and findsmen on the prowl. His face is on the wall of every outpost from here to Hammerhal.’

			‘He doesn’t look like that anymore,’ muttered Shev, suppressing a shudder as she recalled the things that writhed within the Golden Lord’s face. 

			Zenthe frowned at the remark, but didn’t press further.

			‘I had no idea who he was,’ Shev continued. ‘He was just someone with resources. Someone who seemed to share the same interests as me. He was clever. Careful. He knew his work, and he knew when to let me take the lead.’

			There was a knock on the door, and an aelf entered. He hobbled across to Zenthe’s desk, bearing two plates. His left leg tap-tapped on the floor as he walked. It was made of dully gleaming steel, thin with sharp, splayed claws. The smell of smoke-cured fish caught Shev’s nostrils and her stomach groaned with longing. 

			Zenthe nodded at the cook and pushed a plate across to her guest.

			‘Eat,’ she said.

			She needed no urging, and fell upon the meal like a starving wolf at a carcass. 

			‘How did you get into all this?’ asked the captain. ‘Raiding ruins is not exactly common work.’

			‘My father raised me out here,’ said Shev through a mouthful of food. ‘In the wilds, on endless journeys, excavations. He was Azyr-born. Fascinated by what lay beyond the gates of the celestial city, out in the realms. He was searching for answers as to what the world was like before the fall. How people lived. How they died. He never stopped travelling, and I went with him. Eventually age caught up with him, and he couldn’t do it anymore.’

			‘He aged? So he was not an aelf, then? Not your real father?’

			‘As real as any,’ snapped Shev. ‘He never abandoned me on some street corner like my own flesh and blood did. He raised me, taught me.’

			Zenthe held up her hands.

			‘Aye, I understand. The man was a saint. Good for him. So you’ve travelled far, then? You’ve visited many ruins and tombs that happen to be stuffed with priceless valuables ripe for the taking?’

			‘I told you, I’m no grave-robber.’

			The captain waved that off, as if it were of no consequence at all. 

			‘Do you have any idea how much a woman can make from the black market sale of old world relics?’ she said. ‘There are so many fat, rich fools from Azyr looking to spend their coin on useless trinkets from one dead kingdom or another. I could use your knowledge, girl. This is the way fortunes are made.’

			Shev wasn’t about to say that coin didn’t mean a thing to her, but the idea of helping rich Azyrites loot all the priceless artefacts they desired and haul them off back to their palatial residences and private collections was not exactly appealing. 

			‘I keep telling you,’ she said. ‘I’m not interested.’

			‘Well, that’s a shame,’ sighed Zenthe. ‘I was hoping that if we were to work together I might be able to persuade Toll not to put a bullet in your head once he’s done with you, but it seems it isn’t to be.’ 

			‘He’s a witch hunter. He speaks with the authority of Sigmar himself. How could you stop him, even if you wanted to?’

			The captain’s eyes narrowed, and she snarled, revealing sharp white teeth.

			‘The only word that matters on the Thrice Lucky is my own. Toll is a guest on my ship, only for as long as I allow it. He’s already stretching my patience thin by dragging me on this fool’s endeavour. You know, there will already be some upstart fool back in Excelsis laying their plans for usurping my territory. Do you know how many souls I’ll have to send back to the deep when I return?’

			‘Why come out here at all?’

			‘Because being at the top of the food chain becomes dull after a while.’

			Zenthe speared a chunk of smoked fish with her knife and devoured it, never taking her eyes from Shev. She lowered the knife slowly, until it pointed at Shev’s coat pocket.

			‘So,’ the captain said. ‘Are you going to tell me about that shiny trinket you’ve been cradling?’

			Shev froze. 

			Careful, said Occlesius. I warned you that this one was dangerous.

			‘This,’ she said, reflexively grasping one hand to the shadeglass orb. ‘It’s just an heirloom. From my mother’s family. I keep it close.’

			‘Hmm,’ said Zenthe. ‘Let me see it, just to be sure.’

			She stretched one hand out, twirling her knife in the other.

			Hesitantly, Shev fished the orb from her pocket and handed it to the aelf. Zenthe closed one eye and held the crystal up to the light. She rolled it in her hand, and tapped it with her blade. Then she leaned back, tossing it up into the air deftly, eyeing Shev. Catching it, she wrapped the stone in her palm, slammed her hand on the desk and raised it again, fingers splayed, to show that the orb had disappeared. 

			‘Looks valuable. Maybe I should take care of it for you,’ she said. ‘How would you feel about that?’

			‘I told you,’ said Shev, leaning forward and meeting the captain’s eye. ‘It was my mother’s jewel. I’d like it back.’

			The captain’s hand shot out, so fast that Shev barely saw it move. It stopped an inch before Shev’s eyes, the jewel once again clutched between the captain’s fingers.

			‘I can appreciate a clever liar, but I don’t like being taken for a fool,’ Zenthe whispered. ‘Think carefully about your place on this ship, girl. You have few enough allies as it is.’

			She opened her hand and let the shadeglass gem fall into Shev’s lap. Rummaging around in her desk, she brought out a silver chain with an empty locket. She flicked it with her knife, and Shev caught it. The locket was just large enough to house the crystal.

			‘If that’s such a treasured heirloom of yours, it seems a good idea to keep it safe and in plain sight, no? Consider this a gift.’

			There was a frantic knocking on the door, and the first mate, Oscus, bounded through. He wore a devilish grin.

			‘Fin on the horizon,’ he said. ‘Thirty-pointer, at least.’

			Zenthe practically jumped over the desk.

			‘Beat to quarters,’ she shouted. ‘Ready the arbalests. I don’t care if it takes us off course, I’m not letting a beast that size escape us.’

			She turned to Shev, fire in her eyes, all the tension that had filled the room dispersed in a moment.

			‘Want to see the Thrice Lucky in action?’

			Oh yes indeed, said an excited Occlesius.

			Shev shrugged, not sharing his enthusiasm.
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			The deck was a maelstrom of activity. Corsairs rushed to and fro, dragging great barrels marked with blood-red runes to areas on the foredeck, and lashing them in place with thick chains. The sails were at full mast, billowing forwards with the wind behind them. Shev blinked and winced at the blazing sunlight, unprepared for its intensity after several days locked up in near-darkness. They were out on the open ocean now, a churning expanse of green-tinged waters below, a cirrus-streaked desert of azure above. The seas were calm, by the standards of the Taloncoast. The Thrice Lucky rose and yawed beneath them, carving through rushing wave-walls with ease, sending up a shower of bracing mist. Shev took a deep gulp of fresh air. It certainly felt good to be outside again. She rushed alongside the captain to the fore rail. Scanning the line where sea met sky, she could see nothing. Zenthe had a golden eyeglass raised, ornately crafted to resemble the questing tentacles of some deep-sea creature. 

			‘Sight me,’ she bellowed.

			‘Two leagues off the starboard bow, captain,’ shouted a lookout nestled in the rigging over their heads. ‘We’re closing. Blood of Khaine, it’s a big beast.’

			‘I see it,’ hissed Zenthe. ‘A ghyreshark. It’s our lucky day. Oscus, I have the wheel.’

			She tossed the eyeglass to Shev and darted over to the prow, and the great wheel. It was carved from the same black wood as the vessel, but wrapped in leathery hide. An aelf abandoned the device as the captain approached, handing her control of the Thrice Lucky.

			Shev raised the eyeglass and gazed over in the direction that Zenthe had indicated. At first the violent motion of the ship made it almost impossible for her to sight in, but after a few moments she steadied herself, and managed to scan the horizon. Nothing. She moved along, searching for something. There. She frowned. That was no fin. It was a mast, sticking out of the water, almost as tall as the Thrice Lucky itself. She looked again, and her heart froze in her chest. It was a creature, all right. She could see the black immensity of it just below the waves. The fin was immense, barbed and serrated like a saw blade. It was hard to gauge exact distances from here, but it looked like it could easily fill the deck of the Thrice Lucky. 

			That is indeed a ghyreshark. A species well-known for its vicious hunting patterns. It kills far more than it can consume. Many scholars contend that it possesses a daemonic taint, which would account for its legendary ferocity.

			‘We are going to die,’ she whispered. Oscus heard her, and gave a malicious bark of laughter. 

			‘Maybe we will,’ he said, and flashed her a grin. ‘Or maybe we’ll earn enough from the kill to make this entire voyage worthwhile.’ 

			Hanniver Toll emerged on deck, his companion, Callis, in tow. The ex-soldier looked ever so slightly green. He was clearly not a nautical man, then.

			‘Are we under attack?’ shouted the witch hunter, rushing to the rail and peering off at the horizon.

			‘Not yet,’ laughed Zenthe, pulling the wheel far to starboard, angling the Thrice Lucky in towards the looming monstrosity. ‘But I’d recommend holding onto your hat, witch hunter. This may get a little rough.’

			Toll turned, and saw Shev. She backed off a little, raising her hands. He strode over to her, and for a moment she thought he was going to grab her and drag her back down to the brig. Instead, he held a hand out for the eyeglass. She handed it over. The witch hunter raised it to his eye.

			‘Sigmar’s blood,’ he cursed. 

			He handed the eyeglass back and marched over to Zenthe.

			‘This was not the deal, Arika,’ he growled. ‘You were handsomely paid for this journey, and I bled myself dry getting you what you wanted. Our target is Vermyre. We are not here to go… fishing.’

			‘We’re six months past the deadline you gave me, witch hunter,’ Zenthe replied, not even turning to meet the man’s gaze. ‘Six months. And have I complained? Have I threatened to abandon you here and return to Excelsis?’

			‘Yes. Every day. In fact, you threatened that exact thing this morning, not four hours ago.’

			Zenthe laughed. ‘Perhaps you’re right about that.’

			She turned, and slapped Toll affectionately on the shoulder.

			‘Don’t look so worried, Hanniver,’ she said in a cheerful voice. ‘This will be a morning’s work, at that. The beast’s close, and there’s nothing on these seas that can outrun the Thrice Lucky when her blood is up. We’ll have the thing gutted and skinned before you can blink.’

			‘Or it will eat this ship whole, and we’ll all die out here for nothing.’

			‘Or that might happen, yes. But there’s no use complaining, as you so rightfully pointed out to me. Just make yourself useful and do as I say, and we’ll be back on the trail of your traitorous friend in no time.’

			Shev held the glass out for Callis, who stood at her side looking very far from comfortable.

			‘You want to look?’ she asked.

			‘No thanks. I think I’ll save the soul-rending terror until the sea monster’s a bit closer, if it’s all the same to you.’

			Shev laughed.

			‘The captain knows what she’s about,’ she said. ‘This is what they do for a living, after all. I’m sure we’ll be fine.’

			That unearned confidence faded, flickered and died over the following minutes, as the Thrice Lucky drew closer to their quarry, and the true scale of the ghyreshark became clear. 

			Shev clambered midway up the mainmast for a better view, grasping a firm hold of the sinew ropes that bound the Thrice Lucky’s sails in place. She looked ahead, and could see the great fin sending streams of water surging in its wake. The creature was vast. One could see the shimmering silhouette of it a few feet beneath the waves, enormous and streamlined, carving through the water like a bullet. Its great tail flicked from side to side, large enough to crush a dozen warriors with a single swipe. How could they even begin to hurt such a monster? Its angular head was large enough to engulf the prow of their ship. As she watched, the creature rose, letting its snout break the surface. One enormous eye gazed sidelong at them, a huge, pitch-black orb nestled above a maw crammed with fangs the size of greatswords.

			That is… rather larger than I had been led to believe. Mhyroone’s Scourges of the Beast-sea contends that the ghyreshark can grow no larger than two-hundred spans, but that seems markedly larger.

			‘Maybe they’ve grown up a bit while you’ve been trapped in that amulet,’ she said.

			It would appear so.

			There was something primal and terrifying about the sleek, blunt ferocity of that body, colossal even in such a vast expanse of open water. All she could think of was how easy it would be to tumble overboard into that bottomless abyss, and how helpless you would feel splashing around and choking on water while that enormous shadow circled closer and closer. She gripped the guide-rope so hard it hurt.

			They should not be standing open on the deck, said Occlesius. Shev glanced below, and saw the aelves rushing to and fro with barbed harpoons in hand. She could see Callis, struggling to maintain his footing on the yawing deck.

			‘Why?’ she said.

			Those great jaws are not a ghyreshark’s only weapon. 

			Callis had long ago decided that the open sea was not for him. The jungles of the Taloncoast might be filled with slavering monsters, flesh-eating insect swarms and all manner of other horrors, but at least there you could run. Or stand and fight. Or hide. Out here, you were so awfully exposed, with only a few-score lengths of solid wood between you and the great, bottomless nothing of the ocean. Which was filled with creatures like the one currently eyeing them like they were a floating dinner table piled high with its favourite treats. He wanted to throw up, and only refrained from hurling his meagre breakfast over the side of the ship because he didn’t want to give Zenthe’s crew another reason to despise him.

			‘Arika Zenthe,’ muttered Toll, striding over and shaking his head. ‘She’ll be the death of me, I swear it.’

			He glanced at Callis and winced.

			‘Throne of Azyr,’ he said, ‘you look awful.’

			‘If it matters, I feel even worse,’ he snapped. ‘Look at the size of that thing. How are we going to do anything but scratch its hide with these glorified crossbows? You need cannon to take something that size down. Lots of them.’

			The witch hunter squinted out towards the great shadow of the beast. It was close now, within the range of an arbalest volley. As they watched, it sank out of sight, its great fin dipping below the waves. Zenthe hauled on the ship’s wheel, and the Thrice Lucky turned sharply to port, leaning so hard that the two men had to shuffle and stagger to regain their balance.

			‘She’s circling for a strike,’ yelled the captain. ‘Give her a volley as soon as she breaches.’

			Toll grabbed Callis by the shoulders.

			‘Trust me, the Thrice Lucky is built for this work,’ he shouted, over the groaning of timbers and the roar of the flapping sails above them. ‘Do as they say, and for Sigmar’s sake don’t fall over the side.’

			Comforting. And with that he was gone, racing down towards the access hatch that led to the gunnery deck.

			‘You,’ shouted Oscus, sprinting over to Callis with an armful of vicious-looking barbed spears. ‘You know how to hurl a javelin?’

			‘I do.’

			‘Then grab one of these, and wait for my signal.’

			Toll cursed as he bounded down the stairs into the gloom of the gunnery deck. This was a pointless, foolish endeavour. If it had been anyone but Zenthe ordering it, he would have simply put a gun to their head and ordered them not to be so godsdamned stupid. Pulling that trick on the Thrice Lucky, however, would be a sure way to him and Callis being thrown overboard. He would have to simply hope they scraped through this intact, and remonstrate with the stubborn aelf afterwards.

			The aelven corsairs were hunched in teams behind their wicked arbalests. One sat at the firing level, squinting through the porthole across the raging sea. Another two would hand-crank the arms of the weapon back once a round had been loosed, and a third stood by a rack of black-iron shafts, cruelly barbed with razor-sharp hooks that would ensure that once the missile had sunk into flesh, there would be no tearing it out. A great barrel had been lashed beneath each ammunition rack, all marked with an angular rune in blood-red paint. Or possibly just blood.

			‘Ready yourselves,’ bellowed the gunnery chief, a tall, broad-shouldered aelf missing the lower half of his right arm and one of his ears. He gave Toll a gap-toothed grin and nodded to the rearmost port-side arbalest. 

			‘Crewman down over there,’ he said. ‘Got himself killed by an orruk, to our shame as much as his. You think you can handle this?’

			‘I should imagine so,’ muttered Toll. He rushed over to the arbalest, kneeled in place beside the great, recurved limb. Close up, it smelled of oil and dried blood, and a deeper, acrider stench he couldn’t identify.

			‘Here she comes,’ shouted the aelf manning the firing lever.

			Toll gazed out of the sighting aperture, a wide, circular porthole that looked out across the open ocean. There was a tidal wave rushing towards them. A great maw rose from the water, a broad, heavy snout some fifty yards across, its surface scarred and lined with jagged quills that rose above two pitiless orbs of obsidian. It was moving at a fierce speed, aiming amidships. It was, it seemed to Toll, set on him in particular. Displaced water arced over the behemoth’s head, and it opened its maw wide to reveal a thick forest of curving yellow teeth, descending away into the blackness of its gullet. Toll had never seen such an immense beast, in all his years on the Taloncoast. It looked as though it could capsize the Thrice Lucky by simply crashing its angular tail against the hull.

			‘Take aim,’ roared the chief. ‘Eyes and throat. Even you sorry fools should be able to hit a target that size. Let’s kill this creature and earn ourselves a fine bounty.’

			Toll’s gunner raised the arc of the ballista a few inches, muttering over and over to himself in aelfish, one eye closed and beads of sweat pouring from his brow.

			The ghyreshark was only fifty paces away. 

			‘Loose!’ came the roar.

			Twenty harpoons soared out over the water, streaks of black lightning that riddled the monster’s head, some sticking deep into its barbed hide, other skipping off and splashing into the waves. Not enough. Not nearly enough. 

			At the very last moment the beast submerged again, swerving to the side and striking the Thrice Lucky with the force of a thousand battering rams as it dipped beneath the waves. The deck beneath them rose, it seemed almost vertically, and Toll was sent flying back, head over heels, by a wall of water that struck him in the face with stinging force. The vessel groaned in protest, swaying and rolling, and Toll’s head struck a beam, knocking him face down in the swirling flood, lights exploding behind his eyes. He gasped reflexively, and swallowed a mouthful of acrid water. Someone grabbed him under the arms, hauled him free.

			‘Get back on that ballista, or I’ll gut you myself and hurl your worthless corpse overboard,’ screamed his saviour, before shoving Toll towards the crew who were already struggling to load a new harpoon. 

			The witch hunter made a mental note to track down the owner of that voice after this was done.

			Someone was screaming. He glanced to the side and saw an aelf lying in a foaming pool of blood, his leg crushed underneath one of the arbalests. The artillery piece had been torn off its moorings with the force of the impact. He almost tripped over another body, sightless eyes staring at the ceiling of the gunnery deck, a splinter of wood the size of a dagger embedded in his neck. A great rent had been torn in the ship’s hull, lengthwise across the chamber, and water gushed in every time the Thrice Lucky rose on a cresting wave.

			Toll splashed over to the limb of the arbalest, and began furiously winding the hand-crank, readying for another volley. Their loader grabbed another bolt, opened the lid of the blood-marked barrel and sank the missile’s tip into a bubbling, hissing pool of bile-green liquid. There was an acrid stench that sank to the back of Toll’s throat, causing him to cough and retch. The aelves, he noticed, had donned silk masks that covered their mouths and noses. He had no such luxury.

			‘Let’s see how she likes a taste of althasca venom,’ shouted the chief. 

			Callis picked himself up off the deck, his head spinning, spitting water. 

			‘Ready yourselves,’ shouted Oscus, who was somehow on his feet, holding another javelin. ‘She’s coming around.’

			Callis staggered over to a rack full of the black-iron missiles, and grasped one. The cold metal was reassuring in his hand. The corsairs were dipping their projectiles in a steaming barrel of bubbling liquid. He followed suit. The vicious barbs at the tip of the weapon began to hiss and smoke, and where the substance – whatever the hells it was – dripped onto the soaking deck, it left wisps of steam and pockmarks of blackened wood. 

			Captain Zenthe was wrenching the Thrice Lucky around, and the deck swayed beneath Callis, almost sending him tumbling. He had no idea what the substance on the end of his javelin was, but he was fairly certain that accidentally sticking himself with it would not be wise. A score of aelves lined the rail, each hefting a missile. At least three had been swept overboard, and he could see them writhing and splashing in the foaming spray, screaming for help that he knew they could not provide. 

			A living missile exploded from the depths. The full weight of the ghyreshark’s barbed upper body broke clear of the waves, and two of the stranded aelves were swept into its gaping jaws. They hurled their missiles. Callis bent his body, added all his weight to the throw. Even so, his was the shortest throw by far. The aelves’ missiles clattered into the creature’s head, while his sank into the grey-white flesh above its gills and stuck firm. He saw a gout of blood spurt free, and the surf turned foamy reddish-brown. As the beast crashed back into the waves, it sent up an enormous geyser of bloody water, covering them all. It sank below the Thrice Lucky, blessedly not striking the ship this time. Callis and the crew grabbed more javelins, and raced to the far side. Nothing. There was a long, horrible silence, broken only by the clatter of waves against the ship’s hull.

			‘Do you see it?’ shouted Zenthe, holding the vessel in a straight line. 

			‘Nothing,’ came a voice above Callis. He looked up to see Shev, their prisoner, up in the crow’s nest. She was scanning the waters around them. ‘Maybe it dived?’

			Oscus laughed.

			‘We’ve barely scratched its hide. And ghyresharks do not abandon a kill. She’s coming back, mark my words.’ 

			Seconds stretched on into minutes. The tension was worse, if anything, than fighting the damned thing. They nervously hefted their javelins, every muscle poised for action.

			One of the aelves inched over to the rail, peering over the side into the murky depths. 

			‘I think it’s gone,’ he said. ‘I can’t–’

			There was a deafening smash of timbers. The Thrice Lucky was lifted almost vertically by the impact, sending them rolling and tumbling across the deck. Callis struck the aft cabin wall with bone-jarring force, and something heavy slammed into him. A groaning corsair writhed with one arm twisted at a sickening, unnatural angle. Then, with awful inevitability, the front of the vessel dropped, slamming into the water, which rushed up eagerly to swamp the deck. A flailing, screaming body was sent hurtling over the port rail, grasping helplessly for a handhold. Callis staggered upright amidst the chaos and, with a score of remaining aelves, staggered to the side of the ship. There was the monster, sweeping around the Thrice Lucky, its barbed hide bristled with harpoons and javelins, pouring black-brown blood into the foaming surge. Its great eye was fixed on them, a hate-filled gaze that seemed almost human in its intensity. It pulled alongside them, its great bulk parallel to the Thrice Lucky. 

			‘Down!’ yelled Oscus. Callis was too slow, still dazed from the fall. Someone barrelled into him from the side, and sent him tumbling to the floor. He saw a tangle of auburn hair, and realised it was the Arclis girl who had pushed him to the deck.

			In that same moment, the monster’s hide undulated strangely before it spat forth a hail of barbs, each as long as a spear. They whickered across the water and slammed into the hull of the Thrice Lucky with a rhythmic series of thuds, digging deep into the wood. An aelf next to Callis was struck through the eye by a shaft. More went down as those too slow to react were riddled like pincushions. Oscus stood, sighted and hurled his javelin. It soared out and struck the beast in the eye. The creature thrashed, unleashing a horrible, gurgling groan, driven to a mindless frenzy by the agonising wound. Callis hurled his own javelin, which fell just short, sinking into the depths.

			The Thrice Lucky cut sharply ahead of the floundering ghyreshark, circling its great bulk as it drifted and thrashed in the bloody waters. Its enormous head was covered in lacerations and seeping gashes, and the eye that Oscus had pierced was little more than a ruptured crater. As they came around to face the beast broadside on, Callis found himself staring into the creature’s one undamaged, hate-filled orb.

			‘Loose!’ came the command from the gunnery deck. A dozen missiles whipped out across the churning sea, each striking home across its ruined maw. With one last, shuddering twitch, the beast rolled over, exposing a grey-white belly riddled with ancient scars. 

			The cheering only grew louder. Someone clapped Callis on the back. He leaned against the gunwale, and let out a heavy sigh. 
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			Shev staggered to her feet. Her head was bleeding. She’d struck it painfully on the deck while pushing Callis out of the path of the ghyreshark’s razor-barbs. The organic missiles were buried all about the deck, or sunk deep into the corpses of nearby corsairs. The surviving crew seemed to pay little mind to their fallen kin. More aelves were swarming onto the deck, wielding an intimidating array of cleavers, long, hooked poles and other instruments of butchery. 

			And so the butchery begins, said Occlesius. It’s remarkable, Miss Arclis, how little the practice has changed in all the years since my demise. 

			‘You don’t strike me as the type who did a lot of privateering,’ she muttered under her breath.

			Indeed, no, but I was given the rare honour of accompanying the King of Carsinnian upon one of his famous scythagor hunts, on the occasion of his forty-first marriage. I do believe that he died on that very trip, eaten by the very creatures he sought to bring back to his feast tables. A tragic case.

			She rolled her eyes. 

			Several of the landing craft that were stowed on the deck of the ship had been smashed to kindling, but the remainder were being attached to thick ropes and lowered overboard. Captain Zenthe’s voice rang out over them, loud and clear.

			‘We move fast,’ she bellowed. ‘There’s an open banquet out there, inviting every ur-kraken, gavrocha and razorjaw shoal from here to Excelsis to fill their guts, and I’ve no wish to be stuck in the heart of a feeding frenzy. We take the teeth, the liver, the eye, and as much hide as you can peel. Go earn our coin.’

			The crew roared in triumph, and as many as could fit packed themselves into the shore boats. Shev went over to the rail, where a thoroughly soaked and blooded Callis was leaning, panting heavily. 

			‘Hell of a catch,’ he muttered weakly.

			The sea was already churning with hundreds of ravenous predators, from swarms of diamond-shaped fish with vicious-looking fangs, to many-tentacled jellyfish that wrapped barbed tendrils around the corpse of the great beast, flensing flesh and feasting on the black blood that poured free. 

			‘Not going out there to claim a trophy yourself?’ Shev asked Callis, flashing the soldier a grin.

			‘I’d rather not, if it’s all the same to you,’ he replied. ‘I value all my limbs. Thanks for… what you did.’

			Shev shrugged, meeting the human’s gaze for a moment before looking away.

			‘They start stripping this creature before even checking their fallen,’ Callis said, and there was a clear tone of disapproval in his voice.

			‘There’s no time for sentimentality out on the high seas,’ Shev replied. ‘In minutes, every beast within a dozen leagues will descend upon this carcass. Trust me, I’ve seen a dying deepstalker stripped of flesh within a few moments, and those things are larger than even this monster.’

			The butchery that followed was indeed fascinating, if more than a touch disgusting. The aelves latched grapples to the mountain of dead flesh and swarmed across the corpse like insects, hacking and tearing, stripping skin and digging deep into the beast’s cavernous innards. Long, forked poles were inserted into the gory cavern, and an enormous purple and black muscle was extracted. Aelves armed with saw-bladed halberds hacked and carved at thick strands of sinew and muscle until the organ came free. Then they bound it in leather and rope, poured a clear white liquid over it, and massaged the substance deep into the flesh. 

			Some sort of preservative, mused Occlesius. The battle against the creature had fascinated the Realms-Walker. I believe in my day the sea-hunters used a blend of stalk-crystal sap and greatwhale tallow. I still recall the stench. Horrible stuff, but it keeps the rot away for many months. 

			Callis had turned a rich sea-green, and was leaning even more heavily against the rail, shaking his head.

			‘I thought you were a Freeguild man,’ said Shev, enjoying his obvious discomfort. ‘Aren’t you soldiers meant to be well-versed in spilling blood?’

			‘Don’t worry yourself with me,’ he snapped, before staggering over to the rail and vomiting loudly and repeatedly into the ocean.

			Seasickness is one aspect of mortality that I do not miss at all, said Occlesius, with a hint of pity in his voice. 

			‘Fourteen souls back to the deep,’ said Oscus. ‘Four arbalests damaged beyond repair, at least until we make port, and several breaches in the hull, thankfully above the water line. I’ve got a crew working on it, but we need to find calmer waters.’

			‘All in all, a profitable venture,’ said Captain Zenthe, cheerfully. ‘When we’re done here we’ll make for the Singing Isles, find a quiet bay and make repairs before we head to Bilgeport.’

			‘Another delay,’ said Toll. ‘I believe you said that we would be finished here and back on our way within a day.’

			‘Oh lighten up, Toll,’ sighed Zenthe. ‘It’s a half day’s sail to the Isles, at most.’

			‘And another day at least to fix up the Thrice Lucky,’ said Toll, not in any mood to be patronised. ‘Don’t take me for a fool. We’re damned lucky the hull wasn’t breached. You were reckless, and we very nearly paid for it with our lives. No more, you understand?’

			Zenthe’s eyes narrowed, and she stepped towards Toll. She loomed over him, all the humour drained from her face in an instant. His hand twitched towards his blade instinctively, but he held firm, meeting her gaze.

			‘Don’t second guess me, Toll,’ she said, softly, every syllable dripping with menace. ‘Not ever. I alone command the Thrice Lucky. Your Order means nothing to me. Less than nothing. I am not some weak-hearted human for you to order around. I’ve been hunting on the open sea since before you were born.’

			‘We had a deal,’ said Toll. He was uncomfortably aware of Oscus circling calmly behind his back, no doubt ready to sink a blade between his shoulder blades the moment Zenthe gave him a signal. ‘Once Vermyre is dead I’ll be gone from your sight. Until then I expect you to honour your word.’

			Zenthe’s eyes were more pitiless and threatening than the ghyreshark’s. 

			‘Do you know what I did to the last fool who questioned my honour?’ she whispered.

			‘Something creatively appalling, no doubt. Would you kindly tell your first mate that if he takes one step closer to me it will be his last?’

			Zenthe’s expression remained stony for a few tense moments, but then her thin lips creased into a smile, showing her brilliant white teeth.

			‘That’s what I like about you, Toll,’ she said, suddenly full of cheer. ‘You’re a stubborn one.’

			She clapped him on the shoulder, and Oscus stepped back, leaning casually against the rail, his eyes still fixed on Toll. The tension had not entirely broken.

			‘Don’t worry,’ said Zenthe. ‘We’ll be back on the trail in no time. And look on the bright side. We made enough on this kill to hire the sky runts to take us all the way to Azyr itself, if we please.’

			With that, the captain was away, bellowing orders at the aelven crewmembers who were hauling the stripped trophies from the ghyreshark carcass up onto the deck.

			Oscus stared at him for a while, expressionless, then returned to cleaning grime from beneath his nails with his flensing knife. Toll met his gaze for a few moments and then walked away. His heart was thumping in his chest. That had almost been the moment, he was sure. Ever since he had met Zenthe, a confrontation with the mercurial corsair had seemed inevitable. She was beyond doubt a useful ally, who had saved his life more than once. But he could never trust her, and today was a firm reminder of that. She cared for nothing beyond her own desires. He had been foolish to question her command so openly, he knew. To the corsairs, that was little short of mutiny. He’d heard of Fleetmasters who had flayed their lieutenants alive for less. He had let his frustration get the better of him, and not for the first time in recent days. Picking a fight with Zenthe aboard her own ship was akin to slicing your arms bloody and leaping into shark infested waters.

			‘What was all that about?’ said Callis, approaching, his clothes soaked in blood and grime. He looked as battered as Toll felt, but his eyes were furrowed in concern.

			‘Nothing,’ Toll said, not feeling in the mood to elaborate. ‘Where’s the girl?’

			‘She’s helping them carve up the prize,’ said Callis, smirking and shaking his head. ‘She’s only been out of her cage a half day, and already the crew’s got more respect for her than either of us.’

			‘They don’t trust my kind,’ said Toll. ‘And they care even less for Freeguild soldiers. You can bet Zenthe’s mixed up in a dozen rackets for which I’d be obligated to summarily execute her and her entire crew, and they know it.’

			‘Well that’s comforting,’ said Callis. ‘I’ll expect a knife in the back any day now.’

			‘There’s no danger as long as Zenthe’s kept happy,’ said Toll. ‘I’ve already paid her a lord’s ransom to take us after Vermyre, as well as a dozen other favours that damned near drained every resource and contact I have in Excelsis.’

			‘All that for one man…’ muttered Callis.

			‘A price I pay gladly,’ snapped Toll. ‘I would think that having yourself witnessed what that man is capable of, you would agree.’

			‘I want him dead, sure enough. I’d just rather not sell my own life in the process.’

			‘Then perhaps you are not cut out for this line of work after all,’ said Toll, and strode away towards his cabin.
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			He was close. He could feel it. Magic had seeped into this place like spilled oil, saturating every inch of it. The ancient trees had curled and warped into impossible shapes, binding themselves around one another like the coils of some great serpentine beast. Time stalled. He walked for an hour, only to glance behind and see the same cluster of calcified wood spearing up from the forest floor. He tripped and lost his footing, tumbling down a steep slope of crooked deadwood branches that tore at his robes and scratched bloody lines across his flesh. When he stood, he was in a place he did not recognise at all, a shallow grotto filled with pools of bubbling quicksilver. Looking up, he saw bodies nailed to the trees around him. Gleaming skeletons, encased in metal, leered down at him. He fell to his knees, and a ragged, joyless laugh escaped his parched-dry lips. It turned into another coughing fit. Lightning bolts of agony wracked his malformed face, and he felt something writhe and hiss beneath his mask. Caustic black bile seeped out from under the golden rim, dribbling down his chin. That only made him laugh harder.

			Ortam Vermyre, former High Arbiter of Excelsis and loyal servant of Tzeentch, reduced to this. 

			Seeing Hanniver Toll again had brought many unpleasant memories rushing back. The day the conquest of Excelsis, planned since before the city’s birth, had failed. The day he had failed. His transformation had started soon after. At first, it was an itch beneath his skin, one that could not be satisfied. Then, he had awoken amongst bloody sheets and scraps of skin in some lice-infested hellhole, and he could not feel his face at all. He remembered the purity of horror he had experienced as he raised one trembling finger to his cheek, and felt…

			To know that you had disappointed a god. It was quite the humbling feeling.

			Vermyre had exhausted his vast reserves of money and influence in the search for some way to fix his malformed body. He had trawled through libraries full of ancient lore. He had spoken to wise men and healers, wizards of the Celestial College and agents of the Dark Gods. He had known, of course, that it was useless. No mortal could cure the corruption seeping into his body. He had seen the same thing happen to others many times, when he served the will of the God of Sorcery. But the certainty of his damnation only made his search for absolution more frantic. With no more resources to call upon, he had turned to desperate measures. Like a creature of the night, he had slipped back into the city of Excelsis. 

			Where once he had ruled this city – perhaps its most powerful and influential figure – now he was reduced to a misshapen shadow, crawling through sewers and alleyways, terrified of showing his face. He had broken into the city’s College of Magic, travelling via secret passages he had been shown by the traitorous former Archmage, Velorius Kryn. The man had been slain in the battle for the city, but the Order of Azyr had not found all of Kryn’s hidden repositories of forbidden texts. It was in the pages of the old mage’s journals that Vermyre had first learned of the Silver Shard, an item that Kryn had researched in great detail. Indeed, the wizard had been laying the groundwork for an expedition to Quatzhymos before his death. 

			This was his chance to be rid of the curse that afflicted him, and to take his revenge upon the city that had defied his will. And once Ortam Vermyre had a goal, there was nothing in the realms that could bar his path.

			The undergrowth rustled, very slightly. Vermyre staggered to his feet, and stared off into the surrounding gloom. He knew when he was being watched. 

			‘Come out,’ he hissed, in a language older than time. ‘I command you.’

			‘You command?’ came a voice from the shadows. ‘You are weak. Dying. A pitiful human. You command nothing from us.’

			‘Come out of the shadows!’ he bellowed. His words reverberated strangely in the claustrophobic confines of the grotto.

			For a moment, nothing moved. There was no birdsong, no hiss or click of insects. This place was deathly quiet. He could hear nothing but the arrhythmic beating of his own heart.

			Then they came, drifting out of the gloom like whispers of smoke. Tall figures on bent-back legs, their skin a pale azure. They were bedecked with gems, tattoos and all manner of gewgaws, and each carried a gleaming spear of silver. Tzaangors. The smallest stepped in front of him. Its avian face was concealed by a silver mask shaped in the image of a roaring drake. Twin horns curled back from its skull, and in one hand it grasped a bleached wood staff tipped by a giant, blinking eye. 

			‘This is a forbidden place, human,’ it said in its strange, lilting voice. There seemed no way that such a bestial creature could speak so softly. ‘We would have taken your flesh long past, but I smell the touch of the Changemaker on you. Speak. Why do you come to the Shal’kol’ma?’

			‘In search of allies,’ Vermyre hissed. There was only silence in return. ‘I seek an artefact of formidable power. The Silver Shard. It lies in a hidden city, far to the north. I would claim it in the name of great Tzeentch. But there are others–’

			‘The hunter. The soldier. The corsair. The seeker,’ said the creature. ‘We know of them. We saw them in your dreams.’

			‘Then you know they are enemies,’ Vermyre hissed. ‘They would claim this artefact for themselves. For their God-King.’

			‘We do not follow the weak,’ said the beastman. The eye on his staff pulsed, flicked from side to side. The creatures stepped back as one, and the shaman followed. Vermyre ground his teeth together so hard he tasted blood. Not like this. It could not end like this.

			‘Do not turn your back on me!’ he screamed. ‘I command you.’

			They stopped. Turned as one. Gazed at him, with pitiless eyes. 

			‘We do not follow the weak,’ the shaman-creature repeated. ‘Only the strong. The worthy.’

			Then he heard the tread of heavy feet, crashing through the undergrowth. The tzaangors began to chant, a high-pitched sound that made his gorge rise. An enormous form burst into the clearing. It was tzaangor, but a true monster of its kind. Where its kin were lithe, this thing was huge and musclebound, clutching a great two-handed club, dotted with vicious shards of green-black stone. Above its thick, corded neck the creature’s head split, as if it had been cleaved in two by an axe swing. Two malformed half-skulls emerged from the torn flesh, filled with misshapen needles of yellow-brown teeth. The thing howled, a sound of fury, pain and sorrow. Vermyre felt an unexpected twinge of sympathy, and almost laughed at the inappropriateness of it. The creature stalked towards him, spinning that great club around as if it weighed nothing at all.

			The creature roared, and spittle flew from its twisted horror show of a face. Vermyre’s staff was a dead weight in his hands, but he grasped it close. The monstrosity began to stalk forward. He backed off, forming the shape of a spell in his mind.

			It moved astonishingly fast. Before he could even mutter the arcane phrase that would have sent a spear of force tearing through its chest, the creature leapt forward, bringing the club around in an arcing swing towards Vermyre’s shoulder. He ducked, hearing the rush of air as the weapon whipped past. He was rising to his feet when something struck him in the chest, sending him flying through the air. He landed hard on his stomach and the air was blasted from his lungs. Through bleary eyes, he saw the trunk-like legs of the creature striding relentlessly after him. He tried once more to shape a spell, but the pain was too much and the power slipped away from his fingers. Suddenly, the beast was upon him again. He ducked an overhead swing that would have crushed him into bloody paste, rolled aside and scrambled away on all fours. His audience hissed and jeered. One leaned close, jabbering in what he assumed was laughter. He struck it in the face with his staff, wrapped his arms around its neck and hauled it down, twisted and sent it staggering into the path of the oncoming monster. The startled tzaangor cried in outrage, and then the great club came down and split its skull, splattering the ground with brains and purplish blood. The creature tossed the carcass aside, still coming for Vermyre relentlessly.

			He muttered an arcane phrase and the tip of his staff blazed with purple flame. He lashed it across at chest height, unleashing a wave of fire that rushed out to envelop the creature. It shrieked in pain, its flesh bubbling and scarring, its limbs twitching in agony. 

			Laughing, he came forward to strike the burning tzaangor hard between the eyes, spilling its blood. 

			‘Worthless, wretched creatures,’ he snarled. ‘I should destroy you all.’

			He summoned another gout of flame and sent it whipping out towards the watching beastmen. It enveloped three of the brutes, and to Vermyre their screams were the most exquisite symphony. If the tzaangor’s kin were enraged by this callous murder, they did not show it. The leader, the shaman-beast carrying the eye-tipped staff, simply gazed at Vermyre through expressionless eyes.

			Beneath him, the smoking flesh of the monstrous champion was stirring. Though he had scorched the creature to the bone, it somehow managed to drag itself upright. He struck it hard in the chest, battering with the heavy metal of his staff and feeling bone give way. The creature did not seem to notice. Its eyes were frenzied, maddened, its awful cloven skull now marked by patches of raw flesh. Even as he shattered part of the thing’s beak with a two-handed blow, it rose and slammed the tip of its club into Vermyre’s chest, bowling him over. 

			The blow was as powerful as a close-range volley of scattershot. Vermyre’s head spun.

			Breathing was agony. He could feel the grinding of smashed bones in his chest, each rise and fall sending barbs of white-hot pain knifing through him. He got the staff up and somehow deflected another blow, but then the creature slugged him hard with its meaty fist, catching him in the neck and spinning him to the floor. He choked on a mouthful of dust and crawled away with a whimper. He felt a vice-like grip around his nape, and then he was being lifted into the air. The beast whipped him around and sent him flying through the air. He lost his grip on the staff, and crunched into something hard and unyielding. He felt more bones give way. His arm was twisted unnaturally, and blood poured from smashed teeth and torn gums. The tzaangors had fallen silent. They knew it was the end. As did he. The sad end of Ortam Vermyre. Butchered in the darkness before an audience of savages. He staggered to his feet, refusing to die on his back like some mewling coward.

			The beast charged forward, and again it grasped him around the throat. It lifted him into the air. His vision swam as the thing squeezed, and he spluttered and gurgled. The light faded. He felt a peace fall over him, for the first time in many seasons. Even the pain of his shattered bones seemed to fade.

			And then, he saw it. The sea of twisted blasphemies, the endless nightmare that awaited his soul. He saw figures screaming in unknowable agony as they burned for an eternity in the fires of change. He saw fields of silvered skulls, fields of writhing flesh. The sky was a bleeding wound, from which emerged a tower of crystal, impossible in dimension. Within that ancient fortress dwelt something ancient and eternal, something beyond the comprehension of mortalkind. And he could feel the heat of its fury from here, melting his skin, which ran from his bones in seeping torrents. That unconscionable horror had come for him and him alone, so badly had he failed. He felt a terror such as he had never known, almost agonising in its intensity.

			‘No!’ he screamed. ‘Not that. Anything but that.’ 

			He tore at his face, yanking the cool metal mask loose. Suddenly, he was staring into the misshapen faces of the hulking avian beast. Its eyes widened in shock. He felt the writhing beneath his bones, and the cracking and popping as his true face emerged. He started to laugh. Great, choking gasps of laughter in a voice that was not his own. He pressed his head against the creature’s, and he felt the thing beneath his skin reach forth and wrap its barbed tendrils around the beast’s twin skulls. It loosened its grip on his neck and desperately scratched at his skin, hammered at his ribs, but to no avail. He could hear the tearing of flesh, and hot blood poured into his mouth. He chortled wetly as he bore the creature to the ground, tendrils dug deep into its brain, sucking greedily. The creature kicked and struggled, but eventually it lay still. He rolled free, slipping in a pool of spreading gore. He noticed with interest that his broken arm supported his weight with no pain. In fact, he felt no pain at all. He glanced at the mangled corpse of his enemy. There was nothing but crushed bone and meat where its two heads used to be. Around him was silence. He rose to his knees, and stared around the circle at the watching tzaangors, smiling broadly. Showing them the truth of what he was. What he had become.

			‘The Conduit,’ hissed the shaman. ‘Blessed of the Changemaker.’

			‘Blessed?’ said Vermyre disbelievingly. ‘Blessed?’

			‘We follow the Conduit,’ said the creature, bowing before him. Its brethren followed suit, as one.

			Vermyre’s body shook. He could not keep it in. He burst into wracking laughter, clutching his belly and sprawling onto the floor, roaring so hard that it hurt. He could not breathe. It was too perfect. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FIFTEEN
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			The Singing Isles were well-named. Even from a distance, Callis could hear a mournful, lilting sound drifting over the crashing of the waves and the roar of the wind. As the Thrice Lucky drew closer, he could see purplish, rolling beaches and twisting coils of bleached coral. There were dozens of these rocky outcroppings protruding from the waves, some barely larger than a house, others far larger and dotted with clusters of swaying trees. The water here was so clear they could see right down to the sea bed, a carpet of shimmering colours and darting fish.

			‘What’s making that sound?’ he asked. 

			‘The trees,’ said Shev, pointing to the nearest cluster. The trunks were all encrusted with a glittering substance which cast a prismatic glimmer across the water. The leaves were similarly iridescent, and chimed gently as the breeze sent them tumbling against one another.

			Now that Callis looked, that pearly, glimmering dust was everywhere. Trails of it ran across the ocean floor beneath them, and the beaches they passed were not made of grains of sand, but of multi-coloured motes of the same substance. 

			The Thrice Lucky drifted gently through this strange landscape, the corsairs running a line of chain over the side to measure the distance to the bottom, making sure they did not stray into the shallows and find themselves stranded.

			There was a stillness in the air that sat uneasily with Callis. After months on the trail, he was used to shrieking jungles and treacherous seas, to always being on edge. This place was so still it felt unnatural to him, a mirage of peace in a wilderness of rage and motion.

			‘I don’t like this place,’ he said. ‘It’s too calm. Something doesn’t feel right.’

			‘Captain Zenthe says this is as safe a haven as you’ll find on the Taloncoast,’ said Shev. ‘Something here keeps the beasts of the sea at bay, she says.’

			‘Does she now?’ said Callis. ‘You’re developing quite the rapport with our noble captain.’

			‘Right now I’m short of allies,’ Shev replied, shrugging. ‘I’ll take those I can find.’

			‘Arika Zenthe is no one’s ally but her own,’ said Callis. ‘Trust me. If she values you, it’s because she thinks you could be useful to her. Just watch yourself. This woman rules the waters within a hundred leagues of Excelsis, and you don’t climb that high without leaving a mountain of bodies beneath you.’

			‘I’ve heard the stories.’

			‘And I’ve seen her work,’ said Callis sharply. ‘I’m just saying, watch yourself.’

			The aelf smirked, and leaned out over the rail, letting the wind rush through her outstretched fingers. They were sailing into a wide, semi-circular atoll, hidden from sight by a wall of dead coral that wound along the island ahead like a ridged backbone. A long strip of beach reached out into the bay, and beyond that was a tangle of woodland, filled by yet more of those strange, crystal-lined trees.

			‘Sigmar’s teeth, I can’t wait to set foot on dry land,’ sighed Callis. Doubtless there would be all manner of blood-sucking beasts hiding in the vegetation just waiting to sink their teeth into him as soon as he hopped ashore, but right now he hardly cared. 

			They anchored a few dozen paces from the beach, and lowered one of the shore boats into the water. Callis immediately clambered in, much to the grumbling annoyance of the corsairs. He checked his pistol to make sure it was primed, and took a bench next to the first mate, Oscus. The aelf eyed him blankly, but didn’t speak. There were nine other aelves in the boat, all armed. They would be the scouting party.

			There was a great splash, and a spray of water cascaded over them. 

			Shev Arclis emerged from the water, spitting and grinning.

			‘Oh gods, that’s the first time I’ve felt clean for weeks,’ she laughed, and flicked a handful of water at Callis, striking him in the face. He snorted with laughter and jabbed out with the tip of an oar, pushing her under. 

			‘Enough,’ grunted Oscus. The aelves began to row them in, and Shev swam alongside on her back, kicking her long legs in exaggerated arcs. Her hair swirled around her scarred face in an auburn halo. She flashed him a wide grin. Callis realised he was staring, and looked away. 

			The beach drew nearer, and they hopped over the side, weapons drawn, splashing through the shallows and onto dry ground. It was quiet. The undergrowth barely stirred. A few long-plumed avian creatures trilled from the tops of the gleaming trees. A faint, pungent smell met Callis’ nostrils, like rotting meat. Shev emerged from the water, shaking her hair dry, leaving gleaming footprints as she strode up the beach towards them.

			‘We are alone,’ said Oscus, waving to the Thrice Lucky. More boats were lowered in the water, and several aelves began to dive into the water to examine the wolf-ship’s many abrasions. From the shore Callis could get a better look at the damage. She had held up surprisingly well against the ghyreshark’s battering strikes, but had not escaped unharmed. There was a gaping hole that ran across a section of the middle deck, and the ship was listing badly, which suggested a breach on the lower hull. 

			‘It’ll take a good few hours to get her sea-ready,’ said Oscus grimly. ‘I do not like being out here, exposed. Reavers hunt these waters, and worse things will come drifting out from the abyss come nightfall.’

			Toll followed Zenthe down into the depths of the Thrice Lucky. They could hear the moans and shrieks of injured crew echoing from the gunnery deck. Toll had seen the wounded, and had no illusions about the likelihood of many survivors. The barbs that the ghyreshark had expelled were lined with small coarse growths, like thorns, that snapped away when you tried to pull them free, scattering into flesh. If that happened it was as good as a death sentence, he knew. They would quickly turn septic and poisonous, like a bullet ­fragment, and you’d slip into an agonising fever and eventually blissful oblivion. Another piercing scream cut through the gloom. His own scars ached in sympathy. The cross-shaped wound on his back, where a bullet had ricocheted deep and his old friend Kazrug had set to work digging it out with a fire-heated blade, while he writhed and screamed. The great gouge on his thigh, where he’d been forced to perform the same operation with trembling fingers, removing the splintered fragments of an arrowhead while ravenous hounds howled in the distance, coming closer with every moment.

			He banished the unpleasant memories. They descended into the lowest deck, the bilge. It reeked. Even Toll, who had been around death, disease and war for all of his adult life, was taken aback by the smell. It was a piquant blend of week-old corpses, filth and decay, backed by the sickly-sweet aroma of rotting fish. Brown-green water lapped around the length of the hull, thigh-deep, dotted with the floating corpses of various vermin. He could see the ridge of the keel running down the far end of the chamber. Thank Sigmar, it looked to be undamaged. By the soft glow of lambent sconces that dotted the wall – filled with some kind of luminescent shell-dwelling creatures – Toll could see scores of pale, long-legged arachnids skittering across the ceiling of the chamber. 

			Four aelves were wading through the foetid murk, inspecting a large wound in the side of the Thrice Lucky. Wedges of dark wood had been hammered into the breach, and the makeshift repairs smothered with a stained strip of sail. Yet, even now, a torrent of water was spilling through holes in the blockage. Toll was astonished that they were still afloat.

			‘It’s bad, captain,’ said one of the crew, a heavily scarred aelf with a shock of white hair wrapped up in a tail on the top of his skull, his face smeared with sweat and grime. ‘But not fatal. It can be patched with a little effort, but we’ll have to sail easy until we reach Bilgeport and make more extensive repairs. She’ll handle the journey, but another bad hit and she could splinter along the length of the hull. If that happens, we’re all heading to the deep within moments.’

			Zenthe let loose an impressive stream of curses that went on for some time.

			‘Arkir,’ she said, at last. ‘You’re in charge of the repairs. Get it done. We’re a day and a half’s sail from port. We’ll make it.’

			She turned and pushed past Toll, heading back up the stairs. He said nothing. There was little point. He knew Zenthe well enough not to press her when she was in a foul mood, and the joy of the ghyreshark kill had swiftly worn off. He supposed that the damage was worse than she had thought.

			‘Don’t utter a word, Toll,’ she said, as if reading his mind. ‘The catch will more than make up for the damages. I could buy a whole new ship for what we’ll make from the liver alone. There’s always some damn-fool alchemist with more money than sense who’s willing to trade a fortune for new ingredients.’

			‘This is your ship,’ said Toll, and when she turned to glare at him he simply shrugged. ‘I’ve no interest in going over the same territory again. Just get me to Bilgeport, and I’ll be on my way. Our partnership is over.’

			‘You still owe me,’ she said. ‘And I mean to collect what is due.’

			‘I’m a man of my word, Arika. You’ll get what you seek when we return to Excelsis.’

			The tension hung in the air between them for several long moments. Finally, the captain turned and headed up the stairs to the main deck, saying not a word.

			A chill breeze was beginning to blow by the time the work teams had hacked down a supply of timber for repairs, a refreshing zephyr that was a welcome change after several days of unrelenting heat. The aelves had stripped to the waist and fashioned makeshift lifts out of the ballista tracks, winching piles of thick timber to the main deck. Callis watched them work, enjoying the sensation of the sand trickling between his toes, the slight chill of the lapping waves. He closed his eyes, and sighed. What he would not give now for a pint of amber mead, a bustling tavern. Street cobbles under his feet. He heard the scuffed footsteps of someone approaching, and reluctantly climbed to his feet. Oscus appeared, his shirt drenched in sweat, sleeves rolled up to expose well-muscled, tattooed arms. 

			‘We will the survey the island,’ said the first mate. ‘To make sure we are alone. We don’t want to be surprised while Thrice Lucky is vulnerable like this. You’re coming with us, guilder. Fetch your blade and follow me.’

			Callis was surprised at that. Was it progress, he wondered? Or were they simply planning to stick a knife in him and leave him out there to rot?

			He nodded, and joined Oscus and six other crew members. They had ditched most of their armour and gear, and carried machetes to hack away the undergrowth. They stared at him expressionlessly. One spat a mouthful of black phlegm onto the sand. Callis returned the insult with an obscene gesture he had learned from one of the duardin gunsmiths back when he was in the Coldguard. That earned a snort of laughter from the others. 

			‘I’ll come too,’ said Shev, to his surprise. She was unarmed. Callis offered her his backup pistol, a snub-nosed little two-barrel piece he kept tucked in his belt, but she shook her head.

			‘Guns are more trouble than they’re worth, in my experience. I’ll stick with my knife.’ 

			‘Suit yourself. But stay close.’

			Sarcasm dripped from Shev’s tongue. ‘I feel safer already.’

			They filtered into the treeline, slow and careful. They walked for several minutes, padding through waist-high clumps of purple grass, crunching over scattered shards of coral as quietly as they could manage. 

			‘Your companion and Captain Zenthe have blades at each other’s throats again,’ said Shev, as they walked. ‘That’s going to come to a head, sooner or later.’

			‘Zenthe’s losing interest in the chase,’ said Callis. ‘She never gave a damn for capturing Vermyre. What Toll promised her – beyond coin – I’ve no idea. But whatever it was, it’s not enough to keep her out here forever.’

			‘I always imagined that a witch hunter would rely more on threats and brute force than bribery.’

			‘I’ve never had dealings with any other agent of the Order,’ said Callis. ‘But Toll’s not the kind to throw his weight around unless the situation calls for it. He plays a long game, one that involves keeping our mercurial corsair content. Besides, there’s few who know the sea lanes better than Zenthe.’

			‘Stop your mouths,’ hissed Oscus. 

			The noxious smell was slowly getting worse. Callis had an unpleasant feeling that he knew the source of it. He had been around enough battlefields to know the scent of flesh left to rot in the sun. Eventually, they began to see flickers of blue through the trees, and a few minutes later they emerged on the far side of the island. Callis cursed softly.

			Ahead of them was a wide, rough expanse of dead coral, far larger than the beach on the opposite side of the island. It was littered with dead things. Mounds of skeletons and enormous, spiral shells as tall as the Thrice Lucky. Thin, cartilaginous racks of bone piled over thick slabs of rancid hide. A shapeless mass of flesh, long trails of winding tentacles rotting in the sun. There were more familiar corpses, too. Humanoid, lying shattered and broken, skulls removed. This close, the smell was overpowering. Emerging from amidst this carnage was a crude obelisk of piled stones lashed together with sinew. A single, sickening totem rested at its apex. Callis moved closer. Bile rose in his throat. The totem had been delicately carved from the splayed ribcage of a human. Atop this macabre sculpture sat the victim’s skull, mouth open in a silent scream. More skulls were piled high around the obelisk, which was stained a deep brown. The bones had been picked clean by scavengers, but they were still smeared with blood and patches of sticky brown gore. 

			‘Flesh Reavers,’ said Oscus. ‘Mortal tribes who hunt the seas,’ he added, noticing Callis’ blank expression.

			‘Are they here? On the island?’ asked Shev.

			‘I do not think so,’ said Oscus. ‘They raise these shrines to their sea gods across the Taloncoast. They hunt beasts, burn ships, raid the coasts. Then they bring their bounty of flesh to the nearest totem, offer the skulls to their gods. The rest they devour.’

			‘If you knew about these savages, why did you bring us out here?’ said Callis.

			‘We did not think they dwelled within these islands,’ Oscus replied. ‘Their home is north, beyond the Sea of Spines. But more of them come, with every passing season. As the God-King’s cities grow and grow, they sense fresh prey.’

			The aelf strode to the totem, stepping over picked-clean carcasses. Several long-tailed crustaceans that had been swarming over the yellowing bones scattered as he passed. He smashed the bone effigy with his blade, knocking it to the floor. 

			‘These kills were recent,’ he said, disgust clear in his voice. ‘Perhaps ten days old. Maybe less. They may still be close. We must not linger here.’
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			Zollech sat alone in the dim light of his war tent, running the whetstone down the edge of his axe. The blade was already sharp enough to split skin at the merest touch, but the repetitive motion soothed him, quieted the throbbing in his skull, and so he continued. 

			The tent parted, and Krom entered. The blood priest had to stoop, so tall and thin was he. His pale skin was smeared blue with dye made from crushed coral, and he had slicked his hair with blood. He carried his own weapon, a long-handled mace with a head fashioned from chipped obsidian.

			‘It is time,’ said Krom. 

			Zollech rose without a word and secured his horned barbute in place. It sat tightly over his skull, the long cheekguards cold against his skin. He hefted his axe, twirled it in his hands, feeling the reassuring weight and balance. It was a strong weapon, forged by city dwellers from good iron. He had claimed it long ago, on only his third raid. Zollech had killed many people, so many that he remembered few of their faces. But the old soldier whom he had taken this weapon from – he could picture every line of that one’s face. The weathered skin. The sad eyes, widening in pain and shock as the spear had slipped into his guts. 

			‘The clouds gather,’ said Krom. ‘And the seas churn red. Do not fail, my chieftain. Send him worthy souls, for it has been far too long since we honoured him, and his anger is rising like the tide.’

			Together, they strode out into the light. Zollech glanced out across the endless expanse of the ocean. The priest was right. Swirls of red trailed through the water, which churned and foamed with gore. A killing frenzy. The beasts of the sea were devouring each other. He could see arcing fins tearing through the chaos, bursts of bloody spray jetting into the air.

			‘The Blood Kraken watches,’ said the priest. 

			They walked along the jagged shoreline of broken, dead coral. Zollech’s men were crouched or slumped across the rocky outcroppings, their eyes fixed on their chieftain. Ahead, the dusty trail emerged in a great, wide circle, marked out with spears, swords and axes thrust into the ground. The dead reef formed a wall around the killing circle, and scores of warriors lined its length, bare flesh marked with war paint and old wounds. He could feel their eagerness, their longing to see spilled blood. They would not have to wait long. Three men waited in the arena. Two were small, lithe, armed respectively with serrated blades and barbed hooks. They were almost mirror images of one another. Zollech recognised them instantly as the twins, Foreg and Margos. The third was a giant of a man, taller even than Zollech. His skin was as white as the belly of a shark, and his body was a wall of muscle and scarred skin. He clutched a great glaive with a blade the length of his forearm. He smiled as they entered the circle, exposing a row of teeth filed to needle-sharp points. Dried blood stained the man’s throat and neck where fangs had pierced his own flesh. 

			‘We stand beneath the eye of the Blood Kraken,’ roared Krom, raising his hands above his head, brandishing his mace. ‘Witness to this offering. Too long has it been since we offered tribute. Since we sent an offering of worthy skulls down to his eternal throne beneath the waves. He is angered, my children. Greatly so. Eight daemon-ships have we lost since the last crimson moon. One hundred souls taken, and still his wrath is not satisfied.’

			There was a chorus of jeers from the crowd.

			Zollech grinned beneath his helm. A burst of harsh laughter escaped his lips, aching his throat where he had caught a bullet from a duardin’s fire-pike many years past. He savoured the pain like an old friend, channelled it into anger. All would soon know what it was to challenge Zollech, captain of the Skull Taker.

			Krom waited, let the shouting die down. Then, he raised a hand. 

			‘Only those who prove worthy may claim the skull of a chieftain,’ he said, and though he spoke softly, his voice carried far upon the wind. ‘And so these warriors challenge for the right to lead us. Blood will be spilled today, worthy blood, for each man here has claimed a thousand skulls and more for the Blood Kraken.’

			He gestured to the twin warriors. 

			‘Foreg and Margos, of the Flayed Throat.’

			There was a roar from the twins’ crew, and a hail of javelins and thrown axes crashed to earth. Foreg and Margos neither spoke nor reacted to the shouts and bellowed oaths. Their eyes were on Zollech. He gave them a smile. They were nothing. Meat for his axe. It was solely for his other opponent that the chieftain cared.

			‘And Muul, captain of the Zanthacra,’ shouted Krom. The response was greater by far than for the twin reavers as the pale giant stepped forward. Fully half of the gathered crowd howled the name.

			‘Muul! Muul! Muul!’

			A fight broke out in the highest spires of the dead reef. A blade flashed in the sunlight, and there was an arc of crimson. A dead body toppled bonelessly down the mound of bleached coral, leaving a trail of smeared gore in its wake. Zollech could smell the iron tang of the blood. It soothed the throbbing in his skull.

			Muul stepped forward, eyes locked on Zollech. He was grinding his teeth, a sound like bones crunching under the weight of an axe. He had ever been an ambitious one. It was said he heard the words of the Blood Kraken in his skull when the red rage was upon him. He was the only warrior here whose tributes to the Blood Kraken rivalled Zollech’s own. He was also younger, stronger. Taller by far. Muul’s glaive was dripping with blood. It had already tasted death, this day. He paced back and forth, his face twitching, his eyes bloodshot. 

			‘The Blood Kraken must be appeased,’ said Krom. ‘And so these three warriors are chosen, the greatest amongst our number. They face Zollech of the Skull Taker!’

			Many voices rose to support their chieftain, though far fewer than there once would have been, even a few spans past. They had been too long without glory. A debt was due.

			Zollech stepped forward, not taking his eyes from Muul. As chieftain, it was his right to speak. He stood, still as a statue, and waited. Then he hefted his axe, and pointed it directly at the younger warrior silently. Words meant nothing, in the end. He’d heard every threat and hollow boast. No amount of bold talk had ever saved his foes from a bloody death.

			Muul laughed, a gurgling, bubbling sound, and began to circle him. That surprised Zollech. He had expected the rage-filled warrior to charge him with everything he had. Foreg and Margos approached, spinning their dual weapons with practised ease. 

			Margos was small, compared to Zollech and Muul, but no less scarred by battle. One ear was little more than a ragged strip of flesh, and a red line carved down his face diagonally, turning his face into a permanent leer. In one hand he carried a barbed hook, with a handle grip that enclosed his fist. He raised the weapon and pointed at Zollech.

			‘You have failed us, old man,’ he rasped. ‘Now it is–’

			Foreg’s sword hacked into his twin brother’s skull. Margos’ eyes rolled back in his head, and he fell to his knees. Foreg wrenched the blade free, and the dead man toppled forward bonelessly and lay still.

			Their audience brayed with laughter, pleased with this ruthless act. There were no rules in the circle. No bonds of honour or blood. Only one would emerge alive. Foreg’s cruel, pinched face was locked in a triumphant smirk.

			The throbbing in Zollech’s head turned his vision crimson, as crimson as the blood that spurted from the twitching corpse of Margos. He started to laugh, as he always did when the killing joy came upon him. Muul made his move, swiping forward with his glaive, using his formidable reach. Zollech smashed that blade aside contemptuously, following with a wide swipe of his axe that sent the gigantic man stumbling back. He recovered fast. As Zollech reversed the swing, hoping to club his foe’s brains out with the iron-wrapped haft of his axe, Muul snapped out a punch that connected with his nose, squashing it flat. He felt blood pouring from the wound, and reached his tongue out to taste the sweet-metal flavour. Foreg rushed in, hacking and thrusting at Muul. His blade tore a gash down the big man’s arm, but it was not deep enough. Muul smashed Foreg in the ribs with the haft of his glaive in return, and when the smaller man crumpled, he lashed out at his throat. Foreg only just scrambled out of the way, though his foe’s glaive carved a crimson arc across his back as he retreated.

			They were all bloodied now. There was the briefest moment of respite as they circled one another, searching for an opening.

			Muul ran a long, pink tongue down the side of his blade, savouring the gore that was smeared across it. Zollech had heard the stories. The master of the Zanthacra liked to consume raw flesh. Living flesh.

			Foreg struck at the pale giant’s ribs, but Muul was unthinkably fast, catching the blow on the haft of his glaive. The two exchanged a flurry of strikes. Foreg’s sword hacked deep into Muul’s shoulder, and the smaller warrior bellowed in triumph. Muul didn’t even scream. Instead he caught his opponent’s hand in one meaty fist, held it tight. Foreg slashed at the man’s side with his blade, but the pale man seemed oblivious. His head snapped forward, and Foreg screamed. Muul ripped a chunk of bloody meat from the man’s neck. His following roared in triumph. The giant chewed on the mouthful of gore a moment, then swallowed it whole. Foreg was gurgling on the floor, trying futilely to stem the torrents of blood gushing from his wound. Muul smiled a red smile.

			‘I will taste your flesh, chieftain,’ he promised. ‘You have strong blood in you.’

			The smell, the scent of blood was overpowering. The rhythmic drumbeat in Zollech’s head was almost deafening, calling him to abandon his wits and surrender to the rising tide, to drown in carnage and gore, even if it was his own.

			He let himself fall into the crimson current.

			They rushed each other, caution abandoned in favour of the white-hot joy of battle. Their blades clashed. Zollech punched out, struck Muul’s jaw and felt teeth shatter. He received a head-butt in return, and his already broken nose crumpled with the sound of grinding cartilage. Muul’s arms were wrapped around him, tighter than a kraken’s embrace. He gasped for air, spat bloody drool into the pale giant’s eyes. Muul’s teeth snapped forward, bit into his cheek and tore a strip of flesh free. He could hear the man’s gurgling laughter, high-pitched, almost like that of a child. His vision swam as Muul rained punches into his side. A rib cracked. With all his strength, he dragged his axe free, tore a great gash across Muul’s belly. The giant stumbled back a step, and his iron grip relaxed for just a moment. Zollech’s body was a bloody ruin, but he felt no pain. He stepped forward and brought his axe down with a scream that tore at his throat. It split Muul’s glaive in two at the haft. 

			Shrieking in outrage, Muul raised the jagged spike of the haft in two hands and drove it into Zollech’s shoulder. It struck deep, and ground on bone. The white-skinned giant slammed punches into his face, great hammer-blows that rattled his skull. Again and again his head shook, rattled by the ferocious assault. Somewhere he lost his grip on his axe, and sank to one knee. Still Muul continued to pound his heavy fists into Zollech’s face. He couldn’t see. He couldn’t hear. But he could smell the big man’s rancid, rotten breath. His hand scrabbled around in the dry earth, and his fingers closed on a hard shard of coral. In a single swift move, he rose and struck out with the makeshift weapon, trusting to the Blood Kraken to guide his arm. It struck home with a wet, tearing sound, and there was a choking gasp.

			Through a bleary storm of blood and black lights, Zollech glimpsed his foe. The shard had pierced through Muul’s throat. The giant staggered, eyes rolling back into his head. Zollech fell upon him, bearing him to the floor. He tore the coral shard free, and stabbed it down again and again. The spatter of blood that trailed through the air in front of him became the coils of the Blood Kraken. In each razor-bladed limb, it grasped a single skull, and within its immense form there gazed a single, furious eye, a cyclopean orb of blazing yellow fire that seared through his very being. 

			The Blood Kraken had witnessed his bloody work, and it was content. 

			When the haze began to clear, Zollech realised that he was hacking away at little more than a pulped and shapeless mound of flesh. His hearing returned with a painful ringing sound, and he heard the thunder of the watching warriors. He felt a hand on his shoulder.

			‘It is done,’ said Krom, the blood priest.

			Zollech staggered to his feet. He was caked in gore from head to toe, but his wounds caused him no pain at all. Rain began to drizzle down, and he raised his head and let it clear the blood from his eyes.

			‘None can deny that the Blood Kraken has chosen this man to lead us,’ Krom screamed. ‘Now we hunt, for flesh and for glory! We churn the seas red with the blood of our enemies, and make tribute of their skulls to the dweller in the deep. We sail!’

			The response was deafening. Even dead Muul’s crew joined the chorus, bellowing Zollech’s name.

			Through the noise cut another voice, an urgent call.

			‘A sail! A black sail!’ shouted a warrior perched on the highest strata of the dead reef. 

			Zollech bent to grasp his fallen axe and began to climb, hauling his battered body up the face of the cliff. Making it to the summit, he stared out over the wide expanse of the Singing Isles. The skies overhead were darkening, and the mist of rain made it hard to pick out the silhouette of a ship at first. Then he saw it, drifting out from the bay of a half-moon shaped island. A sleek three-master, gagger-like black sails and an angular hull that sat low to the water. A ship built for speed on the open ocean. Aelven, so he guessed. A gift from the Blood Kraken for their bloody sacrifice.

			‘To the waves,’ he bellowed, brandishing his axe high. ‘Tonight, we feast!’
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			‘Sails on the horizon!’ came the call. 

			‘Raiders? How many do you see?’ shouted Zenthe, rushing to the fore guardrail.

			‘A dozen sails, half a league distant and closing,’ shouted the lookout, pointing out beyond the curve of the nearest reef wall. ‘War galleys. Reaver ships, captain. They’ve sighted us.’

			Toll swore. He was no expert sailor, but even he knew that in shallow, coastal waters, galleys had the edge over a wolf-ship like the Thrice Lucky. Without the need for wind or currents, they could rely on the strength of a few score well-trained oarsmen to outmanoeuvre larger ships.

			‘Raise anchor,’ shouted the captain. ‘Ready the ballistae. We make for the open seas, and hope we can catch a strong wind.’

			The crew rushed to their positions, some aelves shimmying up the mast guide-ropes to unfurl the sails, others heading down below to man the artillery. 

			‘This will be a damn-near thing, either way,’ muttered Zenthe, scanning the horizon. ‘The tribes that raid the seas out here, they know their seamanship well. We’re a wounded giant, ripe for the kill.’

			‘We can’t outrun them?’ asked Callis. ‘Was I mishearing all those times you boasted about the speed of this boat?’

			‘You heard me well enough,’ Arika Zenthe snapped. ‘She can outrun anyone on the seas with a decent head of wind, but it’s as still as death out here. Even if we could set full sail, these channels are too tight. We’d strike a reef or a cluster of rocks and we’d be stuck floundering while they swarmed all over us.’

			The Thrice Lucky groaned as they swept around a forked spear of lichen-covered rock and entered a narrow pass between two jaws of jagged stone. Toll saw the truth of Zenthe’s words. Their hull might be strong enough to fend off a ghyreshark’s strikes, but one wrong turn and they would find themselves aground, trapped on those outcroppings. 

			Even at the speed they were cutting through the clear waters, Toll’s heart leapt into his mouth when he glanced over the side. The water was shallow here, startlingly so. It seemed impossible that the keel wasn’t already being scraped to splinters across the sea bed. They had only just cleared the channel when the shout went up from the rear of the Thrice Lucky. 

			‘Sails!’

			Toll turned, and sighted the oncoming ships through his eyeglass. They were sleek, narrow vessels, cutting like daggers through the water. Upon the prow of each was fashioned a daemonic visage, roughly but imposingly carved, leering hungrily at their prey. Horned, fanged faces, splattered with blood-red dye. Some had yellowed skulls stuffed into their mouths. He could see figures on the deck; brawny, pale-skinned humans, flesh marked with smears of crimson war-paint. The men had long beards, forked and slickened, while the women had short, spiked hair, shaved to form a ridge down the centre of their skulls. A number wore scraps of armour or helmets, but most went unarmoured. Twenty or so manned the oars on each galley, while half a dozen strode along the deck or stood upon the fore rail, brandishing axes, spears and boarding hooks. He could see their lips move, and knew they were chanting. He glanced above, at the galley’s triangular sails. They were black, marked with the image of an eight-tentacled sea beast with gaping jaws, each limb grasping a grinning skull.

			‘Heathens,’ he spat. ‘Not mere looters. There will be no bargaining. No taking of prisoners. If they board us, they will slaughter us all.’

			‘Heathens I know how to fight,’ snarled Callis. ‘Let them come.’

			‘These are hardened killers,’ said Toll. ‘They have raided the Taloncoast for centuries, surviving this beast-haunted wilderness against all odds. They will not die easily.’

			‘I’d like to see them survive a bullet in the skull,’ Callis replied. 

			‘Toll’s right,’ said Shev, frowning at the oncoming reaver ships. ‘I’ve encountered their kind before, and I’ve no wish to repeat the experience. If we’ve any luck left, we’ll reach the open sea and outrun them. If not…’

			She left the thought unspoken.

			The swirling clouds overhead began to spit a torrent of lashing rain. Ahead, Toll could glimpse the glowing line of the horizon, appearing through gaps in the web of rocky spears. They were close to the open sea. The wind was picking up, but hardly filling the sails. They hung, flapping lazily in the breeze. With every second their pursuers came closer, spreading out as they advanced like wolves on the hunt, looking to surround their quarry. The rear arbalests, a pair mounted on the aft rail, began to load shafts, harpoons tipped with a strange shape, like a blunt-nosed arrowhead. 

			‘It’s too far,’ frowned Callis. ‘They’ll never score a hit from here.’

			‘Just watch,’ said Toll.

			The corsair gunner sighted and loosed one of the missiles. It arced up and out over the water. It was obvious from the second it was launched that there was no way it would strike one of the vessels. Instead, it struck the water, perhaps forty paces short of the leftmost reaver ship. No sooner had it struck the water than it exploded in a sheet of purplish flame that spread across the surface like spilled wine on parchment. Yet it did not burn out, nor did the lapping waves or pouring rain extinguish it. An entire section of the channel was now aflame, tongues of searing fire forking up in search of something to devour, hissing and spitting in the downpour. As they watched, one of the ships, unable to manoeuvre clear in the cramped confines, barrelled through the patch of burning sea. The boat went up like a pitch-soaked torch. A hulking figure on the prow staggered to and fro, engulfed in fire. They could hear his ragged shrieks over the wind. More blazing figures leapt into the water, trying to escape the rising inferno, which now spread out on all sides of the doomed vessel. There was no relief from the hungering fires. The reavers splashed and burned and screamed, and thick black smoke rose into the air above the remaining ships.

			The aelf corsairs laughed, and slapped each other on the back. 

			‘Rotten way to go,’ muttered Callis.

			‘Save your pity,’ said Toll. ‘And pray that more burn before they reach us.’

			The rear arbalests opened up again, and yet more eruptions of flame spread out across the channel. More ships were lit ablaze and the smell of burning flesh met their nostrils. The Thrice Lucky yawed to the right, cutting clear of the channel. There was open ocean ahead. The rain was pouring so hard that it hurt, thick bullets of freezing sleet that hammered the deck with a staccato rhythm. Finally, there was a wind. The sails opened and filled, and immediately they could feel the rush of speed. 

			Too little, too late, Toll was sure. The aelves’ purple fire had accounted for perhaps four or five of the twenty vessels in pursuit, but the arbalests were out of the incendiary rounds. 

			The reavers were close now. Toll could hear their guttural chanting, a bellowed sound in some ancient island tongue that sent a chill down his spine. The daemon-headed prows were mere yards behind them, charred black by the aelven fire. The lead vessel was lined with flayed skins and blackened skulls, larger than the other reaver ships by some measure. Along its flank were mounted several rotting torsos, impaled to the deck by long spears. A giant of a man stood tall on the prow, holding a heavy broadaxe easily in one hand. His face was mostly covered by a blood-smeared barbute, topped by two curling horns. His muscular body was riven by multiple slashes, deep cuts that seeped bright red gore. The man seemed to pay his wounds no mind. The witch hunter raised his weapon and sighted the man, but thought better of the shot. 

			Let them come a little closer, he thought. Let me make every shot a killing shot. 

			One of the rear arbalests loosed a missile, which sailed past the huge warrior and scythed through a row of oar-bearers, pinning several to the deck. The aelves were loosing their repeater bows now, sending a hail of bolts whickering into the reavers. In return, the barbarians hurled javelins and throwing axes. The range was extreme, but even so the well-aimed missiles struck the deck of the Thrice Lucky. An aelf caught a thrown axe in the foot and fell to the deck, shrieking and clutching at the severed stumps of his toes. Larger warriors came forward, hurling grapples. Some fell away into the surging waters, but others stuck fast, carving gouges out of the hull as their barbed hooks dug deep into the wood. More slammed home on the far side of the Thrice Lucky. Toll sprinted forward. Drawing his blade, he hacked at the rope that dangled from the nearest boarding claw. His rapier was a fencing blade, ill-suited to such crude work, but it was Marchiana steel, forged by the undisputed master bladesmith of Excelsis. It made short work of the thick hemp, which sprang away into the water. The crew of the Thrice Lucky was hacking as many grapples away as they could, but more reaver ships were pulling alongside, and with every passing moment more missiles clawed into the hull. Toll saw one grapple strike an aelf, digging into his neck and releasing a spurt of crimson. The sailor was yanked off his feet, striking a dizzying blow against the guard rail before spinning off into the waves.

			‘Prepare for boarders!’ yelled Oscus. 

			The first head emerged over the lip of the port rail, a bald, snarling face, eyes wide and bloodshot, deep in the battle-frenzy. Oscus stepped forwards and rammed a dagger deep into the warrior’s eye socket. The man’s corpse tumbled away. Two ships were racing parallel to the Thrice Lucky, latched tight by multiple grapples. Warriors were hauling themselves up the ropes, leaping and grasping hold of the portholes on the gunnery deck below, before dragging themselves over the side and onto the deck. One unfortunate boarder grasped a handhold just as an arbalest loosed its lethal missile. It impaled the warrior through the guts, hurling him twenty paces to crash against the rough hull of his own vessel, and splash away into the depths. Yet, as many reavers as they butchered, more clambered up towards them, axes strapped to their backs or clamped between yellowed fangs filed to needle points.

			‘Steady yourselves,’ roared Zenthe, and as Toll glanced to the wheel he saw her yank it sharply to the left. The port side of the Thrice Lucky struck the nearest reaver ship, and the bulkier vessel crumpled the oars of the war galley like kindling, smearing several boarders into bloody paste as they were ground between the two ships. The enemy vessel spun, hopelessly unbalanced with one row of oars gone, and was leaning lengthwise when a pursuing vessel rammed it amidships. The stricken galley came apart in an explosion of wood splinters, upending its crew into the waters. The ship that had struck it fared little better, breaching the water as it smashed into its ally, before turning over in the crashing surf, its prow crumpled. 

			The stunt had bought them some time, but the impact had slowed the Thrice Lucky badly, and more ships were drawing alongside, ready­ing grapples of their own. Toll heard commotion behind and spun to see half a dozen burly beserkers crash to the deck, wielding vicious axes and serrated blades. They swept their weapons around in wide, careless arcs, cleaving aelves in two or hacking off heads with every swing. Toll watched Callis step up and blast one of the boarders in the chest with his pistol, unleashing a gout of white smoke. The man staggered a few steps, but came on at the former Freeguild soldier. Callis fired again, emptying a second barrel, and the man’s skull came apart in a wet eruption of blood and brains.

			The deck was a chaotic melee, a cramped and brutal brawl in which the heavy-bladed humans had the advantage. Toll knew their attackers lacked the skill and precision that marked the corsairs’ deft swordplay, but it seemed to take a dozen lethal wounds to drop any of them, and all the while they swept those vicious axes around in great scything arcs. He stepped in behind one and locked an arm around the man’s throat, pressed his own four-barrelled pistol into the small of his opponent’s back and fired, emptying every chamber at once. The man’s chest simply exploded, showering the deck with intestines and fragments of bone. In response, aelves began to fight in packs, bearing the reavers down in numbers, and stabbing them over and over and over again until they ceased to move. The deck was slick with gore. It was all Toll could do to keep his feet, as it swayed and rolled beneath him. 

			A warrior charged at him, near seven feet of corded muscles and shark-hide leather, swinging a wide-bladed cleaver. Toll staggered backwards, not even bothering to deflect the man’s blows, instead ducking and swaying aside. The man overextended, slipped just slightly, and Toll thrust out with the tip of his blade, scoring a hit across the man’s ribs. It barely seemed to slow the reaver. He snarled, drooling bloody spittle, bellowing nonsensical, animal sounds. A backhand swing just missed Toll’s leg and then the man barrelled forward, shaggy head down, aiming at the witch hunter’s chest like a charging bull. Toll let the reaver’s momentum carry him onto the point of his rapier, which slid through flesh with sickening ease, sliding deep into the man’s clavicle.

			It should have been a kill. Instead, the man kept rushing forwards and struck Toll in the chest. They sprawled across the deck. Something hit Toll in the face, hard. A fist, or a boot, he wasn’t sure. The reaver had lost his weapon, but he straddled Toll’s chest, hands locking around the witch hunter’s throat. The man’s veins stood out like thick ropes. His eyes rolled predatorily back into his head as the blood frenzy overcame him. Toll choked, trying to wrench himself free. Having lost his pistol in the fall, he rammed the pommel of his blade into the reaver’s temple, over and over until his hands were slick with blood. Unable to quite angle his blade for a killing blow, his vision began to cloud over as he gasped for breath.

			‘Agh’rakh t’or,’ barked his assailant. ‘Maskga ran vem’tra, tu va Khorne! Tu va Khorne!’

			The man’s back arched, and his vice-like grip loosened. He spat blood, which dribbled into his matted beard. Then his head lolled, and he slumped over, dead. Toll dragged in a painful lungful of air, gasping and coughing. He shoved the corpse away. There were three black-shafted bolts riddling the man’s spine. He looked up and saw Shev stationed up in the mainmast, wielding a repeater bow. She gave him the briefest nod, and raised the weapon to her chin, loosing another volley. Another reaver went down, a bolt protruding from his eye.
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			The woman drove Callis back, tirelessly swinging her glaive, never giving him a moment to strike back. Her face was a twisted mask of hatred, her yellow teeth filed to killing points. A strip of orange hair ran down the centre of her narrow skull, spattered with blood. He gave ground, stumbling over moaning bodies and sliding in pools of blood, trying to work some space between them. The woman spat blood in his eyes, and he cursed and slipped to one knee. He raised his sword, intercepting her descending glaive, but she rushed in behind the strike and drove her knee up under his jaw, snapping his head back.

			He sprawled against something hard and unyielding that blasted the air from his lungs.

			The reaver raised her glaive high. 

			Arika Zenthe leapt from the forecastle above, soaring above the swirling melee, twin swords whirling. As she fell she twisted in mid-air like a carnival performer, bringing the arcing blades down in a cross cut that carved a bloody cross into the scar-faced woman’s back. The reaver toppled with a rattling moan. Zenthe rolled as she landed, coming into a spinning kick that sent another reaver stumbling away. Axes and cleavers swept out at her, but she flowed like quicksilver, ever out of their reach. Another reaver went down, clutching an opened stomach. Another grabbed at the crimson ruin where his eyes had been only moments before, grunting in agony. A fork-bearded reaver raced towards the captain, arms outstretched to grasp her in a crushing embrace. She turned, and whipped her blades back and forth. Fingers rained to the deck, and the man ­stumbled to his knees. She reversed her grip on one sword and brought it down, sinking into the reaver’s neck. He gurgled and rolled over.

			The aelves of the Thrice Lucky cheered their captain wildly.

			‘Enough!’ roared Zenthe, flicking blood from her blades. ‘Get back on those arbalests, fools.’

			Callis reloaded his pistol, searching for targets. They had cleared the deck for now, but more grappling hooks were flying in.

			Zenthe raced past, bounding back up the steps of the forecastle to the wheel. He followed her. The rain was so thick they could barely see more than a few hundred paces ahead. The skies rumbled, and a flash of lightning revealed more reaver ships closing in on all sides.

			‘They have us,’ growled Zenthe. ‘They’ll wear us down, bleed us until we’re dry and feed on our carcass.’

			‘Captain!’ came a shout from the crow’s nest, up on the main mast. There were several aelves up there, the finest shots in the crew, wielding repeaters. ‘Storm off the starboard bow, a league and a half away.’

			Zenthe raced to the rail, and peered off into the distance. Callis approached. At first he could see nothing but driving sleet, heavy black clouds overhead, and the knife-like shapes of the reaver ships cutting alongside them. The sea was a rain-shrouded valley of churning grey, against which the Thrice Lucky seemed laughably, pitifully small, little more than a child’s toy. The waves were growing fiercer with every passing moment. Then he saw it. Far off, a cluster of spiralling, black tempests reaching down from the darkening clouds, each large enough to swallow the Thrice Lucky whole. Spirals of lightning flickered and sparked around the whirling vortexes.

			‘There,’ said Zenthe, ‘that’s a ship-killer if ever I saw one.’

			Oscus was at the wheel, bleeding from a dozen wounds, teeth gritted in pain.

			‘I can take us around it,’ he growled. 

			‘No,’ said Zenthe. ‘We’re going straight in, right down the throat of the storm.’

			She took the wheel from the first mate, dragging it to starboard, angling them towards the looming maelstrom. 

			‘Let them follow us, if they dare. If we die, they die with us.’

			‘You’re out of your damned mind,’ whispered Callis. 

			Zenthe’s laughter was harsh and bitter.

			‘It’s taken you this long to notice?’

			Shev could see far from her perch, and she did not like the look of the waters ahead one bit. 

			They were sailing to their deaths.

			My gods, whispered Occlesius, and she shared his awe. A spear of lightning arced down from the heavens, illuminating perhaps a dozen whirling tempests that whipped the seas to a frothing maw of white foam. Enormous funnels of water formed, dragged up from the ocean by the unthinkable power of the storm. At the base of each, the water was churned into a swirling vortex. She could see dark shapes flittering in and out of the raging waterspouts, beasts of the sea torn from their lairs, helpless in the face of this unnatural calamity. For a moment, she thought she saw a bestial face form in the clouds above; a body of striated clouds, eyes of crackling lightning. Then the Thrice Lucky dipped to crest the bow of a wave, and she had to lean out to grab hold of the rigging, her stomach lurching at the sudden change of momentum.

			I had forgotten, so long have I slept. There is truly no limit to the wonders of the Eight Realms. Have you ever seen a more majestic example of the ferocity of nature?

			‘We’re going to die here,’ she muttered. 

			Perhaps. But if that is so, you have to admit it’s a spectacular last image to take with us to the Realm of Endings. Who knows, I may simply sink like a stone to the bottom of the ocean, where no mortal being has ever strayed before. What beings slumber down there, I wonder? What ancient gods dwell at the foot of the abyss?

			‘There are some mysteries I have no interest in solving.’

			Below, the deck was littered with corpses, both reaver and aelf. More of the daemon-headed ships were slicing through the waves towards them, sensing the kill. If they were aware of the nightmare they were about to enter, they showed no sign of it. Their angular prows carved through the waves with ease, a sure sign that while the raiders might appear like little more than savage killers, they knew their seamanship well. The Thrice Lucky – scourge of the seas – was being outmanoeuvred by another predator. The reaver longships sailed high in the water, and their rows of oars afforded them formidable agility and speed even in the midst of the thrashing waves.

			They are too swift, said Occlesius. We’ll not outrun them in these waters.

			Staring out at the hunting ships, Shev didn’t doubt the man’s words. If the storm didn’t consume them, the killers in those vessels soon would.
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			Toll could see the scale of the calamity they were headed towards, and his jaw locked firm as he understood the inevitability of their fate. It was one thing to face impossible odds with your feet planted and a blade in your hand, but it was quite another to plummet into the heart of a disaster, your life and your mission entirely in the hands of another.

			It was an unpleasant sensation, and one that Toll had not experienced in some time. Zenthe was perhaps the finest shipmaster in these seas, but surely this task was beyond even her skills.

			‘Can you get us through that?’ he shouted, staring at the mountain-sized column of water that was rapidly approaching, and the gaping hole in the ocean beneath. 

			Zenthe gritted her teeth as she hauled the Thrice Lucky around in a tight turn, taking them over the crest of a wave and angling them out past the monstrous tempest. ‘That is a foolish damned question. Just keep those blood-hungry dogs off my deck and leave the sailing to me.’

			It was impossible, Toll knew. No one could sail through that maze of death in one piece. They were already doomed, and it was too late to choose another path now. The thought that he would perish without passing justice upon the traitor Vermyre was too sickening to bear. How many lives would be lost because of his failure, he wondered? How many cities would burn? 

			And worst of all, Toll’s greatest error, his failure to recognise the evil brewing within his old friend, would never be redeemed.

			Callis approached, black hair slicked to his skull, his cheek marked by a nasty cut that ran from his brow to the edge of his jaw. He had stowed his pistol. Guns were temperamental at best in such torrential downpours, even master-crafted duardin firing pieces.

			‘They’re still coming,’ he shouted over the crashing of the waves. ‘They’re following us right on into that insanity.’

			‘Trust Arika,’ said Toll. His fingers closed tight around the hilt of his sword. The freezing rain was chafing his hand raw. ‘She will take us through.’

			He didn’t believe it, of course, but what else could they do?

			Zollech stared at the wrath of the Blood Kraken, the storm that his vengeful god had loosed upon them. Ever was the dweller in the deeps a mercurial master, bestowing great gifts and terrible punishments on his faithful, often in the span of only a few moments. He had thought that his blood offering in the circle had been enough to gain the war-like deity’s favour, but that had been a foolish hope. Such meagre death could never appease the Great Hungerer. It required a far greater tribute.

			Their failure to stop the aelven wave-cutter had been their doom. Now they would die along with their intended prey, dragged down by the storm into the depths of the many-limbed god’s lightless realm. So be it.

			‘We are bound for the bottomless deep, our souls claimed by the Blood Kraken,’ he roared, turning to the ranks of oarsmen still drawing them through the waves with fearsome speed. ‘But before we die, let us claim one more tribute for his lightless halls!’

			They shouted their assent as one, and redoubled their efforts. Zollech had never seen the Skull Taker carve its way through the waves with such speed and purpose. Around him, angling in on the fleeing corsair vessel, were a dozen remaining war galleys. The foe’s steersmen knew their trade well. By all rights they should have overrun the ship and taken the deck already. Each time they drew close the aelf wave-cutter arced away, riding the waves with astonishing grace for its size. If this was to be their last hunt, then it would be a worthy kill indeed.

			Armand Callis had never lived through anything like it. As a child growing up in Excelsis he had watched the storms rage off the coast, out beyond the sea wall around the forest of swaying masts that was the city docks. He had watched the skies alive with light and noise, and stared, open-mouthed at the spectacle. His mother had threatened him with all manner of punishments one night when he had loosed the latch on his window and climbed upon the roof of their house to watch one such tempest, the fiercest he had ever seen. He remembered the smell of lightning on the wind, the arcing crescents that reached out like fingers of fire across the bay. He remembered, vividly, the dreams that had followed that night. In them he was lost out amidst that raging, elemental chaos, adrift and terrified. Helpless against the unimaginable power of nature.

			That potent terror came rushing back now, though this time it would not vanish with the dawn. The Thrice Lucky tossed, yawed and spun, seemingly out of control, its masts and sails protesting with creaking roars as the winds whipped them to and fro. It was almost impossible to keep one’s footing, like trying to balance upright on a galloping steed. The aelves moved with impossible grace across the deck, while he staggered, then fell. The wind and rain were torrential, so thick and violent that he could barely see ten paces in front of himself. He teetered as the bow of the ship rose high into the air and struck against the ship’s rail. He gasped in terror as the churning ocean rose to slam into his face, toppled backwards and sprawled on the deck. 

			He felt hands around his shoulders, helping him upright. He turned, and stared into the face of Shev Arclis. She was yelling something, but he could not make it out in the thunderous noise of the storm. She leaned in, bellowed in his ear.

			‘We have to get below!’

			Arms wrapped around each other’s shoulders, they stumbled across the deck, skidding on the sheets of water that gushed across the surface. Bodies slid and rolled, splashed overboard or struck the rail with bone-crunching force. Callis looked around for Toll, but the witch hunter was nowhere to be seen. There was the hatch to the lower decks, shut tight and barred with heavy pull-locks. Callis knelt, yanked at the metal latch and tugged one free.

			There was a burst of lightning and an almighty crack, the sound of a hundred cannons discharged at once. Splinters rained down, and a shadow loomed over them. Callis blinked through the rain, and saw the rear mast toppling towards him, trailing smoke and flame.

			Shev battered into him from the side, and they rolled clear. The heavy timber slammed onto the deck, crushing an unfortunate crewman beneath it. It had fallen on the deck hatch, barring access below. Ropes whipped across the deck, and one hooked Callis by the ankle. He was dragged on his front across the splintered wood, yelling and flailing, entirely helpless. He caught hold of something, the leg of an arbalest, smashed apart by falling beams. Splinters of wood dug into his fingers, but he dared not let go of his lifeline. He kicked frantically at the loop of thick rope around his boot. It was attached to a flap of sail, which was fluttering and whipping back and forth over the edge of the ship. Slowly, inexorably, he was being dragged into the ocean. His foot was agony, twisted badly in the fall. He had no idea where his blade was. He scrabbled at his belt and grabbed a thin-bladed dirk, tried to hack his foot free. 

			The ship yawed again, and his bloody fingers slipped and lost purchase on the arbalest. He skidded across the hardwood, smashed his head against something hard, then tumbled into empty air.
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			Toll stood hunched by Arika Zenthe’s side, grasping hold of the forecastle and staring at a sight he knew he would never forget. They circled the edge of an abyss. The Thrice Lucky leaned agonisingly, a scant few hundred paces away from tumbling into that gaping void of swirling water a dozen boat-lengths across. Captain Zenthe’s teeth were gritted, her eyes narrowed and veins bulged from her thin neck.

			He could have sworn she was smiling.

			The vortex of water rose up into the clouds in the centre of the maelstrom, a spiralling column large enough to devour a fleet whole, one end vanishing down into the depths. And still the reaver ships came on. They were close now, gaining ground with the loss of the rear mast. Their own sails were filled with the howling wind, stitched with the same bloody image of the kraken. As Toll watched them bearing down, one vessel strayed too close to the whirlpool’s edge. Rather than tumbling down into nothing, it was dragged into the air by the cyclonic winds that whipped about the vortex. Tiny figures, screaming men and women, were plucked from the deck and sent spinning through the air, sucked into the enormous waterspout. The mast and its sails were torn from the spinning vessel, and then the entire hull came apart in a shower of splinters. The shattered fragments of the ship circled the tempest like a swarm of insects, before disappearing into the jet-black clouds above.

			Something struck the Thrice Lucky hard on the port side. The ship groaned beneath them, and they drifted closer to the abyss, Zenthe screaming in rage as she hauled the wheel in the opposite direction.

			‘Get them off our flank,’ she yelled. ‘Or they’ll drive us over the edge.’

			Oscus ran with Toll, making for the far side of the ship, where a group of corsairs were raining down javelins on to a reaver galley which was angled into the prow of the Thrice Lucky. The oarsmen were not abandoning their posts to leap aboard their quarry. They were no longer trying to take the Thrice Lucky alive. They were out for the kill, and they were willing to throw away their lives to ensure their prey’s destruction. 

			Toll grabbed Oscus’ arm.

			‘How do we drive them back?’ he shouted. ‘The arbalests are shattered, and there’s no route to the lower decks.’

			‘Follow,’ the aelf shouted back, and hauled himself over the side of the rail. 

			Toll cursed, and rushed forward. Oscus was clambering down the hull, agile as a spider, missiles slamming into the wood around him. With one hand he reached down and prised open one of the gunnery deck portholes, and with serpent-like grace he slipped his body through the gap, disappearing into the hull. 

			Toll sheathed his blade and lowered himself over the edge of the rail, following the first mate. Below, he could see the oars of the reaver galley, and the storm-lashed ranks of barbarian raiders, still bellowing their battle-hymns as they drove their vessel against the Thrice Lucky with suicidal determination. One of the figures gestured up at him, and axes and spears began to clatter and bounce off the hull around him. He lacked Oscus’ dextrous grace, and it was all he could do to stop himself from falling. Whether he hit the ocean or struck the deck of the reaver ship, that would be the end of him. He strained for the open porthole with one hand, gritting his teeth and clinging to a tear in the hull with the other. It was too far. A flash of silver rushed past his eye as another missile clattered from the wood, mere inches from his face. Sooner or later a lucky throw would strike him.

			He let himself fall, scrabbling across the slick wood, desperately reaching for the lip of the porthole. He grasped it, and his feet skidded across the wood as he hung there. Strong hands grabbed him and hauled him through the portal, and he splashed into ankle-high water. 

			He spat out a mouthful of the rancid liquid and looked around. The gunnery deck was a charnel pit, littered with dead aelves and the bodies of human raiders who had tried to enter the same way as Oscus and Toll had just done. Only a couple of the arbalests were still in shooting position. The others had been torn from their moorings, and now lay in a shattered heap at the far end of the chamber.

			‘Come on,’ snarled Oscus, gesturing him further into the depths of the ship. They ran as fast as they could, splashing through filthy brown water and scattered debris.

			Even Toll, no man of the seas, could tell that the Thrice Lucky was dying. She was a tough ship, no doubt, but she was taking on water now from a hundred different wounds. 

			‘How long do we have?’ he said. Oscus turned, and fixed him with a sad look. It was the first time he had seen any emotion from the taciturn first mate.

			‘She could go at any moment,’ the aelf said, running one hand along a great crack in the hull. ‘She is made from strong, solid oak, but even she cannot take this punishment. Even if the maelstrom does not take us, it will be a miracle if we make port.’

			‘Then let’s make sure we take as many of those savages with us as we can,’ Toll snarled. 

			Oscus nodded, and ducked through into a low chamber, behind the stairs to the lower deck. This was the armoury. It was dank and lightless, for no flames could be risked so close to their black powder supplies. After a moment his eyes adjusted to the light, and he saw rows of dully gleaming repeater bows, swords and boarding axes set around the walls of the chamber. At the rear were piled crates, and Oscus was levering one such container open. Toll grabbed a sword from the rack and used its blade to help pry the lid. It snapped open, and dropped to splash in the water pooling around their boots.

			‘Careful with these,’ hissed the first mate, gently removing a large, glass container filled with an opaque liquid. Toll frowned, unsure of exactly what he was dealing with. ‘You spill one in here, and we’re dead in moments.’

			‘What am I holding?’ asked Toll.

			‘One of the captain’s rarer finds,’ said Oscus. ‘One that cost many lives to obtain. We will only need the one, trust me on this.’

			Something within the jar snapped against the glass with surprising force, and Toll almost dropped the entire case. He peered closer, but could see nothing through the milky liquid.

			With both of them steadying the jar, Oscus led the way back to the secondary deck. 

			‘Help me with this,’ he said, hefting the heavy container up and leaning it against the edge of the porthole. ‘When it breaks, it must not be in contact with the Thrice Lucky. We must make sure it lands right on their deck. Ready?’

			Toll nodded. On the first mate’s mark, he thrust the container out into the empty air, and watched it sail through the rain and crash onto the deck of the reaver vessel, amongst the crew. At first, nothing seemed to happen.

			‘Wait,’ said Oscus, watching the ship intently, a sinister smile on his sharp features.

			Something began to swell amidst the rain-splashed deck of the enemy ship. At first it was formless, bulging, like an amniotic sac. With every passing moment it grew, forming pseudopods of transparent matter, which whipped and searched about like questing tendrils. One wrapped around the flesh of an oarsman, and the man arched his back and screamed, steam rising from a burning lash where the strange creature had touched him. Another pseudopod wrapped around his throat, and the man’s cries became little more than a choking gurgle. Even through the lashing rain Toll could smell the scent of burning flesh. The formless shape grew larger and larger, and more reavers began to thrash as the searing tentacles lashed and grabbed at them, burning through hide wraps and metal armour with shocking ease, sending up wisps of smoke whenever they met exposed flesh. The reavers had abandoned their oars now, and were hacking at the amorphous blob with axes and blades, but to their horror even their weapons smoked and crumbled as they contacted the bizarre creature. 

			The war galley lagged and scraped against the side of the Thrice Lucky, its momentum lost as more and more reavers scrambled to take up weapons against the thing growing from the deck of their ship. As Toll watched, he could see the thing begin to smoke and burn at the very deck beneath it, the wood crumbling away under its gelid bulk. Something resembling a head was forming amidst the mass, with malformed, primitive eyes like pale yolks. The thing was large now, filling the entire centre of the ship and growing with every second. He could see bodies writhing within its translucent form, dissolving and burning even as they struggled to break free. With a chorus of screams, the ship broke free of the Thrice Lucky, disappearing into the gloom. The last thing Toll saw was several translucent limbs reaching around to envelop the dying ship, contracting with enough strength to tear the timbers of the galley apart.

			‘What in Sigmar’s name was that thing?’ he said, shocked at the swiftness and horror of the reaver ship’s demise.

			‘The spawn of something that lives deep, deep below, in lightless realms that no mortal can ever reach,’ said Oscus, still wearing that vicious grin as he savoured the screams that rippled across the water. ‘Something for which there is no name.’
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			‘Armand!’ yelled Shev, as she watched the man get swept overboard, dragged by the rope that had entangled him. She raced across the deck, and peered out over the rail. There was a terrifyingly small amount of ocean between them and the edge of the maelstrom, and between that and the Thrice Lucky was the largest of the reaver ships, close enough to touch the hull. Warriors were hurling more grappling claws, and she ducked aside as one slammed into the deck at her feet. Callis lay sprawled on the prow deck of the daemon-headed ship, half-dazed, while a giant of a man advanced on him wielding an axe as tall as Shev herself. 

			Desperately, she looked around for something to use, something to distract the hulking killer. She had no weapon. Nothing.

			He is a dead man, said Occlesius sadly. You cannot save him. Do not watch this, Miss Arclis.

			Callis snorted with helpless laughter, shaking his head. Against all the odds he had somehow managed to survive being thrown over the side of the Thrice Lucky, only to find himself crashing to the deck of the very killers hunting them across the seas. He had to see the funny side, even in situations like this, with his impending death at hand. A scarred brute of a man advanced on him, carrying a vicious broadaxe as if it weighed less than a blade of grass.

			Callis reached to his belt and drew his dirk. Melt about seventeen similarly sized weapons down and re-forge them, and you’d have almost enough metal to make the hilt of his opponent’s axe. He was too tired and bruised to let the fear overcome him. Better this way. Better to die under the strike of a longaxe than plunge into the seas and be dragged down into the inky blackness.

			‘What are you waiting for?’ he laughed, flipping the blade into a backhand grip, as he had learned to fight on the streets of Excelsis. ‘I’ve killed half a dozen of your gutless kin today. It’s about time one of you gave me a proper fight.’

			His opponent’s mouth twitched just slightly, perhaps revealing a flicker of amusement.

			Callis barely even saw the strike coming. Like a striking spider the savage snapped forwards, bringing his axe down to carve Callis neck to waist. It was only a fortuitous roll of the waves that sent him stumbling back out of the big man’s reach, splashing in a great puddle of bloody water that had gathered in the prow of the reaver ship. Callis rolled, and the axe crunched into the deck, sending water splashing into the air. He kicked out and connected with the brute’s jaw, but the man didn’t even seem to register the blow. He grabbed Callis by the front of his shirt and lifted him into the air. His face was older than Callis had expected, lined and weathered, with a covering of grey-white stubble. The man slammed a fist into his side. Dizzy, and sputtering for air, he stabbed out with his dagger. The blade pierced the man’s hide wraps, and he felt it scrape across bone. The savage growled, hurled him against the totem at the front of the ship. He slammed into the unyielding surface and slid to the floor, losing his grip on the dagger. 

			The man stalked purposefully after him, hefting his axe. The longboat heaved to the side, and Callis gazed up blearily to see the towering whirlwind of the waterspout, no more than five hundred paces from the ship. This close, the sound was apocalyptic, a rushing roar of wind and hammering rain. The timbers beneath him groaned and creaked, and he felt the back half of the ship sway to port, drawn inexorably towards the approaching catastrophe.

			The reaver lord stepped close and smashed a fist into his face. His vision went black for a moment, and when he came to he was being lifted into the air, and he was staring into the man’s bloodshot eyes. His breath smelled like smoke and dried blood.

			‘Weak,’ he growled, and his vice-like grip tightened around Callis’ throat.

			The boat swayed again, and the reaver stumbled, his foot slipping just slightly on the rain-swept deck. His grip slackened just a fraction, and Callis made a spear of the two forefingers of his right hand and thrust them into his assailant’s eye. The man grunted in pain, and Callis followed with a knee to the groin. Not a technique they taught you in the Freeguild drill schools, that one. More fool them. The big man’s grasp weakened just slightly, and Callis twisted and wriggled free. He crashed to the deck, rolled and snatched up his knife. As he turned, he just barely ducked aside from a swipe of the reaver’s axe. His opponent’s eye was pouring blood, and the man’s posture had changed. Gone was the slow, assured menace, replaced by a killing fury.

			Callis rose, exhausted. He clutched his pitiful blade in shivering fingers. The meagre weapon was not going to be nearly enough. The reaver was too big, too strong. Sooner or later, no matter how much he skirted around, that axe was going to crash into him, tear him in two. He glanced around desperately for something he could use, some way to escape the drifting vessel, but saw nothing. To his horror, the Thrice Lucky was slowly pulling away from the longship, away from the raging waterspout that threatened to grasp him up in its raging mouth.

			The man stalked closer, raising his axe. A strobing flash of lightning illuminated the drops of blood that slid along its surface, and the raging fires in the reaver’s eyes.

			Something sailed in over the water, arching gracefully over the waves, and struck the advancing warrior in the side with both feet. It was Shev Arclis, a thick rope secured around her waist. As her momentum was suddenly reversed, she swung back out over the water.

			The savage barely even staggered under the blow, but it stopped him in his tracks. He stared up at the dangling aelf, and as she began to swing back towards him once more, he swept his axe back, ready to strike her in two. Callis surged to his feet, leaping up and wrapping his arms and legs around the barbarian’s sturdy frame, locking his hands tight around his foe’s throat so that the man could not bring his axe to bear.

			Shev crashed in again, and all three went down in a tangle of limbs. Callis clung on like a gryph-hound with its beak locked around an intruder’s leg, knowing that if he released his grip they were both dead. The big man slammed elbows into his side, and bucked and rocked with furious strength, but still he would not let go, even through the haze of pain. Shev darted in with a blade, seeking to sink it between the struggling warrior’s ribs. A kick sent her flying backwards, almost disappearing over the gunwale. From the rear of the ship a burly figure dressed in rain-swept rags rushed forward, attempting to tackle her, but she slipped out from under his searching hands with easy grace, planting a boot in his back and sending him tumbling into the waves.

			She bellowed something at him that was lost in the storm, face pale with terror as she stared up at the approaching whirlwind. Forking tendrils of lightning were reflected in her eyes. Beneath Callis, the towering warrior finally found his feet, and began to rise. With an animal howl he bent his body forwards, bucking and sending Callis somersaulting into the air. He lost his grip around the man’s throat and landed in a shuffling roll, staggering towards Shev, who was entranced by the catastrophe about to swallow them. The silk­steel rope was fastened tight around her waist, and he prayed that it would hold. He grasped the rope and wound it around his wrist, and turned to see the warrior leaping towards them, murder in his eyes.

			Callis stepped up onto the gunwale, dragging Shev along with him, and let himself fall backwards into the sea. The waves rose up to claim them with a stinging slap, and he could not help but gasp, and therefore swallow a mouthful of bitter, ice-cold seawater that burned his throat. Shev was clutching his arm so hard it hurt, her fingers digging into his flesh like claws, but he welcomed the pain. It was the only thing he could focus on in the swirling, pummelling madness that enveloped him. An undercurrent caught them, lifted them high, and for a moment his head broke the surface of the water. His arm was almost yanked out of its socket by the force of the tightening rope, but still he held on.

			He saw the horn-helmed warrior, standing upon the prow of his ship, eyes fixed upon his own. The man’s colossal, muscled form was shaking, and Callis realised that his foe was laughing. He thought he could even hear the booming sound for a moment, above the churning waves. Like the great head of a sea-serpent, the tempest rose behind the laughing man, a monster with a body formed of whirling corpses and whipped-up shards of flotsam. As if he weighed no less than a feather, the man was lifted up into the air, and sent whirling into the heart of the beast, and Callis saw a bright spray of blood as rushing knives of wood and bone flayed the flesh from his body. Then he was lost in the whirlwind, absorbed by the ravenous monster.

			Callis felt, almost imperceptibly, a slight tug upon the rope he clutched in bleeding, scraped-raw fingers, and then a wave rose up and crashed down upon him, driving him deep beneath the waves into a world of swirling bubbles and inky blackness. His head struck something solid with enough force to snap his jaw shut, splintering teeth, and he knew no more.

			‘Stronger than he looks, this one,’ was the first thing Callis heard. He recognised that voice, harsh and dismissive, but not the faint undercurrent of grudging respect that it carried. Light speared into his skull and lit a thousand painful fires behind his eyes, but he forced them open anyway. Oscus loomed over him, his angular face ­spattered with blood and marked with several ugly bruises.

			‘Oh gods,’ muttered Callis, as he hauled his aching body upright. ‘Where is the aelf? Where’s Shev?’

			‘Here,’ came a voice from beside him. The aelf lay on the deck of the Thrice Lucky, nursing an ugly scrape on her forehead, but otherwise looking largely unharmed. She flashed him a pained grin.

			He stood, and felt a firm hand take him by the shoulder and steady his feet. It was Toll, and though the man’s face was lined and his eyes baggy with tiredness, Callis felt he saw a flicker of concern cross those pale, grey eyes.

			‘We dragged you out of the water,’ said Toll. ‘Thought you were dead, at first. Both of you.’

			‘The reavers?’ Callis asked.

			‘Dead,’ said Arika Zenthe. She was leaning on the fore gunwale, staring out across the oceans. ‘All of them. The storm took them.’

			For the first time, Callis noticed how quiet it was. Warm light filtered down from above, bathing the deck of the Thrice Lucky in soft amber. There was a light, refreshing breeze that felt like cooling water on his skin. It seemed like they had entered another world entirely in the time he had lain unconscious. He could not reconcile this sunny, calm place with the raging violence of the tempest that had so nearly devoured them. Toll released Callis’ shoulder, allowing him to find his own feet. The deck beneath him was stained a dark brown. Against the forecastle, he could see a pile of torn bodies. From a glance, it looked to be at least thirty or so. More than a quarter of the ship’s crew. 

			He glanced up, and saw the splintered lance of the mainmast. It had been shorn free, along with the mizzen and a great chunk of the bowsprit. Jagged lumps of torn wood and coils of sea-soaked sails were piled across the deck. A kneeling workband was pulling one of the fallen sails taut against the hull on the starboard side, nailing the fabric into the deck with heavy wooden stakes. Callis was no expert on sailing ships, but even he could see that the Thrice Lucky was limping like a wounded auroch. If another daemon-headed longship appeared on the horizon, they would have not a hope of outrunning it.

			‘We’re half a day out from Bilgeport,’ said Oscus. ‘We’ll make it, if the weather holds.’

			Callis walked over to Shev. With a wince, he knelt down beside her. 

			‘Thank you,’ he said simply. He’d have liked to be more eloquent in his gratitude, but right now the words just wouldn’t reach his lips. She smiled and shrugged.

			‘Forget it,’ she said. ‘At least, until I get myself into trouble. Then return the favour.’
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			The first they saw of Bilgeport was the curving arc of a shell, reaching over the horizon like a crashing wave frozen in time. Beneath that enormous mass lay a mountain of bone, painted green-grey with weed and algae. As they drew closer, Callis could see five immense ribs, carved open and filled with ballistae and cannon – organic watchtowers facing out over a great harbour of swaying sails. The head of the dead beast lay perpendicular to the rocky shore. It had been hollowed out and carved to form a bizarre dock, sheltered by the strange, crested skull. Two rows of razor-sharp teeth, each stained by age and the size of a ship’s mast, formed a formidable defensive wall around a series of jetties, upon which they could see the hustle and bustle of movement: ships unloading and stowing their sails, and bare-chested figures of all descriptions hauling crates and barrels up a gentle slope and into the darkness of the main body. 

			‘There she is,’ said Zenthe. ‘The reaver port. You get used to the smell. Eventually.’

			‘Certainly hope so,’ said Callis. It was a unique aroma. Fish oil and urine, mixed with smoke, tallow and rot. There was also the slightest hint of fragrant spices and perfume trying vainly to mask the stench. 

			‘Take us in,’ Zenthe said to Oscus. ‘And handle the docking fees. We’re the Black Dragon, out of Sayron. You’re Captain Duventhe, and you’re here to trade ghyreshark skins.’

			At Callis’ questioning glance, she explained.

			‘We’re limping into port half-dead. I’d rather not draw any unwanted attention, if possible. I know this place. We’re sailing into a den of hungry sharks while seeping blood. Maybe we stay out of sight and mind until we’ve got ourselves a ride out of here.’

			‘We?’ said Toll. ‘There is no “we”. We’re done, Arika. You can find your own passage. I thought I had made that perfectly clear.’

			There was a tense silence as the two glowered at each other.

			‘As you like,’ said the captain at last, with a cold smile.

			They’d changed sails on the approach to Bilgeport, exchanging the Thrice Lucky’s familiar black and yellow array for dull, grey leathers. There was little they could do about masking the ship’s sleek, obviously well-crafted hull, beyond patching up the gunnery ports. Still, the vessel hardly looked like a Fleetmaster’s flagship with half its hull shattered, its mainmast lost and blackened fire damage across the deck. They passed ships of all shapes and sizes as they drifted between the great jaws of the harbour. War-galleys gilded with silver and gold, bearing great palanquins upon the forecastle from which fat, powdered merchants sprawled, attended to by dozens of scrawny slaves. A duardin cog-hauler chugged past, thick smoke billowing from its three chimneys. Upon the jaws, which had been widened and abutted with stone walkways, sailors, servants and merchants lay sprawled in the sun. At the eastern edge of the port a tower rose, crafted from pink stone, with its own secluded harbour amidst the chaos. It reared into the sky, protruding from a wide, circular socket of the dead behemoth. A perimeter wall enclosed a harbour in which bobbed a great, three-masted vessel, its sails blood-red and white, marked with a winged serpent in flight. Gold-barrelled cannon rippled along its length, gleaming in the sunlight.

			‘That’s the Blood Drake,’ said Zenthe. ‘High Captain Kaskin’s ship. It’s said she’s the deadliest vessel on the Taloncoast. It might be true, as of now.’

			‘This thing,’ said Callis, gesturing to the carcass that housed the reaver city. ‘What in Sigmar’s name was it?’

			‘They say it was one of the spawn of Nharvolak, the dweller beneath the waves,’ said Oscus. ‘Every five hundred years the great beast would rise from the deeps, destroying cities and civilisations, unleashing its spawn upon the oceans to devour all life. Less a creature than a god of beasts, a deity of ruinous power created to destroy those who dared attempt to conquer the majesty of nature.’

			‘So what happened to it?’ said Callis. 

			‘The God-King drove his hammer into the great beast’s eye, or so the legend goes,’ said the first mate. ‘Blinding it, and sending it back down into the depths, back to its lair. Its spawn were slaughtered. Most sank along with their progenitor, but this one was beached upon the shore and expired. Carrion-beasts and savages picked the flesh from its bones, and finally something even worse happened upon its remains. The High Captains.’

			‘Their kind has lurked here since the founding of Excelsis,’ said Toll. ‘Picking off the bones of the dead. They range south as far as the Coast of Tusks, preying upon merchants, travellers and whoever else strays into their path.’

			‘Why are they still here?’ asked Callis. ‘Why have the Freeguilds not been sent to wipe them out?’

			‘Because they’re clever,’ said Zenthe. ‘They steal and kill only when they know they can get away with it, and they leave no witnesses. And they know when not to let their greed get the better of them. The Stormcasts, the guilds, they’ve too many foes on all sides as it is. They can’t spare the ships or the troops. Anyway, the High Captains make sure the right palms in Excelsis are greased. As long as they’re careful, they stay outside of the law.’

			‘For now,’ said Toll, eyeing the ships lazily drifting out of the bay.

			They slid into a berth alongside a barnacled wooden pier, upon which stood a small, yellow-toothed man surrounded by a gang of burly-looking fellows armed with spiked clubs. The small man was carrying a slate and a quill, and peered at them through his crab-like eyes as they drifted past.

			‘Name and cargo,’ he yelled, in a high-pitched, raspy little voice.

			‘Black Dragon, out of Sayron,’ Oscus shouted back, leaning against the rail and raising a hand to cover his eyes from the sun. ‘We’re carry­ing hides and oils, for market.’

			The dockmaster nodded to the gouged holes in the side of the ship.

			‘Looks like you’ve taken a pounding,’ he said.

			‘Raiders,’ said Oscus. As he spoke, several of the crew lowered the gangplank, and the dockmaster hobbled along to meet them, his henchmen following lazily behind. 

			‘Surprised you’re alive,’ he said, spitting a mouthful of black slime onto the pier. ‘They send us a few gifts, every now and then. Ghost ships, the crew flayed and stuck to the masts. Just to remind us they’re out there waiting. More and more of them every season.’

			‘Some less now,’ said Oscus. ‘You can arrange our repairs?’

			The dockmaster nodded.

			‘If you have the coin, I’d say we can.’ He scratched his wispy beard. ‘But repairs like this, it’ll cost you. If you can’t pay the docking fees, we’ll take it out of her hull, and you’ll pay the rest in blood to the High Captains.’

			Callis saw Zenthe’s hand twitch to her sword hilt. She had her hood up and was standing amongst the rest of the crew.

			‘We’ve got your coin,’ said Oscus, his voice deadly even. He gestured, and several aelves hauled a sheet of skinned ghyreshark hide forward. The quills had been plucked out and the skin cured, leaving a thick, oily-looking leather covered with circular pockmarks. It didn’t look all that appealing, in Callis’ opinion, but Shev had explained that when properly treated and worked, it could stop a crossbow bolt or a sword blow. It was also light and supple, which suited sailors well – you did not want to be fighting at sea in heavy plate or chain. The dockmaster whistled as he hobbled up the gangplank towards them. He knelt by the thick, barbed leather and ran a hand along the hide. He yanked his fingers back with a hiss, and Callis saw a thin line of bright red blood. 

			‘You were lucky, it seems,’ he said, sucking the blood from his gashed hand. ‘There’s always a market for good shark-hide, and this looks like a fresh kill. We’ll take it all.’

			There was an uncomfortable silence. Oscus let it hang long enough for Captain Zenthe to sound an objection, but she said nothing. Eventually, the first mate nodded, and gestured for the crew to bring up the rest of the shark hide. The dockmaster gave a black-toothed grin.

			‘We’ll arrange a repair crew,’ he said. ‘There’s ale pits and bawdy houses aplenty, should you need to avail yourself.’

			‘You bring us the supplies, we’ll make the repairs,’ said Oscus. ‘No one steps on this ship but my own crew. Are we clear about that?’

			‘As you like,’ shrugged the small man, wiping sweat from his greasy brow. He hobbled away down the ramp, muttering to his attendants. Oscus turned to Zenthe.

			‘That’s our prize gone,’ he said. His eyes were narrowed, fixed upon the retreating dockmaster. ‘We should have opened that wretch’s belly. This is robbery, plain as the rising sun.’

			‘Of course it was,’ said Zenthe. ‘This is Bilgeport. It was built by thieves. But we must play this carefully, for now. We’re shorthanded and under-gunned, and we’re resting in a pit of vipers. As much as I’d like to nail that stinking rat to my prow, we need to keep our heads beneath the surface.’

			She turned to Toll.

			‘You’ll find the duardin at the sky-dock,’ she said. ‘Port side.’

			‘What will you do?’ asked Callis. 

			‘Repairs to the Thrice Lucky will take some time,’ said Oscus. ‘Several days at least, if we can even trust that stunted wretch to deliver us the materials we need.’

			‘Then we sail back to Excelsis,’ said Zenthe. ‘I’m done with this fool’s errand.’

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
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			‘That’s the Thrice Lucky?’ Captain Kaskin snorted, dabbing at his great, sweaty mass of a forehead with a silk handkerchief. ‘The Wolf of Excelsis? The ship that broke the Tenth Kerran Blockade? That half-wrecked piece of flotsam is the flagship of the famed Fleet­master Arika Zenthe?’

			He giggled, a childlike, nasal sound. 

			‘They’ve seen hard fighting,’ said Captain Lorse. Where Kaskin was a painted walrus of a man, dressed in garish greens and golds, Lorse was wiry and weathered, with the scars and burns of a life spent fighting and killing on the open seas. ‘They’ve masked it well enough, but that’s a vicious wound in the lower hull. They’re lucky they made it to port.’

			‘Not so lucky,’ said Captain Azrekh. The duardin leaned against the far wall, his muscled arms folded, stubby fingers covered almost entirely with gleaming rings. 

			Ortam Vermyre moved to the balcony of the High Captains’ Lodge, leaning against the rail and looking out over the harbour. He could see the tiny figures upon the deck of the Thrice Lucky, to-ing and fro-ing as they hauled crates of cargo onto the pier. He had arrived here a half day before Toll and his band. The witch hunter had made better progress than Vermyre had expected, though it seemed they had suffered for their haste. 

			‘They’ve lost half their crew,’ he said. ‘They’re weak and exhausted. You’ll never have a better chance to end Captain Arika Zenthe. And with her dead, her crew slaughtered, that leaves the Excelsis harbour without an overlord. And you three gentlemen with an intriguing opportunity.’

			‘To control the docks of the City of Secrets,’ muttered Lorse. ‘That’s real power. Real coin.’

			Vermyre smiled beneath his mask. He had considered passing by Bilgeport and heading straight for the Fatescars. His tzaangor allies had their own, unique methods of transport, and so there was no need to buy passage upon an air-vessel. But Vermyre had known that Toll would travel here eventually, and had sensed a chance to spring a trap upon his pursuer, and retrieve something of value in the process.

			Vermyre could feel Azrekh’s eyes boring into him, and turned to meet the duardin’s gaze.

			‘What do you get out of this, masked one?’ Azrekh said, narrowing his slate-grey eyes. A vicious, skull-shaped brand covered the left side of the duardin’s face, turning his frown into an ugly leer. A former slave, this one, so the stories said. Of course, that painful history hadn’t stopped the good captain dabbling in the trade himself. In fact, he was an infamously cruel and ruthless master. 

			Vermyre had dealt with the High Captains many times before, though always through intermediaries. It was amusing to think that these three men were standing next to one of their greatest benefactors, completely oblivious as to his true identity. They had been useful privateers, allowing him to direct Bilgeport’s raider fleets to targets that would most benefit Ortam Vermyre; the trade convoys of his rivals, for instance.

			They were the perfect tools for his current needs. A simple play upon their greed and their envy of Arika Zenthe had opened the door, and it had been a simple thing to open their eyes to the many possibilities of a world without the aelven corsair.

			‘I desire only one thing in exchange for the information I have just given you,’ Vermyre said. ‘There is an aelf girl aboard that ship. With scars upon her face. I require you to hand her over to me. Unharmed and untouched. That is the only payment I require. A simple reward for alerting you to Captain Zenthe’s presence, no?’

			The duardin snorted.

			‘Believe that I have a vested interest in eliminating Zenthe and her crew,’ Vermyre continued. ‘She travels with two humans. An old man and a former Freeguild soldier. They die alongside the good captain.’

			Kaskin waddled over to a large, cushioned curule and heaved his great bulk into it. The seat groaned like a dying man. Like everything else in this building, the curule was a riot of violent colour, a pink silk cushion propped up by golden limbs fashioned in the shape of a hunting cat’s claws. Gems were studded into the arms and down the length of the beams. Vermyre, who’d long lived amongst the high classes of Excelsis, took in the rest of the chamber, with its eclectic styles and shades, its serving staff dressed in long, violet togas, skin painted light blue and mouths hidden behind gauze cloths. It was a poor man’s idea of a rich man’s luxury, and all the oils and expensive perfumes in the world could not erase the stench of fish guts drifting in through the open window. Captain Kaskin snapped his fingers, and a slave girl emerged with a cold towel and began to mop Kaskin’s brow. He stared at Vermyre through piggy eyes.

			‘One would be forgiven for thinking that the reason you wish Zenthe slain is because she comes here looking for you,’ he said. ‘One might wonder exactly why the Fleetmaster of Excelsis might be out here on the hunt. I’d wager that stone-hearted creature wouldn’t leave her lair unless she was chasing coin. Or something else… valuable.’

			A shrewd man who hides behind the illusion of a fat fool. One does not become a High Captain unless one is both clever and ruthless, thought Vermyre. Yet his greed makes him predictable. 

			‘Perhaps we should take off that mask,’ said Azrekh. A knife had appeared as if by magic in his hands. He spun it around with quick-fingered grace. ‘Prise it off your face, and see what lies beneath.’

			Vermyre’s mouth filled with hot bile. A voice was telling him to do just as the duardin had said, to tear the golden mask free and unveil his true shape. He bit his lip so hard that he tasted the sweet-metal tang of blood. 

			‘That would be unpleasant,’ he said. His voice was even and calm, betraying nothing of the storm within. ‘For both of us.’

			‘You threaten me here?’ snarled Azrekh. ‘In my own chambers? I could have you flayed alive.’

			‘That was not a threat, High Captain. This is.’ Vermyre rapped his staff hard upon the floor. There was a sickening thud from outside the room, and then a high-pitched scream that was abruptly cut off. The doors swung open, and two of Vermyre’s tzaangors strode through, their mottled blue feathers splattered with gore. One of them was holding up the bloodied corpse of a guard, his throat slashed open. The creature cocked its head, wiped its silver dagger on the dead man’s nape, and let the corpse fall to the ground with a sickening thud.

			‘Do not bother calling for aid, Azrekh,’ Vermyre said, leaning upon his stave and enjoying the duardin’s look of outrage. ‘It would only result in more dead.’

			‘You bring these… beasts into our city?’ gasped Lorse, hand hovering above his pistol.

			‘To prove a point. If I wished you three dead, I would have my allies here slit your throats while you slept. Be assured, I have no interest in removing you from power.’

			There was a long silence. Captain Azrekh stared at him, unflinching. Eventually, Kaskin broke the tension with another high-pitched giggle.

			‘Gentlemen, please,’ said the large man, waving a hand to dismiss the now terrified serving girl, and taking a deep swig from a goblet of crystal wine. ‘Captain Azrekh, Captain Lorse. I assume that you, like me, recognise that the ship indicated to us by our masked friend here is indeed the Thrice Lucky?’

			Azrekh said nothing. Lorse approached cautiously, one hand resting upon the pearl-handled pistol on his hip. Vermyre could hear the sound of rushing blood, and the colour seemed to fade from the garishly decorated chamber. It would be such a simple thing, to reach out and crush the throats of these arrogant fools, to put out their eyes and hurl them from the tower. To hunt down Toll and show him the truth of what he was, to see the fear and horror in his eyes before he…

			No. He would not give in to that. Loss of control was loss of power, and he would not allow himself to suffer such indignity. He took a deep breath, and squeezed his eyes shut. When he opened them again, Azrekh had taken a seat and tucked the knife back in his belt.

			‘Suppose it doesn’t matter who you are,’ said the duardin. ‘For now.’

			‘Exactly,’ said Kaskin. ‘We capture Zenthe and her crew, and we put them to death. Publicly and messily. We show the captains of this port that we bow down to the aelves no longer. We will take what is ours by right.’

			Vermyre frowned. 

			‘Do not toy with these people,’ he said. ‘Kill them, quickly and definitively. As long as they are alive, they are dangerous.’

			‘No,’ said Kaskin, shaking his head. ‘We have to send a message. We have to let the crews know that Zenthe’s power is crushed. Completely and irrevocably.’

			‘Then show them her severed head.’

			‘Zenthe’s shadow has loomed over Bilgeport for years,’ said Azrekh. ‘Her ships have sunk our fleets, stolen our booty and butchered our people. Her name is spoken with reverence and dread within these walls. Death alone won’t banish that fear.’

			Vermyre sighed. So be it. Let these fools play out their little farce. As long as Zenthe and her crew were delayed and thrown off the hunt, it mattered little to him. By the time they recovered, it would be too late.

			‘You let us worry about the how of it,’ the duardin continued. ‘They’re in our court now, alone and vulnerable. Let us see how the legendary Captain Zenthe manages without her lackeys around.’

			‘Very well,’ said Vermyre. ‘I leave the means of their destruction to you. Your men will deliver the girl to me exactly as you find her – untouched and unharmed. Tell them to take her to the Jade Golem. I have quartered there. Then, our business will be done, and I shall take my leave of your fine city.’

			He stood and gave a cursory bow, then marched out of the chamber and down a wide, curving staircase with an ornately carved ivory rail. Statues and busts of the current High Captains were ensconced upon the walls, alongside their predecessors. Trophies of all descriptions were mounted alongside: guns, swords and weapons from a hundred different cultures, stuffed animal heads and the skeletal remains of slain creatures. 

			He would need to be wary of these men. They may be thugs, but they were no fools. During his time as High Arbiter of Excelsis, Vermyre had become very well acquainted with the brutality of the High Captains. He had even called upon their services, from time to time, through an intermediary. He had carefully ensured that they stayed out of the sights of the Order of Azyr’s hounds, as well as the city’s regiments. Bilgeport had prospered under his stewardship, and it appeared – judging by the number of sails and corsair ships in the reaver city’s harbour – that his successor had not decided to clamp down on their activities, at least for the moment. No doubt the captains were continuing to pour coin into the pockets of the Excelsis establishment. If they garnered enough support, they could even gain the leeway to pursue their foolish war against Zenthe’s privateers. It mattered little. They needed only to do their part this day, and he could put them out of mind.

			This is a delightfully colourful place, said Occlesius. How charmingly ramshackle everything all is. And I don’t think I’ve ever witnessed such a gathering of ne’er-do-wells and cut-throats. 

			‘Yes, well, you can’t smell it,’ muttered Shev, wrinkling her nose. ‘So I hardly feel you’re getting the true picture.’

			The docks were busy and swelteringly hot. She saw a wide variety of illicit goods being bartered and sold right off the deck of moored vessels. Much of it was rare skins and other items stripped from the area’s diverse wildlife. One wide-decked galley was almost entirely covered by mottled sea-serpent hides of various hues. Others were stuffed with cages from which trapped animals were issuing outraged hisses and squawks. A man brushed past Shev with a cage slung over one shoulder, containing a spider-like creature with garish purple bands upon its segmented limbs. It slammed its many-eyed head against the bars to no avail before its bearer disappeared into the crowd.

			So much life, sighed Occlesius. He was clearly in his element. You don’t know how much it means, Miss Arclis, after so long alone. I must thank you for bringing me out into the world.

			‘Don’t get too comfortable yet,’ she warned. ‘Vermyre’s out there somewhere, and I’m sure he’d love to get his hands on you again.’

			Yes, well. Our witch hunter accomplice seems a capable man. I am sure he will get his man. And then, perhaps we can look to the future.

			‘Excuse me?’

			You and I are kindred spirits, Miss Arclis. We are both explorers, intrepid souls who brave the unknown in search of secrets that none have unearthed in thousands of years. Granted, I am somewhat less mobile than I used to be, but think of the partnership we could form! I simply must see more of this new world that has spread out before me. Excelsis, this City of Secrets, for one. I hear that the entire city is powered by prophecy. Remarkable.

			‘You mean you want me to take you sightseeing?’ 

			Pray do not be so dismissive, the Realms-Walker said, with a hint of reproachfulness. My knowledge of these lands is extensive. Imagine how useful my expertise could be to you on your next expedition. 

			‘Let’s try and survive this one first,’ she said, though in truth his offer intrigued her. To have someone at her side who had truly lived through the days of the Age of Myth. A renowned explorer, no less. 

			Please, at least consider my offer. Think upon it.

			The docks gave way to a sprawling shanty-town of tumbledown shacks, built from bone and driftwood and covered with hides and leathers. Callis followed Toll through the heaving mass of bodies, hand placed carefully over his coin purse, although the paltry offering within would hardly set a thief’s heart aflame with greed. He scanned the local populace as he walked, taking in an eclectic blend of cultures and clothing styles. Here and there strode silk-smothered popinjays, faces powdered and heavy cutlasses slung rakishly upon their belts. These were privateers who thought themselves gentlemen, and delighted in aping the trends of Azyrite high society, even as their teeth rotted away from swigging rancid grog and smoking hasca-weed. Their brightly coloured tunics and ruffs stood out amidst the swirling mass of bare-chested, tattooed sailors, hard-weathered men and women who bore all the hallmarks of a hard life spent out on the open ocean. A duardin missing both his legs spat something unpleasant-sounding as Callis strode in front of his path. The amputee was dragging himself along in a wheeled cart fashioned from the shell of a crustacean, which also housed a number of bottles of brownish alcohol and a crude yet vicious-looking blunderbuss. There were fat merchants wrapped in exotic drapes, holding their noses as they were carried through the grime-encrusted streets on creaking palanquins. 

			It reminded Callis a lot of the Excelsis docks, though somehow the place managed to be even less reputable. With no Freeguild patrols to keep even a cursory watch over the marketplace, the cutthroats and belt-cutters roamed freely, drifting through the river of people like sharks on the trail of spilled blood.

			‘Charming place,’ said Shev, following behind. 

			‘I’ve got earth beneath my feet and the promise of liquor. As far as I’m concerned this might well be paradise.’

			Several skinny, dirty street kids skittered past, and Callis felt a hand brush against his belt, searching for something to prise free. He grinned.

			‘Not bad,’ he yelled after the retreating children. ‘But I’m afraid I’m a poor mark.’

			The lead urchin, a small, freckled redhead girl with matted hair, turned and flicked him an obscene gesture, following up with several crude suggestions as to his possible ancestry. He gave her a wave, and she ran off through the crowd.

			‘I knew you were a city boy,’ said Shev. ‘But I didn’t figure you as a guttersnipe.’

			‘Benefits of a criminal youth,’ said Callis, with a grin. ‘I mixed with a bad crowd, so my mother used to say. Believe me, it came in pretty handy when I was in the city guard.’

			‘You don’t have to tell me,’ Shev said, flashing him a wide grin of her own. She raised one hand, with a flat, round coin pinched between her thumb and forefinger. His last glimmering. 

			He gave her a mock bow, genuinely impressed. 

			‘The Square of Prophets was my domain,’ she said. ‘Plenty of old, fat merchants and priests wandering through, their pockets filled with all manner of interesting things.’

			‘I had no idea I was speaking to a master of the craft,’ said Callis, as they walked on. ‘You grew up on the streets?’

			‘I did,’ she replied. ‘Learned a few tricks from the best pickpockets and second-storey artists in Excelsis. That was a long time ago.’

			‘You’re full of surprises,’ he said.

			They trudged up a rickety, curving ramp that led them to another level of the port, a bazaar filled with stalls and great, circular tents. The crowds here were even thicker than in the hovels below, though it was clear that this was a place of business. Offers and counter-offers of merchants rang out over the general din of noise and hissing cook-pots, hawking all manner of illicit goods. Callis saw Excelsis-forged steels, barrels filled with wriggling, fork-tongued amphibians, and bales of sirigrash, a sickle-shaped plant harvested from the seafloor that the Excelsis city guard had long ago banned due to its occasional side effect of causing delusional madness in those who sampled it. In fact, as he glanced at the bewildering variety of produce on display, Callis noted a score of shipments and substances for which you’d earn a lengthy spell in the dungeons if you tried to flog them on the streets of Excelsis.

			‘There,’ said Toll, as they reached the far end of the marketplace and emerged onto a wide, flat balcony that overlooked the greater city. Far in the distance, built upon a rising spire of bone and rusted metal, they could see the sky port. Four duardin vessels rested there in great berths, lit by sunlight that poured through holes in the shell of the dead behemoth. They were squat, powerful-looking airships, rippling with cannon and reinforced steel. From the deck of each protruded great, metal spheres, covered with vents and rivets. It seemed impossible that such a heavy vessel could ever stay in the air, but Callis had seen the skymasters of the Kharadron in battle before, and knew well just how agile and deadly their craft could be. 

			The lift that took them up to the sky port was a worryingly ramshackle construction of rusted cables, cogs and tow-ropes, manned by a surly gang of humans and duardin who lounged, drinking and playing cards. As Toll approached, they stopped their game, eyeing him curiously. 

			‘I would speak with the captain of those airships,’ he said, gesturing to the platform far above their heads. ‘Take us up.’

			‘Want to speak to the cloud-beards, do you?’ snorted an old, grey-haired duardin with a metal hook on one stubby arm. ‘Hope you’ve brought plenty of coin, boy. They’ll have the shirt off your back before you can blink.’

			‘You let me worry about that,’ said Toll. 

			The old duardin shrugged, and snapped his fingers. Two of his crew rose grumbling from their seats and made their way over to a great, barrel-like device covered in soot and grime. The greybeard gestured for them to stand upon the platform, and they obliged. One man hauled upon a great, brass lever built into the strange device, and it began to cough and smoke. Slowly, the great cogs next to the platform began to creak and rotate, with a grinding, squealing sound. 

			‘This does not look safe,’ said Callis, gazing up at the lip of the sky port above. 

			‘Calm yourself,’ said the old duardin. ‘We ain’t had an accident in at least a couple o’ days.’

			His cackles were drowned out by the roar of the engine and the clattering of gears, and the platform began to rise. Callis badly wanted to hold on to something, but there were no rails. He watched with a distinct sense of unease as Shev ambled right to the edge of the platform and peered out over the side as the ground fell away underneath them.

			With only a few heart-rending stalls and stutters, they finally made it to the edge of the sky port. Ahead was a veritable minefield of crates, barrels, containers, scattered tools and ropes. Working their way through this maze of detritus, hauling and stacking the cargo upon the decks of the docked sky-ships, were dozens of duardin dressed in black and red leathers. Even in the heat, Callis could see not a scrap of flesh beneath their heavy suits, and each wore an intimidating metal mask shaped in the image of a scowling duardin face. Ridged silver plates formed a beard, and across the eyes and mouth were perforated vents and lenses that resembled the scopes of Ironweld firing pieces. One of the duardin spotted them and made his way over, a hand resting upon the golden handle of a many-barrelled scattergun wedged into his belt.

			‘Those lackwits below were very clearly instructed to ring the damned bell before they sent anyone up,’ he snarled. His mask turned his words into a metallic growl, but his accent was surprisingly clipped compared to most of the duardin that Callis had encountered. 

			Toll approached, hands raised.

			‘I’m here to speak with Captain Bengtsson,’ he said. 

			‘Admiral,’ said the duardin. ‘Admiral Bengtsson, and he is disinclined to receive visitors while he is preparing for the fleet’s departure. In short, we are busy, and we have no time for any more “honest, above-board dealings” from smooth-talking conmen.’

			‘He’ll want to speak to me,’ said Toll. ‘I represent the Order of Azyr, blessed seekers of his divine majesty the God-King. And I have an offer for your admiral that he will want to hear.’

			The duardin eyed them for a long moment, then nodded.

			‘Wait here,’ he said, and headed off towards the largest of the three airships. Up close they could see the magnificent craftsmanship of the vessel, the gilded panelling that formed the broad, deep hull, and the gleaming barrels of swivel-guns and rotary cannons that lined the gunwale. Callis whistled. 

			‘Serious firepower,’ he said.

			‘The Kharadron do not believe in moderation in warfare,’ said Toll. ‘I’ve witnessed the results of an airship bombing run. Only rubble, fire and ashes left behind.’

			Callis had spent his life around the guns and siege engines of the Ironweld engineers, and he had thought their weaponsmiths amongst the finest in all the realms. Yet these vessels made the inventions of the cogheads seem almost primitive. The largest was a broad, deep-hulled monster of riveted iron plates and layered panels of gold, marked by duardin runes and bearing the enormous sculpture of a stern longbeard god upon its prow. Its surface bristled with bombs and cannon of every conceivable variety. There was more firepower there than in an entire artillery detachment. A great engine-sphere rested on top of a squat cabin that ran along the rear of the ship. The enormous metal orb was lined with vents and beaten panels of corrugated iron, and dotted here and there were opaque portholes that glowed with a faint, blue light.

			‘Sigmar’s teeth, I can’t wait to fly on one of those,’ he muttered. 

			Shev raised an eyebrow. ‘So hurtling through the air on a lump of metal is fine, but a bit of sailing gives you the jitters?’

			‘At least I know if I fall overboard I’ll be dead as soon as I hit the ground. Not splashing around in the dark with a thousand unspeakable horrors drifting ever closer.’

			‘Unless you land in the water, of course.’

			Callis shrugged, conceding the point.

			The duardin who had addressed them strode up to a bolted door built into the side of the airship, and rapped on the metal with his gauntleted fingers. After a few seconds, the hatch opened, and the crewman hopped up a short flight of steps and disappeared into the vessel. 

			‘I wonder how it all works,’ said Shev, raising one hand to her brow as she squinted up at the enormous vessel. ‘How do you keep something so heavy in the air?’

			‘I’ve heard Ironweld folk ask the same questions and get nothing but frosty glares in reply,’ said Callis. ‘They keep to themselves, do the sky-folk. Don’t appreciate people poking their nose into their affairs. I’m sure they’ll just love you.’ 

			As they watched, a duardin in a bulky, armoured suit, much heavier than the ones his fellows wore, emerged on the deck of the rightmost ship. A metal sphere not unlike those mounted upon the airships ascended from the shoulders of the rig, attached to a large fin of corrugated steel. They looked on, astonished, as the duardin rose into the air, moving with unbelievable deftness and agility despite the bulkiness of his equipment. He came to rest upon the very top of the engine-sphere of the nearest vessel, one of the smaller gunships, and they saw the flare of a handheld torch as he began to hover over the superstructure of the vessel, welding and hammering panels.

			‘If it’s not magic, I’ve got no idea how it’s possible,’ said Callis, shaking his head.

			After several minutes, the hatch of the flagship creaked open, and the duardin re-emerged. He strode over to them, pausing every now and then to bellow instructions to his crewmates. 

			‘Admiral Bengtsson will speak with you,’ said the duardin, gesturing to Toll. ‘Alone. Stow your weapons. I’ll search your pockets, too. Never can be too careful where business is concerned.’

			To Callis’ surprise, Toll nodded and removed his coat, handing it to the armoured duardin. The Kharadron whistled and two of his crew approached, patting the witch hunter down efficiently and with no thought for comfort. They removed his shoulder holster and the two pocket-guns he kept tucked in the metal cap of his belt, as well as a small armoury of blades and unidentifiable paraphernalia. Toll bore the thorough patting-down without complaint, safe in the know­ledge that they missed several of his most subtle and lethal devices.

			The Kharadron snorted with amusement as he rolled a small sphere of bronze in his hands. 

			‘You’ve no shortage of interesting toys, human,’ he said. ‘Impressive.’

			‘I would be very careful with that, friend,’ said Toll, as one of the duardin passed his jacket back to him. 

			‘Gunnery Sergeant Drock,’ the leader said. ‘Grundcorps. Follow me.’

			Callis and Shev made to follow, but Drock held up a hand. 

			‘Just him,’ he said. ‘You two wait here.’

			‘This might take a while,’ said Toll. ‘Head back to the alehouse we passed, beyond the free market. The Drowned Rat.’

			‘Appealing in name as it was in appearance,’ muttered Callis.

			‘Just keep to yourselves and wait for me,’ said Toll, before turning to follow Drock towards the enormous skyship.
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			The great door groaned open, and Toll followed Drock into the depths of the ironclad. It was gloomy inside, a cramped tube of looming bulkheads and corrugated walls lit by foul-smelling lamps that cast a hazy orange light across the walls. 

			Toll passed chambers stuffed to the ceiling with crates, barrels, cages and other paraphernalia, lashed together with leather bindings and overseen by yet more masked duardin. They gazed impassively at him as he passed. It might simply be an illusion of the mind, but the interior of the vessel seemed far larger than he had expected. Every­thing was functional, utilitarian; there was not a stretch of wall or floor given over to aesthetics rather than practicality. Its smell was sharp and bitter, but not entirely unpleasant; the chemical tang of oils and work-leathers, sweat and hard labour.

			Drock tramped up a short flight of corrugated stairs and came to another bulkhead, secured by a heavy door upon which was marked a series of runes that Toll could not understand. His knowledge of the skyfolk’s language was passable, but each of the Kharadron skyports had their own cultural subtleties and linguistic quirks. From the markings he had seen upon the vessel’s hull, Bengtsson’s crew hailed from Barak Zilfin, one of the largest of the skyfolk’s enclaves. 

			The gunnery sergeant rapped sharply on the door, and there was a barely audible grunt from within. Drock heaved the door open, revealing a small, dimly lit chamber dominated by a huge ironwood desk. Surrounding this ornately carved piece was a thick jungle of towering paperwork – scrolls, tomes and charts of all description, stacked together in piles so immense it seemed they would crush a person if they were to fall. In the midst of this forest of fading yellow papyrus sat another armoured duardin, hunched over a desktop scattered with maps and aethermatic gadgetry, lit by an egg-shaped lamp of polished bronze that dangled from the ceiling on a copper cord.

			Just as the rest of his crew, Admiral Bengtsson was clad in a full-body leather oversuit and a mask that entirely covered his face. His mask was by far the most ornate that Toll had seen, however. It was fashioned from gleaming gold, the lower portion forming a great, wedge-like beard and sweeping moustache, the upper half an imposing duardin frown. The eyes were sky-blue sapphires, the brow ridged with rivets of silver. It was an imposing visage, to be sure. 

			‘Well?’ barked Bengtsson. His voice was harsh and deep, with a faint lilting quality to the accent. ‘Time’s wasting, sir. I believe you had a proposition to bring before me?’

			Toll removed his hat and stepped before the admiral’s desk. There was no seat. Bengtsson was clearly not a duardin who relished company.

			‘Hanniver Toll, agent of the Order of Azyr,’ he said. ‘I am in pursuit of an individual who has committed untold crimes against the free city of Excelsis. I arrived here by sail, but I fear my quarry further eludes me with every passing moment. I require swifter passage.’

			Bengtsson leaned back in his chair, making a steeple of his gloved fingers.

			‘The Indefatigable is no passenger ship,’ he said. ‘Tell me, why should I interrupt a profitable trading mission for your convenience?’

			‘As I said, I represent the Order–’

			‘If the next words out of your mouth are an attempt to threaten me into compliance, I should warn you that the last human to offer me an ultimatum fell for hours before he struck solid earth,’ said Bengtsson.

			Toll raised his hand in acknowledgement, and shook his head.

			‘Not at all, admiral,’ he said. ‘My position affords me no jurisdiction over the skyfleets of Barak Zilfin. I am well aware of this. But I am in a position to greatly reward those who assist me in my attempts to bring this fugitive to justice. The Order does not forget its allies, admiral.’

			‘Indeed?’ said Bengtsson. ‘Tell me, who is this fugitive you seek? Who is so important that an agent of Sigmar is sent so far out of his domain to see justice served?’

			‘His name is Ortam Vermyre. Recently, he has gone by the title of the Golden Lord.’

			‘Subtle fellow.’

			‘He can be when the occasion calls for it. For decades, Vermyre was the High Arbiter of Excelsis. There was no more important mortal soul in the City of Secrets.’

			‘Until he opened its gates to a daemonic invasion,’ said Bengtsson. ‘I’ve heard tell of the sacking of Excelsis, Mister Toll, and of your traitor lord. I am aware of the sizeable bounty on that one’s head. But tracking criminals is not my business.’

			‘Make it your business, and I can offer you more than coin,’ said Toll. 

			Bengtsson leaned forward. It was damned strange, dealing with someone without being able to look into their eyes. Perhaps that was why the Kharadron were such renowned masters of the mercantile arts. Still, Toll fancied that he could sense the duardin’s curiosity.

			‘You know of Excelsis’ greatest export?’ he said.

			Bengtsson waved a dismissive hand. ‘Of course. Secrets and lies, mined from the Spear of Mallus – a relic of the old world, if the ­legends are true. Slivers of the future, from which a man can make his fortune. Tell me, if the city is so rich in prophecy, then how is it that it contains such a multitude of beggars, drunks and liars? I’ve travelled to your City of Secrets, witchfinder, and I’ve no burning desire to return.’

			‘The auguries are real,’ said Toll. ‘Some are little more than whispers, faint inklings of potential. These we allow the populace to trade and barter as they see fit, for alone they are all but meaningless. But there are greater truths that are mined from the Spear, admiral. Kept under lock and key at the behest of the Collegiate. Some are nothing that mortal souls could possibly contemplate, secrets of such shattering power that only the greatest minds of the age could hope to interpret them. Others are simply too valuable to be made public knowledge.’

			‘Get to the point,’ said Bengtsson, though there was an edge to his voice that betrayed his growing interest.

			‘I know what the skyfarers treasure above all else,’ said Toll. ‘The breath of Grugni. The fuel that powers your fleets and your cities. Aether-gold. If you agree to give me passage, I can grant to you an augury of incomparable value, one that would make you the richest sky-captain on the Taloncoast. Perhaps in all the realms.’

			There was silence, for a long while. Bengtsson’s crystal eyes never left the witch hunter’s. 

			‘And the Collegiate, they would agree to this?’ he asked at last.

			‘Of course not,’ said Toll. ‘But I’ve no intention of asking for their permission. I mean to see Ortam Vermyre dead, admiral, and I will pay any price to see that happen.’

			Bengtsson leaned back in his chair, steepling his fingers and study­ing the witch hunter.

			‘I’m listening,’ he said.
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			In Callis’ long and varied experience, The Drowned Rat was perhaps the most depressing establishment he’d ever had the misfortune of visiting. It was a squat, cramped hovel carved out of clay and propped up with mortared bone. The only light sources were a couple of half-heartedly excavated holes in the slanted roof that bled a thin trickle of light across several hide-wrapped stools and tables. The apparent proprietor was a leathery, ancient duardin with a missing eye and a mouthful of broken teeth, who peered at Callis as if he were a particularly low species of vermin that had crept into his establishment.

			‘Two ales,’ attempted Callis. 

			‘Ales?’ spat the duardin, turning up his considerable nose.

			‘Forgive my ignorance. What’s the typical delicacy you serve around these parts?’

			‘Guama,’ grunted the barkeep, and proceeded to pour a thick, greenish-brown liquid into two clay cups. There was a strong, altogether unpleasant smell, somewhere between damp wood and sewer runoff. Callis offered a thin smile, slotted his last glimmering across the counter, and warily carried the two cups of unspeakable liquid over to where Shev was waiting in one dank corner.

			He slid the aelf her drink across the table. To his surprise, she took up the cup and took a great swig of the stuff. Her face went through several stages of grief, and ended somewhere near capitulation.

			‘Gods, that’s rough,’ she groaned.

			Callis took a sip of his own, and immediately regretted it. The substance tasted even worse than it smelled, but it did at least leave a satisfying fire in his stomach.

			‘I hope your man can find us passage,’ said Shev. ‘Bilgeport is short of charms, and you can bet our quarry is already nearing his prize.’

			‘Toll can be very persuasive when the need arises,’ he said. ‘And he won’t allow Vermyre to slip away from him. Not again.’

			Shev frowned, and her lips twitched, as if she was about to say some­-thing.

			‘Speak whatever’s on your mind,’ he said. 

			‘It doesn’t worry you?’ she replied. ‘The intensity with which he hates this man? I’ve known men lost to revenge before. It never leads to anything good, Armand.’

			‘Vermyre’s betrayal left a scar, that’s true,’ Callis nodded. ‘But I put my trust in him. He’s not led me astray before.’

			She leaned back in her chair, peering at him through those hazel eyes.

			‘Why are you out here, Armand?’ she asked. ‘You’re no true believer, that’s for certain. A man like you, who made his name in the battle for Excelsis – even a Reclaimed – I’d have thought you set up for life.’

			He sighed and shrugged. Even that small motion sent a shiver of pain through his chest. If he was honest with himself, he hadn’t truly given much thought to why he’d accepted Toll’s offer of employment. It was hardly as if the witch hunter had lied about how hard and thankless the work would be.

			‘For most of my life, I thought the army was my calling,’ he said, choosing his words carefully. ‘I was a good soldier. My comrades respected me, I think. It was a tough life, but it gave me structure. Purpose. And then, in a moment, I lost it all.’

			‘Vermyre’s betrayal?’

			‘Yes, but that was only a part of it. Everything I had ever known. All the assumptions I had made, the foundations of what I believed in, they were shattered. Suddenly, the world became an infinitely larger and more terrifying place. But, somehow…’

			‘You found your place in it?’

			He nodded. ‘I can’t really explain it. My life was unmoored, and exposed for the lie it had always been. There were daemons amongst us, all along. But rather than the fear I expected, I only felt a calm assurance. As if my entire life had been leading up to this moment of realisation, and now I was truly free.’

			‘Maybe I was wrong,’ she murmured. ‘Maybe you are a true believer after all.’

			He laughed and raised his cup. She clinked it with her own, spilling a few drops of its foul-smelling contents. He realised he was staring. She was beautiful. The scars were nothing, really. 

			The door of the tavern swung open with a creak.

			Captain Arika Zenthe – or whomever she was currently pretending to be – strode in, accompanied by Oscus and four other aelf corsairs. Zenthe still had her hair covered by a scarlet wrap, and she had ditched her twin swords in favour of a pair of ruby-hilted daggers that were secured crosswise upon her leather armour. The duardin barkeep shrank back just a bit behind his counter. Obviously the aelves of the Scourge were considered no less enigmatic figures in Bilgeport than they were along the dock districts of Excelsis.

			‘Save the bilgewater,’ Zenthe said as she entered, waving a dismissive hand at the nervous duardin. ‘I’ve brought something that’s less likely to rot my guts from the inside.’

			The captain drew a decanter of amber liquid from within her coat, and pried loose the stopper with her teeth. She caught sight of Callis and Shev in their dimly lit corner.

			‘Well, if it isn’t Arclis the tomb-thief and the indomitable guilder,’ she said, spitting out the cork and taking a deep draught of the decanter’s contents. As she approached their table, her angular nose crinkled in disgust. ‘By the deep, you were actually foolish enough to drink their local fish-piss? Gods help you, both of you. Pour that trash out, and let’s have a proper drink.’

			Callis sighed, and tipped his drink out onto the floor. A small, six-limbed, purple-shelled crustacean that had been nestling between the dusty cobbles gave an indignant shriek as it was doused in the sour guama, and scuttled away into the shadows.

			Zenthe poured him a slug of the amber liquid. Her men took tables around the bar. Callis noted that they were far from relaxed. They all carried weapons, and had chosen positions which gave them a good view of each entrance.

			‘Expecting trouble?’ he said, and took a swig. Fiery, but with a pleasant honey-like aftertaste. 

			‘Always,’ she replied, lowering her voice just a fraction. ‘Arika Zenthe is not a name that’s praised to the topsails in these seas. I’ve made fools of the High Captains far too many times.’

			‘Well, as long as they don’t know we’re here,’ said Shev. 

			Zenthe fixed her with an almost pitying stare. ‘Of course they do. Or, if they don’t yet, they soon will. You can’t just disguise a ship like the Thrice Lucky, girl. We might have bought some time, but nothing more. We’re in the bloody water, and there’s sharks circling. Probably the only thing that’s holding them back is they expect me to have something up my sleeve.’

			‘And do you?’ asked Callis.

			‘No,’ said Zenthe cheerily.

			He sighed, and drained the last of his liquor. Zenthe refilled his cup.

			‘Don’t worry your precious heads, young ones,’ she said. The good captain was grinning honestly for the first time in days. Callis realised that she was genuinely enjoying herself. ‘I’ve been in far worse scrapes than this. And I know the High Captains better than they know themselves. Azrekh, the runaway slave. Lorse, who’d gut his own mother for a glimmering. That fat slug Kaskin, cleverer than you’d give him credit, despite his bluster.’

			‘If what you say is true then might it not be a good idea to lie low somewhere?’ whispered Shev. ‘Maybe head back to the ship, or book passage to Excelsis.’

			Zenthe sighed.

			‘The Thrice Lucky is probably the least safe place in all Bilgeport,’ she said, then took a long, slow draught of liquor. ‘She’s made her last kill. Hull breach like that, you’d need a team of shipwrights working on her day and night for the next span to get her back cutting the waves. She’s served me well, but like all old wolves, there comes a time when you can’t lead the hunt any more. Here’s to her memory.’

			Callis was surprised how sad he was to hear her say those words. He’d hardly enjoyed a moment of his time on the Thrice Lucky, but the wolf-ship had cut a path through the worst the Taloncoast could throw at her, and brought them out alive. Well, most of them anyway.

			‘We’re here until we can find safe passage back to Excelsis,’ said Zenthe. ‘With a captain we can trust to keep their mouth shut. Not an easy find.’ 

			‘Or until we find a ship worth stealing,’ muttered Oscus.

			‘My hopes on that end aren’t high,’ said Zenthe. ‘The state of most of those half-rotted cogs out there in the bay, I’d give it a league at most before they went under. If a shipmaster in my fleet dared let their vessel decay to such a state, I’d have them flayed to the bone.’

			She drained the last of the amber spirit. Callis and Shev raised their own cups and drank along. 
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			The light was dimming now as Toll made his way back from the skyport. In the distance, he could hear the holler of drunken voices and a clatter that was clearly intended to be musical, but fell some way short. Here, though, it was quiet. Disturbingly so. 

			Footsteps. Soft, careful, but unmistakeable. He was being followed.

			Toll took a sudden turn, passing into a narrow alley that ran between two rows of cramped, clay huts. Shell fragments mixed with broken glass on the floor, and he had to skip awkwardly between patches of dry earth in order to mask his path. He turned again, and on his right there was an open hole, a makeshift window that led inside one of the crude yurts. With a smooth, practised grace he grasped hold of the sill and levered his body into the structure, pressing flat against the far wall. Two shadows drifted past the opening. They stopped, briefly, and he heard the hush of whispering voices, though he could not make out the words. The sentiment, however, was easier to grasp – they were confused and angry. After a moment, they continued on, following the path ahead.

			Toll stepped cautiously forward. Something draped in hides and net wrappings lay in the corner of the hovel, and it groaned and muttered something as he passed.

			There was another opening at the front of the shack, and he passed through, turning to place his feet upon the sill and jumping to catch a hold on the rough timber roof. He pulled himself up as quietly as possible, and then dropped low as he saw movement across the way, on the roof opposite his own. A human form, wrapped in a black cloak, wielding an alley-bow. The cross-shaped head of the weapon drifted across the streets below as the sniper sought his target.

			Me, no doubt, thought Toll. He had hoped that their presence would go unnoticed for at least another few hours, long enough for him, Callis and the aelf girl to depart upon the Kharadron vessel. As always, however, his best laid plans appeared to have gone awry. 

			The sniper offered a muttered curse, and moved closer. He was now no more than ten feet away, and his back was turned.

			Toll rose, push dagger clenched between the first two fingers of his right hand. He ran, put his foot on the lip of the roof and hurled himself across the gap. The crossbowman was just turning when Toll struck him, bearing him to the floor. The man fired, and the bolt shot out from under Toll’s arm and disappeared into the night. Barring one hand across the man’s throat, throttling his startled grunts, Toll struck out with the dagger, sinking it into the sniper’s chest. The man gurgled and spat hot blood onto the side of the witch hunter’s face. Toll did not relent, striking until the man’s ragged breathing finally cut off. 

			He heard movement below, and a soft, low whistle coming from the alley running off to the west, towards the market square. He grasped the alley-bow, its hardwood grip slick with spilled blood, and raised it to his chest. It would be best to keep this quiet. 

			Bracing one foot back, he leaned over the edge of the roof, leading with the muzzle of the weapon. He saw a flicker of motion, little more than a brush of shadow. He fired, and heard a gratifying howl of pain in response. He put two more bolts into the inky darkness where the sound had come from, and then rolled backwards as a corresponding scatter of bolts whickered off the roof by his feet, tearing up a cloud of dust and splintered wood.

			‘Jed! Jed!’ he heard, a panicked hiss.

			Toll slipped off the roof on the right hand side, furthest away from the voice and the low moaning of the cutthroat he’d snagged with that last bolt. More footsteps, rushing closer, and the flicker of torches at the far end of the alley. This wasn’t good. They could easily box him in here, trap him and run him to ground. Whoever had made their play, they were taking no chances. He rummaged in his coat, fished out the bronze sphere that had so interested Gunnery Sergeant Drock earlier. It vibrated a little, and he gripped each half and rotated his hands. With a satisfying click the two ends split apart, revealing a thin band of perforated holes along the circumference of the orb. He waited two breaths, then rolled the sphere down the end of the alleyway, where a huddle of figures was just hoving into view. 

			The sphere spat thick, green smoke which rolled up the red-clay walls of the alleyway, smothering the advancing figures in a choking fog. Toll heard coughing and retching as the acrid gas did its work. Then, raising the collar of his coat to cover his mouth, he ducked low and advanced forward, right into the cloud. A figure stumbled out of the haze, holding one gloved hand to its eyes and spluttering. He saw the outline of a broad, well-muscled body, clutching a vicious-looking axe. The man looked up from his retching fit as Toll’s pistol butt descended towards his face. He managed a startled yelp before the club hit him on the base of the neck, driving him to his knees. Toll swung again and again, until he felt the body go limp. Then, just as more figures began to stumble out of the smoke, he rolled the body into a break in the alley to his right, and tugged off its black cloak. Sweeping the garment around his shoulders, he grabbed the man’s boarding axe – a thick-hafted weapon with a double-edged blade – and brought up the cloak’s hood. 

			‘Nagash’s rotting bones,’ spat the nearest figure, leaning against the far side of the alley. Toll emerged from his hiding space, making a show of rubbing at his own eyes – it wasn’t hard, as the choking gas was biting deep into his skin, stinging like daemon-blood.

			‘Jed and Hogrim are bleeding out,’ came another voice. ‘He’s a slippery one.’

			‘The High Captain warned us no less,’ whispered the first figure. 

			‘I saw him run that way,’ Toll grunted, making his voice a low growl. Whether it was the sting of the smoke or the dim light, the band of cutthroats seemed not to notice that one of their number had been replaced. Muttering curses and threatening bloody vengeance upon their quarry, they began to file past Toll. One of them stretched out a hand to help him along, but he shook his head and pretended to dry heave, waving the man on. 

			As soon as they had filed off into the shadows, Toll’s coughing fit miraculously ceased, and he slipped away into the darkness, moving as fast as he dared towards the Drowned Rat. He only hoped he could reach his companions in time. He was crossing a grimy square littered with broken glass when he saw the silhouettes of figures rise from the low buildings ahead, the gleam of metal in their hands. A hail of bolts slammed into the earth all about him, kicking up a cloud of foul-tasting dust. He froze, knowing that he was marked on all sides.

			‘You’re a talented man,’ came a gruff voice from his left. Sauntering out of the darkness came a duardin wielding a saw-toothed blade, flanked by two burly henchmen. Toll recognised the burn-mark of an escaped slave upon the newcomer’s brow, and marked him as High Captain Azrekh. This one had a reputation for sadism and brutality that echoed even on the streets of Excelsis.

			‘Give it up now,’ grunted the duardin. ‘No way out of this, witchfinder.’

			Cursing his ill fortune, Toll raised his hands, letting his stolen crossbow clatter to the floor.

			A figure stepped out from the shadows across the square. As it crossed into the flickering moonlight, Toll saw a featureless golden mask, and long, flowing robes of black.

			‘Ortam,’ sighed Toll. ‘I should have known you’d wish to gloat before you finish me. You always did find the sound of your own voice the sweetest symphony.’

			Vermyre laughed. There was a gurgling wetness to the sound. Following behind the former High Arbiter came a thin, sallow man that Toll recognised as High Captain Lorse. Where Azrekh and Kaskin flaunted their ambition and indulged in the embellishment of their legend, Lorse remained a rarely-seen, enigmatic figure. Toll had long marked him as the most dangerous of the three.

			‘This is foolish,’ muttered Lorse, his voice gravelly and strained. The tales said that a former rival had taken a knife to Lorse’s throat in a drunken brawl. ‘You never told us he was a witch hunter. We drain a little blood from Excelsis every now and then and no one notices. We start butchering members of the Order, we’ll have the damned storm-bringers at our docks before we know it.’

			Vermyre rested a hand on the man’s shoulder. Lorse flinched, perceptibly, and adopted the expression of a man who had a live blade-spider crawling across his face.

			‘No one will ever know what happened here, if you are diligent,’ he said. ‘Hanniver is a secretive man, who operates for months, sometimes years without contact or support from Arnhem. By the time the Order notes his disappearance, if indeed they ever do, they will have a thousand other crises to occupy their time. We live in a time of great opportunity, High Captain, if we only have the wit and the boldness to seize it. You think that Arnhem will mark the disappearance of one man, while across the far realms their cities are besieged?’

			‘We exist out here only by the barest of threads,’ said Lorse, shrugging Vermyre’s hand free. ‘I’m not fool enough to think we’d last a day if the Scourge fleets sailed upon Bilgeport. Kaskin, Azrekh, they see the Sigmar-worshippers’ indifference to us, and they mistake it as fear. We overreach ourselves.’

			‘Only by risking the unthinkable do we forge our destinies,’ said Vermyre.

			‘You can stow that mealy-mouthed trash,’ sneered Lorse.

			Vermyre was not a tall man. Yet he seemed to loom over the High Captain. The air in the vicinity turned thick and oppressive, and Toll imagined that he felt a low, rumbling sound like rushing blood.

			‘You may leave,’ said the masked man. ‘See to your prisoners.’

			Lorse, his face pale and hand twitching towards his gun-belt but never truly threatening to reach it, shook his head and began to stride away, a mob of burly cut-throats forming up around him. Toll heard his boots crunching across the shattered glass of the square as he retreated.

			‘You need me here for this,’ said Azrekh, running his finger along the flat of his flensing knife. ‘If there’s something you need from this wretch, I’m the man to get it… Always wondered how a witchfinder would fare under the blade.’

			‘That will not be necessary, High Captain. Our business will shortly be concluded.’

			Vermyre turned his gaze to Toll.

			‘Here we are then,’ he said. ‘Reunited at long last.’

			Toll thought of a thousand threats and curses he wished to hurl at the traitor, but gave voice to none of them. He locked his gaze with that impassive mask.

			‘Nothing to say? You’ve pursued me across the vast ocean, worked your old bones to dust in order to see me dead, and when you finally catch up with me you stand sullen and silent?’

			Toll’s eyes flickered around the square, searching for some form of escape route. Ahead, a hundred yards or so to the north-west, he could hear the sound of running water. One of the filth-encrusted canals that sluiced down towards the harbour, carrying the detritus of the city’s population. If he could reach it…

			‘I did truly regard you as a friend, Hanniver,’ said Vermyre.

			Toll let out a bark of bitter laughter. ‘Don’t speak to me of friendship. You betrayed me, Ortam. You made a fool of me for years. Decades. You set my city aflame, and you allied yourself with daemons and witchkin.’

			‘I did as I–’

			‘And for what?’ Toll hissed. ‘For power? For your wretched faith? Look what that has brought you. You wear that mask to hide your face, not because you fear Azyr’s hunters, but because you fear what you are becoming. Arclis told me what is happening to you, old friend, and why you seek this Silver Shard.’

			Vermyre’s hand twitched, as if he would reach to unclasp his false face. Then he lowered his hand, and gave a soft, sad chuckle.

			‘You know, there are those who believe I am blessed,’ he said. ‘That the reshaping of my flesh is some form of gift from the Changemaker.’ 

			‘And this is the master to whom you swore your soul?’ asked Toll, shaking his head. ‘You’re an intelligent man, Ortam. A cultured, educated man. You must know what awaits those who worship the Lord of Lies.’

			‘I am no priest of the gods, Hanniver. I never was. I seek only an escape. Freedom from the doomed cause to which the God-King has bound us. Strife and endless war, against a foe we can never defeat. You of all people should know the futility of this struggle. You have glimpsed the true scale of the powers arrayed against mortalkind. We cannot triumph.’

			‘It doesn’t matter,’ Toll said, shaking his head. ‘Better death. Better oblivion than whatever has happened to you.’

			‘In that we at last find agreement,’ said Vermyre. ‘I am done serving the will of gods and monsters, Toll. I will find this Silver Shard, and I will use its power to remake my flesh. Then, I will drive you Sigmarites and your hypocrisy from these lands one city at a time. I will start with Excelsis. Let that wretched place burn first, and let the gods bicker over its ashes.’

			‘That’s all you can think of?’ Toll said, shaking his head in disgust. ‘All this scheming, and the best you can do is to attempt an atrocity you failed at once before?’

			‘That will serve for now. And it will hurt you, Toll. You reduced me to my current state. It is only fair I destroy your world in turn.’

			‘You’ll never stop being a tool of the Dark Gods, Ortam. Even now, you’re dancing to their tune. They own your soul and your fate, and there’s no cure that can save you.’

			Vermyre was silent for a long while. ‘I should kill you,’ he said at last. 

			‘If you leave me alive, I’ll come for you. They won’t hold me here, not forever. I won’t stop hunting you.’

			Vermyre approached. He clutched his staff tightly, raising it across his chest in two hands. Again, Toll could hear that strange pulsing sound, growing ever louder and more resonant.

			‘I should,’ he muttered.

			‘Why don’t you have your slave do it for you?’ said Toll, gesturing to High Captain Azrekh. ‘This one professes such a love of knifework. I wonder, if the High Captain here is such a terrifying scourge of the seas, why is he rotting out here in this wretched hive, surrounded by drunken sots and fools? Could it be that you’re just a thug with a blade, Azrekh, and there are more terrifying things festering at the bottom of the city’s midden-pits?’

			Azrekh’s eye glazed over with fury.

			‘Oh, I’m going to enjoy skinning the flesh from your bones, boy,’ said the duardin, starting forwards with his blade twirling in his hands.

			‘Azrekh, stand back,’ snapped Vermyre. ‘This is my business.’

			The High Captain raised a hand, and the crossbows swung away from Toll, and levelled at the masked figure. 

			Vermyre hissed in anger. ‘Don’t be a fool,’ he snapped.

			‘You don’t ought to talk down to me, masked one,’ said the duardin. He was only a few yards from Toll now, his two bodyguards keeping pace. ‘This is my city. Mine! I will show you what happens to those who insult me in my own hall.’

			Using the distraction, Toll clenched his wrist and snapped his hand out to the side. The sleeve-gun clicked and whirred as the clockwork mechanisms sent it nestling into his palm. He turned, and fired at the man on his left. There was a small, sharp crack, and a dark stain spread across the man’s shirt. With a small cough, he tumbled backwards into the dirt.

			The witch hunter was already moving, stepping within the reach of the stunned Azrekh and locking his arms around the duardin’s thick neck, driving a knee into the man’s leg and knocking him down. Someone loosed their repeater in panic, and the other bodyguard let out a pained shriek as the bolt took him in the leg.

			Toll saw Vermyre making a shape with his fingers, and threw himself aside. A bolt of searing fire flashed past him, engulfing a wooden shack in purple flames. Suddenly, the night was alive with dancing trails of light. Crossbow bolts skittered and slammed into the wall behind Toll as he ran, hands covering his face from the scorching heat of the blaze. He saw Vermyre weave another bolt of fire, but then he was barrelling through a decaying gate of mildewed driftwood, which burst apart in a hail of wet shards. He disturbed a colony of yellow-fanged bilge-rats as big as hounds, and they scattered, screeching and shrieking in indignation as they flooded around his legs.

			Something slammed hard into his shoulder blade, tearing through flesh and striking bone, but he did not stop for he knew that to do so would be to die.

			Ahead, he could see the curving wall of the canal, and beyond that the crude, square-shaped line of a sewer outflow, gushing a stream of thick, soup-like brown-grey into the river.

			He slipped on the cobbles, reaching down to steady himself, and a hail of bolts slammed into the wall where his head been just seconds ago. Then he was running again, and the backstreet trailed off into a dirty slope piled with filth, broken bottles and picked-clean bones. He skidded down this foul-smelling hill, and threw himself into a dive, the oil-sheen surface of the foul canal water reaching up to envelop him with a freezing embrace.

			‘Slippery bastard,’ cursed Azrekh, as he strode along the shoreline searching for Toll’s body. They’d found only his wide-brimmed hat, the torn impact of a crossbow bolt gouged along the left side. But there was no blood, even though the High Captain swore that he’d caught the fleeing man with a thrown blade.

			Vermyre considered burning the impulsive duardin alive. His blood was thundering in his veins, and the dark presence that had nestled in his soul demanded a blood sacrifice for this failure. He could – should – have killed the witch hunter outright, but now he was loose, and Vermyre knew Hanniver well enough to know that a few wounds would not stay him for long.

			He cursed. 

			Azrekh stared back at him, his expression daring Vermyre to open his mouth. It would be so sweet to peel this arrogant wretch’s flesh back from his face, to feast upon his brain-matter in full view of his minions, to hear them scream and run in terror.

			No.

			Not here.

			Not now. 

			Such reckless displays of his power would only draw further attention. Toll was unlikely to be the only agent of Azyr operating in these waters. It would be a fine thing indeed to outsmart his nemesis, only to blunder into the gun sights of another bounty hunter or hired killer.

			‘You should find him,’ he said, instead. ‘You do not want Hanniver Toll loose in your city, believe me. He has a way of upsetting things.’

			‘He won’t. He’ll be dead before the opportunity presents itself,’ snapped Azrekh. 

			‘I suggest you simply kill your remaining prisoners, rather than allowing them to escape also. Or else you can be assured that your reign as High Captain will be even shorter than most.’

			He scanned the bubbling waters of the canal one last time, but saw nothing. As he turned to leave, Azrekh’s men leapt aside to clear his way.

			This had been a setback, but he was still ahead of schedule, and his pursuers had been dealt a heavy blow. It was time to move. The lost city of Xoantica awaited.
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			The door of the Drowned Rat exploded inwards, slamming into the far wall with a sound like a gunshot. As the first cloaked figures began to charge through, Zenthe’s crew were already on their feet, drawing blades, handbows and pistols. The first man to enter, a shaven-headed brute wielding a heavy mace, fell riddled with bolts. There was the crack of a pistol, deafening in the cramped confines of the tavern, and one of the Thrice Lucky aelves went down with a gargling scream. The duardin bartender howled, lying flat on the floor with his hands over his head. Callis rose, kicked the table over to free himself and drew his own weapon. 

			‘The back door,’ shouted Shev, huddled in the corner. ‘More of them.’

			Callis swivelled and fired. Splinters flew up as his shot smashed through the shell-covered doorway. He heard a muffled groan on the other side, but it burst open a mere moment later, and more figures poured in. He hurriedly fished a fresh cartridge out of his belt pouch, and as he did so he saw that Captain Zenthe was sitting idly on her chair amidst the carnage, with an expression of bored indifference upon her face.

			A bullet ripped past and shattered the glass decanter she held, sending glittering shards of crystal scattering across the floor.

			‘Oh, enough,’ Zenthe shouted, a look of irritation breaking out across her face at last. ‘Enough.’

			To Callis’ astonishment, the shooting ceased. The newcomers, whoever they were, filtered into the tavern, which was now filled with the bitter tang of gunshots and the smell of freshly spilled blood. Over to Callis’ left, someone let out a long, drawn-out moan of agony, soundly ignored by everybody in the room.

			‘Which of you is it then?’ Zenthe continued, pacing up and down in the middle of the chaos. ‘High Captain Kaskin, do I smell your particular stench wafting in through the door? Or is it the noble Azrekh I should be conversing with?’

			There was a long silence, broken only by the sound of the barkeep’s whimpering. As Captain Zenthe passed his prone form, she aimed a swift kick at his buttocks. He fell silent.

			‘Arika, my dear,’ came a high-pitched, nasal voice, which was oddly childlike. ‘It is a pleasure as always. I would ask you and your crew to drop your weapons, if you would be so kind. Otherwise I’m afraid we may have to resort to knifework, and you know how much I despise needless bloodshed.’

			Zenthe snorted. ‘Oh, you’re a saint amongst cutthroats, Kaskin, the gods know it.’

			The captain gave a curt nod to Oscus, and the brawny aelf let his handbow fall to the floor. Zenthe’s crewmates did the same, muttering and cursing as they did so, and – with no little reluctance – so did Callis. The High Captain’s men scooped up the fallen arsenal, and went through the routine of patting down their captives, searching for hidden weapons. They found a not insignificant arsenal – a vicious collection of punching daggers, knuckle-bars, coshes and razor-wire garrottes. 

			‘Is it clear?’ came that childlike voice again.

			‘Aye, sir,’ said the largest of the thugs, a split-nosed brute swinging a heavy two-handed club. 

			A huge man stepped through the door. He was enormously fat, and swathed in a crimson silk shirt and bright blue pantaloons, with a ridiculously colossal hat perched jauntily upon his big, square head. His arms and hands were bedecked with gleaming jewellery and chunky golden rings, and his broad, youthful face was split in a delighted grin.

			‘Arika, Arika,’ he crooned, dipping into an elaborate bow. ‘It is a wondrous pleasure as always, my dear. Tell me, how have the seasons been treating you?’

			Zenthe took a step closer to Kaskin, and the High Captain’s guards immediately closed around him, weapons raised. Kaskin waved them down.

			‘Rough seas out there, as you know,’ said Zenthe. 

			‘Oh, as always. I was appalled to hear of the state of the Thrice Lucky, my dear. Such a shame, to see a ship that conjures such a ferocious reputation limping into port like a wounded beast. My commiserations, Arika.’

			He bent his head and clasped his hands as if in prayer, a gesture that dripped with naked insincerity.

			‘Gods below, spare me the theatrics, you beached whale,’ sighed Captain Zenthe. ‘I assume those other two deviants are nearby? There’s no chance you’d have the spine to orchestrate this without them.’

			‘Just so,’ came a voice from the rear entrance. There stood a duardin bearing a vicious skull-mark tattoo on the left side of his face, idly spinning a flensing knife in his hand. He was slighter than most duardin Callis had known, but there was a whip-like tension to his stance that spoke of swift and lethal grace. He frowned as he noticed the duardin’s face was smeared with blood, and flecked with ashes. His jaw was clenched shut, and his eyes were dark slits of malice. He looked like a man ready to kill.

			‘And Captain Azrekh joins our little gathering,’ laughed Zenthe. ‘Tell me, Oddo, how did the wound I left you at our last meeting heal up? Did I leave a scar?’

			The duardin’s face didn’t move, but his eyes glinted. Another figure slipped in behind him, entering the tavern cautiously. 

			‘And here’s the last of your wretched little triumvirate,’ said Zenthe. ‘High Captain Lorse.’

			‘Zenthe,’ nodded the newcomer. He scanned the room, eyes passing briefly over Callis and resting on Shev. He clicked his fingers, and two of his men moved forward and grabbed the aelf by the arms, hauling her towards the door as she kicked and struggled.

			Callis took a step forward and immediately drew the aim of several pistols and crossbows.

			‘What do you want with her?’ he said.

			Lorse raised an eyebrow. ‘We don’t want a thing. She’s just a part of the deal. Sit down.’

			Callis’ eyes darted about the room, searching for anything he could use to his advantage. Lorse had a pistol tucked loosely into his belt, and two knives sheathed on a leather strap across his chest. The nearest guard was bleary-eyed, rubbing his temple with the haggard look of someone who had whiled the night away drinking. If Callis could get hold of the High Captain’s blade, kill him quick and hurl his body into the guard…

			He would never make it. Too many pistols drawn, and too great a distance. 

			Shev’s eyes met his own, and she gave a slight shake of her head. He took a deep breath. She was right. Now was not the time for ill-advised heroics. Then the aelf was gone, dragged out into the cloaking darkness.

			‘I’ve waited a long time for this,’ growled Azrekh. ‘And there’s no getting away, Zenthe. No one’s going to pull you out of the fire this time.’

			Zenthe simply fixed the duardin with a cold smile.

			‘I’m telling you, we should just kill them all now,’ muttered Lorse. ‘Put an end to it.’

			‘No,’ said Kaskin. ‘Bilgeport has to see her die at our hands. They have to know who rules these seas now, from here to Excelsis. That’s the only way.’

			Azrekh nodded. ‘Death’s one thing. Humiliation’s another. They’re going in the Pit. We’re going to host a spectacle the likes of which the scum of this city have never seen before.’

			Rough hands grabbed Callis and the others, and dragged them towards the door.

			Shev tried to keep her footing as they half-carried, half-dragged her down alley after alley. She thought, perhaps, they were heading towards the harbour. She saw the rising silhouette of the High Captains’ Tower looming ever closer. It was almost pitch black now, but she could see pale, hostile faces peering out at their party with predatory interest, like carrion birds waiting for their turn at the corpses.

			Keep calm, Miss Arclis, said Occlesius, and for perhaps the first time she was grateful for the calming sound of his voice echoing in her head. Be ready. I will watch for the right moment, and as soon as I tell you to run, you must make good your escape. We’ll get out of this, I assure you. No one can keep Occlesius the Realms-Walker contained for long.

			‘Here,’ growled the heavyset man who had her by the arm. She looked up to see an unremarkable two-storey building overlooking the harbour bay. She could see the water from here, dark and glinting in the light of a yellow moon. They pushed her inside, where a single brazier lit a featureless room of red clay, casting flickering shadows across the wall.

			‘Our bargain is concluded,’ came a familiar voice, and her blood froze in her veins. ‘You may leave.’

			The High Captains’ cutthroats filed out, leaving Shev sprawled in the middle of the room. Darkness loomed in the doorway to her right, seeming to shift and swirl with life. A figure stepped through the portal, a figure she recognised instantly. The expressionless mask of gold shimmered dully in the torchlight, and she thought she could see a faint gleam of silver light deep in its sunken eyeholes.

			‘Hello, Madame Arclis,’ said Ortam Vermyre.

			Oh no, said Occlesius.

			He crossed over the room towards her, and she thought she caught the spectre of a limp in his stride, a slight spasmodic twitch. There was movement behind the masked man, and in the shadow of the doorway she briefly saw a flash of bright colour, and the shimmering orb of an avian eye, lurid yellow and burning like wildfire. She snapped her hand away, suddenly filled with an intense revulsion.

			If Vermyre noticed her unease, he did not let it show.

			‘My dear Shevanya,’ he said, and though he spoke softly, those words sent a shiver of caution through her. ‘I always knew we would meet again. Please, do not be alarmed. I hold no grudge regarding the ill-favoured nature of our last meeting. I hold myself responsible for the misunderstanding. Of course you ran from me, I accept full responsibility.’

			The masked lord leaned close. The stench of ash and quicksilver burned her nostrils. She backed away, desperate to put as much distance between her and this creature as possible.

			‘I told you once that you and I were destined for great things, Shev­anya. I still believe that is true. For now, however, I require two things. The first is your cooperation for the next few days. Second…’

			Vermyre stretched out a hand, fingers curling upwards like claws. 

			You must, said Occlesius. He will take me from you regardless.

			Slowly, regretfully, she unhooked her necklace, and passed him the crystal. As soon as she removed it from her neck, it was as if she knew true silence for the first time in weeks, like a layer of her subconscious mind had been stripped away. The sensation was unsettling, and not entirely pleasant. She had got used to having the Realms-Walker’s voice around.

			Vermyre held the orb a moment, staring into its roiling depths. Then he swept it into the pocket of his robes, and gestured for her to follow him. She did not want to. Whatever lurked in that shadowy doorway, she was sure it desired nothing less than to feast on her soul. Vermyre chuckled beneath his mask, a horrid wet sound.

			‘You have nothing to fear from them,’ he said. ‘Now follow me, Madame Arclis. We have business to attend to.’

			She got to her feet and followed Vermyre out into the night. He led her along the right-hand side of the harbour, lined with shanty-houses and crumbling stone walls. Perched upon these crumbling structures were thin, horned figures with jagged beaks and curving horns. Their eyes burned like coals in the darkness, and she shivered as they peered down at her malevolently.

			‘Pay them no attention,’ said Vermyre. ‘They will not lay a claw on anyone unless I desire it.’

			‘You’ve certainly improved the quality of your associates,’ she replied.

			He laughed. 

			‘You may not believe this, Shevanya, but I’ve genuinely missed your company.’

			‘Where are you taking me?’

			He stopped and turned, raising his staff in one hand. The dark, glittering waters of the harbour began to churn and boil.

			‘We’re going for a ride upon this. A gift from my new allies.’

			A shape emerged from the water, shining in the moonlight. It was a length of red-tinged crystal, perhaps half as long as the Thrice Lucky, fashioned in the rough shape of an arrowhead. At the edges, the crystal folded back to form jagged walls, and a fan of spear-length spines jutted out from the sides of the bizarre vessel, like the fins of a deep-sea creature. Shev noticed that the underside of the craft was lined with strangely organic-looking hook shapes, like curved teeth. At the centre of the vessel rested a pulsing core of purplish light, and when Shev made the mistake of gazing at the emanation, she felt her head spinning and her stomach turn.

			There was a sense of utter wrongness about this ship, about these creatures. 

			Vermyre stepped aboard the crystal ship as it emerged onto the dockside, and held out his hand for her to follow. She did not deign to take it, instead grudgingly making her own way aboard. Though the surface was slick with water and smooth as ice, she found that she could easily keep her balance. The vessel radiated a strange heat. The avian creatures moved to join them, not taking their eyes from her. They muttered and clicked in their own strange tongue as they boarded. Others, she saw, had mounts of their own. Ugly, disc-shaped creations, similarly organic in appearance, and lined with razor-sharp blades and serrated teeth. As they stepped aboard these bizarre devices, they began to lift into the air with a droning hum.

			Vermyre intoned an arcane phrase, and the crystal ship followed suit, rising swiftly and gracefully into the night sky. It made not a sound as it rose into the air, but soon the shimmering bay of Bilgeport spread out before them, and they could see the light of the corsair port twinkling and fluttering beneath. 

			Somewhere down there were Toll, Callis and the others, at the mercy of the High Captains. Shev was not much for praying, but she beseeched any gods that were listening to help her friends survive what was coming.
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			Callis and the others spent the rest of the night in a lightless, stinking dungeon somewhere near to the dock district, listening to the shouts and drunken chanting of Bilgeport’s noble populace. Huge, evil-eyed rats scurried across the rough stone of Callis’ cell, and he whiled away the few hours until dawn by pinging rocks at them. Zenthe’s snores reached him from the opposite cell, and he shook his head in baffled astonishment. How could she sleep so easily at a time like this? They needed to get out of here, they needed to pick the lock, or bribe the guard or… something. Anything. In a mad rush of fury, he stood and crossed the chamber to rattle the rusted iron bars. 

			‘Hey!’ he shouted, hoping to draw someone near. ‘Hey, you out there!’

			There was no response. Gods, but his head was throbbing. Whatever Zenthe had given him to drink had skipped straight to the hangover. 

			‘Rest your bones, guilder,’ came Oscus’ soft, calm voice. He was leaning against the bars of the cell next to Zenthe’s, studying his fellow captive with calm amusement. Callis felt a powerful desire to punch him in the jaw.

			‘What’s your plan then, exactly?’ he snapped. ‘Wait until dawn to get ourselves drawn and quartered?’

			Oscus yawned. 

			‘There’s naught to be done,’ he said, with an unspeakably irritating lack of concern. ‘Not yet. You see those bars, there’s no give there. There’s no locks to pick, or secret tunnels to escape by. So yes, we wait. They’ve already made their mistake by not killing us outright when they had the chance. We’ll find our moment, and we’ll make them pay. Or we’ll all die. Painfully.’

			‘Oh, that’s brilliant,’ sighed Callis, slumping down to the floor and aiming a kick at a particularly ugly grey-white rat that had ventured too close. ‘Not for the first time I count myself fortunate to serve as acting crewman on the good ship Thrice Lucky. Long may she sail.’

			‘Careful, boy,’ said the first mate, softly.

			Callis ignored him. His thoughts drifted to Toll. Where was the witch hunter? Had he been captured too? Maybe he was lying dead in a gutter somewhere, killed by the very man he had sought to bring to justice. And Shev… She was at the mercy of the maniac Vermyre, and there was nothing he could do about it.

			Purplish light began to seep through the cracks in the ceiling, drawing vertical streaks across Callis’ cell. Dawn was fast approaching. He curled up in the corner of his cell, as far away from the skittering rats as possible, and tried to sleep. 

			He had only snatched a few precious minutes of sleep when the clatter of boots and a chorus of shouts forced him awake. He dragged himself to his feet. His head throbbed painfully, and his mouth was bone dry. Down the corridor came a score of armed men and women, rattling clubs and blades against the cells as they approached, making a din that did Callis’ tender head no favours.

			‘Up you get, scum,’ barked the leading figure, a huge brute of a woman with one side of her head shaved, wielding a vicious barbed whip. She stepped up to Callis’ cell and unlocked the door, and two of her burly associates rushed in to drag him out with little regard for care or restraint.

			‘It’s time for you to put on a show,’ said the woman, with a black-toothed grin. ‘Don’t disappoint me now, you’re to give the audience good sport before you croak it.’

			‘That will certainly be the first thing on my mind,’ said Callis, earning himself a painful clout from one of his captors. 

			Zenthe and her crew were bundled out of their cells alongside Callis, though he noted that the guards were rather reluctant to lay hands upon the aelf corsair or her accomplices. For her part, Arika Zenthe was the picture of indifference. She stifled a yawn as they strode up the steps of the dungeon and out into bright sunlight, and the hoots and jeers of a gathering crowd. They were in a plaza of sorts, dominated by a gaudy, bronze statue of a buxom mermaid carrying an amphora, from which she poured a torrent of water into a hexa­gonal marble-tiled pool. Disreputable types were sprawled across the fountain like beached seals, all of them bearing the look of people who’d not yet quite recovered from the previous night’s festivities. The rest of the square was taken up by mobs of curious onlookers, sailors and capering street urchins, along with several entrepreneurial types who’d erected stalls selling dubious-looking roasted flesh or jugs of ale.

			Beyond the crowd, Callis could see that the ground fell away in a series of switchback staircases, revealing a sunken, stone-walled arena surrounded by a rickety wooden amphitheatre. At one end of this ragged-looking coliseum there was a covered platform from which soared three garish flags. One bore the image of two blood-smeared knives, another a leaping spinefang drake, and the last a phoenix in flight, its heart pierced by an arrow.

			‘The flags of the High Captains,’ said Zenthe, following his gaze. ‘They’re going to treat their loyal subjects to a live execution, then drink in the applause like fine wine.’

			They reached the first stair, and Callis caught a proper look at the arena for the first time. Sleek, stone walls covered in dripping lichen dropped down twenty feet to a surface of slick rocks, dead coral and scattered detritus. It looked like a rough beach at low tide, and he could smell the slightly unpleasant tang of rot and brine as he drew closer. Scattered about the arena floor, which was perhaps three hundred paces across, were deep, dark pools of green-black water that glimmered like the eyes of a ghyreshark in the early morning sun.

			The sound of the crowd reached fever pitch as the condemned were led down to a great iron gate at the rear of the arena. One by one they were taken out to this gate, stripped of their manacles and thrust through the entrance. It came to Callis, and he stood and waited for the gaoler to unlock his bindings.

			‘What am I going to find in there?’ he said. 

			The woman smiled widely, and launched a glob of black sputum into his face. 

			‘Right then,’ he said, wiping it away.

			The gaoler and her accomplices grabbed his arms and forced him stumbling through the door. He almost lost his footing on the seaweed-covered floor. From here, he could see four great sluice-gates built into the walls of the chamber, and a series of smaller openings dotted high up on the wall. Brown stains poured from the entrance of these channels, like vomit down a drunkard’s shirt.

			Zenthe and her crew stood on the largest stretch of solid ground, a flat shield of sun-baked rock around which bubbled a stream of clear water. Oscus had gathered up a fist-sized rock with a flat, sharp edge. As Callis approached, Zenthe bent and grasped the rusted hilt of a sword that lay abandoned at her feet. The blade was broken about two hand spans from the crosspiece, but the remaining edge was sharp enough. 

			‘Welcome, welcome all,’ came a booming voice from above. High Captain Kaskin sat sprawled high above on the covered dais, reclining on an enormous cupola while servants and slaves dashed forward with plates of food and immense amphoras filled with wine and spirits. 

			The crowd now packed the looming amphitheatre. Callis could see row upon row of faces, cackling and whooping at the carnage yet to come. Bottles rained down upon them, along with a variety of less pleasant objects. As Kaskin spoke, the audience began to chant his name. He drew in their worship for a few moments, then held his hand up for calm.

			‘Before you stands the legendary Captain Arika Zenthe,’ he bellowed at last, gesturing at the arena. ‘Scourge of the Taloncoast. Raider of the Coast of Tusks. She-wolf of the waves. How many of you here have suffered at her vile whims? How many honest sailors have been forced at sword point to relieve their ships of priceless cargo, or else be butchered and cast to the depths?’

			There was a deafening roar, at which Zenthe began to grin delightedly. Callis wondered if there was anyone here she hadn’t made an enemy of.

			Kaskin gestured for calm again.

			‘Long has the noble haven of Bilgeport suffered at her hand, accused of deviancy and buccaneering by those thin blooded fops of Excelsis, those cowardly hypocrites, while all along they harbour the most infamous rogue of all within their very port!’

			Another round of bellowing, and another hail of bottles, rotting food and assorted waste.

			‘No longer, I think!’ roared Kaskin, raising his hands to the heavens, then taking a great swig from his wine cup, splashing purplish liquid across his slab of a face. The crowd’s howls bordered on the exultant. Callis never ceased to be amazed at the manner in which a gathering of mortals could indulge themselves with a display of communal hypocrisy. Looking up at those in attendance this morning, he wondered if a man or woman amongst them was even passingly familiar with the concept of honour or decency. The chances were stacked against it.

			‘Enough talk,’ growled High Captain Azrekh, and though he barely raised his voice, it still carried clear across the arena. ‘Give us good sport before you die, Zenthe.’

			He raised a hand and dropped it sharply, like the fall of a guillotine blade. 

			At that signal there was a low rumble of grinding chains as the sluice gates slowly wound open. A torrent of foetid water spilled forth from four quarters, splashing out across the rocky ground of the arena. After several moments the openings higher up on the stone walls followed suit. The water level was rising quickly. The crowd began to chant and howl like rabid wolves. Callis fell into a combat-ready crouch, preparing himself for the bloodshed to come. 

			‘Rally to me,’ said Zenthe, twirling her half-sword with easy grace.

			Shapes began to emerge within the rushing water. Lithe, serpentine forms, covered with row upon row of hooked spines. Long, forked tongues licked and tasted the earth, as sightless eyes gazed ominously about the coliseum, and a low, hissing whisper reached Callis’ ears.

			‘Voridons,’ muttered Oscus, who still had his rock clenched in his fist. ‘Beware their bite, or you’ll find your joints locked solid while they start to eat you.’

			Half a dozen of the eel-like creatures crept closer and closer, sliding in and out of the swirling eddies. Callis and the others gave ground, retreating to dry earth. One of the aelves hurled a stone, striking the nearest serpent in the jaw, smashing loose a scatter of curving teeth. It reared and hissed, its long tongue waving back and forth like it was brandishing a blade. Another darted forward and struck out, sending Oscus scampering backwards. They were blind, these creatures, Callis realised, but they could somehow sense that there was prey close at hand. With an unsettling, quiet coordination they spread out to surround their quarry.

			A small, wiry aelf called Huvon, who Callis recalled had manned the quartermaster’s chamber on the Thrice Lucky, darted out to strike one of the serpents with a chunk of rock. It seemed to anticipate the attack, and as his hand came in it contorted its body and whipped forward, wrapping itself around the unfortunate corsair’s arm. He howled in agony, and the crowd roared their bloodthirsty approval. Callis felt his stomach turn as he saw the serpent’s spined hide contract and twist, forming a grinding maw that stripped flesh from bone with sickening ease. The beast tried to snap its jaws out and bite Huvon in the neck, but before it could strike, Zenthe rushed forward and hacked off its upper jaw. There was an awful, hissing screech, and the serpent released its death-hold, falling away to splash and writhe in the steadily rising water, releasing a cloud of blue-black blood.

			Two more of Zenthe’s crew rushed forward to haul Huvon back. The tough old corsair was hissing through gritted teeth, staring up hatefully at the crowd who mocked and jeered his injury. The water was lapping around their ankles now, and rising faster with every passing moment.

			Callis estimated they had perhaps another ten minutes before they were treading water. He shuddered to think of those barbed horrors slithering towards him from below, wrapping themselves around him and dragging him down to be torn apart.

			Zenthe splashed forward, stowing her weapon and raising up a flat disc of smooth rock from the shallows. She hefted the weight and brought it crashing down upon another of the beasts, crushing it in place. Its tail whipped and lashed the air in helpless protest. Oscus knelt by its head and brought his rock down once, twice, three times. Sickly pink matter spilled from the thing’s shattered skull.

			Two down, thought Callis.

			He heard the chortling, nasal laughter of Kaskin above the crowd.

			‘Good show,’ giggled the High Captain. ‘A good show indeed!’

			Working in pairs, cautious and lethal, the aelves isolated and carved up three more of the serpents, hacking them into pieces or bludgeoning them to death with whatever came to hand. As Oscus struggled against the last remaining beast, Callis pried the rock from his ally’s grasp and drove the crude weapon under the creature’s chin, slitting its throat. The water had now risen to their knees, and two-thirds of the arena was now submerged. Only a few scattered islands of shale and stacked rocks remained above the water line. No aelf had yet fallen, though Huvon had lost much blood and looked pale and haggard. Callis had seen similar wounds before, and guessed that the corsair would soon bleed out. The aching certainty of their demise was a greater horror than any deep-spawned thing that could spill out of those sluice gates. One by one they would be dragged down, torn apart and devoured, all to the sound of ringing laughter. He looked up to the stands, saw the bared teeth and sweat-soaked faces of the frenzied crowd. 

			Was this it, Callis wondered? Had he abandoned a promising career in the Freeguild to die for the entertainment of these wretches? He prayed for a glimpse of Hanniver Toll’s weather-worn face amidst that crowd, but saw nothing. It was a fool’s hope, he knew. Most likely the witch hunter was already dead.

			‘That was just a taster,’ bellowed High Captain Azrekh. ‘Let them test themselves against Old Skinshear.’

			The roar from the audience became, if possible, even more raucous. They began to chant as one.

			‘Skinshear! Skinshear! Skinshear!’

			At the far end of the arena, another gate slid open, three times the size of the first. From within, Callis heard a skittering, scratching sound. An enormous sabre-like limb emerged from the darkness, tapping on the floor with a strangely sickening precision. Its rough, calloused surface shone in the sunlight, and it widened at the bottom, forming a spade-shaped blade. Another limb followed the first, along with a wiry frond of antennae, curling and twitching as they tasted the air.

			Crawling from the darkness came a shape from Callis’ darkest nightmares. Arachnoid in form, slender and thickly plated with chitin, it advanced on eight skittering legs, the front two armoured and thick, the rear ones bunched, stubbier. It was the size of a small house, yet it scuttled across the rushing streams of seawater with horrid swiftness and grace. In the midst of its sclerotised head were buried a dozen pitch-black, shining eyes, above a mouth stuffed with dripping fangs. Callis felt a rush of terror and revulsion that threatened to steal the strength from his bones.

			‘That’s an abyssal flayer,’ said Oscus, and Callis registered the fear in the usually unflappable aelf’s voice. ‘By the deep, how did they capture one of those?’
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			Callis leapt aside as the monster’s armoured forelimb crashed down, shattering the rock he had been perched on into pieces. He landed in cold seawater, kicking his legs frantically as he sought to escape the thing’s reach. A corpse bobbed in front of him, torn nearly in half, seeping bright blood into the frothing surf. He saw a pale, aelven face, eyes lifeless, features twisted in horror. An arm grasped him by the shoulder, and aided him out of the water onto a shelf of rock covered with spined barnacles.

			It was Oscus. His teeth were gritted, and he clutched his arm, but other than that he seemed unscathed. 

			‘How in Sigmar’s name do we kill that thing?’ Callis gasped, staring at the chitinous horror as it circled them, twitching and clicking its great limbs together with an awful snapping sound. Two aelves were dead already, ripped apart with sickening ease, their ruptured remains hurled aside or stuffed into the monster’s maw. Blood and saliva drooled from the thing’s hooked fangs, and its eyes were fixed on the survivors.

			‘Distract it,’ said Zenthe. She had somehow got hold of another blade to match her rusted half-sword, this one a saw-bladed dagger she had pried from the hands of a floating corpse. 

			‘What are you going to do?’ said Callis, but before the captain could answer, Oscus was dragging him away, rushing and splashing through the knee-deep water towards the south-eastern edge of the arena. The creature known as Skinshear tracked them with beady eyes, scuttling its great body across to face them.

			Oscus hefted a good-sized rock and sent it whipping out towards the abyssal flayer’s head. It flicked a leg out and blocked the blow, and its multiple orbs seemed to lock onto the first mate with alien malice.

			Callis, for his part, really had no idea what he should do about the hideous thing bearing down upon him. He opted to scramble up onto the nearest formation of rock, a narrow ridge of coral-encrusted stone that ran alongside the eastern wall for a dozen paces. A glass bottle hurled from the crowd glinted at his feet, and he reached into the bloody water and grasped it. Arching his back, he hurled the missile at Skinshear. It struck the creature on the back, shattering into a thousand glinting shards as it broke upon its hardened armour shell.

			The monster flicked its gaze between its two assailants, no doubt judging which one it should dismember first. Its eyes settled upon Oscus, and Callis felt a surge of relief accompanied by only the slightest twinge of guilt.

			Skinshear skittered forward, its forelimbs jabbing out at the first mate. Oscus ducked under one and hurled himself out of the way of the other, landing nimbly upon a protruding rock, then skipping to another, somehow weaving his way through the wall of slashing limbs. The crowd groaned and howled at each near miss. The first mate was scampering with light-footed grace beneath the beast’s armoured torso, while Skinshear shrieked, then circled, trying to split the aelf with its blade-limbs.

			Callis kept up a rain of missiles – rocks, plates of coral and whatever else was near at hand. He’d lost sight of Zenthe, but if she didn’t act soon, Oscus was dead. He couldn’t keep this up much longer.

			Then the creature did something that took Callis entirely by surprise. It ignored the troublesome aelf dashing beneath it, and dashed towards the other visible prey instead. The movement was sudden, terrifyingly so. One enormous, stabbing forelimb was mere inches from his face when his frozen body snapped into motion, and staggered aside. Replaying that same moment in his mind later, Callis would wonder how Skinshear could possibly have missed its strike. All he would remember was that limb arcing down to splinter rock into scattered shards, and the sudden sensation of flight as the creature whipped its leg back swiftly, catching him in the chest with the broad flat of the claw and sending him hurtling backwards through the air, his arms windmilling crazily. 

			He struck the wall of the arena hard, enough to blast the breath from his lungs and briefly darken his vision, but blessedly not enough to shatter bone. He slithered down and splashed face first into the water, and in his delirium he swallowed a huge mouthful of bitter brine, and began to choke and thrash. In his punch-drunk daze he staggered upright, gagging and spluttering, to see the beast rise up above him. He could see the glistening streams of water cascading down its armoured form, and those awful, piercing orbs gazing down upon him with alien hunger.

			There was a peal of insane laughter, and he looked to his right to see Arika Zenthe dashing along the crest of rock, twin blades raised above her head, wild delight in her eyes. She leapt, impossibly high, and sailed beneath Skinshear’s flailing arms straight towards its ugly face. It managed a hiss-shriek of fury before both weapons sank deep into the pitch-black orbs of its eyes.

			Skinshear rocked back, armoured thorax twisting as it turned circles in maddened pain. Zenthe tucked her legs and hit the water in a graceful dive, somehow angling her body so that she missed the teeth of the rocks below.

			The roar of the crowd choked, then died. 

			As the monster writhed, Oscus approached it steadily. He held a jagged harpoon of rusted iron scavenged from the arena floor. Hefting the weapon, he whipped his arm forwards, hurling the missile with unerring accuracy. It struck the abyssal flayer in the mouth, sinking deep and sending up a gout of thick, black blood. There was a horrid, wet rattle, and Skinshear collapsed on its back, its limbs whipping about spasmodically. After a few moments, the movement ceased.

			Zenthe pulled herself out of the water alongside Callis.

			‘How many playthings do you think they have left?’ she said, casually wiping spatters of black ichor from her forearms.

			‘Enough to keep us going for a while yet,’ muttered Callis, groaning as he massaged his aching head. ‘Throne of Azyr, this hangover is murder.’

			Zenthe chuckled at that, and clapped him on the back.

			Then she strode forward along the shelf of rock, which was by now almost submerged by the rising tide. She raised her hands, waved and then gave an elaborate bow pretending to take in applause that was certainly not forthcoming.

			‘So,’ she shouted, gesturing up at the High Captains, who were staring down at her with ill-disguised fury and hatred. ‘What else do you have for me to kill? Perhaps one of you might like to come down here and challenge me yourself? How about you, Azrekh? Maybe I’ll cut that slave-mark off your face, sell you on as damaged goods.’

			There was a faint but unmistakable ripple of disbelieving laughter amongst the crowd.

			Azrekh started forwards, hands grasping the rail at the edge of the stand as if he meant to leap down upon the aelf. Kaskin rose to his feet, surprisingly swiftly for such an enormous man, and placed a hand on the duardin’s shoulder. 

			‘You hear me now,’ shouted Zenthe, circling with her finger raised at the now quiet crowd. ‘My words are for all of you. None of your pitiful pets can slay me. I’ve hunted deep-drakes in the mists of the Shadow Sea. I slaughtered the Abyssal Queen and took her skull for my drinking cup. I duelled the Lord Rukhar amidst the crystal-reefs of the Ten Thousand Eyes, and sent his flagship to the depths. I will escape this cage. I will kill everything you send at me, and I’ll build a mountain of their torn corpses and scale these walls.’

			Perhaps it was Callis’ imagination, but he swore that at least a dozen onlookers began to back away from the stands as the captain finished her speech.

			‘All of you, ask yourselves now, do you wish to be here when I do so? When your mothers told you tales of the corsair queen Arika Zenthe, did they say that she was a merciful woman? Or did they warn you that if you crossed her, she would flay the skin from your bones and use it to patch her sails? Ask yourselves that.’

			‘Very amusing, Arika,’ Kaskin crooned, and doffed his ludicrous hat in mock praise. ‘Very impressive. But I think it is time that the day’s entertainments came to a close. Release the cages. All of them.’

			The ogors grunted and resumed turning the enormous levers, and there was a rumbling, clanking sound. The gushing streams of water became even more violent, and at the far end of the arena they heard the sound of rusting bars creaking open. 

			Oscus had retrieved his harpoon, and now made his way over to Callis and Zenthe. There was now no part of the arena that was not submerged. They were standing on the tallest shelf of rock, but even there the tide reached up to their knees. Callis’ feet had gone numb, frozen by the cold water.

			Serrated, blade-like fins cut through the gushing channel at the far end of the arena, scything through the water with lazy menace. Silhouettes rippled just below the surface, large and sleek-bodied.

			Oscus, Zenthe and Callis moved back to back, blades drawn. As the creatures came close, Callis saw the glint of needle-sharp teeth, and a flash of luminescent scales shining beneath the waves.
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			As the underwater beasts drew closer and closer, Callis heard a new sound. It was a low, rolling hum, something like the accumulated noise of a swarm of insects. It set his teeth on edge. Looking up, he saw people in the crowd begin to point and shout. Confusion, then worry became evident on their faces even at this distance. Up in their podium, the High Captains were standing, staring up past the far wall of the arena and into the bright early morning sky.

			A shadow fell across the arena. Looking up, Callis saw the enormous wedge-like shape of a ship’s hull drift overhead, iron-riveted plates bristling with shaped charges, vicious-looking harpoons and gas-powered cannons. A fleet’s worth of firepower crammed into one ship. Admiral Bengtsson’s flagship, the Indefatigable. 

			‘I’ll be damned,’ chuckled Zenthe, shaking her head.

			Flying alongside the enormous vessel like pilot fish were stocky, armoured figures strapped to floating spheres of metal, longrifles and barbed boarding spears clutched in their hands. These figures descended with surprising grace, and as they came close Callis saw the gleam of their metal face-masks. The Kharadron opened fire, flares of bright light erupting from the barrels of their firing pieces. Bullets fizzed and splashed through the water all around the exhausted survivors. Blood sprayed, and tails thrashed and writhed in the surf as the sky duardins’ shots blasted apart beast after beast. One of the descending duardin hurled a harpoon, and Callis gave a startled cry as it missed him by mere inches, whipping past his shoulder. He spun, and found himself gazing into the jagged-toothed maw of one of the sharks, split by a length of polished metal. The harpoon had gone straight through the creature’s ugly, hammer-shaped head.

			The Kharadrons reached out, grasping Callis, Zenthe and Oscus with steady hands, two duardin taking a firm hold of each while the others formed a shield of guns and blades. Callis found himself hauled bodily out of the water, gasping and laughing as the duardin’s back-mounted engines fired and lifted them into the air towards the hovering sky-ship. Up, up they went, and Callis could see the pale, scared faces of the crowd staring up at them in astonishment. Kaskin and Azrekh were on their feet, the former backing away towards a narrow, rising staircase that led from the High Captains’ seats to the upper level of the city.

			‘Remain where you are, Kaskin,’ bellowed a familiar voice. ‘You all stay exactly where you are. Nobody take a single step, or this ship will unload with every ounce of ammunition it has.’ 

			Through his fug of pain and exhaustion, Callis felt a surge of blessed relief. His carriers soared up past the gunwale of the duardin vessel and landed on the deck, depositing their living cargo none too gently. Callis smacked the corrugated metal hard, and rolled. He felt rough hands hauling him to his feet. There stood Toll, bruised and bloodied but otherwise intact, standing next to an imposing duardin clad in metal plate armour and strapped into an enormous, vented backpack. Tubes and piping connected this bizarre device to the duardin’s ornate, golden chestplate, and to the brace of pistols he wore at his belt. Like all of the duardin on deck, this fellow went fully masked, but it was clear to Callis immediately that this one gave the commands on this vessel.

			‘Welcome to the Indefatigable,’ grunted the duardin. 

			Toll gave Callis a brief nod, and his top lip raised just slightly in an almost imperceptible smile. Zenthe was deposited by another pair of engine-clad duardin, and landed gracefully on her haunches, followed swiftly by the wounded Oscus. 

			‘Toll, my old friend,’ said Captain Zenthe, with an approving nod. ‘I must say that you certainly know how to make an entrance.’

			‘Arika,’ said the witch hunter.

			Callis turned back to the gunwale. Below, the High Captains’ body­­guards had formed a circle around their masters, but even at this distance Callis could see they were nervous, and on the verge of fleeing. After all, what possible use could their matchlocks and cutlasses be against the metal behemoth that had its cannons levelled squarely in their direction?

			‘We had a deal, Bengtsson,’ Azrekh roared. ‘A duardin, even one of your kind, keeps his word. No actions, covert or otherwise, against the city of Bilgeport while you trade at our docks, that was the agreement. Signed by your own hand. You’re going to break your oaths? Is Radrick Bengtsson nothing more than a backstabbing coward?’

			The heavily armoured duardin – Bengtsson, Callis presumed – unfurled a waxen scroll from a pocket on his belt. The document was almost as long as the captain was tall, every inch of its surface covered in a precise, even script.

			‘You did, of course, review the contract we agreed upon?’ said the admiral, his rumbling burr of a voice strangely modulated by his mask. ‘In particular, sub-clause two hundred and sixteen?’

			Azrekh’s face contorted with irritated confusion. 

			‘What in the hells are you prattling about?’ he snarled.

			‘I’ll spare you the exact details, but suffice to say that after an initial period of three seasons has passed, the agreement offering my trade convoy exclusive buying and selling rights within your borders – along with the corresponding pledge on my part to withhold force of arms while my ships are berthed within the vicinity – may be annulled at any time by the delivery of a notice of cessation. I trust you received my missive in the early hours of the morning?’

			‘Your… missive?’ stammered Kaskin. 

			‘I fulfilled all the requirements we agreed upon during our initial negotiations,’ continued Bengtsson, in a matter of fact and slightly stern tone, as if he was a disappointed father addressing his lackadaisical son. ‘Our business is concluded, and as is written in artycle three, point twenty-nine of the Kharadron Code, I am free to negotiate a new trading charter with any party that I choose. And, as a subsequent result, I am no longer bound by pledge of neutrality.’

			‘You thrice-cursed son of a pox-ridden–’ howled Azrekh.

			‘Please, let us maintain a professional demeanour,’ snapped Bengtsson, cutting the duardin captain off. ‘I can hardly be blamed for your failure to review our contract in even the most cursory fashion.’

			‘The prisoners you took from the Thrice Lucky,’ growled Toll. ‘Where are they?’

			Azrekh stared back at the witch hunter. ‘Dead, mostly. The rest are chained up in the dungeons, below the salt-warrens. So what happens now, witch hunter?’

			Toll stared down upon the High Captains for a long moment. Nothing could be heard but the actinic hum of the sky-ship’s great spherical engine. 

			‘All of you stand accused of heresy and sedition, of piracy and the pillaging of supply routes to the God-King’s free cities. In doing so you endangered the lives of innocent citizens and loyal soldiers of Azyr alike. There is only one punishment fitting for your crimes.’

			Toll turned to Bengtsson, eyes as hard and pitiless as the deep ocean.

			‘Bring it down,’ he said.

			Zenthe began to laugh as the duardin gunners hauled the deck guns round to target the far wall of the arena, where torrents of water still poured through the giant sluices, filling the stone bowl beneath them. Callis could see corpses bobbing in that foaming pool, both aelf and beast.

			Then the guns opened up.

			The sound was deafening. Callis covered his ears as the enormous, six-barrelled volley gun mounted on the fore of the vessel stitched a line of thudding explosions across the sluice-gates. Swivel guns below the rim of the gunwale added their formidable firepower to the barrage, aiming at the wooden stands, which came apart as easily as wet parchment as high-explosive shells detonated and shredded the huge supports resting beneath the seats. Once again the screams of the audience rang out, but now they were filled not with bloodlust but with terror. Dozens of bodies tumbled out into empty space as the stands began to come apart under the barrage, striking the stone floor below with bone-cracking force. The High Captains’ box was bracketed by blossoming gouts of flame as more rounds slammed home. The flags of the pirate leaders swirled and rocked in the firestorm, catching alight and raining down into the churning waters of the arena. 

			Kaskin turned to run, but his immense body only made it a few paces before a cannon round blasted apart the archway beneath him. The High Captain waved his hand desperately, almost comically, before the ground beneath his feet betrayed him, and with an ear-splitting scream he fell away into a cloud of smoke and rising dust. Callis saw Azrekh, not running but firing a pistol and screaming in defiance, yellowed teeth bared like those of a mad beast. There was a bursting cloud of blood and the High Captain was hurled back, head over heels, his chest a ragged ruin.

			Callis watched the devastation, feeling slightly sick. This was not a pinpoint, surgical cannonade, but a barrage designed to spread fear and destruction as far as possible. He gripped Toll’s arm, meaning to ask the witch hunter to stop the carnage, but Toll simply met his gaze and gave a slow shake of his head. Zenthe’s laughter echoed over the symphony of rattling volley-gun fire and the rising crescendo of detonating cannon round. The stands were now a crumbling inferno. With an awful groan, the far wall of the arena gave way, and a great tidal wave of unleashed water poured free, smashing open the gate at the opposite side of the circle, surging out into the city streets. An ogor, riddled by bullets, lay slumped over the great gate-wheel.

			The Indefatigable began to rise away from the carnage, soaring over the city. The rising flood spread out amongst the narrow streets with the vengeful rage of a beast unleashed from a cage, smashing down makeshift hovels and clay-walled buildings, devouring all in its path. When the entire lower level of Bilgeport was flooded with filthy mud-brown water, the guns finally ceased firing.

			According to Bengtsson’s calculations it would take two to three days to reach the Fatescar Mountains, if the weather held to its current maudlin haze.

			‘Always avoid those skies if we can help it,’ said the admiral, as he spread out a chart across his desk, indicating a strangely geometric formation of mountains marked to the far north-east of the Taloncoast. ‘The winds will change upon you in a moment, and we’ve had more than one sky-ship disappear out here, without a trace.’

			‘We know the rumours,’ said Zenthe. The corsair was leaning against the far wall, eyeing the cluttered contents of the admiral’s chamber with interest.

			‘Indeed,’ muttered the duardin irritably. ‘No doubt you’ve extensive experience of sailing these sky-lanes. Perhaps I should hand my commission and my share of this journey’s galkhron over to you?’

			Zenthe held up her hands in a gesture of appeasement.

			‘Take pity upon a captain without a ship or crew of her own,’ she said.

			‘As I recall, you do have a crew,’ Callis pointed out. ‘Still locked up in the Bilgeport dungeons.’

			‘And before we departed I sent Oscus to see to their release,’ said Zenthe, shrugging. ‘By the time we return, I expect they’ll have looted everything of value in that cesspit of a city. For now, I’m nothing more than your humble passenger.’

			Seemingly satisfied with Zenthe’s answer, Bengtsson turned to Toll. ‘Do you even know what you’re looking for? If there truly is some lost city out there, no one’s seen it and lived to tell the tale. We might be chasing a ghost.’

			‘Vermyre knows where it is,’ said Toll. ‘If he’s willing to risk every­thing he has to get there, you can be sure that Xoantica is real. And every moment we waste, he draws closer to his prize. This Silver Shard, whatever it is, cannot be allowed to fall into his hands.’

			Bengtsson shrugged. ‘As long as you pay what was promised, I’ll sail you to the jaws of Ignax herself.’

			‘And what exactly did you promise the good admiral here?’ asked Zenthe, studying Toll through narrowed eyes. 

			‘You’ll both get what is due,’ snapped Toll, with an uncharacteristic outburst of irritation. Callis studied the witch hunter’s drawn, pale face. ‘Until then, you both work for me. Get me to the Fatescars, admiral.’ 

			With that Toll left, leaving Zenthe and Bengtsson to an uneasy silence. Callis trailed after the witch hunter as he strode out of the cramped corridor of the Indefatigable and into the glaring light of the midday sun. They were far out over the ocean now, and the wind was whipping past them at a fearsome pace. Far below was the sea, a shimmering carpet of azure, and above, the clouds whirled and spun in an endless, maddening dance. Above, far to the left and right, Callis could see the two other vessels in Bengtsson’s fleet, ranging slightly ahead of the ironclad.

			Toll leaned against the gunwale, hand clutching his ribs. They’d stopped a few short hours to heal and resupply their vessels, but it was hardly the long recuperation they needed. None of Toll’s wounds were serious, but they were certainly taking a cumulative cost upon the man. Every step appeared to hurt.

			‘You should go below and rest,’ said Callis. 

			‘Later,’ said Toll. They shared an uncomfortable silence for several minutes, simply staring at the clouds rushing past and shoals of skimmerfish jumping and whirling in the seas below.

			‘I thought, when I first met you, that you were nothing like the stories of the witch hunters that I had heard as a boy,’ said Callis. ‘Ruthless, cruel fellows, who would kill anyone they suspected of heresy without question or hesitation. I thought you were different. But then I saw what you did today.’

			‘Did it disappoint you?’ asked Toll.

			‘You know for certain that everyone we killed today was guilty? That no innocent person got caught up in the carnage, or drowned when we flooded the city streets?’

			‘The innocent do not flock to a place like Bilgeport, Armand. These people have existed out here for too long, leeching off the lifeblood of the free cities. Enough is enough. They required an example of what happens when you defy the will of Azyr.’

			‘Firing into crowds is not what I signed up for, Toll.’

			‘That same crowd was more than happy to watch you, Zenthe and the others torn to shreds in that arena. That same crowd was filled with killers, pillagers and other scum. Shed no tears for them, Callis.’

			‘I don’t. That’s not my point.’

			‘Many of my kin would have set this whole port alight. They would have slaughtered every man, woman and child that draws breath within these walls, and they would have done so without qualms. I do not share that ruthlessness, but I am also not a man who suffers sedition and acts of treachery against the rightful rule of order.’

			Callis shook his head. ‘There’s right and wrong, Hanniver. Even in this trade.’

			‘Tell that to the thousands of loyal Sigmarites that the High Captains robbed and killed over the course of their rule. Enough of this navel-gazing, Armand. We have a task to see through. If you care so much for innocents, think of the thousands dead at Vermyre’s hand. For their sake, at least, I need you focused on the mission ahead.’
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			Despite her current predicament, Shev could not help gasping aloud in wonder as she looked upon the Fatescar Mountains.

			The first she saw of them was an immense, polyhedral mountain ridge looming out of the mist, impossibly smooth and angular, floating in mid-air several thousand leagues above rolling forest hills. As far as she could tell, the mountain itself was formed from natural stone. It was worn, weathered and covered in thick vegetation. As they drew nearer, she saw a crystal-clear waterfall spilling over the nearest face of the immense structure, raining down upon the canopy far below. 

			Gradually, more of the floating rocks began to appear. Some were flat shelves of stone, others had a more rounded, organic shape. In one, she thought she recognised the profile of a human face, thick and overgrown with a beard of evergreen trees. In another, a sun-dial. There, the hilt of a titanic dagger. More geometric shapes, endlessly varied in size and form. Smaller islands of stone orbited those immense mountains, half-shaped and crumpled, as if they were the abandoned projects of a bored deity, left scattered upon his workbench.

			‘My gods,’ she whispered. It was so beautiful, yet somehow terrifying at the same time. To know that mortalkind had once wielded such incredible power. The power to create a world, or destroy one.

			The crystal ship rocked and yawed beneath them, causing them to stumble a few steps. Vermyre laid a hand on Shev’s shoulder to steady her. She flinched, aware the man was trying to restore the easy camaraderie they had shared when they first began their search for Occlesius. It was a futile effort, now that she knew what lurked beneath that golden mask. Just being near Vermyre made her skin crawl.

			‘Incredible, is it not?’ said Vermyre, with a note of awe in his voice. ‘I have heard the tales, of course. I have even seen the sketches of explorers who have ventured here, but to see it in person…’

			‘They were building something that they never finished,’ said Shev, indicating the bizarre arrangement of shapes. ‘I wonder if we’ll ever know what they were creating.’

			Momentarily forgetting her situation, she found herself lost in thought. Civilisations did not create wonders like this for no reason. Maybe there was a theological component here, a relic of old gods worshipped long before the peoples of this region turned to the worship of Sigmar. Yet the more she looked, the less likely that seemed. There was a lack of uniformity to the shapes that was somehow unnerving. 

			‘Perhaps we shall discover the truth behind this place very soon. Perhaps a remnant of their ancient empire yet lives, within these very mountains. We will discover the truth together, Shevanya.’

			One of the avian creatures approached, and trilled something in a language she could not understand, but still made goosebumps rise on her flesh. Vermyre nodded, and waved a hand to dismiss the beast. She noticed that the beastmen had drawn and nocked arrows upon their bows, and there was a definite sense of unease in the air.

			‘Something is trying to draw us away,’ Vermyre muttered. ‘There is an illusion hanging over this place, I can smell it. Something dwells within these mountains, and it does not care for intruders.’

			Shev frowned. Now that she looked closer at the wondrous view before her, she realised that there was something strange about this place. There was a stillness to it, a silent tension that seemed quite out of place in the otherwise raucous wilds of the Taloncoast.

			‘There’s no birdsong,’ she muttered.

			‘What?’ asked Vermyre.

			‘There are no sounds of any kind,’ she said. ‘Listen. Surely you’d expect birds to roost up on these mountains, far away from danger. Can you see any signs of life down there?’

			They circled the hexagonal mountain slowly, listening to the roar of the waterfall as it arced over the lip of the floating rock and poured away into nothingness. Now that Shev looked closer, the treeline seemed unnaturally orderly, arranged in neat, strict rows like those of a plantation. She peered into the gloomy, overhanging canopy, searching for a hint of movement, but found nothing. Not a creature stirred amidst the mountains. 

			‘Curious,’ whispered Vermyre.

			Shev’s sense of unease only grew as they sailed further into the mountains. It was hard to put her finger on, exactly. She felt like someone who had just awoken, and was trying desperately to sort the illusions of a dream from the hazy, unreal world she had been born into. 

			They drifted through a swirl of mist that left dew-drops across their skin, and rose over the crest of a wide, flat disc whose scattering of trees were arranged in a strange spiral pattern. Beyond rose the largest island yet. It was shaped in the image of a human face, strangely featureless and monolithic. There were no eyes, nor ears; simply the smooth, mannequin-like shape of the face, blackened and weathered. Across its great, stern brow ran a crown of mountainous peaks, capped with scatterings of foliage. Water trickled down the face of the titan in great gushing falls, pouring from its open mouth, which had been worn away over the centuries so that it gave the impression that the great head had its mouth opened in a scream.

			The largest of Vermyre’s beastmen came forward, striding across the crystal ship in that odd, jerking gait. The other tzaangors looked upon it with reverence, and it was not hard to see why. Clearly this was some form of high priest or shaman. It stood a head taller than Shev, its piercing gaze burning from beneath a plated war-mask that ran the length of its beak, and shimmered with a faint luminescence. Two great, curved horns rose back from its brow, bedecked with silver chains and marked with runes that turned Shev’s stomach. Its chest was bare, but below a belt of gold it wore a half-robe of bright orange. Dangling crystal chimes tinkled as it walked. Its staff was silver, capped with a swirling eye of jade, and it carried a ritual dagger at its belt. 

			As it neared, she smelled a sweet yet sour stench, sweat mixed with sour-smelling unguents. It stared at her and cocked its head slightly, and she felt a shiver run through her body as she looked into its pitiless eyes.

			‘We are close,’ it hissed, surprising her by speaking the common tongue in a voice that was strangely human, considering its hideous appearance. ‘This isle, I sense a great enchantment upon it. Something powerful resides within those peaks.’

			‘Then that’s where we go, Yha’ri’lk,’ said Vermyre. ‘Let us descend.’

			The crystal ship yawed and dipped its nose, and they sailed through the mists towards the titanic head. Great trails of vines drooped from its empty eye sockets, and as they soared over its brow they caught their first glimpse of the forgotten city of Xoantica.

			Shev’s breath caught in her throat. She saw spires of white marble hidden between mountain peaks that rose on both sides: a city of pure white arranged in concentric circles around a central tower that stretched high into the skies, its arrow-head tip almost brushing the low-hanging clouds. The body of the spiral tower was worked in gold, and glimmered in the hazy mid-morning light. 

			Below, she could see abandoned arterial thoroughfares that stretched throughout the city, lined by solemn statues of robed figures whose features she could not make out from this distance. There was no sign of damage, that she could see, but a tangible sense of doom hung heavily over the place. It felt like nothing more than an enormous graveyard, each white-marble structure a monument to the dead.

			‘Many people died here,’ said Vermyre. ‘I can feel it. The place is rife with death.’

			He turned to Yha’ri’lk.

			‘Take us down,’ he said.

			They came to rest on a plateau of smooth ground overlooking the northern edge of the city. The air was still, and without even the sound of the wind rushing past them the silence was even more unnerving. Vermyre’s beastmen clutched their silver spears nervously, their avian heads snapping this way and that as if they smelled predators drawing close. On the ground there were perhaps fifty of the creatures, though she saw more circling overhead on their bizarre, half-organic flying discs. The ones above carried ornate bows, strung with crystal shafts. 

			Vermyre was studying the shadeglass gem with a look of intense concentration. Shev dreaded to think what priceless information he was garnering from its helpless occupant. Quite apart from getting his hands upon the Silver Shard, the damage Vermyre could reap if he was armed with the sheer amount of knowledge that Occlesius possessed did not bear thinking about.

			‘We move,’ he said at last, and they began to make their way down the bluff towards the empty city.

			A great arch loomed ahead, its wrought-iron gate ajar. The gatehouse was ornamented with two sweeping statues which leaned out from the central columns: smooth, faceless figures wielding staves of gold, holding their weapons crosswise over the entrance to Xoantica. The gateway was wide enough to admit dozens of carts, and the road was paved with flat, square stones of pure white, marvellously shaped. Somehow, the surface was as smooth as if it had been laid yesterday, with none of the wear and tear one might expect from a busy thoroughfare. Shev took in the gatehouse, which was supported by a thick white marble wall and a row of granite columns threaded with trails of gold. There was almost no depth to the carvings, no sign of ostentation beyond the obviously expensive materials. It was a grandiose piece of architecture, but it felt strangely sterile, almost funereal.

			They entered, passing through onto what Shev assumed was the arterial highway. It was wider than the buildings on either side were tall, and like the entranceway it was almost impossibly smooth and well-aligned. She thought of Excelsis, with its rough-cut cobbles and haphazard arrangement of slums and way-houses. Judging by the size of the city as they descended, she guessed Xoantica had once housed more than fifty thousand souls, but there was not a single sign of habitation anywhere. No abandoned carts, no slumped skeletons. The sheer lifelessness of the place made her shiver. She felt as if the shadows were watching her, as if the spirits of the dead were all about, unseen yet undeniably present. It was like walking through a graveyard in the early hours of the morning.

			Vermyre’s tzaangors filtered out across the open street, weapons raised.

			‘Do you feel it?’ asked the masked figure. ‘This place is heavy with enchantments. It has been ripped out of time, smothered by obfuscating magic.’

			Far ahead they could see the gold spiral tower, rising up from a huge, domed hall that rested upon a rise in the centre of the city. The path they now walked led pretty much directly to that central building, whatever it was.

			‘A temple?’ wondered Shev. ‘Or a palace, perhaps.’

			‘In all likelihood home to whoever those fellows were,’ said Vermyre, gesturing ahead.

			Lining the thoroughfare were immense statues of gold. They depicted stern, robed figures, heads bowed in solemn thought, staffs raised and forming an archway across the curving road. Again, the statues were oddly minimalist in design, with wide, curving outlines and featureless faces. But they were clearly figures of grave importance. 

			‘They bear the trappings of priests, or magi,’ said Vermrye. ‘I think it is safe to assume that these figures, whoever they are, once ruled over this city. Or at least served those who did.’

			Shev’s head was beginning to throb. There was something deeply strange about the arrangement of these streets. Though the thoroughfare remained more or less stable, the side-streets – filled with rows of colonnaded halls, soaring spiral domes and grand, marbled porticos – seemed to sway and shift on the very edges of her vision, their dimension shifting slyly each time she turned her head away. The effect was nauseating and dizzying. Once, she could have sworn the ground before her appeared to slope away, and stumbled awkwardly when she stepped forward and realised that was not the case. They had walked for many hours, it seemed, when she glanced to her left. With a lurch of dismay, she saw the very gatehouse they had entered, at the far end of the street to her right, distorted strangely like an uneven reflection.

			‘What?’ she breathed, shaking her head in confused disbelief.

			‘Ignore it all, save this road we walk,’ said Vermyre, clasping her firmly by the forearm and dragging her onwards. ‘A spell of concealment and disorientation, nothing more. The weak-minded would eventually walk right out of the city, and forget they had ever been here. Or they might wander these roads, lost for an eternity, and simply drop down dead from exhaustion or hunger. Small wonder that none have ever visited this place and returned. Save our precious Realms-Walker, of course.’

			Vermyre clutched the shadeglass gem in his fist. The light within the crystal danced madly between his gloved fingers, like a flame buffeted by the wind.

			‘What are you doing to him?’ she said.

			‘This place is guarded against the mortal mind,’ Vermyre replied, gesturing at the silent halls around them. ‘Old and powerful magic, beyond even my ability to decipher.’

			He raised the gem high. ‘But the Realms-Walker knows the correct path, even after all these years. I know not how or why the knowledge remains with him, but it is in here. And while this stone is in my possession, Occlesius can keep nothing from me.’

			Dread rose within Shev like a tide. How many other dangerous secrets and deadly artefacts did the Realms-Walker have knowledge of? She needed to get the crystal, and Occlesius, back from Vermyre. 

			‘How far are we from the tower?’ she said. ‘We don’t seem to be getting any closer.’

			‘Oh, we are. As much as this city wishes otherwise. We are drawing near. Move.’

			The Indefatigable drifted through the serene mists of the Fatescar Mountains, through the floating islands of stone that hung impossibly above the sprawling sea of woodland. Callis had never seen anything like it. It was a vision from some naptha-smoke summoned dreamscape. They descended underneath an inverted pyramid of bleached-white stone, a single white-wood tree dangling upside down from its nadir.

			Callis raised the looking-glass to his eye and searched the skies for signs of another vessel. He had no idea how Vermyre intended to reach these mountains, but he would have required aerial transport of some sort. Yet no sky-ship drifted out of the clouds. Perhaps they had outpaced the traitor. More likely, he was already at his destination.

			‘It’s too quiet out here,’ said Toll, pacing the deck alongside Callis. The man was like a wound spring, now they were so close to their quarry.

			‘Where are we headed?’ asked Bengtsson. The admiral, it turned out, did none of the flying aboard a Kharadron ship. His role was far more logistical. Business-minded, if you will. As far as Callis could make out, Bengtsson called the shots when it came to the crew’s endless search for aether-gold, the gaseous substance that powered both their vessels and their sprawling sky-ports. 

			‘I’m not sure,’ Toll admitted. 

			‘We can’t search every one of these islands,’ said Zenthe. ‘We’ll be here forever.’

			Toll cursed. Callis knew the corsair was right. They could sail these mountains for days and find no sign of anything. The blurred circle of the looking-glass’ viewfinder passed over a detached head of a titan, floating serenely and bizarrely through the mist. Upon its head lay a crown of jagged mountains, and as Callis’ eyes passed over them he saw a faint sparkle of light as the sun caught something. 

			‘There,’ he said, indicating the strange formation. ‘Take us in.’

			As they neared the head-shaped mountain, Callis thought he saw a flock of birds rising from the mountaintops, disturbed by the flight of the Indefatigable. Then he frowned, re-focusing the looking-glass and noticing the strange flecks were in fact circular shapes that were soaring towards them at great speed. There were roughly forty or so in all, and they flew in arrow formation, knifing towards the oncoming airship. He saw the gleam of silver weapons, and a flash of bright blue flesh. A thin, muscular torso capped by a pair of curving ram horns.

			‘To arms,’ he shouted. ‘We’re under attack.’

			Most of the Kharadron were already in possession of rifles and pistols, and they took up firing positions behind the gunwale, aiming out towards the oncoming flight of strange discs. Callis knew only too well the creatures that were racing towards them. Tzaangors, twisted beastmen in thrall to the Dark Gods. He had fought them before, during the climactic battle for Excelsis. They were savage, sadistic killers, and they had been a favourite tool of Vermyre’s.

			‘Targets, point four-five mark,’ roared Drock, the gunnery officer. ‘On my order, bring them down.’

			The tzaangors were close enough now that they could see the horrible, half-organic shapes of their disc-shaped mounts, and hear their cawing war-cries carried across the wind. Arrows whickered down from the oncoming flock to slam into the deck of the ironclad, skipping off as they struck hard metal and spinning away into empty air. One pierced a duardin’s mask, and the unfortunate victim flopped bonelessly to the ground, twitching. More arrows rained down. The distance was great, but the beastmen loosed with terrible accuracy. Even their missed shots wrought terrible damage. Callis saw one arrow strike the edge of the ship’s volley-gun turret before flicking off and taking a kneeling crewman in the throat.

			More duardin fell, and though the range was great, their companions responded in anger.

			The sound was deafening, as the Kharadron discharged blunderbusses, pistols and long-barrelled carbines, filling the skies with hails of lethal metal. The tzaangors swooped as one, soaring down and over the deck of the Indefatigable, still loosing arrows. One of the beastmen recoiled as a flurry of shots slammed into its chest, and it flipped over backwards into empty air, tumbling and spinning helplessly. A duardin wearing a heavy battle-suit stepped up and fired a heavy, egg-shaped projectile from a hand-mounted launcher. Leaving a spiral contrail as it whipped through the air, the missile struck one of the circling discs and detonated, tearing rider and mount apart in a burst of shrapnel. 

			Callis sighted upon a low-flying beastman and fired. His shot took the creature in the shoulder, and it lost control of its mount. The unfortunate tzaangor slammed face-first into the great engine-sphere of the sky-ship, leaving a crimson smear across the metal surface.

			The deck was wet with blood, both duardin and tzaangor. Bengtsson was blasting away with his two heavy pistols, roaring instructions and commands to his crew. The heavy-armoured duardin seemed to be wreaking the most grievous damage, armed as they were with the largest firearms. They seemed akin to the sharpshooter marines that were posted to Freeguild ships of the line – specialised warriors who did the bulk of the fighting while the crew worried about getting to their destination alive.

			‘They’re aiming to bring us down,’ Bengtsson bellowed, and Callis looked up to see a trio of beastmen carrying long silver staffs, drifting above the apex curve of the sky-ship’s main engine. He could hear their foul chanting from here, and he aimed another bullet in the direction of the closest beastman, but his shot travelled wide. 

			From the tip of the creatures’ staffs spat a silver flame that spread across the metal surface of the sphere. Great clouds of ill-smelling smoke rose from the affected area, along with a deafening rattling sound. The ship’s nose dipped alarmingly. 

			‘Kill them,’ roared Bengtsson, and the combined firepower of the entire deck turned upon the three tzaangors. The fore mounted volley-cannon turret opened up, spitting staccato bursts of metal that all but disintegrated one of the creatures in a cloud of pink mist. The others attempted to withdraw, their sabotage completed, but a disciplined fusillade of volley gun fire sent them careening and tumbling towards the ground far below.

			The Kharadrons’ fearsome firepower had driven the remaining tzaangors back, and they flocked down towards the mountain valley below, screeching in triumph. Duardin crewmen rushed to and fro, desperately trying to put out the flames which engulfed a fair portion of the engine-sphere. A winding length of metal-capped hose was deployed, and it spat a stream of water up at the inferno. But these flames were magical in nature, and they would not be quenched so easily. The engine screamed and whined, and a vent-cover detached and went spiralling off in the empty air.

			‘We need to put her down, admiral,’ one of the duardin roared over the noise. ‘We need to get that hole capped, and the fires out.’

			‘There!’ bellowed Bengtsson, indicating the mountain valley below, which was already rushing up towards them at a fearsome pace. Callis swore he could see the tops of buildings protruding from within that sheltered gorge, though the smoke that had enveloped the deck made it impossible to say for sure.

			‘Better grab hold of something,’ shouted Zenthe in his ear, and Callis ducked down behind the iron-plated wall of the central cabin, wrapping his arm around the heavy wheel-lock of the door. He felt his stomach lurch as the ship descended, hurtling through the clouds with terrifying speed. The mountains began to rush by on either side, terrifyingly fast, and it still felt as though they were accelerating. Then the hull of the ironclad struck solid ground, and Callis’ arm was nearly torn from its socket. They skipped, bounced and struck again, and by some miracle of sailing, the duardin pilot managed to haul the Indefatigable into a wide, arcing turn. A torrent of shattered rock and mud was thrown into the air.

			Then they were slowing, the momentum of the vessel righting itself, and it came to a halt, leaning precariously to starboard. Callis staggered to his feet and made his way over to the rail. They had come to rest a mere hundred or so yards away from a cliff of unforgiving stone. If their momentum had taken only a few more seconds to play out, they’d have smeared themselves across that shelf of rock.

			‘That was too bloody close,’ said Bengtsson, before turning to bellow more instructions to his crew.

			Toll made his way gingerly over to the side of the ship.

			‘Well,’ he said, gesturing towards a gleaming golden tower that rose into the sky to their right, protruding from a sea of white marble halls and soaring colonnades. ‘I think we’ve found our lost city.’
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			After what seemed like days, the main thoroughfare came to an end at the mouth of a great plaza, surrounded on all sides by an immense curving colonnade of golden columns. Ahead, the central square met a slowly rising series of stairs, separated in the middle by another golden statue, this one far larger than the others. In one arm it grasped a silver blade; the other hand was raised, palm out in a gesture that needed little translation. Beyond the statue was an immense hall, colossal and isoscelic in shape, with a great dome from which the central tower of spiralling gold protruded. Two enormous doors barred the entrance to this building, secured by twisting handles of silver that looped and entwined like writhing snakes.

			‘We’re not alone here,’ said Vermyre.

			Shev could sense it too. Her head was clearer now, the dream-like sense of muddied confusion lessened. The presence that still dwelt within this city. It was concentrated here. At the eye of the storm.

			Cautiously, Vermyre and his tzaangors made their way across the plaza. Shev followed at a short distance, peering into the dark recesses between the forest of marble columns, expecting something horrible to emerge from within at any moment. The great statue loomed overhead, and she noticed that this one, unlike its fellows, was not entirely featureless. It bore a circlet of flame across its brow, and there was a faint line of indentations running down its cheeks, which appeared to be some kind of script, though the work was too fine to pick out at this distance. The colossus’ concave eyes were narrowed, and its mouth was a thin, stern line. Whoever this ancient ruler had been, she doubted they were well known for their mercy.

			It was then that she noticed the eyes. They blazed in the shadows beyond the golden columns, yellow and piercing in the gloom. 

			The tzaangors had noticed them too. They screeched and brandished their silver weapons, forming a semi-circle around Vermyre. The shaman, Yha’ri’lk, snapped his fingers, summoning a flickering silver flame, which he touched to the end of his staff, wreathing the tip of the weapon in fire.

			Slowly, the eyes began to move, and the watchers emerged from the darkness.

			They were scale-skinned and hulking bipedal creatures, their rough flesh crudely daubed in crimson and aquamarine, ridges of bone protruding from their backs. Their snouts were long and filled with sharp fangs, and each carried a club or axe ancient in design, but no less intimidating for that. Jewels, gems and tokens of gold were strung from their necks and pierced through their flesh. Their shields carried lurid, geometric shapes. The saurian creatures radiated a sense of primordial threat. Shev did not see them as predators, exactly. There was no hunger in their beady yellow eyes – just a cold, alien curiosity.

			‘I mean to enter this place,’ announced Vermyre. ‘It would behove you not to stand in my way.’

			No answer. The creatures took a step forward, as one, and began to beat their clubs upon their hide-wrapped shields, unleashing a low, rumbling sound.

			‘I have no interest in killing you,’ Vermyre tried again. ‘Whatever you are.’

			They took another step forward, and the drumbeat grew louder.

			Vermyre sighed. ‘Very well.’

			He raised his staff and unleashed a bolt of night-black energy that speared into the closest beast, blasting it from its feet and sending its body sprawling across the plaza.

			The creatures roared in fury, and rushed forward in a scaled tide.

			There was something wrong with the world.

			The feeling grew ever more certain and more sickeningly tactile with every step Callis and the others took into Xoantica. They had left the majority of Bengtsson’s crew behind with the Indefatigable, with orders to make the necessary repairs and then regroup in the centre of the lost city. The admiral himself had insisted upon accompanying them, as had Zenthe. The ground seemed to be passing beneath their feet, but the physical distance was disconnected from time itself. Callis concentrated with all his focus, plotted one hundred paces, and looked up to find that he had barely progressed more than a few yards. The alleyways of marble houses that stretched off in all directions ebbed and shifted at the end of his vision. The angles of the city were impossible, and he knew that if he tried to rationalise its insanity, he would lose his mind. After perhaps two hours of walking – or as near as Callis could guess – he made the mistake of looking up into the sky, expecting to see the reassuring span of clear blue.

			Instead, he saw more streets, winding away in a ceaseless refraction, curling and twisting in on each other like he was gazing into an immense carnival mirror. He stopped, on the edge of throwing up.

			‘We can’t stop, Armand,’ came Toll’s voice, and Callis felt a reassuring grip on his shoulder. ‘We’re too deep. Too far in. There’s an enchantment over this place, a powerful spell that’s warping time and space. All we can do is continue, and try to find the source of it.’

			‘I can’t… concentrate,’ hissed Callis. ‘My head is spinning. Every time I open my eyes, the world shifts.’

			‘This is old magic,’ said Zenthe, and her voice echoed as if from far away. ‘Older than any of us here. I’ve never felt anything like it.’

			‘We continue,’ repeated Toll, hefting Callis to his feet. ‘We are close, I can feel it.’

			And so they walked on. Buildings rose up on all sides, strangely organic shapes carved from pure-white marble, great columned halls and soaring towers that twisted off into the maddening sky. He saw the dark thresholds of their doorways, and it was easy to imagine that alien eyes were peering out from within. But he sensed that there was no life here. Not even the tiniest insect stirred, and the wind itself was non-existent, as if the weather itself dared not tread within these borders.

			He did not know how long they walked in silence. At last, they turned a corner and emerged onto an enormous central thoroughfare that stretched on and on towards a domed hall of immense proportions, capped by a spiralling tower of white gold. The road curved away ahead of them, leaving the earth and reaching towards the kaleidoscopic sky, where a dozen identical roads – complete with their own set of identical, haggard travellers – wound towards that same apex.

			Across the empty air, far away in the distance, they could hear the sound of clashing blades, and shrill, inhuman screams.

			‘Vermyre,’ spat Toll, drawing his blade. ‘He is here. We must hurry.’

			Shev watched as the lizards came at Vermyre in their scores. Yet none could lay a hand upon him. He conjured streams of living flame which enveloped the saurian beasts, melting them to ashes in a matter of moments. He turned the ground to liquid silver, and drowned them in molten metal. Others, he simply struck with his staff, sending shattered, broken bodies flying in all directions.

			He was laughing as he slew, an unhinged sound. Shev stayed close, because he was the only thing between her and these guardians, whatever they might be, but every inch of her body crawled with horror as she watched Vermyre unleash his monstrous rage. She looked for an escape route, but saw nowhere to run. The tzaangors eagerly indulged their own passion for slaughter alongside their master. The reptilian creatures were tough and strong, but Yha’ri’lk’s warriors were many, and they were fighting with an exultant glee that the defenders of this strange city could not match. Their arrows brought down charging foes by the score, and as the saurians died they erupted into searing motes of star-light, evaporating into the aether. Shev felt a great sadness with each fresh kill, one that she could not entirely put her finger on. Despite their savagery, there was a nobility to these creatures, an honest and natural ferocity quite unlike the vicious ­sadism of her current allies.

			‘Enough,’ said Vermyre, through another burst of wet laughter. ‘Let this distraction cease. ‘Yha’ri’lk, follow me. The rest of your warriors will hold these steps, and let not a single enemy through.’

			The tzaangor shaman screeched a command, and his hundred or so warriors formed up around the entrance of the domed hall. Several of the beasts bent in prayer, and began to chant in a harsh, hideous tongue. The air turned hot and oppressive, but before Shev could witness the results of their sorcery, Vermyre grabbed her and dragged her through the enormous archway and into the domed structure. The sounds of battle abruptly ceased as soon as they crossed the threshold. Looking around, she saw a cavernous entrance hall soar away into darkness far above, and a single, broad stairway spiralling towards that black nothingness. Like everything else in Xoantica, the building was an astonishing piece of architecture, carved flawlessly from the same silver-lined marble, but it was almost entirely free of ornamentation. The walls were edged in gold and gently curved towards the summit of the tower, but there were no epic scenes of battle, no monuments to the glory of those who had once ruled here.

			‘Come now,’ said Vermyre, ushering her towards that winding stair. Yha’ri’lk and a retinue of warriors followed, leaving the majority behind to defend the stairway.

			They began to climb.

			The entrance to the great, domed hall was the site of furious battle. Bipedal, reptilian creatures swarmed up the central steps towards a barricade manned by tzaangors, with long horns and armour that gleamed bright silver in the hazy light.

			‘More tzaangors,’ hissed Callis. ‘Looks like Vermyre has not cut all ties with his former allies.’

			‘We’re walking into quite the melee here,’ said Zenthe. ‘These other creatures, how do we know they’re not going to turn on us the second they see us?’

			‘We don’t,’ replied Toll. ‘But we’re going up there, nonetheless. You and the admiral are welcome to wait for us here, but if Vermyre sets his hands upon the Silver Shard, there’s no telling what nightmares he’ll unleash. If we have to kill our way through these things, so be it.’

			Together, they ran on. As they neared, they saw that the lizard-creatures were not pouring from hidden boltholes or underground lairs. Instead they seemed to materialise out of the very air, summoned into being and given violent purpose by some unknown force. They wielded ancient-looking weapons crafted from gold and obsidian, crude in construction but somehow imposing also, as if they were an echo from an older and more savage age. Their scales were flecked with crimson war-paint, and jewels and necklaces hung from their scaly flesh.

			As Callis and the others approached, a score of the beasts detached from the main host and began to encircle them, eyes glassy and unknowable, weapons raised but not yet in a threatening manner. Ahead, the two stairs wound their way around the side of a central bannister of gold, leading up to the gigantic doors of the building, which were strangely featureless and unadorned.

			‘We seek no quarrel,’ said Toll, raising his weapon high and away from the creatures. ‘There is a man who has come here, an evil man, twisted by the powers of the Dark Gods. We seek to end him.’

			The creatures continued to circle, their obsidian shields lowered towards the newcomers, maces and axes readied. Callis sensed a strange sort of synchronicity to their movement, a faintly unnatural edge that reminded him of the metal automatons he had seen Ironweld engineers put to use. These were not natural creatures, he realised. At least, not entirely. There was some force at play here greater than any of them knew.

			The circle tightened as the beasts stepped in as one.

			‘I don’t think our lizard friends here want our help,’ whispered Zenthe. ‘I think that if we want into that building, we’re going to have to blast our way in.’

			‘Wait,’ said Toll.

			He stepped forward, and from beneath his robes he produced an amulet fashioned in the shape of Sigmar’s hammer.

			There was a flicker of something in the lead creature’s eye, just for a moment.

			‘I serve the God-King,’ said Toll, brandishing the amulet. ‘The Lord of Azyr, bane of Chaos in all its forms. I swear before you now, I come to rid the taint of the Dark Gods from this place.’

			The creatures ceased their prowling, and stood stock still. Then, again moving with impossible synchronicity, they peeled off and raced up the steps towards the fray, utterly ignoring Toll and his band.

			Bengtsson let out a slow whistle of relief.

			‘Well, that’s a fortunate turn of events,’ he said. ‘Bad enough just the one army wanting us dead, without those damned things after us too.’

			‘Well said, duardin,’ nodded Zenthe. ‘Now, if we’re done talking?’

			Blades raised, Arika Zenthe bounded up the winding steps towards the sounds of battle.
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			The staircase wound on and on. Shev was hardly in poor physical shape, but even she had to stop and catch her breath on more than one occasion. It was more than the distance travelled. It was the oppressive air in the place that pressed down upon them with crushing force. In her travels, Shev had been to many places which seemed – for want of a better word – cursed. Ruined cities where even centuries after the carnage that had seen them fall, ghosts of the dead still lingered. She had that feeling now, multiplied a hundredfold. It was as if the city of Xoantica itself was enraged by their presence, and had leveraged all of its formidable power towards crushing their will. She was filled with a deep despair, and a growing terror that she would never escape this lost city alive. She would be trapped here, along with all the others, damned to an eternity of wandering these halls.

			Vermyre bounded up the stairs like an eager child, full of nervous energy even after his battle with the saurian warriors. Where, for the others, each step further into this cursed city seemed to sap the strength and will from their bones, the opposite seemed to be true for their leader.

			‘So close now,’ he muttered, over and over.

			Shev made the mistake of looking down to see how far they had come. She saw nothing but a pitch-black abyss stretching away into nothingness. Her head spun, and she stumbled, cracking her knees painfully upon the stairs.

			Vermyre paused to drag her none too gently to her feet.

			‘Do not look back,’ he hissed. ‘Whatever crafted this enchantment, it wants us to give in to doubt and confusion, to turn back in defeat. But if we are strong, we can break through this illusion. Push beyond, to our true destination. Stay with me, girl.’

			What was there to do? To retreat now, to trek back all the way across the great expanse of the ruined city seemed a far more harrowing task than to simply push ahead. So Shev gathered her wits, shook the dazed confusion from her mind, and began to walk.

			One foot after another, that was the way. Forget everything but the slow, steady advance. Step by step. Shev fell into a kind of hypnosis, and time lost all meaning. And then, like emerging from a strange trance, her boots were once more on level ground.

			She found herself looking upon a gateway large enough for a gargant to pass through, lined by statues of gold – looming figures, hooded and robed. Beyond was a narrow hall, leading to a great pair of double doors. The hooded statues were arranged in pairs along the corridor, facing one another with staves raised high to form a solemn salute. A small, circular window high above washed the chamber with a silver glow, revealing images worked into the floor. Stern patriarchs directing hordes of faceless slaves in the construction of a great city. Several robed figures standing upon a crest of rock, hands outstretched as mountains were rent asunder at their command. Amorphous, tentacled creatures descending from a blackened sky. Those same robed figures were depicted in this last image, but Shev could not tell whether they were standing in defiance of the shapeless beasts from above, or whether they were beckoning them down from the skies.

			Vermyre looked towards the distant doorway.

			‘Behind these doors lies the Silver Shard,’ he said. He nodded to Yha’ri’lk, who gestured two of his warriors forward. The creatures advanced cautiously, spears levelled, eyes darting across the chamber in search of hidden threats. 

			The leading creature had reached the mouth of the corridor, where the chamber floor was broken into rows of tiles inlaid with strange, sweeping sigils. It looked like nothing more than a scroll of hieroglyphs writ large across the floor, stretching the length of the adjoining hall. The tzaangor passed beneath the first archway of raised spears, its own weapon raised high as if it expected the statues to strike down at any moment. There was no movement at all. The chamber remained eerily silent.

			Emboldened, the second creature moved forward. Its clawed foot pressed down upon the floor, and was instantly engulfed in a roaring column of fire that rose to the ceiling, filling the chamber with heat and light. Shev gasped and staggered backwards, knocking into Vermyre. They tumbled to the floor together, and amidst the tangle of limbs, Shev slid her hand into the man’s pocket. Her fingers closed around Occlesius’ shadeglass gem.

			Vermyre’s bloodshot eyes met hers, filled with fury, and she knew instantly he had sensed her theft.

			He grasped at her, his hand locking around her arm with terrifying strength. She could smell the rancid sourness of his breath. She drove the tip of her thumb through the eye socket of his mask, wincing as it sank into something soft and gelid. Vermyre howled with pain, and his grip released just enough for her to squirm free and scramble to her feet.

			The columns of flames cleared, leaving nothing of the unfortunate tzaangor behind but a cloud of drifting ashes. Its companion took an ill-judged step backwards and was engulfed in another gout of fire, this time gushing from a hidden aperture in the wall of the corridor. 

			Shev put her head down and bolted for the hallway. A slim chance at freedom was better than none.

			That was very nicely done indeed, came Occlesius’ voice in her head. His normally sprightly voice was thin and strained. We must get out of here. I touched his mind as he invaded my own, Miss Arclis. The man is unravelling, body and soul. 

			‘I really hope you know how to get us through this,’ she said, racing towards the corridor at full speed.

			‘Stop her,’ roared Vermyre, and Yha’ri’lk’s warriors moved to cut her off. She ducked around the first beast’s searching claws, jumped and tucked into a roll that took her somersaulting past the next creature. Then there was clear space between her and the double doors fifty yards away.

			Left, and forward twenty strides.

			She twisted her run, and as she did so a bolt of arcane energy soared past her and struck one of the tiles ahead, unleashing another flaming blast. She put her hands up to guard her face and ran on, counting the distance in her head. 

			Stop! She stuttered to a halt, skidding across the polished floor. Footsteps behind her closed in fast, but there was no time to turn.

			Jump to the tile marked with the spiral star. To your right.

			She glanced up, saw the tile, tensed her legs and jumped. Something caught her by the ankle and she slammed to the floor with enough force to drive the air from her lungs. Wheezing, she turned to see a tzaangor’s face, its cruel eyes gleaming beneath a half-mask of silver. It reached down to grab her by the throat.

			She tucked her legs in, planting her boots squarely on the creature’s tattooed chest before thrusting out with all her strength. The tzaangor stumbled backwards, landing hard on a tile and unleashing another column of flame that rushed up from below to swallow it whole. Ignoring the dying creature’s piercing screams, she rolled upright and jumped for the spiral-marked tile again, tucking into a roll as she landed. 

			Fifteen paces away now. So very close. 

			‘Where next?’ she screamed, her voice ragged as she tried to catch her breath. She heard more blasts of fire, and more screaming. She turned to see three more tzaangors, gaining on her with every moment, cruel blades clutched in their hands and murder in their beady eyes.

			I… cannot recall.

			‘Think, damn you!’ 

			Shouting does not help my powers of recall, the Realms-Walker snapped. There was a pattern, I recall, a cypher reflected in the path one must follow. A prayer in an ancient tongue. But what was it?

			One of the tzaangors was getting closer by the moment, preparing to leap over to the spiral-marked slab. She unclipped her tool-pack from her belt and hurled it. It landed square in the centre of the adjoining tile, and just as the tzaangor jumped across the five-foot gap, a blast of flame issued forth which sent its body tumbling away, ablaze.

			‘I’m out of tricks, Realms-Walker,’ she hissed. ‘What do I do?’

			All glory to Nem’k’awet, the Lord of Silver Skies, muttered Occlesius. He who stands betwixt the pillars of Knowledge and Damnation… what next… what next… Kir’li’sami’yen the… the Herald of Ascension. Ovkoris, the Whispering Blade! That’s it, Miss Arclis, the sword, look for a sword!

			Her frantic eyes scoped the room, until finally – there – the tile to her upper left. Etched upon it was a sword, radiating what looked like beams of light.

			Shev leapt, landing painfully on her knees and skidding across the final row of tiles. She had made it. Once more the floor was solid marble, and no more statues loomed above her.

			‘Thank you, my friend,’ she said, with a sigh.

			Oh, don’t mention it. I was actually convinced I had got that last one wrong.

			She saw Vermyre staring at her from the far end of the corridor, and she tipped him a salute, tossing the shadeglass gem in her hands. Blood ran freely from the mouth of the man’s mask.

			‘You have made a grave mistake, Shevanya,’ he said, his voice even but with an unmistakeable tremor of rage. ‘I had every intention of letting you leave this place alive, but now? I think not. You will perish along with all the others.’

			‘We’ll see about that,’ she said.

			With that, she gave a swift bow, before turning to heave open the doors.

			Callis dodged a jabbing spear, and struck at the arm wielding it. He was rewarded by a pained shriek and a spurt of purplish blood. The tzaangor rocked back and was buried under a charging horde of saurians, who hacked and clubbed it to death. He turned, looking for the others. They were hard pressed, facing a wall of beastmen who gibbered with a lunatic glee as they fought, not giving an inch despite the numbers arrayed against them. They had formed their bizarre, disc-shaped mounts into a makeshift barrier that whirled and spun, the razor-sharp teeth of the unsettlingly organic devices shredding the flesh of any creatures that strayed too close.

			The lizard warriors continued to hurl themselves selflessly at the intruders from all sides, but they could not dislodge them. Worse, now more tzaangors were flying down from above to join the melee, drawn here by the shrieking calls of their kin.

			‘We need a way through,’ shouted Toll.

			‘Leave this to me,’ growled Bengtsson. He reached to the rear of his war-suit, and detached a black-leather satchel hanging from his belt. He opened it to reveal an egg-shaped device of cold metal that tapered to a blunt point at one end. At the other end was a small brass cog, and Bengtsson gave this a hard twist and hurled the object into the thick of the fighting, with a shout.

			For a moment, nothing happened. Then there was an enormous explosion of flame that sent bodies hurtling through the air, both saurian and avian. Chunks of marble were torn free from the doors and sent knifing through the mass of bodies. Callis’ ears rang, even though he’d jammed his fingers in them before the blast went off, anticipating what was to come.

			‘I did warn them,’ said Bengtsson, with a hint of irritation, observing the carnage.

			‘Remind me to pick up a few of those beauties before we part ways,’ said Zenthe, clapping the duardin upon the back before sprinting through the gaping breach his bomb had opened in the enemy line. By the time the shaken tzaangors had recovered, Callis and the others were at the foot of the great staircase leading away into the darkness of the dome’s central tower. Bodies littered the floor, along with smears of blood and dust. Zenthe smashed a foe in the face with the pommel of her sword, ducked beneath the awkward swing of a silver-tipped spear and thrust a dagger through its wielder’s heart. Two more tzaangors, recovering quickly now, tried to pin her against the bannister of the stairway, but Bengtsson drew and fired two pinpoint shots, putting smoking holes through both of the creatures.

			Callis and Toll fought back to back, turning with practised ease, unbalancing their foes before passing them on to one another for the swift and easy kill. Callis feinted a high slash, causing a beastman to raise its spear to block the blow. Toll spun and fired beneath the unfortunate beast’s guard, blasting it several yards across the chamber. As Callis turned in that same arc, he cut the legs from under a surprised creature, which howled with agony as its ruined limbs spurted dark blood across the shining tiles.

			‘Too many,’ grunted Toll, pausing amidst the carnage to reload his pistol.

			‘Take the stairs,’ said Zenthe. Her blades dripped with blood, and she had that look of sheer joy on her face that always slightly unnerved Callis. ‘Myself and the good admiral can deal with things down here, can’t we?’

			‘Don’t die up there before you pay me what’s due, witch hunter,’ growled Bengtsson.

			Without another word, Callis and Toll made for the stairs, bounding up them two at a time.

			Slamming the doors shut behind her, Shev found herself in a huge, circular chamber, so wide and high that it felt more like a cavernous cathedral than the apex of a tower. Indeed, as she took in the immense dimensions of the place, she knew with queasy certainty that there was no way this chamber matched the size of the tower top she had seen from outside the domed structure. It was far too large, and the shape was all wrong. The walls swooped overhead to form soaring arches, like the ribcage of an enormous skeleton, and far above she could see a great circular window, open to the sky. Hazy light beamed down from this opening, filling the hall with a sickly yellowish glow. Ahead, the ground sloped up slightly, several short stairs leading towards a great dais of smoothly cut obsidian.

			Upon this dais rested two things. 

			The first was a shimmering wound in the world, like a disjointed reflection. Around this breach in reality, time and light flowed strangely, never quite in perfect alignment. She could make out a shape in the midst of that strange breach, a flowing shard of silver that appeared to resemble a molten blade. As she moved closer, however, she thought she might have imagined that it had any physical form at all. One moment it was a sparkling cloud of gold, the next a wave of molten metal. Ever-shifting, and almost painful to look at.

			The other thing was even stranger. It sat upon a throne of burnished gold, which hovered serenely above the gleaming floor. It was large and lumpen in form, but despite its unimposing stature it radiated immense power. Its flesh was grey-green, decayed but not rotten – it reminded Shev of the embalmed corpses she had witnessed in the throne tombs of ancient emperors. Somehow she knew, instantly, that this was the being that had laid the illusory curse that had so nearly laid them low. Yet it lay, collapsed and corpse-like, showing no interest at all in her presence.

			She had moved to within perhaps fifty yards of the dead thing’s throne when a blue light began to shine before the mummified figure, a sheet of sparkling blue motes that coalesced into the form of a small, blue-skinned reptile leaning upon a red-gold staff shaped in the image of a coiled serpent. The creature wore a startling headdress of yellow and red feathers, and looping necklaces made from precious metals dangled over its narrow chest. It cocked its head, studying her through small, quick-witted eyes.

			‘You trespass,’ it said, its high-pitched voice strangely melodic. ‘This is no land for mortalkind. No place for the living. You bring enemies to this grave-city.’

			‘They brought me here, and not by my will,’ gasped Shev, still unsteady on her feet. ‘What are you, anyway?’

			‘Guardians,’ the creature chirped. ‘Of an ancient evil.’

			‘The Silver Shard,’ she whispered, and the creature’s clever eyes bored into hers.

			The chamber shook. Shev turned and saw the doorway rattling under intense force. Vermyre was already past the trapped hallway. Somehow the door she had so easily passed through was keeping him at bay, but she was sure that could not last long.

			‘What is this thing?’ Shev whispered, staring at the shifting pattern across the chamber. ‘Why does Vermyre want it so?’

			‘It is a relic of a darker time,’ the creature said. ‘An abomination that should not exist. It is death, and worse, oblivion. Not for mortal hands, young one.’

			I… remember, said Occlesius. I was not a guest here, but a prisoner. Gods save me, I know what it is, Shevanya. The Silver Shard. I know the truth of it. He cannot have it! He must not have it!

			‘The farwalker speaks truth,’ said the priest, bobbing its head. 

			‘Wait, you can hear his voice?’ Shev said, eyes furrowed in confusion. 

			‘My master can, and so passes his voice to me. Our paths have crossed before, when the farwalker was flesh and blood. He was here at the death of this city.’

			At your hands, said Occlesius. I remember the stars burning, and the screams of the dying. I remember blood staining the streets, and the mad laughter of daemons. I was bound and chained in this very chamber, another sacrifice for…something terrible.

			‘A great blow was struck against the Dark Gods that day,’ said the creature. ‘At great cost.’

			Another hammer-blow at the door. The golden surface crumbled under the onslaught, dust and dislodged stone pouring through as the hammering continued.

			‘And you’ve waited here, all these years? Just to protect the shard?’

			The creature gave a slight chirp, which might have indicated amusement.

			‘We are not here. We were never here, young one.’

			‘We have to run,’ she pleaded. ‘Please. The man that searches for this weapon, he is no normal human.’

			‘He is tainted,’ the creature nodded. ‘The same darkness that scars his soul also resonates within the Silver Shard. It calls to him, for it longs to be free. This moment, my master has foreseen. No one will leave this place.’

			No sooner had the creature spoken than a shockwave smashed the doors from their hinges, sending them sliding across the floor. In the entranceway stood Vermyre, staff raised, madness glinting in the sockets of his golden mask. 

			He entered the chamber, flanked by the remaining tzaangors.

			Vermyre’s eyes fixed upon the Silver Shard. It flickered and reformed again, and Shev was sure she saw it take the form of a gleaming longsword, its blade etched with runes, and a single, flawless ruby embedded in its hilt. Then the momentary image was gone.

			‘Turn back, cursed one,’ said the lizard priest. ‘This path leads only to your demise.’

			Vermyre strode slowly up the steps to the dais, his eyes still fixed upon his prize. Shev backed away slowly, but the man seemed to have forgotten all about her in his obsession. Yha’ri’lk and his retinue loomed over the diminutive creature, but it did not seem in the least intimidated by them. It merely tilted its head, as if passingly curious as to their intentions.

			‘You break the peace of this chamber, and you awaken my lord,’ trilled the reptile. ‘Many tasks occupy his sleeping mind, but still he has the power to unmake you all into star-matter.’

			‘Silence,’ spat Vermyre. He thrust his staff forward at the lizard creature, and from its tip burst a trail of blue-white flame. Barely seeming to move, the lizard wove a net of force in the air, and the unnatural fire poured across its invisible surface like water breaking upon rock. There was a blinding flash of light and a loud crack, and suddenly a formation of shield-bearing saurian warriors were arrayed about the priest. They spread out, putting themselves between Vermyre and the Silver Shard, clubs and axes raised to strike.

			‘Get out of my way!’ Vermyre thundered. Flames erupted from the tip of his staff.
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			Arika Zenthe rolled underneath the clumsy swing of a beastman’s blade and swept her own sword back in a vicious arc, taking the thing’s back-jointed leg off at the knee. It collapsed to the floor, shrieking and writhing. She reversed her weapon and stabbed it through the heart. 

			‘Where are these damned things coming from?’ roared Bengtsson, who had his back pressed against the far wall, and was blasting away with his two heavy pistols. A pile of ruined corpses lay sprawled at the sky-beard’s feet. She had to admit, he had a knack for this kind of work.

			More and more of the avian creatures soared down upon those discs of warped metal, hurling themselves into the fray with manic delight. Only the equally deranged bravery of the lizardfolk had kept them at bay. Every time a rank of saurians was brought low by arrows or pierced by the tzaangors’ silver spears, more warriors appeared in flashes of searing light, racing into the fray with not a moment’s concern for their well-being. Zenthe couldn’t care less. If the foolish creatures had such a taste for death, let them do the bloody business of dying while she and the duardin stayed as far out of the fray as possible.

			She spun, carving a cross into the chest of another beastman as she brought her weapons down. The dull creature’s eyes went wide, and it gargled on its own blood before toppling to the floor. 

			‘As much fun as this is, we can’t keep it up forever,’ she said, taking a moment to survey the hall. Acrid smoke from Bengtsson’s blasting charges lingered in the air, while the dead and the dying littered the floor. Zenthe’s ears rang with the sound of the duardin’s pistol as it blazed. Hateful weapons, guns. Useful of course, but there was no subtlety to them. In her opinion, they were the mark of a clumsy and unskilled warrior.

			‘I concur,’ Bengtsson grunted as he cracked the heavy metal barrel of his handgun over an assailant’s head. ‘Unfortunately, it seems our tactical opportunities are limited.’

			Zenthe scanned the entrance hall, looking for anything they could use. She frowned as she noticed an antechamber that ran off to the left, opening out into a wide, circular hallway filled with golden statuary.

			‘Come on,’ she said, grabbing the duardin’s arm and directing him towards the second doorway. ‘I think our scaled friends have got this all secured. Let’s see if there’s anything in this godsforsaken place that’s worth our time.’

			Bengtsson snorted. ‘Did anything catch your eye while we were walking through this desolate place, aelf? It’s abandoned, and it seems to have been designed by a race with no appreciation for artistry or embellishment beyond a few blank-faced statues and a whole lot of marble. We’d be more likely to–’

			He fell silent as Zenthe placed a hand over the metal grille of his battle-mask. She pointed a single, slender finger towards the room ahead. It was filled to the brim with blades, staffs and other esoteric items, all suspended from the walls with silver chains. The room seemed to stretch on forever, curving around them for at least five hundred paces. Paintings hung on the walls, and along the centre of the room ran a series of hexagonal display glasses, filled with all manner of arcane devices and shining jewels.

			‘I stand corrected,’ muttered Bengtsson.

			‘The situation is obvious,’ said Zenthe. ‘Neither of us have yet received any remuneration from the witch hunter, yes?’

			‘Correct.’

			‘In which case, I propose that we abandon our heroic defence of the perimeter against the vile hordes, and commence a thorough inventory of this chamber, to see if there’s anything here worth looting. Agreed?’

			Bengtsson’s nod of approval was the only affirmation she required. At last, she might begin to make some actual coin from this fool’s errand.

			Shev leapt aside to avoid another torrent of flame and tumbled down the short flight of stairs, landing painfully on her back. The once silent hall had broken into madness, as Vermyre and his tzaangors unleashed their magics against the city’s bizarre defenders. The saurian warriors were enveloped by twisting trails of silver fire that wound around them like constricting snakes. One lizard approached the circle of tzaangor elders, its club raised high to crush Yha’ri’lk’s head, but before its weapon could descend, a wave of sickening colour enveloped its body, trapping it in place. The creature’s scaled flesh began to hiss and bubble, and a moment later it evaporated like boiling water, turning into a gust of superheated steam.

			Shev rolled behind the scant cover of the nearby steps, hurled javelins skipping off the polished floor around her. She looked upon the chaos before her, and knew that Vermyre and the tzaangor shamans’ combined magic was too much for the defenders. The saurian creatures bravely threw themselves through the bombardment of magical energy, trying to bury their foes under sheer weight of numbers, but it was futile. The chamber reeked of charred meat, and the bittersweet tang of boiling metal.

			Vermyre lashed his staff across like a headman’s scythe, and a rippling blast of silver-white force erupted out to strike the diminutive reptile priest across the torso, sending his broken body tumbling like a child’s toy, bright blood seeping from a diagonal wound across his chest. 

			The mummified corpse upon the golden throne began to twitch and stir.

			Its gem-studded chair rose, soaring above the furious battle, and the creature’s eyes opened. They blazed with the fire of stars. It was agony to even match that primordial gaze, which Shev instinctively knew belonged to a being far older than this forgotten city. Far older, perhaps, than the realms themselves.

			Lightning rippled along the burnished gold of the mummified creature’s throne. The form stretched out a hand and channelled this fulminating power into a blast of lightning that careened across the hall and struck two of the tzaangor shamans. The beastmen shrieked and howled as their bodies were engulfed in crackling fire, their twisted flesh burned and blackened.

			Yha’ri’lk and his remaining kindred did not falter under the hail. As one, they stowed their curved ritual blades and each removed a crystal vial filled with shimmering, turquoise liquid from their belts. Chanting a mantra in a tongue that sent shivers of revulsion up Shev’s spine, the tzaangor shamans poured the contents of the crystal vials into their mouths. Their eyes began to burn with unearthly light, and their muscles corded and rippled as the sorcerous concoction seeped through their bodies.

			Still moving in unnatural synchronicity, the tzaangors raised their staffs and unleashed a tidal wave of silver fire that flooded across the hall, immolating the remaining saurian warriors and engulfing the creature’s throne. Shev could see the mummified thing twitching and screaming within the cascade of flame.

			Vermyre ran towards the Silver Shard, stretching out one gloved hand.

			‘No!’ gasped the wounded saurian priest, dragging its body towards Vermyre, blood dripping from its tiny, needle-like teeth. ‘Mortal hands cannot wield the shard! Its power is too great.’

			Vermyre laughed bitterly.

			‘I fear there is no longer anything mortal about my flesh,’ said the masked man, and with that he tore the black glove from his hand. Underneath was no human arm, but a chitinous gauntlet of azure crystal, from which stared several bloodshot eyes, embedded across its length. The tips of the fingers were boneless and shifting, like ­amorphous tentacles. 

			The thing that had once been Ortam Vermyre, High Arbiter of Excelsis, thrust its mutated limb through the shifting portal.

			Toll staggered out onto a wide platform of obsidian. It was a great, high-ceilinged auditorium, stairs rising towards a great central dais in the distance. He saw the eruption of magic that enveloped the stage, and the strange sight of a floating throne engulfed in fire. He saw Shev Arclis cowering away from the display of ruinous magic.

			He saw all that, but his eyes were fixed only upon the sight of Ortam Vermyre, grasping in one malformed hand a sliver of shapeless silver.

			The witch hunter ran, his pistol raised high.

			‘Ortam!’ he bellowed, and his nemesis looked up with eyes that reflected silver flame. Vermyre’s mask melted from his face as if it had been washed away by rain. In its place, Toll saw the true visage of his old friend and greatest betrayer. The entire left side of the man’s face was now a writhing mass of segmented tendrils that looked like nothing less than the twitching legs of a spider. The mouth was dragged down on that same side, half-formed into the circular maw of a carrion-eel. The left-hand eye had split and poured down towards the cheek, and trails of silver blood were dripping from this awful wound into the man’s mouth.

			‘Look upon the face of failure, Hanniver,’ spat Vermyre. ‘Here is what your great victory at Excelsis brought me. Do not worry, my friend. My companions over there assure me this is in fact a blessing!’

			He began to laugh, hacking up more silver liquid.

			Despite his hatred for the man, Toll could not help feeling a stab of pity. He could not comprehend what it must have been like, feeling one’s body shifting and transforming into something monstrously wrong, the fear and revulsion of one’s own flesh. Then he recalled the blood that had flooded the streets of the City of Secrets, and the thousands of honest souls that had burned in witchfire. He remembered his old friend Kazrug, shot down by this very man, and his compassion melted away in an instant.

			He fired four blasts.

			Toll was stunned when Vermyre did not even raise the staff. Instead of striking their target, the bullets were transformed into four yellow-feathered hawks with needle fangs and long, drooping tail feathers. They swooped into the air, cawing and screeching.

			Vermyre laughed. ‘I did not even mean to do that. I think that mastering this Silver Shard is going be a most interesting diversion.’

			‘You’re not leaving here alive,’ said Toll. He was vaguely aware of Callis rushing past him, helping Shev up from the floor.

			‘You’ve already lost, Hanniver. By the Changemaker, this… thing. The sheer power of it, it’s incredible.’

			Callis felt a wave of relief wash through him when he saw Shev was still alive and apparently unharmed. A dozen yards ahead of her, Vermyre’s pet beastmen continued to pour a stream of liquid flame onto the throne of that strange, squat creature, and so involved were they in the spellcraft that they did not seem to notice him at all as he slid into position behind the aelf, nestling his duardin wheel lock against the lip of the shallow staircase.

			‘By the God-King, it’s good to see you’re all right,’ he said, then pulled his backup pistol from beneath his coat and offered it to her, grip first. ‘It’s loaded and primed. I know you don’t much like these, but…’

			She practically tore it from his hand, and leaned over to plant a fierce kiss on his lips.

			‘Err…’ was all he managed as she pulled free. 

			Shev just laughed, shaking her head. ‘I thought you were dead. Gods, I thought I was dead as well.’

			‘Yes, well,’ said Callis, trying to recover his composure. ‘Don’t give up hope just yet. I assume you’ve noticed that we very much failed to keep Vermyre away from that thing.’

			He raised his head and fired towards the traitor. He’d made kills at a similar range a hundred times before, but this time nothing happened. He thought he saw a faint ripple of effervescent light, like a miniature rainbow, but Vermyre did not react.

			‘There’s some kind of spell-field around him,’ said Shev, after firing her own weapon to no greater effect. ‘Our guns are useless.’

			There was a sudden rush of air, and Callis was struck with a feeling of intense disorientation, as if he were dangling from the highest mast of the Thrice Lucky in a raging storm. The room seemed to vibrate and roll, and he staggered backwards, seeing Shev roll aside with a groan.

			The wide chamber rocked with an eruption of immense power. Callis and Shev were sent hurtling backwards, rolling and sliding across the smooth ground. Dust and shattered masonry rained from the ceiling. 

			Through bleary eyes, Callis looked up to see a radiant light where the flaming throne had been only a moment before. Silhouetted before that blazing light were the thin, bent skeletons of the tzaangor shamans, little more than etchings made from ash. The light dimmed, and Callis saw the throne descend from on high with slow and steady grace. A creature rested upon that conveyance, charred and burned but unbowed. Its rheumy, ancient eyes seemed to bore straight into Callis. It waved a stubby hand in a gesture of utter indifference, and the beastmen’s skeletons scattered into nothing. Only the melted husks of their weapons remained, rattling to the floor.

			The monster that had once been Vermyre turned, raising the Silver Shard high. Before Callis’ eyes, the immense power melted into quicksilver and reformed itself around the shape of his golden staff. 

			The creature upon the throne said nothing, but it gazed imperiously at the twisted human.

			‘You want this back, do you not?’ said Vermyre. Then he rapped the staff against the chamber floor. A ripple of light ran across the length of his body, and when it receded, that hideous, malformed face was once again the visage of the man who had betrayed Toll and Callis, and had set Excelsis aflame. Round, slightly boyish, with a smile that did not reach his eyes. Though the mutations had disappeared, Callis’ sense of revulsion did not subside. He could still smell the corruption upon the man, a sickly-sweet stench like incense mixed with decaying flesh.

			‘Come and take it, if you can,’ Vermyre said.

			The lizard-like creature gestured at the sorcerer, and the glass portal high above smashed asunder, raining shards of coloured crystal all around them. A sliver of glass sliced a red furrow down Callis’ face, from his temple to his lower chin, and he cursed and covered his head with his hands. Racing through the shattered window came motes of blazing light, each as large as a human head, burning with the fire of stars. They slammed into Vermyre with horrendous force, but he merely staggered back a few steps and shook his head, laughing. Again, the creature swept its hands out and shaped an arrow of energy that slammed into the former High Arbiter. This strike smashed Vermyre to the floor with the power of a hammerblow. Callis heard the distinct crack of shattering bone, and saw a spiderweb of cracks splinter across the obsidian floor.

			‘That will not do it, creature,’ said Vermyre, hauling himself to his feet. Toll ran forward, perhaps hoping to strike at the man with his rapier while the traitor was distracted, but Vermyre absent-mindedly swung his staff out to the side and sent the witch hunter sprawling.

			‘Let me show you how to dispose of one’s enemies,’ Vermyre growled, and thrust the staff out towards the reptile. The ground shattered and erupted in spear-length shards of obsidian, a wall of piercing pikes that slammed through the creature’s throne, penetrating stone and flesh alike. The creature hissed in agony and its throne began to soar high towards the ceiling, dripping black blood. Vermyre smiled and gestured again, and this time the very walls of the structure splintered and came apart, forming lashes of stone and crystal which reached out to strike the palanquin. Its occupant wove its arms in desperate patterns, smiting the reaching crystalline whips with blasts of living lightning, but there were simply too many. Callis watched, appalled, as one of the lashing tendrils pierced the bloated beast, tore it bodily from its throne, and flicked its lifeless corpse aside. The creature struck the wall, rolled and hit the floor of the chamber with hideous force.

			‘No,’ whispered Shev, and Callis shared her despair. They knew nothing about the mysterious beast, but it had been a protector and a guardian, they understood. And it had been perhaps their only chance of defeating the ascendant Vermyre.

			The arch-traitor whirled his arms above his head. The cavernous roof of the hall began to come apart, as if caught in the path of a ferocious hurricane. Round and round swirled those tendrils of splintered stone, unmaking the very foundations of the building, tearing open a great, gaping hole in the featureless dome above.

			Callis opened fire, as did Toll and Shev, standing amidst the cataclysm and pouring bullet after bullet towards Vermyre. None connected.

			From the corner of his eye, Callis saw the shattered body of the guardian twitch. One of its eyes was little more than a shapeless red ruin, but the other still burned with intensity. It raised a single, webbed hand, and the ground disappeared from underneath his feet.
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			They had been standing, all of them, within the disintegrating temple. Shev was certain of that. And then, with the abruptness of a flash of lightning, they had been sent… elsewhere. They were falling, weightless through a swirling vortex of colours and shapes that made no sound or sense at all. Freed from gravity and reality and anything comprehensible by the mortal mind. Shev looked down at her body, and saw it morph and twist and reshape itself into an impossible fractal collision of bones and skin and clothing. Callis, to her left, was screaming as his body helixed around itself. She was screaming too, she supposed, though her main feeling was a form of detached, maddened curiosity.

			Then, as one, they slammed to solid earth. Dense, overgrown earth, wet with dew and thick with sharp thorns. 

			Shev staggered to her feet and rose to see…

			Xoantica. As it had once been. She did not know how she knew that, but gazing down upon the majestic sweep of the city it seemed an undeniable fact. The skies were such a clear, bright blue it was almost painful to look upon. Surrounding them on all sides were thick, lustrous trees with dangling fronds and brightly-coloured fruits hanging from their boughs. Ahead, through the dense vegetation, she could see a clearing, and the looming shape of some kind of structure. The sounds of life were deafening. The hissing chorus of startled insects, and the hoots and shrieks of birds in the trees. Life, where none had stirred before. She heard rustling movement within the tree-line.

			‘Sigmar’s teeth,’ spat Callis. He clambered to his feet, looking about as startled and discombobulated as Shev felt. He was waving his pistol around like a drunken man, still clearly disorientated from their bizarre journey.

			‘Where are we?’ said Toll. The witch hunter knelt, running his hand through the wet grass. ‘This is the very city we entered, but…’

			He did not finish the thought, but he and Shev shared a knowing glance. Both of them could feel that something unutterably strange had happened here.

			‘We must keep going,’ she urged. 

			They forced their way through the tangle of thick vines, slapping away thumb-sized mosquitoes that buzzed and droned about them. After some effort, they emerged on the crest of a shallow hill, and looked out over the city of white and gold. She saw the full beauty of Xoantica for the first time. Enormous, spiralling ziggurats rose from a network of immaculate roadways, reaching as high as castle towers. The walls of these great structures were lined in gold, bedecked with strange, asymmetrical runes and intricate engravings of stern figures, heads bowed as if in prayer. Amphora-carrying statues lining the avenues of the city poured streams of crystal-clear water into fountains and softly burbling waterways. There were carriages on the streets, elegantly curved traps pulled by giant, long beaked birds with iridescent feathers. Pedestrians too. Humans mostly, robed and cowled, but here and there the slender forms of aelves.

			‘Where the hells are we now?’ whispered Callis.

			‘Inside the master, Lord Pa’tha’quen’tos, memories,’ came a chirping voice from behind them, strangely halting in its speech pattern.

			They turned to see the same diminutive lizard-priest that had greeted them in the chamber of Xoantica’s great hall. Gone was the ragged tear that Vermyre had opened in the blue-skinned creature’s hide. It walked towards them with an odd, hopping gait. 

			‘Xoantica, as it was,’ the creature chirped.

			‘Quite the place,’ said Callis.

			‘A mask. A golden mask, to hide the truth,’ the creature hissed, waving a dismissive claw. 

			The image of the city blurred and shifted, and they felt the ground surge beneath their feet. When vision came back to them, they were standing inside what appeared to be a temple, shrouded in shadow. Above, braziers of purple fire cast flickering shadows across rows and rows of hooded figures. Each carried a silver knife, and wore an ornate mask of silver studded with gems and engraved with patterns of pale gold. Some of these masks were fashioned in the shape of prey-birds, hooked and avian. Others were shaped like grinning half-moons, or horned and fanged beasts. The fug of incense and burning oils hung heavy in the air, seeming to blur the motions of the robed figures. They were chanting, low and insistently, in a tongue that sounded like the droning of insects. A column of more than a hundred sorry, stick-thin slaves shuffled down towards the centre of the chamber, where there lay a circular pool surrounded by stone pillars marked with profane symbols and engraved script. Liquid boiled erratically within that enormous well, occasionally spitting upwards. It looked like molten silver, though Shev thought she could see shapes moving in that morass, a nightmarish and unformed mass of organic matter, compound eyes and lashing tongues.

			‘Sacrifices,’ said Toll softly, staring at the victims as they were led forward. All hope and even fear had gone from their eyes. There was only the dull glaze of resignation.

			‘Once scholars and masters of magic, lured here by false promises,’ said their guide, startling Shev. The creature stood only a few yards from her, gazing at the ceremony with narrowed eyes. ‘Xoantica professed to be a city of learning. Of reason. All lies, of course. Its rulers cared only for power. Forbidden knowledge. The Changer of the Ways heard their prayers, and was gratified by their duplicity.’

			The slaves lined up around the swirling mass of molten metal. A figure stood upon a raised pulpit at the far end of the room, wielding a silver staff flickering with a turquoise flame. A woman, skeletally thin and with long, white hair bound in a knot on the top of her skull. Her mask was smooth and featureless silver, bound so tightly to her face that it almost seemed the gleaming metal was her skin. She wore magnificent purple robes, high collared and embroidered with intricate patterns of gold and silver. The priestess rapped her staff upon the ground. Several hooded figures below raised their curved daggers and stepped forward. Their knives slashed across the throats of their captives. Shev looked away in revulsion. When she glanced back, trails of bright crimson were mixed in with the shimmering silver, and corpses were strewn across the floor.

			The quicksilver began to bubble. Mist filled the room as the hooded figures’ chanting rose to a demented crescendo.

			A great claw reached forth from the metallic pool. Then an immense, bird-like arm, shimmering with iridescent feathers. A jagged beak broke the surface next, a lashing tongue tasting the air with obscene delight. Shev felt a wave of purest terror, such as she had never known before. Beside her, Callis’ hand flew to the symbol of the God-King he wore around his neck, his expression panic stricken. The simmering metal and rising steam obscured much, but within the swirling clouds, the shadow of something monstrous, several times the size of a man, could be seen. A hide of iridescent colours, rippling with corded muscle. Coils of night-black scales. An abomination from another realm, forcing its way into reality. 

			Within the glittering mass, a slimy lens peeled back to reveal a yellow orb that blazed with primordial malevolence. In that gaze was a horrifying madness, a gateway to a trillion nightmarish futures of agony and torment. Shev clutched her chest, staggering backwards.

			Time stopped. Around them, the ranks of robed cultists froze in the midst of their exultations, daggers raised high in triumph. The choking fog grew thicker, mercifully masking the horror in the molten pool.

			‘What in Sigmar’s name was that thing?’ Callis gasped, wiping blood from a split palm across his coat. Shev realised that he had clutched the God-King’s relic so tightly it had pierced his skin. 

			‘A daemon,’ Toll answered, suddenly looking very old. ‘A powerful, greater daemon.’

			The lizard priest bared his needle-like teeth. ‘Servant to the Lord of Lies,’ it hissed. ‘Thank your gods you did not witness its true form, only an echo of the past. A memory.’

			Shev wished she had seen nothing at all. When she closed her eyes, she still saw the malignant eye seared upon her brain, the sulphurous stench of its flesh still souring her nostrils. 

			‘Nem’k’awet was the name the daemon gave,’ the creature continued. ‘The lord of Silver Skies. Not its true name. The mortals’ worship drew it forth to ravage the realms once more, and in return it offered them a gift of unimaginable power.’

			Their surroundings twisted once more; suddenly they were atop the highest peak of Xoantica’s golden tower, an enormous, disc-shaped platform open to the sky. Surrounding the city on all sides were mountain peaks, obscured by rain that lashed down in stinging sheets. The purple-robed figure they had seen in the sacrificial chamber now stood before a pyre of purple flames, within which writhed malformed shapes. Flames lashed out angrily from the pyre, though they could not breach the warding circle that was marked upon the floor, a hexagrammatic shape formed from bloody corpses. Mortal cultists stood surrounding this hideous scene, divested of robes. Lightning flickered across bare, pale flesh that was marked with tattoos and ritual scars. They were guarding yet more prisoners, these ones shivering and terrified, some lolling and screaming incomprehensibly, clearly driven to madness by their suffering.

			The white-haired woman reached a hand into the flames, which coiled around her body to no avail. With a scream of triumph, she drew forth a blade of pure silver. It was almost impossible to fix one’s eyes upon that sword, for it seemed to pulse and flicker in and out of reality, changing form with every passing moment.

			‘Nem’k’awet’s gift. A weapon born from the purest insanity of the Chaos realm. Imbued with the stuff of daemonkind,’ the lizard priest spat.

			Letting out a howl of exultant triumph, the sorceress flicked the blade at the nearest bound prisoners. A beam of sickening un-light washed across them. They screamed helplessly as their bodies melted into a tangle of yellow-banded, triple-headed serpents.

			The cultists of Xoantica fell to their knees, raising their hands in worship of their unspeakable master, their voices frenzied as they screamed their praise to the skies. The priestess raised the weapon again, and muttered a profane incantation.

			Corposant light enveloped the platform as a beam of crackling energy reached far into the distance, scattering the tenebrous clouds as it roared above the earth. This lance of silver-white energy struck the distant peak of a mist-shrouded mountain, enveloping it in a writhing web of phosphorescence. With a sound like a great dam bursting, the mountainside melted, pouring down the valley like a golden flood, releasing torrents of glittering steam into the sky.

			‘Its power was terrible, even then,’ the creature continued. ‘Even from afar my master sensed the violence of its birthing. A blade to cut the strands of fate, to unmake the great tapestry. It could not be.’

			Time shifted once more. Night and day whirred past with dizzying speed. They watched as Xoantica grew, greater and grander than ever before. Endless columns of slaves poured into the city, guarded by legions of masked warriors. The city rose, tearing free of the earth, and the Taloncoast fell away beneath them. As if at the hands of a god, the very shape of the Fatescar Mountains began to change, moulded into being by waves of blinding light. Defeated kingdoms were cowed, their masters dragged through Xoantica’s streets in chains. Armies of winged creatures, golden-helmed and beautiful, sought to lay the masters of the city low, but they were defeated alongside all the others, their wings broken and their ankles shackled. Shev and the others saw all this in a matter of moments, a dizzying rush of images that seared into their minds and made the stars spin overhead.

			And then, with terrible suddenness, the passage of time ceased. Shev collapsed to her knees, gasping for breath, her head spinning. She looked up to see that they were in the grand plaza of Xoantica, which was lined with cowled figures. There was the masked priestess, surrounded by armed thralls and cultists, tracing burning sigils in the air. The woman carried the daemon’s gift in steady hands. There was a faint halo of orange flickering above the canopy of the surrounding halls, and Shev smelled smoke upon the air. Screams echoed in the distance. War had come to the streets of Xoantica. The stars overhead burned with blinding light, transforming night to day in an instant. Columns of starlight slammed into the plaza’s marbled tiles, coalescing into ranks of saurians and mighty war-beasts. Shev saw lizard warriors mounted upon bipedal reptiles with bone-crushing jaws, lumbering, spiked behemoths with diminutive saurians scampering across howdahs raised on their sturdy backs. There, in the centre of this starhost, was the same bloated creature that had rested upon the dais, though here its flesh was lustrous, and its eyes blazed with the light of the heavens. 

			The Xoanticans joined their voices in blasphemous communion, and the Silver Shard flared in the darkness. A sickening wound tore open in the sky, vomiting varicoloured light across the forum. From this breach poured a tide of capering, pink-skinned monsters with gangly limbs and wild, brimstone eyes. Something else stirred behind that roiling portal, and insane laughter rolled across the land like thunder. Unperturbed, the reptilian army came on. The mortal cultists leapt towards their enemy with no thought for their own lives, loosing bolts of silver-white energy that blasted apart onrushing saurians. Gangling daemons spat fire, and in turn were crushed or blasted apart by spiked clubs, or pierced by javelins of black stone. Lord Pa’tha’quen’tos soared across the battlefield at the head of his starborne host, straight towards the wielder of the Silver Shard. Lashes of power from the priestess cut down the scaled warriors. The Silver Shard sang shrilly in the heretic’s hands as it slew, making Shev’s ears ache as though they were bleeding. The masked woman struck the shard against the paving of the plaza, and the ground split open. Waves of magma vomited through the split, drenching cultists and saurians alike, melting them to ash. She flicked the shard and tore gilded columns the size of ongoro-trees free from their roots. They hurtled through the air to crash amongst the invaders, crushing them beneath the weight of the grinding marble.

			Lord Pa’tha’quen’tos came on, through the rain of magma, deflecting the sizzling downpour with a dismissive wave. Meteors screamed in his wake towards the priestess. Shev’s heart leapt as the priestess barely raised the Silver Shard in time. The flaming missiles disappeared in a burst of light, turning into clouds of many-hued dragonflies which danced in the air.

			The battle that followed was almost impossible for Shev to interpret. The storm of magic was blinding, a display of cataclysmic power that filled the air with fire and raining comets. Ruptured bodies littered the ground, and daemonic forms cavorted amongst the smouldering ruins of the once great city. On the steps of the great palace, the battle was won. Opening his stubby arms wide, Pa’tha’quen’tos raised his hands and the tortured night skies flooded with light. Rays of celestial magic speared down to immolate daemons and cultists alike, and where they struck saurian warriors, the scaled ones were enveloped in radiant energy, their wounds fading away and their relentless assault intensified.

			The priestess of Xoantica cowered under the sudden blare of light. An enormous, bipedal war-beast barrelled through the press of bodies, bellowing in fury. Its rider, an armoured reptilian warrior, roared in triumph, his spear taking aim at the bearer of the Silver Shard. The war-beast grabbed the priestess in its jaws, and fangs the size of swords crunched down with terrible force. The cursed weapon fell from its wielder’s lifeless hands, clattering down the steps of the palace to land before the palanquin of Lord Pa’tha’quen’tos. 

			Even as it lay untouched, the blade began to shimmer. It twisted and reformed, turning into a flowing lash of quicksilver and then a great, avian talon. Finally, it settled into the image Shev had first laid eyes upon in the grand chamber – a twisting wound in reality, trembling with barely suppressed power.

			The tableau froze once more. 

			‘Battle was fierce. The city destroyed, though at great cost to my master,’ said the lizard priest, and Shev thought she heard a hint of sadness in its melodic voice. ‘The masters of Xoantica were all slain, but the stain of their evil was not swept away.’

			‘The Silver Shard,’ said Toll.

			‘Could not be destroyed.’ The creature bobbed its head. ‘Not without great cost. Master’s power has kept the sword hidden, safe. Until now.’

			‘And now Vermyre has it,’ said Callis. ‘And we’re all about to find out just how bad that is.’

			‘Time is an enemy now,’ the creature continued. ‘Lord Pa’tha’quen’tos is gravely wounded, and this moment slips away like sand through our claws.’

			‘Then why are we here? Where have you taken us?’ demanded Toll.

			‘Nowhere. My master plucked this moment in time out of the great tapestry and drew you here. Will not last for long, but it will serve.’

			They heard footsteps upon the hard stone of the tower top, and turned to see a figure approaching them. A short, balding man, skin weathered by the sun. He was dressed in the same rags that the sacrificial victims had worn, his body was thin and marked with bruises and cuts. Though his cheeks were gaunt and his eyes sunken, Shev recognised the face of Occlesius the Realms-Walker, the greatest statesman and traveller of his age, from her books. It was the same slight, weak-chinned visage she had seen in the man’s tomb, but here. He stared at his hands in wonder, pinching the flesh of one palm and wincing slightly as he did so.

			‘I live again,’ he said. ‘Flesh and bone. How is this possible?’

			‘It is not,’ said the creature. ‘Only memory. You were here on this day, far traveller. You were here at the fall, at the death of Xoantica. That is how you are present.’

			Callis raised his hand, an expression of utter confusion on his face. ‘Would someone care to explain who in the Eight Realms this balding fellow is?’ he said.

			‘I am Occlesius the Realms-Walker, scion of Asciltane and–’

			‘This stone,’ Shev explained, cutting Occlesius off and raising the shadeglass gem. 

			‘This man was once a traveller, an explorer who journeyed far across the Eight Realms,’ Shev explained to the bewildered looking Callis. ‘Upon his death, he had his memories, his soul essence stored inside a shadeglass crystal.’

			‘To simply fade from the world, all my experiences lost to the ages,’ said Occlesius, ‘that I could not abide. The great Katophranes of Shadespire demanded a high price indeed for that crystal, but I paid it gladly.’

			‘So he’s been, what, in your head this whole time?’ said Callis. 

			‘In a way,’ said Shev. ‘It’s complicated.’

			‘No time,’ hissed the priest. ‘No time for this! You were here, far traveller. Amongst thousands, your life alone was spared. We shaped your memories before we released you, so that you could not remember what you saw when Xoantica died.’

			Occlesius’ eyes furrowed in confusion. ‘I remember all of my travels, but I remember nothing of this city beyond a few scattered images. All I know is that I witnessed something terrible here. Why? Why was I not killed when you purged the life from this city?’

			‘Your fate is bound to the stars. You have been marked in the grand constellation, far traveller.’

			The creature looked at them all in turn. ‘Same for you, young ones. This moment was mapped in the stars long ago by the Old Ones. This is why your lives have been spared.’

			‘Enough of this cheap prophecy. Vermyre has the Silver Shard,’ Toll continued. ‘Every moment we delay, the more damage he can wreak. Take us back. Now.’

			The reptile’s wide, unblinking orbs fixed upon the witch hunter.

			‘You cannot win,’ it said. It didn’t seem possible that the creature’s long snout and toothy maw should be able to even pronounce the common tongue, yet it spoke the words with perfect clarity. ‘With the Silver Shard – the fang of Nem’k’awet – in his grasp the sorcerer is beyond your powers to slay. There is only one way now to be rid of it.’

			‘What do you intend?’ asked Toll.

			‘Give the master time, distract the human for but a few moments. Lord Pa’tha’quen’tos can open a breach to the shrieking nothingness. The void between realms. There we will trap the Silver Shard, where none can ever reach it.’

			‘Why didn’t you do this before?’ asked Shev. ‘Why didn’t you get rid of the damned thing while there was still time?’

			The creature’s gaze turned to her. It cocked its head slightly, ­staring at the shadeglass amulet around her neck, and despite herself her hands twitched towards the gem.

			‘Not easily done,’ said the creature. ‘May kill the master, and he has much still to do. Many tasks to be accomplished, across the star-ways. The stars burn in the fires of war, and my master’s kind are few. Each death is a defeat. Yet this mortal must not take the shard. No choice.’

			‘And you?’ she said. 

			Again, it cocked its head in that curious manner. Shev was sure she caught a flicker of amusement in the creature’s expression, although it was almost impossible to tell for certain.

			‘No more real than this earth,’ it trilled, tapping its claws upon the dewy ground. ‘Only my master’s memory. His last memory. And now our time is almost over. But there is another price. The reason we once spared your life.’

			The creature turned to Occlesius. 

			‘The gem of soul-crystal that binds your astral form,’ it said. ‘We must trap the sorcerer within. In possession of the Silver Shard, he might escape from the Great Nothing, such is its power. No. We must trap him as we bound Nem’k’awet.’

			‘Wait. What will happen to Occlesius?’ said Shev.

			The creature tilted its head again.

			‘He will join my master in oblivion,’ it said. 

			Occlesius closed his eyes, and shook his head.

			‘Not now,’ he whispered. ‘Not when I am finally free.’

			‘There has to be some other way,’ said Shev softly, knowing as she spoke that her words were meaningless. 

			‘It’s a sorry hand you’ve been dealt,’ said Callis, fixing the Realms-Walker with a sympathetic look. ‘But if we don’t defeat Vermyre here, we’re all doomed regardless.’

			‘So are thousands more innocent lives. Vermyre means to burn Excelsis to the ground, and that is simply the beginning,’ said Toll. ‘The power to wreak such damage, in that man’s hands? It cannot be allowed, no matter the cost.’

			The witch hunter strode over to Occlesius, and looked into his eyes without flinching. 

			‘I’m sorry, but you have already lived your life,’ he said. ‘If your existence has to end so that others may live on, then so be it.’

			‘Not your choice,’ said the priest, then raised a claw to point at Occlesius. ‘His, only. Must not resist when my master draws his spirit from the stone – if he does, then the sorcerer will surely break free. Will not hold for long. But long enough.’

			‘I… I shall not resist,’ said Occlesius. He looked up and met Shev’s eye. She saw fear there, but resolve too. ‘You are right, master Toll. I have already lived far too long. Perhaps it is time to rest at last.’

			Shev stepped forward, and took the old man’s hand. He was trembling.

			‘Thank you,’ she said. 

			Occlesius smiled, and grasped her arm. ‘Promise me you’ll continue my life’s work,’ he said. ‘In my name, see the wonders of the realms. There are so many sights to see, Miss Arclis. So many beautiful things, even amidst the darkness and chaos of war. I have yet to see more than a fraction of what there is out there. Now I know that I never will. But you can. You’re going to achieve great things, I’m sure of it. I should have liked to accompany you, but it is enough for an old man to know there are others walking in his footsteps.’

			‘In your name,’ Shev said. ‘I swear it. I’ll see it all.’

			‘Should I meet your father in the afterlife, I’ll tell him all about our ­travels together. I’m sure he would be very proud of who you have become.’

			‘No more time,’ said the creature, staring up at the heavens.

			Shev held the Realms-Walker’s hand while the storm broke over them.

			Thunder rolled overhead, and where there once had been dark skies, cracks of searing light were breaking through. The golden ziggurats of Xoantica began to crumble and fall, collapsing in on each other level by level. Then the ground gave way beneath their feet, and once more they were falling into darkness. Shev saw the saurian’s small, clever eyes one last time before they were swallowed up by enveloping night.
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			Toll’s eyes opened and he was once again in the collapsing grand hall of Xoantica, the deafening sounds of disintegrating masonry filling his ears. He rolled to his feet, ignoring the sheet of white fire that enveloped his chest as he rose. At least three ribs broken. They ground and clicked against each other when he moved. The agony was exquisite, and stole his breath. 

			Hate came to his rescue, lighting its own fire inside him and burning away the weakness of pain. Vermyre was still alive, and the bastard thought he was going to escape justice once again. Toll had decided that he was very much willing to die to see his former ally served his due.

			‘Ortam!’ he bellowed, throwing his useless pistol aside and drawing his rapier.

			Vermyre turned, a mad light shining in his eyes, somehow even more unsettling than the ruin his face had been. He laughed, taking in the witch hunter’s battered appearance.

			‘I should have known you wouldn’t lie down so easily,’ he said. ‘You know, you’re a very stubborn man, Hanniver. It can be most irritating.’

			‘I see you’ve given up using a blade,’ said Toll. ‘You used to consider yourself quite the swordsman, if I recall. Of course, I cut your face the last time we duelled.’

			Vermyre’s eyes narrowed. ‘Toll, are you trying to anger me? That’s really quite unnecessary.’

			‘You know, you did have me fooled, Ortam. I admit it. Your betrayal shocked me to the core of my soul. You had every advantage over me. And still you failed.’

			The traitor was advancing upon him now, his frenzy of destruction forgotten. He swung the Silver Shard low, and as it moved, its form flowed into that of a duelling sabre, still rippling with molten energy.

			‘You had the city at your mercy. You had your moment – the moment you’d spent your life in preparation for – and you let it slip from your fingers. I would say your wretched god is very angry with you, Ortam. And as powerful as your new toy is, I don’t think it’ll stay his wrath.’

			‘I care nothing for the gods,’ spat Vermyre. ‘I only ever cared for what they could grant me. And now I no longer require the Changemaker’s aid. Here, let me show you what I mean.’

			He lunged forward. Toll had forgotten how fast the man was; he was a born duellist. Last time they had fought, during the last fight for Excelsis, only good fortune had seen Toll escape with a narrow victory.

			This time luck was not with him. 

			He managed to pull back from the blow, but not far enough. Vermyre’s blade sank deep into the meat of his upper arm, burning as it tore through flesh and bone. Toll gasped and fell to his knees, his own rapier tumbling from his hand. Vermyre’s face leered at him, and through the mask of illusion he briefly saw again the monstrous form beneath. 

			‘You took my moment of glory from me,’ said Vermyre, his teeth bared like a rabid hound. ‘Let me take something from you, old friend.’

			He stepped back and brought his blade around in a tight arc. White-hot agony engulfed Toll’s arm, and he heard something thud to the floor. Knowing what he would see but somehow also not believing it, Toll glanced down to see his severed arm, lying in a pool of spreading blood.

			Callis was too slow. He saw the blade fall, and Toll’s arm fly free, trailing an arc of spurting blood. The witch hunter sagged to one knee, gasping in pain. One hand went to the torn stump below his shoulder. Vermyre circled, twirling his blade in a duellist’s flourish, delight writ large upon his features.

			‘It’s a terrible thing, is it not, to find one’s body altered forever?’ he said.

			Callis charged across the floor and leapt at Vermyre. He crashed into him, bearing him to the floor and raining heavy punches into his face. It was like striking stone. He felt his knuckles crack, but knew that the moment he let up, he was dead, or worse. Callis had to buy time. He rolled, slipping through Vermyre’s guard and wrapping his forearm around the man’s throat in a chokehold. He hauled back with all his might, but it was futile. 

			Vermyre twisted his shoulder and hurled Callis free. The throw sent him tumbling painfully across the floor, but he turned the painful impact into an awkward roll and came up firing from the hip, discharging both barrels of his duardin piece. The bullets struck a wall of invisible force, and erupted into bursts of blinding colour.

			‘It’s very touching, this,’ said Vermyre. ‘The protégé, defending his master. What do you suppose your chances are, in this instance?’

			‘Better than yours,’ Callis replied, seeing a flicker of movement behind the sorcerer.

			Shev pressed her weapon against Vermyre’s back and fired. Blood splattered across the floor, and Vermyre staggered, growling in pain. 

			Miss Arclis, came Occlesius’ voice. 

			The Realms-Walker’s voice was strained and weak inside her head.

			His will is so strong. I can feel it pressing down upon me, even now. There is something unutterably powerful growing inside his flesh. The creature was right. We must finish him, for the good of all.

			‘Oh, Shevanya,’ Vermyre hissed, standing upright with a grimace. ‘I had no intention of killing you along with these fools. But I see now that you cannot be trusted.’

			He moved like flowing water, so fast she barely had time to flinch before his punch struck her in the stomach, sending her skidding across the floor, groaning in agony.

			‘And so,’ Vermyre continued. ‘I am disinclined to offer you that luxury. You should have chosen my side, Shevanya.’

			‘Don’t call me that,’ she growled, wiping blood from her mouth and clambering to her feet. 

			If she was to die here, she would do so spitting in this monster’s face.

			He was closing on her. She could smell the foul, perfumed reek of him, and she wondered how she had ever been able to stand it. His eyes were bloodshot, crazed. They stared straight through her.

			This is it, Shevanya, said Occlesius the Realms-Walker, and though his voice was weak there was a calm acceptance to it. I would like to thank you for this last journey. It has been most delightful to spend time in your company, and I wish you nothing but the best of fortune in the years to come. 

			‘I’m sorry,’ she whispered, feeling numb and helpless, and hating herself for it. ‘I’m sorry I couldn’t help you.’

			Nonsense, my dear. Nothing to be done about it. If nothing else, this is surely a fitting end for a life as rich and – dare I say it? – glorious as mine. Goodbye, Miss Arclis.

			Something lifted Shev and sent her sliding away across the floor. The shadeglass crystal flew from her grip.

			Toll felt the blood pouring from his arm in gushing torrents, and knew that it was over. Even if they somehow made it out of this room alive, there would be no making it back across the city before he bled out. Callis’ face swam into focus. He was shouting something, but Toll couldn’t quite make out the words. Blackness seeped into the corners of his vision.

			Then there was a ragged, terrified scream. Blearily, Toll looked up from where he lay, and saw the ruined form of the Lord Pa’tha’quen’tos, once more seated upon the remnant of its stone palanquin, which was held together by arcing streams of lightning. It hovered in place before Ortam Vermyre, who was enveloped in a field of that same fulminating energy. The stench of burning flesh was overwhelming. Even as the man struggled and writhed, Pa’tha’quen’tos raised its stubby arms high, weaving an incredibly complex series of gestures in the air. Occlesius’ shadeglass gem floated in the air in front of the creature, crackling with energy.

			At first, nothing happened. Then there was a whistling shriek of tortured air. Slowly, but with gathering inevitability, a tear began to open in the world. Where the aura surrounding the Silver Shard had been that of misplaced, overlapping realities, this breach spilled only thick, all-encompassing darkness into the world. Vermyre struggled free of the web of energy, and swung his silver blade into the chest of Pa’tha’quen’tos, but the creature did not even seem to register the surely fatal blow even as blood bubbled in its wide maw and poured down its chest. Instead, they could hear a low, throaty murmuring, and it continued to craft a final spell.

			Something silver-white rushed out from the crystal, and ricocheted across the room like a bouncing ball of lightning. Vermyre was dragged forwards. His hideous face began to twist and deform, flesh drawn from his bones towards the crystal. 

			Vermyre shrieked, and tried desperately to drag himself away, but his feet slipped on the smooth floor and he could make no progress. Toll could see the panic in his old friend’s eyes as he realised his doom. He felt no pride or delight in witnessing this. Only relief that he had, at last, earned justice for the dead of Excelsis, before the end.

			The black hole was still growing now, and it seemed to drain all the light and sound from the chamber. Shev was crawling towards them, looking over her shoulder in fear at the spreading vortex. At this pace, it would soon devour them all. 

			In one final, desperate attempt to escape his fate, Vermyre began to hack wildly at Pa’tha’quen’tos, carving through flesh and stone. The wizened creature, somehow still alive, simply rested its hands upon the man’s chest, and with its dying breath mouthed one last arcane phrase. With one final agonised scream, Vermyre’s spirit was torn from his body, disappearing into the shadeglass gem, which flared and crackled with energy. His lifeless body crumpled and was sucked into the vortex, before Pa’tha’quen’tos reached out a stubby hand to grasp the scintillating blade of the Silver Shard. Its flesh began to bubble and boil away, but the creature seemed to ignore the pain. The spreading orb of oblivion now enveloped the raised dais entirely. Pa’tha’quen’tos released his hold upon the floating crystal containing whatever remained of Vermyre’s essence, which followed after the man’s corpse. 

			Then, his great eyes closed and the Silver Shard clutched to his chest, the master of Xoantica was drained into the vortex of devouring nothingness, his body tumbling and whirling away into the distance. 

			‘To the void with you, Vermyre,’ Toll whispered, and then began his own journey into darkness.
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			The rift continued to widen, tendrils of antimatter reaching out to steal the life and colour from the world. Enormous masonry chunks dropped from the ceiling to smash upon the chamber floor, sending up great explosions of dust and shards of splintered stone.

			‘Toll! Toll!’ Callis was shouting, slapping the oblivious witch hunter about the face in an attempt to bring him out of his stupor. Shev put a hand to the prone man’s chest. She felt him breathing, but it was shallow and faint. She did not think he had more than a few minutes to live.

			‘Armand,’ she shouted, gripping the soldier by his shoulders and shaking him. He stared at her, blood and dust smeared all across his face. ‘We have to get out of here. Or we’ll all follow Vermyre into oblivion.’

			He nodded, and stooped to gather Toll in his arms, straining as he hefted the comatose man onto his back. They struggled to move, for each of them now felt the pull of the widening vortex, reaching out to tug at their bodies.

			Shev thought to say that they should leave Toll here, but Callis had a look of formidable determination about him, and she knew he would countenance no such thing. Together they half-ran, half-staggered to the stairway, and began to descend. The ground shook beneath their feet. Shev had lived through an earthquake before, and she knew that they had almost no chance of outrunning the blast radius. The sole comfort she found was that she felt awake and focused in a way that she had not in all the time they had spent in Xoantica. Something had changed, as if she had just awoken for the very first time. That sense of crushing doom she had felt ever since she had followed Vermyre into the depths of the forgotten city had mercifully ceased. Where before the journey up this staircase had felt like some kind of purgatorial nightmare, now she could see all the way down to the entrance hall far below. It was littered with corpses, and there was no movement down there. 

			They were perhaps a third of the way down the spiralling stairway when there was another, fiercer tremor that sent them skidding to their knees. Shev looked up and saw the black orb of nothingness stretching out to consume the apex of the tower. The arched roof tore away into the void, and Shev saw the inky blackness of the rift meet a slate-grey sky, its all-consuming darkness seeping into the world like oil into water.

			Callis helped her upright, somehow still managing to drag Toll’s body alongside him.

			They bounded down the steps as fast as their aching legs allowed, bursting out into the charnel pit that was the entranceway. Shev noticed that there were none of the saurian creatures amongst the dead. Apparently, they had left Xoantica alongside their master. Neither could she see the bulky armour of Admiral Bengtsson, or the night-black leathers of Arika Zenthe – both of whom, according to Callis, had been left to guard the stairway – though there was no time to search the scene.

			At last they burst out into open air, racing down the steps while the building came apart behind him. The shadow of the vortex swept across the plaza, bathing the square in darkness, but beyond she could see the city stretching away into the distance – and beyond that, the mist-wreathed mountains of the Fatescars. 

			‘Get a godsdamned move on!’ came a voice from far ahead, barely loud enough to be heard over the roar of the collapsing city. It was Zenthe, on the far side of the plaza, leaning heavily on Bengtsson, clutching her side in a manner that indicated she had taken a nasty wound. 

			They raced across the open ground and reached the battered pair of shipmasters, who were covered in blood and grime. Bengtsson’s helm had been marked by a vicious diagonal cut that had almost breached his armour, and he was favouring one leg and breathing heavily. Zenthe was grimacing in pain, and it looked as though she had been run through or pierced by an arrow, for her coat was soaked in blood and her breathing was wet and ragged.

			‘I think that our fine fellowship now comes to an end,’ she growled. ‘There’s no way we’re outrunning death this time.’

			Bengtsson grunted, a sound that might have been affirmation. Zenthe was right, Shev knew. She turned, and gazed up at the orb of nothingness, which had grown to envelop the domed hall. As they watched, the structure disintegrated, clouds of bricks and shattered glass draining away into the hungry void, the great marble face of the building cracking and crumbling. With a thunderous explosion, the front of the building came apart, and the entire structure was swallowed up into darkness. Still not sated, the crackling tendrils of the void stretched out, seeking fresh sustenance.

			‘There’s no escaping that,’ panted Callis. His hands were trembling with exhaustion. Shev had no idea how the man had managed to haul his companion so far without pausing for breath.

			‘No,’ she whispered, and sat down on the flagstones, sighing as she massaged her aching muscles. Even now the rift was eating up the distance between them, ripping tiles and stones from the plaza. 

			‘You know, since I joined your one-armed master’s mad crusade of vengeance I’ve lost my ship, been hurled in the dungeons, been stabbed by a bird-faced mutant and now I’m about to be swallowed up by the abyss,’ said Zenthe, spitting up a mouthful of blood. ‘Oblivion will come as something of a relief.’

			‘Well, if you’re all so intent on dying along with this city mayhap I should leave upon the Indefatigable by myself,’ said Bengtsson. 

			They turned as one to stare at him, and he jerked an armoured hand towards the mountains. There, sailing out of the mist amidst a cloud of thick, grey smoke, was the admiral’s flagship, making straight for their position.

			‘If there’s one thing you can rely upon, it’s that my crew will want to ensure my survival,’ said Bengtsson.

			‘Wonder if my own sea-wolves would be so loyal,’ muttered Zenthe.

			‘Loyalty?’ asked the admiral, as if he had never heard the word before. ‘No, no, no, my dear Captain Zenthe. Pragmatism is a far more reliable motivator. I earned command by mehret, and every soul aboard that vessel knows that their profits would sink like a harpooned tuvahsk without me leading them.’

			He reached into his belt and withdrew a small, brass-handled pistol with a wide, stubby barrel. He raised it into the air and fired, and a flare of bright red raced into the air and detonated in a shower of sparks. 

			Closer and closer the airship came. They ran to meet it while the rift widened and stretched behind them, gaining with every passing moment.

			The great, bulbous shape of the duardin ironclad dropped out of the clouds, turning broadside in the middle of the central thoroughfare. Shev saw armoured figures with those familiar sphere-shaped backpacks dashing across the deck, launching themselves over the side and soaring out towards their band. They gathered Bengtsson and Zenthe first, grasping the pair under the arms and lifting them into the air. Then, like a flock of oversized insects, the rest of the engineers descended. Shev felt rough hands grasp her by the shoulders, and then her feet left the ground, and she was kicking empty air as she rose up towards the deck of the Indefatigable. 

			As she soared over the deck, the grip released, and the studded iron surface rushed up with fearsome speed. She hit hard, but turned the fall into an awkward roll. 

			‘Pull away,’ Bengtsson ordered, slapping away the attention of his crew, who were checking him for signs of injury.

			The engine-spheres flared, and the ship’s iron hull began to creak and groan as the great vessel swung back, away from the growing disaster enveloping Xoantica. Callis and Toll were dropped to the deck, the latter only slightly more carefully than Shev had been. She rushed over and checked Toll’s pulse. Astonishingly, there was a faint beat there, though the man’s flesh was cold and dry as a corpse.

			‘He needs a healer,’ said Callis, who was slumped against the gunwale, breathing heavily, too exhausted to move.

			Shev dragged herself to the rail of the ship and slumped against it as the crew of the Indefatigable rushed to their stations, and the huge sky-ship slowly began to haul itself away from the dying city. The vortex was now a howling globe that dominated the skyline all around them, and its tendrils crackled and grasped empty air mere yards from the gleaming hull of the Ironclad. She could feel their monstrous pull tugging at her flesh, sending her hair whipping over her head. She gripped the edge of the gunwale so hard it hurt. The engine-spheres above protested loudly, and as one of the tendrils of darkness brushed against the dull brass surface it loosed panels and rune-etched vents, which tumbled away into nothingness. The city itself was crumbling apart all around, buildings collapsing in on themselves, streets dissolving brick by brick. Snaking rivers of shattered marble and gold trailed to the mouth of the great maw. The Indefatigable pitched terribly, sending duardin crew stumbling and sliding across its deck, and for an awful moment she thought that it was going to tip over and spill them all out into empty space.

			But then the spherical engine roared with fresh power, and the great vessel began to pull away towards the mountains, rising into the sky and away from the dead city of Xoantica.

			The growing vortex began to split the entire floating mountain apart. Enormous splinters ran through the bedrock of the island. Great valleys were torn open in the ragged earth, and towering shelves of rock bent and gave way under the unthinkable pressure. The majestic stone face upon which the lost city had sheltered began to morph and leer as it was rent asunder. Now the sky-vortex was bigger than Xoantica itself, a nucleus of pure darkness at the heart of the mountain, still feeding upon the raw matter of existence. There was a crack louder than a myriad of thunderstorms discharging at once, and the floating island split apart, the lower half of the titanic face sundered as if it had been struck by an enormous axe. The stern brow and forehead of the mountain, which made up the crown of the floating island, were swallowed into the void. 

			It was as if this final act of consumption finally sated the black hole’s voracious hunger. The orb of destruction began to flicker and collapse, falling in upon itself. A shockwave rushed out to buffet the Indefatigable, spinning the ship about. Steel plates groaned as the helmsman struggled to compensate for the buffeting winds. The lower half of the mountain collapsed, whatever magic held its brethren up entirely obliterated by the unthinkable eruption that had occurred. It fell from the skies in terrible slow motion and struck the sweeping lowland jungle below. An enormous cloud of dust spread as a secondary shockwave was unleashed, flattening trees and sending rippling tidal waves arcing out to sea. Shev watched in horror as the waters of the Taloncoast churned into a boiling tsunami and swept across the land, to the horizon and beyond.

			Callis leaned alongside Shev, his bloodied face pressed against the cold metal. He whistled softly as the devastation unfurled beneath them.

			‘That’s something you don’t see every day,’ he muttered.
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			Four months later…

			Callis awoke with a start, sitting bolt upright, his heart hammering in his chest. The sheets were damp with sweat even though a brisk breeze was drifting through the open window. Judging by the lilac glow that filled the room, it was some time in the early morning. He could already hear the clatter of carts passing along the cobbled road outside, and the shouts of tradesmen on their way to the Circle Market. He blinked sleep out of his eyes, and tried to banish the image that had dragged him into wakefulness.

			A single, yellow eye, wreathed in fire and madness, staring into his very soul. He wondered if the terror of that moment would ever leave him. Worse still, he wondered if he would ever stop imagining what horror had been obscured at the heart of that mist-shrouded chamber. The daemon’s true form… 

			‘Nightmares again?’ said Shev.

			Callis gave a start, torn from his uneasy thoughts. The aelf was dressing, pulling on her tunic and securing her belt, her body silhouetted by the early morning light. On the sill of the tavern window rested a travel bag of cured leather. 

			‘You’re leaving,’ he said, and it wasn’t a question. He had expected this, though that fact didn’t stop it from hurting. They’d only had a few blessed weeks to share one another’s company, and he found that he would miss the experience intensely.

			She sighed, and turned. 

			‘I would never have left before you awoke,’ she said.

			‘You could stay,’ he offered, but the words sounded weak and futile even to him. They both knew the truth; their lives were simply heading down different paths. He sighed and sat upright, bunching the sheets around him. 

			‘I made a promise to a friend,’ she said. ‘To chart the realms, and to carry on the great legacy that Occlesius started all those years ago. I intend to keep my word. And anyway, this life you lead, it’s not one I can share. I know it’s something you believe in, so I won’t ask you to leave it behind and come with me. We had our moment, and I’m so glad to have met you.’

			She moved to him, leaned down and kissed him, long and fiercely. Then she moved back to the window and gathered her satchel.

			‘Where will you go?’ he asked.

			‘Wherever the wind takes me. There’s an expedition heading into the Tiungra Valley in search of the Seeing-Stones of Prensis that’s caught my interest. Or perhaps I’ll read through my father’s notes. He always talked about tracking down the Seven Tombs of the Ulkirian Faroahs.’

			‘Just try and keep out of trouble, will you?’ he said. ‘No more accepting dubious offers of assistance from masked figures. That never ends well.’

			Shev smiled at that.

			‘I believe that we will see each other again, Armand,’ she said. ‘The realms are infinite, but we’ll bend them to our will, you’ll see. I wonder who we’ll be when fate brings us together a second time? It’s exciting to think that, isn’t it?’

			Callis thought the chance of them seeing each other again extremely unlikely, but thought better of saying it. This parting was painful enough already.

			‘Take care of yourself, Shevanya,’ he said.

			‘You too, Armand.’

			And with that, she was gone.

			Toll was indeed at his usual spot at the Hammerhead, a duardin-run tavern that overlooked the dock district on the eastern rise of Trader’s Row. It was mid-morning now, and already the piers and jetties were thick with bodies, muscular shiphands hauling produce and nimble-tongued merchants trying to score themselves a good deal. The sky was clear, a rarity in Excelsis, and in the far distance one could see the sails of Zenthe’s privateer fleet flitting between the rows of moored vessels, keeping a close watch on their flock.

			The witch hunter had taken a table in the shade at the far side of a small balcony, covered by a canopy of coloured shark-hide. He leaned back in his chair, sipping from a glass of crystal-clear water. As Callis arrived, Toll pushed out the nearest stool with his foot, not taking his gaze from the bustling harbour. They sat awhile in silence, listening to the sounds of civilisation. It had taken many harsh months for the city to recover from the horror of war and the shock of Vermyre’s betrayal. Life continued of course – you could hardly afford the luxuries of grief and self-pity in the wilds of the Beastlands – but before Callis had left there had been a foreboding sense of gloom, a lack of trust between even those who had formerly been trusted neighbours. It seemed, at last, that the wounds were healing.

			‘She’s gone, then?’ said Toll.

			Callis raised an eyebrow.

			‘Shev told you she was leaving?’

			‘No, but you’re up and out of bed before the sun’s reached its apex, and you’ve got a general hangdog look about you that I happen to recognise quite well.’

			Callis sighed, and gestured to the barkeep for a mug of ale.

			‘I’m at peace with it,’ he said. ‘It was her decision. I knew she wasn’t the type to stick around for long. I think Excelsis still holds bad memories for her. She says we may see each other again, one day.’

			Toll nodded, and had the good grace to not point out how incredibly unlikely that was.

			‘I’m sorry, Armand,’ he said, scratching at the stump of his arm, where his coat had been folded over and stitched up. 

			‘How is it?’ Callis asked, suddenly quite keen to change the subject.

			‘The arm? Having two was far more convenient, if I’m being honest, but I’ll manage. The tales were right, though. You still feel it after it’s gone. Sometimes I wake up in the middle of the night, reach for a cup of water and realise…’

			He looked like he was about to speak further, but simply shook his head.

			‘Will you… get a replacement?’ asked Callis. He had seen several Ironweld engineers and Freeguild officers who had been grafted with intricate mechanical arms to replace those lost through war or unfortunate accident. They were awkward and cumbersome for the most part, but still mostly effective.

			Toll shook his head. ‘For now, it’s a fair reminder of what happens when I drop my guard. Before I rush to fix this wound, I want to get used to what it means, the difficulties it poses me. I mistrust simple, swift solutions.’

			They sat another while in silence. It was a pleasure simply to be amongst civilisation again, after so many months at sea. Callis peered off into the distance, seeing a violent crimson sail on the horizon.

			‘That’s the Blood Drake,’ he said, gesturing towards the departing vessel. ‘Zenthe’s new flagship, formerly the property of our old friend, High Captain Kaskin. The good captain’s off again on her travels.’

			Toll nodded. ‘I paid my debt to her in full. She’s not one to stay still too long, if she can help it.’

			‘What was it? The city treasury? A blood sacrifice? Your firstborn child?’

			The witch hunter gave a slight twitch of amusement. ‘No. I gave her the location of her father.’

			‘Zenthe has a father? I assumed she was descended from a ghyreshark. Not much of a price for ferrying us halfway across the realm.’

			‘It is for Arika. She’s off to claim his head and nail it to her prow.’

			Callis glanced at Toll, who waved a hand wearily.

			‘It’s a long story. I’ll tell it to you another time.’

			A duardin steam-cog was pulling into port ahead of them, kicking gouts of greyish smoke into the air from a row of short black funnels. Its wide-open bay was filled with piles of black coal that shimmered with a faint silver light. The dockmaster, a wizened little man who insisted upon being carried everywhere in a sedan chair, arrived as if summoned from the aether. Leaning out of the window of his chair, he began to shout and holler at the stoically unimpressed duardin captain, who was covered head to toe in grime so thick it seemed as if he was wearing pitch-black overalls. Callis couldn’t stifle a grin.

			‘I never thanked you, Armand,’ said Toll, meeting Callis’ gaze for the first time. ‘It would have been the sensible thing to leave me behind in that place, but you didn’t. You risked your life to save mine, and I won’t forget it.’

			Callis didn’t really know what to say to that, so he simply gave his companion a brief, awkward nod, and accepted the proffered ale brought over by the broad-shouldered innkeep, passing the man a handful of glimmerings.

			They watched as the dockmaster and his hirelings continued to wage their war of words with the duardin steamheads, which grew steadily more foul-mouthed and inarticulate, until it suddenly and unexpectedly culminated in a shake of hands and a transition of coin and goods. Triumphant, the elderly dockmaster was carried forth on his mighty steed, onwards to the next glorious victory.

			Diplomacy writ small, Callis thought with a smile.

			‘We have orders,’ said Toll, fetching a clutch of papers from his coat. ‘We’re leaving Excelsis again. The Indefatigable’s refuelling and finalising repairs as we speak. I managed to talk Admiral Bengtsson into giving us passage. The least he could do, considering the king’s ransom he earned from our last voyage. I’d make all the goodbyes to this city you think necessary, because we won’t be coming back here for quite some time.’

			‘That’s all right,’ said Callis. ‘I’m ready to move on.’

			‘Good. Because we’ll travel further than we ever have before. Our path takes us across realms, Armand. Beyond the edge of this map and onto a whole new one. To the Jade Kingdoms and beyond.’

		

	
		
			HEART OF WINTER

			NICK HORTH

		

	
		
			

			CHAPTER ONE

			[image: ]

			 


			The seas were cold. Deathly cold. The wind was the breath of an ice dragon, sweeping down from the polar mountains with a rushing roar, cutting through fabric and bare skin to chill the bones and steal air from the lungs.

			Arika Zenthe stood on the prow of a stolen ship, staring out across a desert of sparkling white. The aelf was thickly wrapped in furs and wore a gambeson of borean sharkhide that offered a modicum of protection against the savage winds, but still her teeth chattered and her hands were numb and raw. But she ignored the pain. She had other things on her mind.

			A crunch of footsteps across the frozen deck caused her to glance behind. Oscus, her first mate, came to her side. He wore only a light tunic that exposed his well-muscled arms, every inch of coal-black skin marked with scars and inkwork. 

			‘We risk much straying into these waters,’ Oscus said. ‘This vessel is cumbersome and heavy-hulled, even with her cannons stripped.’ 

			He spat over the rail, scowling in disgust. ‘Shoddy human craftsmanship. Built to swell its owner’s pride, not for anything practical. It takes a season just to turn her prow a few notches larboard. We should have waited until the Thrice Lucky was repaired.’

			Zenthe’s ice-blue eyes flicked towards her second in command.

			‘You reek,’ she said.

			He grinned. ‘Ghyreshark blubber might not have the most fragrant smell in the realms, but it’ll keep you warm even in this cold. We’ve plenty of it stored below, fleetmaster.’

			‘Not necessary. I’ve known cold worse than this,’ she replied. ‘And the Blood Drake will serve for now. There was no time to wait, in any case. My father rarely stays in one place for long.’

			They stood in silence for a while. The Blood Drake yawed to the left, the helmsman taking a parallel course alongside a row of towering ice floes. Atop their frosted parapets perched a flock of razor-toothed birds, eyeing the passing ship with lazy curiosity.

			Zenthe could feel her first mate’s gaze upon her.

			‘I know what you wish to ask,’ she said. ‘Why do I despise my own kin so gravely that I’d risk everything to see him dead?’

			Oscus said nothing. He’d never pried into her past, nor questioned her business. His phlegmatic nature was one of the main reasons she’d kept him around so long.

			‘Zarkand Zenthe taught me everything I know,’ she said. ‘And for that I swore I’d watch him drown in his own blood.’

			Oscus’ eyes narrowed, but he was not looking at her. They had traversed the wall of pack ice, and once more faced across the open sea. Far in the distance, nestled amidst a crescent of shifting ice floes, a wall rose out of the waves, black and foreboding. It was angular and dotted with dagger-shaped towers, many of which blazed with purple flames, bathing the night sky in violet light. This was no vessel at all, but a black ark. A fortress of the seas, a citadel afloat that rare few fleetmasters were powerful or influential enough to rule over.

			‘The Eternity of Torment,’ Arika Zenthe said, and her voice was a cold whisper. ‘My father’s flagship.’ 

			Turning to the watching crew, she barked an order.

			‘Loose the mooring claws.’

			They moored the Blood Drake by digging the larboard reaper bolt throwers deep into a drift of ice. The bulk of the ship was masked by the obstacle, but they could draw no closer without being spotted by the black ark’s watchtowers. Then they waited.

			‘Patience,’ said Zenthe, as Oscus glanced at her. ‘There’s a reason why my father’s hidden in the Razor Flow. Out here a storm can brew up in a moment, or a freezing mist so thick you can’t see your hand in front of your face. This place has claimed more souls than the White Reaper.’

			Sure enough, after several hours, a pall of sea smoke gradually began to settle in across the bay. The light fog would never mask the bulk of the Blood Drake, but it might just hide the pinnaces from wary eyes. 

			Zenthe picked out a dozen of her best fighters, armed variously with cutlass blades, flensing hooks and repeater crossbows. Oscus knelt beside her, a bandolier of throwing knives across his chest and a sabre dangling from his belt.

			‘Laesha help us if those towers spot our boats,’ he muttered. 

			‘If they mark us, we’ll know about it soon enough,’ said ­Zenthe. ‘Each of those towers has a dozen bolt throwers with the range to blast us out of the water in a single volley.’

			The walls of the floating fortress flickered with violet fire, and she could see the silhouettes of figures passing along the barbed parapet. It seemed as though they must surely see the profile of the light ships cutting through the brittle ice towards them, but Zenthe reminded herself that the fog was hanging low over the water, offering the perfect cover for their approach. 

			The scale of the black ark became apparent as they drifted closer. The perimeter wall towered over them, disappearing off into the mists on both sides. Its surface was black iron, harsh and marked with a patina of scarring from heavy waves and cannon shot. Beyond those walls was a place from the darkest of nightmares, a citadel of torture and debasement and a monument to cold-hearted avarice and mendacious cruelty. Where the Eternity of Torment sailed, the seas churned red with blood.

			‘I am home,’ Arika Zenthe whispered.

			She had not seen these walls for five hundred years or more. In that time her name had become feared across the realm. She had forged a legacy of brutally efficient privateering. Though she sailed under the auspices of the God-King’s free cities, all knew that Arika Zenthe answered to no one but herself. She sailed and reaved as she pleased, and none crossed her and lived. All her rivals were dead, corpses rotting at the bottom of the ocean. Every corsair that passed through the docks of Excelsis owed her fealty.

			And yet now, looking once more upon the walls of the fortress in which she had been raised, she felt like nothing more than an errant child, returning, afraid, to face her father’s judgement. The weakness, the fear she felt, revolted her.

			‘No,’ she whispered, forcing down her unease and allowing cold hatred to replace it. ‘I am a child no longer. I made a promise, father, and tonight I keep it.’

			‘Captain?’ said Oscus, staring at her with an unreadable expression upon his face. 

			She waved him away.

			They were perhaps five hundred paces from the facing wall when the water ahead exploded into action. An enormous tentacle as large as a sailing ship rose out of the water below the Eternity of Torment, rising into the air and unfurling to its full and horrifying length. The pinnace rocked at the sudden violent motion, tipping dangerously to one side. The lashing limb was followed by another, and a third. Zenthe’s corsairs gasped and dropped their oars, which clattered in their chains. Hands went to weapons reflexively, though the very thought that anything they wielded could be of use against such a monster was patently absurd.

			‘Stow your blades, fools,’ hissed Zenthe, knocking aside the repeater bow that her coxswain Dherva held aimed and ready to loose. ‘Be still, and wait!’

			The tentacles, covered in boulder-sized barnacles and glistening in the light of the stars, coiled and whipped back and forth as if tasting the air. Then they fell, slamming into the surface of the ocean and sending up a great wave that crashed down upon the pinnaces, drenching them all in ice-cold water. Zenthe gasped at the sudden shock and stared up at the wall looming above, almost certain she would see half a dozen guards ­staring down at them, crossbows aimed.

			Nothing. Their luck held yet.

			‘What in Khaine’s black heart was that?’ muttered Garsh, one of Zenthe’s cutthroats. He was burly for an aelf, with his hair shorn close to his heavily scarred scalp and a torn lip that turned his face into a permanent scowl.

			‘That was the ghorvorasc,’ said Zenthe. ‘A titan of the deep seas. The Eternity of Torment is built into its living flesh – they are one and the same, the black ark and the monster that bears it. It is as foul-tempered as my father, and with a similar taste for blood. I’ve seen it crush an armada to kindling in moments. So don’t shoot the godsdamned thing.’

			‘You want us to scale these walls with that… thing lurking down there?’ Garsh said, eyes wide with disbelief.

			‘Of course not,’ Zenthe said. ‘We’re not going over the wall.’ 

			There were a few shared sighs and looks of relief. 

			‘We’re going to swim underneath.’
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			Arika Zenthe watched as Oscus dragged forward the chest, a glass-fronted lockbox filled with murky, sea-green liquid. Carefully, the first mate opened the lid, and suddenly the watery contents began to surge and boil with movement. Oscus thrust his hand into the case and brought forth a bizarre-looking creature. It had a bulbous, hoof-shaped body that was almost transparent, aside from a thin exoskeleton that tapered to a barbed tail. The tail whipped back and forth as the first mate held the thing in one hand.

			Carefully, Oscus lowered the creature onto his face. It locked on to his skull, latching prehensile pseudopods around his jaw and temples, and the tail coiled around his throat, tightly but not with the force to choke. After a moment’s twitching, the creature became still. It looked as though Oscus wore a translucent mask tight against his skin.

			‘These hrascas didn’t come cheap,’ said Zenthe. ‘So handle them carefully. They’ll let you breathe underwater for a time and stop your eyeballs from freezing solid. You all stick close and follow me. I know every inch of this place, and I know how to get us inside without anyone laying eyes on us.’

			With some hesitation, her crew began to grab their own hrascas. Zenthe dipped a hand in the chest, felt a slight shock as one of the creatures’ lashing tails sliced her finger. Growling, she tore the creature free and laid it over her face. There was a second of pain as the gelid flesh met her skin, a tingling shock that stabbed into her brain. The thing’s tail wrapped around her throat, tight enough to hurt. She took a breath. It was a deeply strange sensation as the air rushed into the creature’s bulbous body and back into her lungs, slightly stale and acrid-tasting but still breathable. Her vision was obscured by the hrasca’s semi-translucent flesh, but she could still see well enough. She checked her blades and made sure her handbow was tucked into the front of her gambeson.

			Then she stepped up to the prow of the pinnace and leapt into the waves.

			The shock of the icy water was akin to a hammer blow, but Arika Zenthe had spent all her life at sea, and she gritted her teeth and banished the instinctive desire to splutter and gasp – and in doing so took in a lungful of freezing liquid. The shock passed quickly. She had relented and applied the foul-smelling ghyreshark blubber to her flesh. Without it she was fairly sure these waters would have stolen the life from her in mere moments. As it was, her body ­trembled but she was able to focus her mind and gain control of her breathing. 

			The water was crystal clear. Below, she could see a vast expanse of turquoise, stretching away into pitch darkness. She thought she saw a flash of movement, something sleek and large. No surprise. Predators swam alongside the black ark in great numbers, for there was always a feast of corpses to be had in its wake. They had to move fast.

			Ahead rose the shadow of the great wall, and below that a writhing mass of enormous tentacles, each as big as a war galleon, attached to the structure of the Eternity of Torment by a fusion of bone and iron. The ghorvorasc. The scale of the creature’s huge body was terrifying. It was roughly cephalopodic in form, though there were armoured scales running the length of its immense shape and two spade-shaped fins the size of castle towers, which currently sat immobile. When the Eternity of Torment sailed, those great fins would propel it forward with fearsome speed. A black ark could outrun smaller vessels despite its size, bearing down upon them and crushing them into kindling like some pelagic behemoth.

			Kicking forward, Zenthe dived towards the closest of the fins. The bed of tentacles roiled and writhed, but they did not sense her movement. She was nothing to this creature, a mere minnow in its shadow. Spears of starlight lanced past her, momentarily illuminating the ominous darkness.

			She passed under the coil of an immense tendril, large enough to crush her into bloody paste with a single careless motion. Its surface was torn and scarred by centuries of battle. Small, many-legged creatures skittered across its surface, feasting upon stretches of rotten flesh. Zenthe glanced around and saw her dozen blades close behind her, their faces weirdly distorted by their living masks. She pressed on, diving further, the gloom rising to meet her.

			She still drew air easily enough, but each breath was growing perceptibly shallower. The hrasca would allow her to dive for longer, but not indefinitely. Unease began to grip her; it had been so long since she had escaped this damned vessel, perhaps the breach through which she had crawled had been filled? Perhaps the ghorvorasc’s flesh had healed, masking the opening? If that were so, this mission was doomed before it could begin.

			She kicked harder, propelling herself forward and scanning the darkness with growing desperation. There, just between the keel fins. A zig-zagging scar hacked into the meat of the ghorvorasc, reaching up to the ridge of armour where the creature’s bulk met the heavy metal of the black ark’s outer shell. It had not changed in more than a hundred years, though of course the last time she had passed through the breach she had been fleeing in the opposite direction.

			She waved out an arm, beckoning her crewmates onwards, and kicked towards the spot, drifting underneath a row of tentacles that stretched down into darkness. As she drew closer she allowed herself a triumphant grin, ignoring the way the hrasca painfully stretched her skin. There was the crack, no more than a foot across. Careless of her father, she thought. Had he not always taught her that a fleetmaster must know every inch of their vessel, every scar and weathered board?

			The skin around it had hardened and blackened, and there was still the sheen of a burn mark where the duardin steam-torpedo had struck. That had been a close-fought battle, she recalled, and it had left her with a grudging admiration for the bearded ones’ ugly little submersibles. 

			Oscus drifted past, coming to rest on the creature’s thick hide. He peered into the tiny gap and turned to flash her a look. It was hard to tell with the gelatinous mass wrapped around his face, but she thought she saw a flicker of incredulity on his face. 

			She shrugged and reached into a pouch on her belt, pulling out a small rock that pulsed with a soft, blue light. Lumencoral, sometimes called corpse-light by sailorfolk for the eerie glow it gave off from beneath the waves. Holding the makeshift torch in her left hand, she peered into the opening. It narrowed into pitch-black darkness, angling upwards into the ghorvorasc’s flesh. The duardin-forged torpedo that had caused the wound had carried a corkscrew-shaped warhead, designed to bore into armour before detonating. This one had ricocheted between two of the monstrous creature’s armour plates, gouging a tunnel through its hide. She entered the opening, gesturing for the others to follow her.

			It was a tight squeeze, even for her slender form. She had to shift upright, wedging herself sideways through the two shelves of armour plating. Every few moments they shifted – just slightly, but enough to press her worryingly tightly against the opposite wall.

			The shaft rose and she shuffled her way along with it. Her fingers snagged on shards of rusted metal, shrapnel from the duardin warhead still embedded deep. Beside her, Oscus was struggling along. He was heavier than her. Not by much, but enough to make his passage even more difficult. She hoped his struggling didn’t catch the ghorvorasc’s attention. She had no idea if it could contract these armour ridges, and she had no great desire to find out. Getting crushed to death in here would be an exceptionally stupid way to go.

			It was getting tighter, and harder to breathe. She felt light-headed. They’d been beneath the surface for perhaps fifteen minutes, and the hrascas would give them at most five more. 

			Now she was climbing, dragging herself upwards using the rough surface of the beast’s flesh as purchase. They were close, she was certain. She craned her head upwards, straining to see through the filmy mask covering her face. 

			There, above. She could see a larger chamber, a jagged rent in the plating big enough for three to stand abreast. Here was where the duardin torpedo had finally detonated, flush against the inorganic wall of the Eternity of Torment. She hauled herself up into the opening and found herself facing a span of black iron, the same material from which the black ark’s formidable watchtowers had been fashioned. And there was the gap that the warhead had opened, their entrance into the heart of the ship. It was a star-shaped blast hole, overgrown with algae and luminescent coral, several feet wide and almost as deep.

			Zenthe ducked low to slip through the opening.

			Something surged out of the darkness. Instinctively, Zenthe kicked backwards, thrashing her arms. The thing’s head was shaped like a flower, though each petal was a bed of fangs, curved and razor-sharp. She could see no eyes, but it struck at her again with fearsome speed and precision, lashing at her face. She felt a searing pain across her cheek. The hrasca was torn from her face, its cloudy blood spilling into the water. 

			The sudden shock caused Zenthe to gasp and release a cloud of fizzing air bubbles, but somehow she managed not to swallow a lungful of water. The creature coiled around its prize, clamping down with that awful maw to devour the hrasca whole. It was serpentine, its muscular body bright yellow and turquoise, stretching away into darkness. 

			Momentary fear was replaced with anger. Zenthe grabbed her sword just as the creature turned towards her once again, its mouth rippling open to reveal those hideous teeth. It darted forward, but she got her blade up in time and stabbed out viciously. The blade tip sunk into one of the creature’s jaw segments, and purple ichor spilled out. The creature thrashed in pain and withdrew, disappearing into the clouded water. Zenthe felt a hand on her shoulder and spun, sword leading. She almost took out the throat of her first mate. Oscus’ eyes opened wide as he saw that her hrasca was gone. There was no time to waste. She turned back to the tunnel, hoping that her strike had caused the fanged eel to think better of attacking her. Zenthe kicked forward, her lungs burning, desperate for a mouthful of air. Bubbles spilled from her mouth as she swam through the darkness, one hand feeling out her path. She struck something hard and unyielding, and knew she had reached the end of the channel. She had to climb.

			The cold fire inside her chest burned with agonising insistence, but she could not stop. She kicked off, up and up into darkness. Ahead, finally, she saw a glimmer of light, and that hope lent her a burst of speed. Her vision was blurring, but still she forced herself onwards.

			Just as she thought she could bear it no more, her head broke the surface, and she was met with a blast of precious air. She gulped it down greedily, coughing and retching.

			That was too close.

			Moments later, Oscus surfaced. He peeled the hrasca from his face and tossed it aside with a grimace.

			‘Captain?’ he asked, looking at her with concern.

			She waved him off.

			‘I’m fine. Bastard nearly got me, but I’m fine. We’re through.’

			‘Through where, exactly?’ said her first mate, wrinkling his nose. 

			The stench was almost overwhelming. It stank of carrion, of rot and waste. They were in a cramped pool at the foot of a large channel, angled at a steep incline. A stream of grey sludge trickled down, spattering across their heads. Above, just a few feet overhead, was a rusted grate, clotted with slime. Beyond that they could see a tunnel leading off into the distance, its walls slick and shining.

			‘We’re in the sewer runoffs,’ Zenthe explained. ‘They bleed through the lower levels, spilling out into the ocean through channels in the ghorvorasc’s hide. Here’s where they dispose of all the rot and filth aboard the Torment. As well as worn-out slaves no longer fit for purpose.’

			The walls were slick with brine-slugs and dangling corpse-crawlers, and there was a film of grease across the surface of the water that stuck obscenely to their skin. Something bobbed up next to Oscus, and he tossed it away in disgust. A severed arm, most of the flesh chewed away by a thousand verminous bites.

			They waited for the rest of the crew to appear. One by one they emerged, tearing the pallid creatures from their faces and dragging in lungfuls of air. They had lost no one thus far.

			‘Get that grate open,’ she ordered Garsh.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE
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			Malvo L’Polche Guinmark, third of his name, suppressed the urge to vomit. He stared at the bounteous feast before him – three pale, wriggling centipedes he had managed to scrape from the underside of a skinning table and smuggle back to the slave quarters.

			‘Give us one,’ whined the fellow crammed into the lightless chamber next to him, an anaemic-looking human whose stench somehow managed to stand out even in this churning mass of unwashed flesh. Someone was whimpering at the other end of the chamber, their ragged sobs echoing in the darkness. Unwise, Guinmark thought. The aelves always came for the frightened, weak ones first. They made the best sport.

			Guinmark flashed his neighbour a sympathetic smile.

			‘Alas, my friend,’ he sighed, ‘I fear I only have enough for myself. One must keep one’s strength up, you understand. You can never accurately predict from whence the next opportunity might arise.’

			The other gave a short gasp of disbelieving laughter, and then his eyes flicked towards the bars of the cell wall, hoping that his outburst had gone unnoticed by the guards. Fortunately for the both of them, it had. They could see through the tightly spaced iron bars, all the way across the expanse of the holding pits. There were hundreds of cages just like theirs arrayed across the cavernous space of the chamber, stuffed with dead or dying slaves unlucky enough to fall into the hands of the Scourge. Stairways wound down in spiral patterns, and every now and then the patrols came and snatched away a few poor, screaming souls. Meat for the arena. Or, perhaps worse, the flesh palaces of the city proper.

			‘We ain’t gettin’ out of here, fool,’ the man hissed through rotten, chipped teeth. ‘We’re here until we’re dead, whether they work us to the bone, or else…’

			The man shuddered.

			Despite himself, Guinmark shivered too. The screams of those unfortunates dragged off by their aelf captors had ceased for now, but they never quieted for long. Exactly what manner of excruciation lay in store for the unlucky chosen he did not care to picture. He had heard tales of the sweet torments enacted by the Scourge corsairs, and he had been trapped here long enough to know that they were no exaggerations. 

			‘Mark these words, my foul-breathed friend,’ he said. ‘I am going to escape this wretched place, and then I am going to take a cruel blade to the motherless hounds that sent me here. But first… dinner.’

			He cupped his hands and tipped his precious centipedes into his mouth, grimacing as he bit into their wriggling bodies. An acrid taste like rotting fish filled his mouth, and he very nearly spewed the contents of his stomach across his cellmate. Yet Malvo L’Polche Guinmark had a firm constitution. As a lowly cutpurse plying his trade in the mead halls and bawdy-houses of Izalend, he’d somehow managed to eat far worse. Of course, that had been some thirty years past. In that time, he had risen to control the Brotherhood of Larcenists, the foremost thieves’ guild in the city, and he had thought his days of fighting alley dogs for scraps of bone were long past.

			And now he was chewing a mouthful of centipedes.

			Guinmark reflected on the sheer, horrifying unpredictability of life as he gulped down his supper.

			Footsteps echoed down the dungeon’s hallway. Instantly Guinmark and his acquaintance fell silent and hunkered into the shadows. They knew better than to say a word when their captors were in earshot. 

			Shadows flickered across the dimly lit cell. A voice barked out a command in the harsh language of the aelves, a sound like knives scraping across stone. Then, to Guinmark’s horror, the cell door was thrown open with a clatter. Scrawny figures scrambled into the far corners of the cell, moaning in terror, some prostrating themselves in utter despair.

			The aelves entered. Six of them, lithe and muscular, clad in leather and spiked scale armour that did not seem to impede their easy grace at all. Guinmark recognised the slavemaster, whose name he thought was Krask or something similar. He was a bald, scarred creature, who favoured a whip lined with razor-sharp teeth. Guinmark had seen that weapon strip the flesh from a man’s back in moments, and its wielder was not sparing in employing it. The others wore half-face helms and purple sashes and they carried serrated cutlasses. These were the same corsairs that had pulled Guinmark from the ocean, beaten him senseless and hurled his battered body into the hold of their reaver-ship.

			The slavemaster gestured at two of the nearest captives, broad-shouldered Sayronites who had not yet been worn to nothing by lack of food and the tender mercies of their captors. The unfortunate men struggled bravely – foolishly, in Guinmark’s humble opinion – and were rewarded with a flurry of vicious blows. Battered until they were bloody, they were dragged from the cell whimpering.

			The slavemaster peered around, his cruel eyes gleaming in the darkness.

			Please not me, prayed Guinmark to any gods that might happen to be listening. Please, anyone else but me. I want to live.

			The aelf’s eyes came to rest on Malvo L’Polche Guinmark, who felt the strength drain from his limbs. He tried to crawl away into the shadows, but strong hands grabbed him around the shoulders and hauled him upright. He looked into the slavemaster’s eyes and saw only cruel amusement. The aelf slugged him in the gut, driving the air from his lungs, and he finally released the contents of his stomach. That earned him a clubbing blow to the temple, which sent black stars shooting across his vision. Through the haze of pain, he was dimly aware of being hurled out of the cell and dragged over the floor, towards the rising spiral of the central stairway. 

			Where they were being taken, Guinmark had no idea. All he was certain of was that an agonising, humiliating death awaited him. 

			Zenthe hauled herself out of the grille, as silently as she could manage. Clambering to her feet, she looked around. She found herself in a cramped, circular chamber with a sluice running towards the opening from which she had emerged. The floor was stained a reddish-brown, and there was an all but unbearable stench of death and decay. Propped up in the corner of the chamber were several emaciated corpses, writhing with fat-bodied maggots.

			‘We’re below the slave pits,’ Zenthe said, as the others began to heave themselves out of the charnel sluice. ‘This is where they dispose of the dead, once they’ve had their fun.’

			She wondered if Vhorskaya still oversaw the blood games. The one-eyed witch aelf had always been one of Zarkand Zenthe’s favourite killers, as sadistic as she was appallingly inventive. 

			They followed the gore-encrusted channel down a short tunnel with a shallow incline and emerged in a larger room that was lined with empty cages and spiked shackles. From there, a gentle slope led to a pair of double doors. The others stacked up behind Zenthe as she eased them open. They revealed a high, narrow passage, lit by smouldering braziers.

			‘We’re in the heart of the ark,’ said Zenthe. ‘There will be guards. Many of them. Kill only on my mark. The fewer bodies we leave behind us, the better.’

			They moved on, swift and silent as shadows. They entered an enormous, wide-open cavern. Far below lay a lake of placid darkness, circled by docks and facing a great wall of battered chitin secured by a gigantic chain. When battle called, that armoured plate would yawn open, spilling reaver-ships out into the ocean like hornets swarming from a nest. Now, the ships nestled along the shore, moored by heavy ropes. Beyond the harbour wall lay a cluster of ramshackle buildings, rising in a series of concentric levels towards the roof of the cavern. There was a shimmering luminescence to both the rocky surface of the chamber shell and the rough stone of the architecture that gave the illusion of early morning light. Zenthe could see flickering torches in the distance and hear the clatter of marching boots.

			‘Walk openly here,’ she said. ‘We’re just another band of cutthroats about our business. We avoid the patrols, and we walk swiftly.’

			Guinmark soon realised that his fate was going to be substantially more unpleasant than he had first feared. Passing out of the slave pits into the winding channels of the outer districts, a maze of warrens and drinking pits favoured by off-duty corsairs, their captors took a right-hand turn and made their way along a wide thoroughfare. Here the stone cobbles were smeared with reddish-brown stains, and the sounds of raucous laughter and singing faded into ominous silence.

			Ahead, rising above the cramped city streets like an enormous metal spider, was Khrel Nazath – the temple-arena of High Priestess Vhorskaya and her bloody sisterhood. 

			‘Oh, Sigmar,’ he whimpered, and received a kick to the back for his troubles.

			‘Yes, you worthless piece of rhagrath,’ laughed the slavemaster, twirling his bladed whip in one dexterous hand. ‘The Mistress of Blades desires fresh meat for the fighting pits. Give her good sport, wretches, or else your death will not be swift or pleasant.’

			His companions chortled to themselves, and Guinmark’s fellow slaves visibly paled in terror. The tales of the ritual slaughter that took place in the depths of Khrel Nazath were the stuff of nightmares. It was a rare night indeed that the screams of tormented victims echoing out across the city did not serenade the slaves of the Eternity of Torment to a troubled sleep.

			The aelves drove them on with lashes. Finally, they reached a soaring gate of black iron, guarded by ten warriors in fine scale armour, wielding barbed tridents. They conversed with the slavemaster in a flurry of heavily accented aelvish that Guinmark could not quite make out, and then the leader of the guard – a tall fellow with a single plume of violet protruding from his silver helm – shouted an unintelligible command.

			The gate creaked open, and the slavers ushered Guinmark and the others through. Beyond was a long hallway wreathed in shadow, lit only by a few smouldering braziers. Even the guards fell silent now. As they passed along the corridor, Guinmark could hear the thump of war-drums and a chorus of chanting in high and frenzied tones that turned his blood to ice. 

			As they reached the end of the corridor, figures swayed from the shadows. Several lithe females, their faces covered by leering war-masks. They wore little more than scraps of armour, their exposed flesh pale and flecked with old scars. They circled Guinmark and his fellow prisoners slowly, then one came forward and grasped one of the Sayronite brothers around the throat. Despite the witch aelf’s smaller size, she yanked the human upright with barely an effort, cocking her head as she peered into his eyes.

			‘Fresh?’ she hissed, and her voice was the sound of a blade scraping across stone.

			‘The strongest we have left,’ replied the slavemaster. There was the slightest tremor in his voice. ‘They’ve fed, and the retching sickness hasn’t touched them yet. They’ll serve well enough.’

			The masked aelf snarled, and the slaver tensed noticeably.

			‘Do not presume,’ she said. ‘The High Priestess will decide. And if these are not worthy of the blade, perhaps she will require another sacrifice to please the Bloody-Handed One. Perhaps she will cut your worthless heart out and burn it.’

			The slavemaster bowed his head.

			‘Forgive me, mistress,’ he said.

			For a moment, the masked aelf stared at him and Guinmark thought she would leap across and drive her daggers into his heart. Instead, she let the human fall from her grip and gestured along the hallway. 

			‘Bring them to the blood-pit cages,’ she said. ‘Lock them up, then leave. Unless you wish to be part of the dance of blades?’

			The slavers hurried on. Guinmark could feel the masked figures staring at them hungrily until they passed out of sight around a curve in the tunnel. Even his masters breathed a sigh of relief. 

			They walked on for several more minutes, heading deeper into the structure, down winding staircases. As they descended, an awful stench rose to meet their nostrils. The reek of sour sweat and dried blood. Of rot and fear. They entered a dank, low-ceilinged chamber, rusted iron bars on each side. Guinmark saw slumped shapes in the darkness and the glimmer of verminous eyes.

			‘Through there,’ said the slavemaster, pointing to a heavy door at the end of the room. ‘Let’s be rid of them and out of here, before the Sisters of Slaughter decide to play their blood games with us.’

			One of the corsairs grabbed Guinmark around the neck and dragged him forward, reaching for the rusted iron handle. With a grunt, the aelf hauled the door open.

			And came face to face with an aelven woman in a sodden overcoat, smeared with blood and grime. The briefest flicker of surprise flashed across the woman’s statuesque face, and then she thrust her sword into the corsair’s ribcage.

			The guard’s eyebrows furrowed as he looked down at the blade hilt protruding from his chest. His eyes rolled back in his head, and Arika Zenthe twisted the blade, dropping him to the floor. The dead aelf’s companions staggered backwards in shock, scrabbling for their blades.

			The leftmost guard gave a soft gurgle as a crossbow bolt grew out of his chest. He slumped against the wall, blood spurting from the wound in a crimson arc. Oscus and Dherva leapt forward, and the battle was joined.

			Zarkand’s corsairs were good. They closed ranks, falling back and filling the width of the corridor, giving their opponents no chance to flank them. The rearmost guard turned to run while the others held the way, already shouting at the top of his lungs. Another crossbow bolt whipped along the corridor and struck the fleeing aelf between the shoulder blades. He tumbled and slid along the stones.

			Zenthe found herself facing a bald, scar-faced warrior with barbed whip in one hand and a dagger in the other. He whirled the many-headed lash about him like a gladiator’s weighted net, searching for an opening with the shorter blade.

			She worked her left sword in a wide arc, fending off the ­biting whip. Its leather thongs were lined with curved teeth, each thumb-sized and gleaming sharp. Despite the close quarters the aelf wielded the strange weapon with easy grace, twirling it in an attempt to entangle her arm, then whipping it low at her feet. She jumped, kicking off the left wall and snapping her heel out to strike the whip-wielder across the temple. He staggered, and she landed and drove her blade through his thigh.

			Her opponent gasped and lashed out with the whip again, scoring a jagged line across her forearm, easily tearing through the thick leather of her coat. The barbs dug in, shredding flesh and entangling her blade. Cursing, she dropped the sword and took hold of the whip, tugging it sharply and sending the aelf stumbling to the floor. She reversed the grip of her blade and sank it into the downed warrior’s back. He spluttered and fell still.

			Zenthe looked up. Gritting her teeth, she tugged the barbed teeth free from her arm. Oscus had dispatched his own foe and was flicking blood from his cutlass. The last aelf drove back Dherva with a combination of thrusts and kicks and turned to run. He made it only a few feet before one of the two burly human slaves tackled him to the floor. The big human leapt upon the fallen aelf’s back and wrapped his arms around his throat, clinging on stubbornly even as the aelf slammed a dagger into his ribs, over and over. Zenthe rushed forward and slammed her boot into the prone warrior’s groin. He crumpled with an agonised groan, and the other human – who looked so similar to the first that they could only be brothers – ­scrabbled and dug a blade out of the aelf’s boot. Before Zenthe could haul him free, the slave had opened the aelf’s throat wide, and blood seeped across the stones.

			She grabbed the human’s wrist and twisted, slapping the blade from his grip. He let it fall without care, and let out a choked cry as he leapt for his stricken sibling. The unlucky soul was clearly on the precipice of death, clutching at the meat spilling out of his torn chest. The big man shook with racking sobs as his brother gave a last, rattling breath and lay still.

			Zenthe heard a shuffle of footsteps behind her and spun, sword leading. She rounded upon a filthy little human with sharp eyes and a crown of greasy, grey-brown hair. 

			He cowered, holding his hands up in a gesture of surrender.

			‘Oh, Sigmar bless you, my lady,’ he gasped through yellow, broken teeth. ‘I am in your eternal debt.’

			He was an ugly one, she thought. Balding and pockmarked, with watery eyes and a narrow chin. Yet his voice suited him ill. It was oddly melodic.

			‘Shut up,’ she said, pushing him down and placing her boot on his chest. He instantly fell silent.

			They listened for a sign that the alarm had been raised but heard no raised voices or boots clattering on stone. Still, the sounds of chanting and distant screams split the air. The witch aelves’ macabre ceremonies were masking their own assault most efficiently. The big man still rocked back and forth, cradling his dead sibling. 

			‘We cannot leave stray slaves walking the halls,’ said Oscus, staring down upon him.

			‘Wait!’ the smaller human gasped. ‘Stay your blades, I implore you. I intuit from all this bloodshed that you have something of a disagreement with the crew of this dread vessel?’

			‘You are a sharp one,’ muttered Zenthe.

			The ugly man flashed her a winning smile.

			‘Furthermore, it seems likely that you are attempting to accomplish your mission with, ah… a certain amount of delicacy, no? Well, let me humbly introduce myself. Malvo L’Polche Guinmark. Actor, raconteur and man of action. Your guide through the labyrinth of the Eternity of Torment.’

			He dipped into a ludicrous bow, exposing a rash-covered bald patch.

			‘I was born and raised on this vessel,’ said Zenthe. ‘My father rules the Eternity of Torment, and I know every tunnel and chamber like the back of my hand. So really, your alleged expertise is currently as useful to me as a hold full of bilge rats.’

			‘Ah,’ said Malvo, licking his lips nervously.

			His eyes flickered to the pile of corpses nearby.

			‘Shall I kill him or not?’ asked Oscus with a long-suffering air.

			‘Wait!’ Malvo said again. ‘A further question. How long has it been since you have walked these halls?’

			Zenthe held up a hand.

			‘Speak,’ she said.

			‘My internment upon this damned ship has lasted seven celestial cycles, as near as I can tell,’ the man continued. ‘And in that time I have observed every patrol route and change of guards from here to the Dreadspire.’

			He raised his shirt, uncovering a thin ribcage marked with scars and bruises. Across his chest, Zenthe saw a series of other marks. Notches of rough tissue, like the ritual scars she had seen on the flesh of nomadic seafaring tribes. 

			‘A code of my own devising,’ Guinmark explained, patting his chest. ‘I may be the foremost thespian in Izalend, but to my shame I have occasionally indulged in less… legally acceptable activities. I have marked upon my flesh the movements and activities of the guard patrols, in preparation for my own inevitable abscondment.’

			Oscus raised an eyebrow at Zenthe, and she shrugged.

			‘It’s true, I’ve not seen the Eternity of Torment in more than a century. He might prove useful. And if not, we can cut his throat and leave his corpse to rot.’

			Guinmark offered a wan smile.

			‘Excellent. I live and die in your service, my lady. Would you allow me one final boon?’

			With that, the slave strode across to the dead warrior who had carried the saw-toothed lash. Noisy and enthusiastically clearing his throat, Malvo L’Polche Guinmark launched a thick blob of greenish slime into the dead aelf’s face. 

			‘Now,’ he said, turning back to his saviours. ‘Shall we be about our business?’

			‘What about this one?’ said Oscus, nodding at the big man. 

			‘He’s a Sayronite,’ said Guinmark. ‘Ex-Freeguild, judging by his tattoos. Dragged in with his brother perhaps a week past. Maybe more. Those jungle dwellers are hardy folk, good in a fight. He might just be useful.’

			Rather perceptive for a humble theatre performer, ­Zenthe thought, but she could not disagree with the sentiment. Sayronites were passable sailors and tough as Excelsian steel. Many of them found work as hired thugs and privateers along the Coast of Tusks.

			Zenthe approached the man. His bald scalp was covered in bruises and scratches, but clearly he was a new acquisition – not yet broken down by months of merciless servitude. His long beard was smeared with gore and his eyes were raw with tears as he looked upon his dead brother. Zenthe’s blade hovered an inch from the man’s neck. 

			It would be easier to kill him. He was only a human thug, of no great value to her. He would only attract suspicion and make her task more difficult. Zarkand Zenthe would have slit the Sayronite’s throat in an instant.

			Perhaps it was that thought that stayed her hand. Perhaps it was the memory of standing over her own brother’s corpse, hearing her father’s mocking laughter in her ears. She knelt and spoke to the man in the common Sigmarite tongue.

			‘Your brother is dead,’ she said. ‘You will be too if you stay. But I can offer you a chance to revenge yourself upon the ones that chained him.’

			The big man’s bleary eyes focused on hers. Burning away the grief was rage and hatred. The Sayronite went to grab the dead corsair’s cutlass, but she kicked it away.

			‘No,’ she said. ‘If you want your revenge, you do as I tell you. You don’t go charging into the Eternity of Torment with a raised blade, or you’ll end up back in a cell wishing you’d shared your brother’s fate. Patience.’

			The Sayronite’s eyes narrowed, but then he nodded. The man had the look of a common brute, but she saw a spark of intelligence in those brown eyes. He grasped the dagger that had been driven into his brother’s chest and wiped it clean on the dead aelf. He pocketed it, tucking it into the front of his ragged tunic. Then he leaned down, closed his brother’s eyes and planted a soft kiss upon the dead man’s forehead.

			‘We should leave the humans,’ said Garsh, and Zenthe could see that the rest of her crew agreed with the corsair’s words. ‘They’ll slow us down.’

			‘If they do, we leave them for dead,’ said Zenthe. ‘But until then, I say they might be of value. Enough talk. Let us go.’
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			They retraced the path that the slavers had taken, moving swiftly and silently along the gloomy halls. Guinmark hurried to keep up with the aelves and the loping Sayronite, who set a fierce pace. Soon his chest was tight with pain. He had never been an athletic man, and the long months of captivity had taken their toll. Nonetheless, he ignored the pain and staggered onwards. Surely these invaders were doomed, but he might yet spy a chance to break free and make a run for it. Let them continue on their failed mission, whatever it was. If he could slip aboard one of the reaver-ships, perhaps, then wait until they embarked upon one of their raiding missions…

			Not much of a plan. It might get him off this hellish floating city, but he’d still be lost in the ice-wastes with only a shipful of murderous corsairs for company. They would find him and drag him back here, and then they would flay the skin from his bones. Publicly. He had seen the cruelties reserved for deserters and troublemakers.

			No, he would have to be patient. For now, this Captain ­Zenthe and her crew were his best chance. Besides, the bald female behind him had her repeater bow aimed squarely at his back, and he didn’t care to test her aim.

			They entered the entrance chamber, where the masked aelves had stood. There was no sign of movement but the flickering of sconces upon the wall. Ahead was the gate to the courtyard, but the hall was empty.

			‘They were here,’ muttered Guinmark, his face knotted in confusion. ‘The masked ones.’

			‘Vhorskaya’s pets,’ nodded Zenthe. ‘Likely they’ve gone below, to join in with the fun.’

			An appropriately timed chorus of screams drifted down the corridor, followed by a faint echo of mocking laughter. Guinmark winced. Of all the fates the slaves aboard the Eternity of Torment had to look forward to, the prospect of being handed over to the High Priestess and her bloodthirsty warrior-aelves was perhaps the most terrifying. Their slavemasters had delighted in taunting them with tales of Vhorskaya’s tender mercies, a carnival of torture and terror culminating in the removal of one’s still-beating heart.

			‘Come on,’ said Zenthe. 

			They made their way to the end of the corridor and to the great iron door leading out of the arena. Oscus went to ease it open, but Guinmark laid a hand upon his arm. Reflexively, the first mate snarled and pushed him against the wall, locking a forearm against his throat.

			‘Wait,’ rasped Guinmark, scrabbling ineffectively at the aelf’s arm. ‘Outside… more guards. Seven… across the courtyard.’

			‘I told you he’d be useful,’ said Zenthe. ‘Let the poor wretch breathe.’

			Oscus withdrew, and Guinmark collapsed to the floor, clutching his bruised neck.

			‘You do the talking,’ the fleetmaster continued, pulling a silken handkerchief from her coat pocket and winding it around her face. She pulled up the hood of her coat, securing her pale blonde hair. ‘Been a long time since I walked these halls, so I doubt they would recognise me, but let’s not take any foolish risks. If they ask, we’re taking this one back to the cells.’ She indicated towards Guinmark. ‘He’s too weak to make good sport for Khaine’s daughters.’

			Oscus nodded. The others stowed their weapons, sliding knives and stilettos into their robes ready for a quick draw. Guinmark scrabbled to his feet, and Oscus grabbed him none too gently and twisted his arm behind his back. The Sayronite bowed his head and let Garsh do the same.

			‘Watch your tongues,’ the first mate growled. ‘Or you die first.’

			The aelf shoved open the door and the group strode out in the gloom. The hour was late. Overhead, the great stalactites that hung from the ceiling had begun to shimmer with a soft, violet light that flooded the cavern-city. They made their way across the courtyard to the wrought-iron gate. The guards visibly tensed as their group approached, dropping their ornate tridents into a ready position. The captain of the guard took a step forward, his hand on the hilt of his sabre.

			‘What’s this?’ he said, gesturing at Guinmark, who turned his eyes to the floor and started to whimper. It didn’t require much acting, if he was honest.

			‘Weak blood, so they said,’ replied Oscus. ‘Not worth the honour of their blades. We’re to drag him back to his cell.’

			The guard captain’s eyes narrowed. ‘Why didn’t they just snap his neck and toss his body down the charnel pit? And why this one? He’s big, strong and stupid. Just as they like.’

			He nodded at the Sayronite, who stared ahead unblinkingly.

			Oscus shrugged. ‘I didn’t ask. Do you ever second-guess the High Priestess?’

			The guard captain took a step forward, and his warriors followed suit. Twelve trident heads dropped into a loosely braced position. Every muscle in Guinmark’s body tensed, ready to flee at the first sign of trouble. He desperately scanned the courtyard for a means of escape, but saw only sheer, spiked walls of iron. 

			‘When did you come in?’ said the guard captain. ‘I don’t recall opening these gates to a bunch of slavetakers. To whose flag did you swear your oaths?’

			‘Fleetmaster Kraggua of the Seven Whispers,’ said Zenthe. She inflected her words with a harsh accent, emphasising the hard edges of each word. ‘We’ve been down in the charnel pits for a month or more, clearing out claw-scuttlers and thorveks. Our punishment for killing one slave too many. You know how Kraggua is. Gets the blood-madness in her over a single coin.’

			She pointed to their stained and blood-smeared clothes, and the filthy sheen of grime that covered their faces.

			The guard captain sneered in distaste. ‘Good luck getting rid of that scent, slavetaker.’

			Zenthe sighed. ‘We’re free, at least. Heading to the Flayed Seer after we make an example of this one to his cellmates for wasting the witch aelves’ time.’

			She cuffed the Sayronite about the head, hard. The ring on her forefinger sliced the big man’s head open, but he did not even seem to flinch.

			After a few tense moments, the guard captain glanced at his warriors then waved a dismissive hand. They stepped back into position, and two of them went to unlock the gate and swing it open.

			‘Get you gone,’ he said, gesturing them through. ‘I can stand your stench no longer.’

			Zenthe led them from the shadows of the arena and out into the city streets. The sun was down, and the corsairs and slave ­traders had retired from their business to indulge their passions. Enticing smells and sounds emanated from each doorway, and lurid depictions of every imaginable vice were painted across walls and dangling signs. As they wound deeper into the Eternity of Torment, the aura of debauchery only became more intoxicating. There was a fug of incense that enveloped everything, seeping into the lungs and addling the brain. Androgynous, painted figures wound themselves seductively around gleaming pillars, beckoning passing corsairs into the depths of pleasure houses and smoking halls. Screams of pain and ecstasy melded together into a chorus of pure sensation.

			‘I could get used to this place,’ said Dherva, hunger in her eyes as she took in the thrilling decadence on display.

			‘You’d drown in it,’ said Zenthe, shouldering aside a pair of male aelves dressed in sheets of gossamer-thin silk who were dabbing their tongues with vials of gleaming metal. ‘Believe me.’

			She couldn’t deny that, even after all she knew about this place, the Pleasure Quarter still excited her with its illicit ­dangers and endless ecstasies. Yet behind all of the shimmering temptation, it was only another of her father’s traps. Nothing occurred within these streets that Zarkand Zenthe did not hear of. His spies and assassins stalked these halls at will, pruning potential enemies and extracting secrets to feed back to their master. And yet, the fleetmasters and corsair nobles that flocked to the black ark could not help but indulge themselves, for here they believed themselves truly free. Out there, on the fringes of Sigmar’s rising empire, they were forced to exist under the commandments of the God-King. Certainly the Scourge cartels and black market privateers twisted and even broke those rules in accordance with their needs – ­Zenthe herself would have been strung up above Excelsis’ Square of Judgement years ago if the Freeguild could trace half of her money-making enterprises back to the Thrice Lucky. Slavery, piracy, the trade of illicit artefacts – these practices still took place, but the Scourge was not foolish enough to openly invite the wrath of Sigmar’s Stormhosts. Not yet, anyhow.

			That submission was anathema to the masters of the waves, descendants of the corsair empires that had thrived and prospered during the Age of Myth. It itched at them like an old wound. For all her father’s cunning and skill at war, it was his understanding of the Scourge fleetmasters’ bitterness and boundless ambition that had always been his greatest weapon. Here he had created a world of uninhibited abandon, a message to every shipmaster that docked here: we lived like this once and we can do so again.

			Shackled and painted slaves of all races lined the streets, guarded by elaborately masked guards with whips and spiked clubs. They gazed into nothing as the riotous carnival swirled around them. Already broken.

			Ahead, the cavern opened up and starlight beamed down across the city. Beyond the pleasure houses rose the grand spires of the fleetmasters’ residences, six towers of twisting iron reaching up towards the open sky like the arms of some pelagic monstrosity, banners fluttering from their clawed parapets. At the centre of this cluster was a central column of black stone, a thick-walled keep at the very heart of the Eternity of Torment. Its sheer walls were connected to the six surrounding steeples by dozens of curving bridges and walkways. At the apex of the tower was a statue of an armoured aelf resting upon a throne of screaming flesh, the subjugated races of the Mortal Realms helpless beneath his iron boots.

			‘Kar Narakath,’ said Zenthe. ‘The Tyrant’s Rise. The house of my father.’

			They climbed a stair and found themselves on a raised plaza overlooking the palatial district. There was a perimeter wall of stone rising some ninety feet into the air, cutting the lower city off from the highborn grounds. 

			Garsh cursed as he craned his neck to peer at the highest reaches of the great fortress, occluded by a swirl of sea mists drifting in over the black ark’s walls.

			‘By the deep,’ he muttered, scratching at his scarred cheek. ‘There’s no breaching that. Not with just the few of us.’

			Dozens of guards patrolled the perimeter wall, and they could see more marching in lockstep across the grounds of the great spires. There was no cover to be had beneath the eyes of Kar Narakath, only an enormous square of polished stone.

			‘There is,’ said Zenthe with a feral smile. ‘We climb.’
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			Every gouged-out handhold in the cavern wall sent a rush of memories flooding back to Arika Zenthe. It was her and Levrid who had first found this secret route out of Tyrant’s Rise. They had every stretch of the upper levels etched in their minds, every patrol route and shadowed corner. They both knew that their father’s health was failing again, and soon he would take one of them. They were the last of Zarkand Zenthe’s heirs, and the old wretch would sire no more. Their fate was marked.

			She had borne no great love for Levrid. He was too much like his father, devious and cruel. But he was kin. And so, together, they had plotted to escape Zarkand’s reach, waiting for the right moment to put their plan into action.

			Waiting too long, as it turned out. 

			No, she had never liked Levrid, but the sounds he made as his heart was torn from his body would never leave her. So she would kill her father to avenge him. And for the others, the doomed bloodline of Zenthe.

			Working her fingers into a gouge in the rock side, she glanced down. They were making good progress. They were several hundred feet above the main courtyard, perhaps halfway to the highest levels of Tyrant’s Rise. The city fell away beneath them, the sprawl of brothels, fighting pits and taverns lit by the violet glow of the stalactites. The palace guard were little more than specks.

			Below her, she could see the Sayronite. He was no graceful climber, but he clung on determinedly, knife between his teeth and hands scrabbling for purchase on the slick stone. He looked up and met her gaze, and she saw fierce resolve. Death no longer meant anything to that one. Only revenge.

			Perhaps more surprising still was the other human, the one called Guinmark. He moved with agile grace despite his diminutive size, easily shifting from handhold to handhold, seemingly unconcerned about the yawning drop beneath him. 

			‘How much further?’ Guinmark asked her, levering his body to the side so he could glance up at the ascent ahead.

			‘We’re close,’ she said, and hauled herself up onto the next ledge. A flock of shadowbats objected to her presence, launching themselves into the air in a squawking cloud. With enough space to press her body in and face the rising towers, she looked up. Ahead, perhaps another two hundred feet above them, a thin, stone bridge reached out from the nearest tower into the cliff face. The swirling cloud of bats spiralled up into the night sky, still screeching in irritation.

			Guinmark hauled himself up beside her.

			‘So what are you?’ she said, studying his ugly little face.

			‘Merely a humble actor, my lady,’ he said, and shot her a grin.

			‘That’s a contradiction in terms, in my experience.’

			He chuckled and rubbed his hands together in a frantic gesture that made him look almost exactly like a bilge rat. 

			‘While the stage is my true passion, I have developed a number of other skills over the years. One must keep oneself fed and clothed, you understand?’

			‘So you’re a thief?’

			He winced. ‘To me that term implies a level of amateurism I’m not entirely comfortable with. I am – or I was – a liberator of treasures. A larcenist. And a rather exceptional one.’

			‘Who knows, you might come in useful after all.’

			With that, Zenthe reached up to search for another handhold, set her boots upon the cliff face and hauled herself up. By now they were high enough that the sea air drifting in over the black ark’s wall wetted their clothes and seeped into their eyes. Each grip became treacherous, and their feet skidded across the slick surface of the cavern wall.

			More than once Zenthe felt a thrill of fear as she scrabbled for a grip and felt her fingers slip across wet rock. Yet she clung on grimly, and with every passing moment the stone bridge loomed closer. 

			As she finally reached the base of the walkway, she heard the sound of iron boots approaching. Tucking herself into the shadows of the archway, Zenthe listened to a patrol of perhaps six or seven guards pass across the bridge towards the nearest tower. She waited several moments, precariously perched, her muscles screaming with pain as she held her position.

			Then she reached up to wrap her fingers around a fiendish gargoyle carved into the base of the stone bridge, and pulled herself up. Her entire body ached terribly, and her fingers were raw and bleeding. But they had made it. She crouched, turning to peer into the tunnel leading into the cliff face. It was smooth and polished, lit by luminescent stonework. Beyond, she could hear the crashing of waves, and a chill wind whistled through the winding channel. 

			Guinmark emerged next, followed by Oscus. The first mate drew his sword and glanced down the tunnel. He looked at Zenthe, questioningly.

			‘It leads to the sea wall, and the reaper bolt towers,’ she explained. ‘My father’s lair is that way.’

			She gestured across the bridge. There was the grasping claw of one of the ancillary towers, reaching up to curl around Kar Narakath. The highest reaches of the great fortress were only a hundred feet or so above them, connected by another walkway, this one seemingly carved from lengths of bleached bone.

			They waited for the others to emerge, then reached down to grab them and pull them up one by one. Zenthe counted them off. Still the full dozen warriors. Though their long ascent had clearly taken its toll, they were all in fighting shape.

			‘From here on in you kill anyone who looks our way,’ she said, drawing her blades. ‘Move swiftly and show no mercy. There’s only one way this ends now. Once I’ve taken my father’s head, this place is ours.’

			They nodded, hunger in their eyes. The Eternity of Torment was a prize worthy of legend, and they all wanted a piece of it. Zenthe grinned fiercely.

			‘Let us go and slaughter an old man.’

			They passed across the bridge of stone and entered the tower. A winding stairway lit by smouldering braziers led up. ­Zenthe heard the sound of descending boots and raised a hand to signal the others. Dherva knelt, aiming her repeater crossbow.

			Two guards emerged, plumed helmets fashioned in the image of a kraken’s tentacles. Dherva’s first shot took the leading aelf in the face, and slammed him back against the wall. He crashed into his companion, who tumbled with a yell of surprise. Dherva stood, calmly, and fired another two bolts into him as he tried to struggle upright.

			Zenthe was already moving, taking the stairs two at a time. She turned the corner and found herself face to face with another masked guard. Her left-hand blade smashed away the aelf’s spear, and her right sank into his chest. He gurgled and spat blood, slumping to the floor. 

			Finally, they emerged into starlight.

			The bridge of bone swayed and creaked ahead of them. Beyond was a crown of spiked iron, and above, the statue of the tyrant glared down at them from his throne of tortured victims. Gouges in the sheer face of Kar Narakath bled soft, orange light into the early morning gloom. Her father’s chambers were occupied. Zenthe’s hands trembled with anticipation. Soon, it would all be over. No longer would she fear her father’s shadow. No longer would she hear the screams of Levrid as his flesh parted and his soul was flayed from his body.

			‘Now it ends,’ she said.

			She strode across the bridge of carved bones. Mounted on pikes along the walkway were mouldering aelven skulls. Those foolish enough to contest the will of Zarkand Zenthe.

			At the far end of the bridge was a door of wrought iron, marked with her father’s sigil: a kraken rising from the sea, its immense tentacles encircling a doomed city. She pushed the door open and entered the room beyond, her crew hard on her heels.

			Seven figures sat around a circular table of carved stone. Her father reclined at the head of the table upon a throne bound in tanned skins – human, duardin and aelven, the flesh of his enemies. He raised a glass of amber spirit as she entered, and his voice rang out across the hall.

			‘Ah, there you are, Arika. So good of you to join us.’

			Out of the corner of her eye, Zenthe saw figures rise up on a balcony above the dining chamber, crossbows in their hands, and she opened her mouth to shout a warning. She didn’t even see the strike coming. Something hit her in the side of the neck, numbing her muscles and sending her staggering to the floor. She heard the snap-click of crossbow levers, and a piercing scream cut short moments later.

			Vision blurred and swaying, Zenthe saw her crew surrounded by armed guards. Phalen and Krossk were down, riddled with crossbow bolts. The Sayronite was slumped, pierced through the forearm by a black-feathered arrow. Oscus had a spear tip at his throat. He met her eyes and shook his head.

			A tall, pale figure circled Zenthe like a vharnskor waiting for its prey to bleed out. An aelf, her hair slick with gore and pulled up into a severe top-knot on her angular skull.

			‘You should have stayed far away from here, girl,’ said High Priestess Vhorskaya.

			Zenthe struck out with her leading blade, but her movement was sluggish, her shoulder aching from the opening strike. The aelf swatted her forearm aside contemptuously, caught her wrist and twisted. Pain shot up Zenthe’s arm, and she lost her grip on the weapon. A fist lashed in and flattened her nose. She tasted blood. A sickening flurry of blows followed, rattling across her ribs and driving the air from her lungs.

			Snarling through the pain, Zenthe snapped out a leg and her boot struck soft flesh. There was a hiss, more of annoyance than pain, as her opponent stumbled just slightly. Though the witch aelf was little more than a white blur, Zenthe charged forward with a yell and shoulder-barged her opponent to the floor. Vhorskaya’s cruel face swam into vision, and Zenthe aimed a punch. Too slow. Slippery as an eel and terribly strong, the witch aelf rolled her body under Zenthe’s, locking a leg around the fleetmaster’s neck and slamming her head into the carpeted floor.

			Something sharp slid into Zenthe’s side, lighting an agonising fire in her belly. The pain was indescribable. More than a knife wound. It felt as if a thousand flensing knives were stripping the skin from her body. Slowly, blessedly, the terrible sensation receded, and she was left crumpled and dazed upon the floor. Vhorskaya’s face loomed over her. The witch aelf’s perfect nose was flattened against her cheek, and her black eyes shone with a killing light. Her daggers were in her hands now, twinkling in the firelight.

			‘Not so pretty now, eh, priestess?’ Zenthe said, and gave a cackle of laughter that earned her a vicious kick in the ribs.

			‘Filthy cur,’ hissed Vhorskaya, holding the tip of her blade a hair’s breadth from Zenthe’s eye.

			‘Enough,’ came Zarkand Zenthe’s voice. Even with the ringing in her head, Arika thought it sounded strange. Thin and rasping, like the voice of a man denied water for too many days. ‘Get her up.’

			Vhorskaya leaned down and hauled the fleetmaster to her feet. Arika stared into the face of her father.

			He looked like death. Though his eyes were the piercing orbs of silver she remembered, his once handsome face was now sallow and stretched, like that of a week-old corpse. Purple-black veins stood out along his neck and crept up to his temples, and his long hair – once raven black – was now a sheet of white hanging lifelessly over his shoulders. He wore a crimson tunic with a long robe of sable, and somehow the rich fabric made him look even more like a dead thing; a corpse draped in ­finery, risen from its tomb to haunt the living.

			‘Father,’ she said, ignoring the pain that knifed through her at every word. ‘You look like dreck.’

			Zarkand Zenthe smiled, an expression that did not reach his eyes.

			‘It has been so long. I have missed your sharp tongue very much, my daughter.’

			Zenthe spat blood onto the floor and stared at the man she had sworn to kill. If her life ended here, she vowed she would give the old wretch no satisfaction. No screams, no pleading for mercy. Only contempt.

			Zarkand sighed. He gestured to Vhorskaya and the witch aelf, none too gently, shoved Arika into the only empty chair at the table.

			For the first time, she took in the seven figures sitting alongside her. To her surprise, she recognised some of them. To her left, was Dreiloch Nar, Ravager-Queen of the Molten Spoil who hailed from the quicksilver oceans of Chamon. Opposite was the leering, one-eyed visage of Sawfang Sakur, a Ghurrite corsair that Zenthe had dealt with on several fraught occasions. His face was a melted nightmare of scars and burns, the legacy of a life spent hunting the rarest and most lethal monsters of the realmseas. To the right, twirling a goblet and wearing an amused grin, was Vizrin Kyre of Hammerhal. He offered her a nod as she glanced at him. Another one of her acquaintances, as trustworthy as a hungry bloodfish, and twice as deadly. The others she did not recognise, though they were all undoubtedly members of the Scourge.

			‘I regret the circumstances of your arrival,’ said Zarkand, once more taking his seat at the head of the table. ‘But nonetheless, I welcome you to the Twilight Cabal. Our gathering of like-minded shipmasters, here to discuss the advancement of our business and our way of life.’

			The pain still throbbed in Zenthe’s belly, but the wound was shallow. Her head was beginning to clear, though she expected to have several painful bruises by the morning. If she managed to live that long.

			‘You knew I was coming.’ It was not a question.

			Zarkand sighed. ‘You are disappointingly predictable, daughter. I merely had to seed word of my presence in the right places, and here you are. You still wish me dead after so many years, Arika?’

			She leaned forward and fixed him with an even stare.

			‘Yes.’

			Her father laughed, a horrible sound like crushed glass. ‘Well, perhaps someday you will get your wish. But not today, I fear. No, instead you will sit and you will listen to what I have to say.’

			He stood, placed his hands upon the stone surface of the table, and met her eyes.

			‘Once our kind ruled the waves. Not just in this once benighted corner of the realms, but across the infinite expanse of reality. We bowed to no one. We answered to neither gods nor kings. We took what we wanted – flesh, treasure and coin. When any rose up to challenge the Scourge, they were ­butchered, their lands despoiled. Their children carried off into bondage. They feared us, those weaklings who huddle in their cities, praying to an uncaring god. They saw us in their darkest nightmares, and they paid tribute or felt our wrath.’

			Zarkand’s voice had risen to a crescendo. His pallid skin was momentarily flushed with colour. He held a clenched fist high, and slammed it down upon the table.

			‘Even Sigmar knew he could not contain our fury. Our empires rose across the realms.’

			‘Rose and fell,’ said Zenthe, leaning back in her chair and placing a filth-encrusted boot on the edge of the table. ‘No matter how many grand speeches you give, it doesn’t change the truth of things. Those times are over.’

			Sawfang Sakur, seated across from her and to her father’s right, snorted in disgust. His many piercings rattled as he shook his hideously scarred head.

			‘You’re wasting your time, Zarkand,’ he said, leaning forward and exposing a row of white teeth filed to razor-sharp points. ‘Her soul has been tamed. Too much time in the company of the God-King’s whelps. Were she my kin, I would have her flayed and thrown to the ghyresharks.’

			‘Still sore about those lost shipments, Sakur?’ said Zenthe, flashing the savage corsair a smile of her own. ‘Those lassitor hides earned me a fine reward on the black market. So careless of you to blunder into my waters, Sawfang.’

			The scar-faced aelf snarled in outrage and made to draw his saw-toothed blade from its sharkhide scabbard.

			‘Our moment has come,’ snapped her father, fixing Sakur with a piercing stare. Reluctantly the corsair captain retook his seat. ‘And it will begin here, in this very room. The city of Izalend lies to the south, no more than five days sailing. We will take it in one strike and make of it a stronghold in these seas. The first conquest of a new empire.’

			Zenthe laughed. ‘I always knew you were insane, father, but this is a fine new delusion. You think your fleets can pass the Everflame that guards Izalend?’ She snorted. ‘A wall of hungry fire that encircles the entire city? Even the Eternity of Torment would burn to ashes before it ever reached Izalend’s harbour.’

			Zarkand smiled. The expression stretched the skin of his face hideously, pulling the corner of his eyelids back to reveal bloodshot orbs. He stood and strode across to where ­Zenthe’s crewmates were slumped, surrounded by trident-wielding guards. He ignored Oscus and the other aelves, instead looking to the two human slaves. Guinmark was prostrate, his face bowed to the floor in supplication. The Sayronite stared back at Zarkand Zenthe with hate in his eyes. 

			‘You have grown too comfortable in the presence of these creatures,’ said the lord of the black ark. ‘These crude apes. You have even allowed some of them passage upon your vessel, so I am told. A witch hunter, no less. Long has the Order of Azyr sought to keep the Scourge chained to the God-King’s will.’

			He leaned down, his face only a few inches from the Sayronite. There was utter contempt upon his face, as if he were staring at sewer vermin.

			‘Your friend here knows his place,’ he said to the burly human. ‘On the ground beneath our feet. That is where your kind belong.’

			The Sayronite burst into motion, tearing the arrow from his forearm and screaming as he thrust it at Zarkand Zenthe’s face. 

			The lord of the black ark’s hand shot out and caught the human’s meaty fist. The Sayronite was nearly twice the size of his opponent, but veins popped out on his neck as he tried to force back Zarkand’s arm, to no avail. Zenthe’s father twisted the Sayronite’s hand until there was a loud, wet snap. The human howled but still continued to struggle, trying to wrap his good arm around the aelf’s throat.

			‘Pathetic,’ said Zarkand Zenthe. 

			He took hold of the Sayronite’s neck and wrenched viciously. There was another crunching sound, and the man’s head was twisted almost fully around. His lifeless body toppled to the floor.

			Zarkand returned to the table, wiping his hand distastefully upon his robes.

			‘No longer will I stand to take orders from humans. That is why I have invited you to our little gathering, my dear daughter. I know how to quench the fires of the Everflame. How to render Izalend as helpless as a newborn. And you are going to help me do it.’

			There it was. That tone of arrogant certainty that had always filled her with bile. Like he was giving orders to a lowly slave. It had been centuries since she had allowed anyone to speak to her with such disdain, and the urge to scale the table and launch herself at him was almost irresistible. She took a breath and banished the thought. Not here. Not yet.

			‘Why would I help you do anything?’ she said.

			‘Because within the week, that poison coursing through your veins will dissolve you from the inside out unless I grant you the antidote. Which I have in my possession.’

			His smile faded. ‘You will travel to the Druichan, the forest that lies beyond the borders of Izalend. Within lies an artefact of rare value – the Heart of Winter. It is an ancient relic of the forest folk, imbued by the Everqueen herself with the breath of the coldest seasons. Old magic to rival that which powers the Everflame. You will bring this item to me, and then – perhaps – I might allow you to live. Even serve as one of my own High Fleetmasters, in the new order that will rise by my hand.’

			‘Even if you somehow manage to take Izalend, the God-King will–’

			‘We do not serve,’ hissed Zarkand, and there was the light of madness in his eyes. ‘We do not bow our heads like beaten hounds and scurry at Sigmar’s heels. Our birthright is dominion. Our legacy is conquest. These realms are ours for the taking, daughter, if only we have the nerve to reach out and seize them.’

			‘You dream of another world,’ said Zenthe. ‘I live in this one. You think the Stormcasts will ignore our sedition? You think the God-King will not send a thousand armies to see your fledgling empire burned to ashes?’

			‘You know well enough how the war against the Dark Gods goes. The wolves are slavering at the door, and the Azyrites can barely muster enough forces to hold on to their petty gains. Izalend will fall. We shall have our stronghold in the north, and fleetmasters from every corner of the realms will flock to our banners. This fortress is not the only black ark that stalks the realmseas, Arika. With only the Eternity of Torment I could hold these waters for months against any fleet the Azyrites might send. Let them come, if they can scrape together the numbers. Let them brave these waters when I have a thousand sails at my command, with a dozen black arks united in one cause. I would bleed them pale before they ever came in sight of Izalend.’

			Another convulsion wracked Zenthe’s body. She coughed, and when she wiped her mouth the back of her hand was smeared with scarlet. Her father sat back in his throne and took another sip from his goblet.

			‘The pain will pass,’ he said. ‘Eventually.’

			‘Pain is nothing to the focused mind. You taught me that.’

			‘Other than that, you should be unimpaired. For the next ten days at least. After that, well. Things will begin to get very unpleasant. I shall spare you the details, Arika.’

			‘You’re too kind, father. I only wish that someday I have the chance to repay you.’

			Zarkand gave a thin smile. He unfurled one of the scrolls on the desk. It was a crudely drawn map showing the city of Izalend and the surrounding area. The port was settled into a deep bay, the Everflame forming a semicircle of fire across the water. The burning circle continued on to land, and its fires had cleared a small expanse of barren tundra around the city. Beyond that, there was nothing but thick forest. 

			Zarkand gestured to the swathe of green ink and indicated a frozen ridge that protruded from the forest like the skeleton of a downed dragon.

			‘This is where the Heart of Winter lies,’ he said. ‘At the heart of a shattered palace, the remnant of an ancient glade. The forest folk guard it ferociously. Many have sought this treasure at the cost of their lives.’

			‘You’ve already sent agents to claim it?’ asked Zenthe.

			‘I have. I believe the last was flayed alive and staked outside the forest for all to see. A warning to any who might trespass into Sylvaneth land.’

			‘Disagreeable creatures, those forest folk,’ said Vizrin Kyre, lounging on the seat to Zenthe’s right. He flashed her a white-toothed smile.

			‘And why have you yourself not gone to claim this prize, dear father?’ 

			Zarkand’s eyes flicked to High Priestess Vhorskaya, just momentarily. Zenthe noted that with interest.

			‘I have much to occupy my attention here,’ he said. ‘With every passing day more fleetmasters heed my call. Soon, my armada will rival anything the Sigmarites can muster. No, this task is yours, daughter. You will sail at first light. I shall spare the rest of your crew’s life. You will need them, where you are going.’ 

			Zarkand nodded at Vizrin Kyre, who produced a small, square metal lockbox. It was unmarked, devoid of ornamentation, yet when Zenthe looked upon it she had to suppress a wave of nausea.

			‘A rarity from my own collection,’ said Kyre. ‘Lined with nullstone. Do you know of the substance, Arika?’

			‘I know enough. A substance imbued with the nothingness that dwells in the Great Void. It dampens magic, so I’ve heard.’

			Kyre nodded. ‘And it’s rather expensive, my dear, so try not to misplace it. This should keep the power of the Sylvaneth artefact smothered, at least long enough to bring it back to the Eternity of Torment.’

			Zarkand approached her, resting a hand upon her shoulder. The sickly-sweet smell of perfume could not mask the stench of decay that emanated from her father. His skin was thickly powdered, and his breath smelled like grave dirt.

			‘Bring me the Heart of Winter, Arika, and we both shall oversee a new age of glory for our people. Fail me and you will die in agony.’
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			They left the Eternity of Torment behind as the first spears of dawn broke through the sea mists. Zenthe’s crew was quiet. Angry. At her, and at the humiliation they had suffered. She kept her hands close to her blades. A fleetmaster quickly learned to read the mood of her crew or else her career was a brief and tragic one. Zenthe’s sea-wolves were loyal as any corsairs could be but they were still creatures of unsentimental opportunity. If she wavered, they would go for her throat.

			‘You win again, father,’ she muttered, leaning against the forerail and peering through the pall of fog that swirled about the ship. ‘For now, at least.’

			She had spent most of the day nursing her wounds and her savaged pride. The tear in her gut kept up a constant pulse of agony. When she looked at the wound, she saw black tendrils of corruption already creeping across her pale flesh.

			‘Ah, bracing sea air!’ said Malvo Guinmark, rubbing his hands together and grinning broadly. He was clad head to toe in clothes scavenged from the hold of the Blood Drake, his thin form swallowed by so many layers of thick fur that he looked more like a bear cub than a human. Only his face was exposed, his thin hair whipping in the wind.

			‘You’re in an irritatingly chipper mood,’ said Zenthe. 

			‘Freedom is a wonderful tonic,’ the man said, tipping her a wink.

			She narrowed her eyes, and his grin faltered just slightly.

			‘Of course, your own situation is hardly a cause for good humour,’ he added, hurriedly. ‘But rest assured, my lady, Malvo L’Polche Guinmark always settles his debts. You have freed me, and in return I shall do whatever I can to aid you.’

			‘Fires on the water,’ shouted the lookout.

			At last, thought Zenthe. It had been a hard day’s sailing, through vicious conditions. She had pushed the Blood Drake and its crew hard. Time was a precious resource in her current predicament.

			‘The Everflame of Izalend,’ said Malvo, stepping to the forward gunwale. ‘I thought I would never lay eyes upon it again.’

			The great wall of fire rose twice the size of a sailing ship, bathing the horizon in amber light. It was connected by several towers that rose out of the water, seemingly impervious to the blazing heat. Smaller motes orbited those golden spires, rising above the water and crackling with arcane energies. The towers encircled Izalend like a warding circle.

			Half a league beyond the wall of fire loomed the city itself, the heat of the Everflame causing it to shimmer like a reflection on the surface of a lake. Its walls rose from the water in a series of concentric rings, and at the highest point stood a great fortress, a rugged wedge of white stone dotted with crenellated towers and fluttering banners of silver and gold. It stared imposingly out across the waves. 

			As they neared the wall of fire, they saw the great Gate of Martyrs, the entranceway to the city of Izalend. It was an archway of gleaming gold that held the flames at bay, wide enough for a dozen ships to pass through. Several balconies jutted from the towers that made up the archway, and gold-plated warriors could be seen lining the parapet of each. These ramparts were lined with cannon and organ guns, their muzzles sweeping the narrow opening. 

			‘Izalend’s never once been put to siege,’ said Guinmark, and there was a hint of pride in his voice. ‘Oh, many have tried. Orruk junk flotillas drifting down from the Dhazarak Flow. Reaver hordes from the Taloncoast. None have ever passed through the Gate of Martyrs.’

			‘I can see why,’ said Zenthe. ‘It’s naught but a deathtrap.’

			‘I was a mere stripling when Tar Darag’s armada sailed on the city,’ said Malvo. ‘I remember sitting on the Pauper’s Wall, skinny little legs dangling over the side, watching the reaver-ships burn. They tried to swarm through the gate, but the Hearthguard raised the chains and closed it on them. Then the guns opened up. All night you could hear the screams drift in over the water. We put bets on how many ships would burn, but lost count after the fiftieth. The water ran blood-red for days.’

			‘If the flames die, that gateway’s nothing more than an inconvenience,’ said Zenthe. ‘The Eternity of Torment can simply sail around it and beyond the angle of those cannons.’

			Guinmark glanced at her out of the corner of his eye.

			‘We could warn them,’ he said. ‘Alert the Hearthguard.’

			‘He would know. My father is bound to have spies in the city. If we do anything foolish, I sign my own death warrant.’ She fixed him with a glare, looking to defuse any foolish notions that might be creeping into the man’s head.

			‘And you will keep silent and say nothing to anyone about what you have seen or heard. If you spill even a word of the truth, I will kill you. Very slowly and incredibly painfully. And I will hang your flayed corpse from the mainmast for all to witness. Do you understand me, human?’

			‘With the utmost clarity,’ he replied, with a queasy grin. ‘But really, Lady Zenthe, your concern is unwarranted. I said that I would aid you, and I shall.’

			‘What do you know of an artefact called the Heart of Winter?’

			Guinmark frowned and was silent for a while. 

			‘It sounds somewhat familiar, but I can’t place it,’ he said at last, with a shrug. 

			‘It’s some form of relic of the Sylvaneth, the folk of the forests. My father believes it lies in the depths of the Druichan. He wants me to find it and take it to him.’

			‘Well, I may not be able to tell you much, but I know an aelf who can. No one within a thousand leagues knows more about the wilds of these lands than he. If your Heart of Winter exists, he’ll know of it.’

			A steady stream of ships was pulling into the shadow of the great gate. The Blood Drake joined them, drifting in behind a pair of duardin steamcogs that spat torrents of foul-smelling smoke into the air. Izalend’s trade lanes were nowhere near as busy as those of Excelsis, but there was a fair amount of traffic for such a remote city. Smaller ships wove around the hulking forms of galleons and cargo hulks like pilot fish, and Zenthe could see small flotillas of twin-masted whaling smacks drifting off into deeper waters beyond the city, fur-clad sailors hustling across the decks carrying harpoons and coils of thick rope.

			The Gate of Martyrs loomed overhead. At the base of the arches, a harbour wall rose out of the sea, forming a narrow canal through which the flow of ships passed in two columns. This was the only entrance to Izalend by sea, and it was heavily defended. Guards strode along this jetty carrying long-barrelled muskets, apparently unbothered by the raging flames mere feet away. They wore conical fur hats with hauberks of silver chain and well-forged breastplates of gold. Some were leaning against long billhooks, gazing with expressions of boredom at the passing traffic.

			‘They’re slack,’ muttered Oscus, leaning on the forerail and watching the movement of the troops. ‘Complacent.’

			Zenthe nodded. She had never had a high opinion of the Excelsis Freeguild, but the constant attacks that ravaged the City of Secrets had at least fostered in them a level of preparedness and basic discipline. These Hearthguard looked like they hadn’t seen action in years. Indeed, that was likely the case.

			‘Safe behind their wall of flames,’ she said. ‘They think no one’s foolish enough to attack Izalend by sea.’

			They passed under the archway, and through the wall of fire, which cast a flickering light across the deck. 

			‘What magic is this?’ asked Oscus, his voice betraying just a flicker of awe. 

			‘Damned if I know,’ said Malvo. ‘But the towers have stood for thousands of years, it’s said. In the days of myth, the Everflame safeguarded another city, far grander than this one. But when the God-King retreated to Azyr, the fires went out. The city was sacked and burned by sea reavers, daemons and all manner of horrors, and that was that. Until old Sigmar returned to the realms, of course. His wizards rekindled the Everflame with a spark from the Six Smiths’ forge, and Izalend was built over the ruins of what came before.’

			They neared the harbour wall, drifting through a forest of ships’ masts, the city of Izalend filling the sky ahead. Steam drifted in off the water, a shroud of sea smoke that curled around the edges of the harbour jetties and gave everything a hazy, dream-like quality. The warmth of the wall of flames did not reach as far as the city’s walls, however. Icicles the length of swords dangled from the underside of the docking berths, and there was a light drift of snow. The harbour was a modest affair compared to the sprawling docks of the great cities, but it thrummed with activity. Lining the wharf were merchants and tradesmen of all description, hollering offers at the sailors filtering by. The smell of smoked fish and spices drifted in across the bay, and Guinmark gave a sigh of satisfaction. 

			‘A bite to eat and a change of clothes, I think,’ he said cheerily. ‘Then a spot of revenge to cleanse the palate.’

			Zenthe laid a finger upon the man’s chest.

			‘Remember why you are here, Guinmark,’ she said. ‘I’ve got seven days to return to my father with what he wants.’

			‘I can help you, Lady Zenthe,’ said Guinmark. ‘But not while another sits in my place as thiefmaster of this city. You help me with this little problem, and I promise you that I will move the heavens themselves to aid you in return.’

			The Blood Drake nestled into a berth at the leftmost corner of the docks, and the corsairs dropped anchor and began lashing mooring lines to the great iron hoops protruding from the jetty. Two of the crew slid the gangplank into place, and Arika Zenthe took her first steps into the city of Izalend. The smell of woodsmoke and fresh fish met her nose, a not entirely unpleasant aroma. Ahead, the docks opened into a main thoroughfare that wound its way up to the first of several concentric levels. Merchant stalls lined the muddy track, which was dusted with a fine layer of snow. The streets were built high and narrow beneath those alabaster fortifications, ramshackle huts of wood and stone crammed on top of each other in typically artless human style. 

			‘Welcome to the place of my birth,’ said Guinmark, and there again was that note of pride. ‘Port Izalend, the White City. Not a metropolis to rival Sigmar’s greatest creations, perhaps, but she is beautiful enough, is she not?’

			‘Awe-inspiring,’ said Zenthe. ‘Now tell me whose throat I have to slit to get what I need.’
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			The servant girl was a pretty one and her hands were soft and supple, but she might as well have been massaging Yhorsk Casran with a lump of wood, for all the good it did. He lay there, oiled and steamed like a hogfish ready for the dinner table, trying to relax his tired muscles and growing increasingly frustrated at his inability to do so.

			The life of a master of Izalend’s thieves’ guild was, it turned out, not an entirely soothing one.

			Those money-grabbing rogues in the Freeguild were demanding more lucrative bribes, crowing about increased crackdowns on corruption from the office of the High Arbiter. The Oilboys and the Icehearts had kicked off another turf war through simple boredom, and he’d have to get their leaders together and broker some kind of peace before they all killed each other. There was nothing quite so bad for business as a turf war. By the God-King, even the amberglass trade was suffering, with another dozen of his smugglers missing in the last few months, likely snatched away by the forest folk after straying too deep into the Druichan.

			He rubbed his sweaty face, and sighed. The girl went to rub the back of his neck, but he slapped her hand away irritably.

			‘Bring me wine,’ he snapped. ‘And some of those honeyed goose livers.’

			She curtsied awkwardly and hurried off. He sat up, then wandered over to the square pool of ice-cold water in the corner of the steam chamber and slipped in. The shock of the sudden cold was immensely refreshing.

			Broukan, his bodyguard, stood impassively nearby with his burly arms crossed over his chest, resting near the handles of his twin axes. The duardin refused to leave his master’s side even when he went to the massage houses. At first, Yhorsk had found the silent killer’s presence somewhat disconcerting, but a number of foiled assassination attempts had changed his mind. Now his guardian followed him everywhere.

			‘I don’t know how that old wretch Guinmark managed it,’ he sighed. ‘Ten years, I watched him run this city, and the bastard made it look easy. If I’d known what an arse-ache it would be, I might have never bothered overthrowing him.’

			Broukan grunted. He was not a particularly eloquent soul, but then again that was hardly why Yhorsk had hired him.

			‘If it’s not the alley gangs slaughtering each other for merriment, it’s the damned politicians and merchants gouging me for coin. I am the master of the thieves’ guild, for Sigmar’s sake. I should be out there robbing these old serpents blind, not paying them chests full of coin.’

			He slipped back into the icy water, staring up at the mosaicked ceiling which depicted a bevy of nubile creatures performing illicit acts.

			‘I miss the old game,’ he muttered. ‘Second-storey work. Loot jobs and heists. Now it’s all bribery and smuggling. The magic’s gone, I tell you.’

			The door opened and the girl came back in, but now she was wearing a thick cloak of purple wrapped around her face. She approached, holding the tray of sweetmeats and a ­goblet of wine.

			‘Is there a reason for the cowl?’ asked Yhorsk. ‘Because I don’t believe I’m paying you to walk around like one of the God-King’s priests.’

			Broukan frowned and moved towards the girl. His hand was reaching for his axe.

			‘There now,’ the duardin said, his ugly face screwed up in a frown. ‘What hav–’

			The girl spun and slammed the tray into the duardin’s face. Wine splashed into Broukan’s eyes, and he grunted in surprise. The servant hit him again, making a sound like a crashing gong. Then she kicked him in the chest, sending him sprawling across the steam room. More figures rushed into the room just as Yhorsk began to scramble out of the ice pool, cursing and scrabbling for his robes hanging on the wall and the dagger he stored in his belt.

			The girl shrugged off the veil, and he saw a thin, aelven face wearing an insouciant grin. She grabbed him by the shoulder and twisted him around, then planted a kick into his backside. He tumbled face first into the pool of water once again. Someone pulled him up by his hair. He gasped and spluttered in panic. Then he was thrown at the far wall, tumbling naked and bruised, his head spinning.

			‘Do you know who I am?’ he gasped, blinking freezing water from his eyes. The aelf had removed her cloak and stood before him in a long, leather overcoat and breeches, swords hanging from her belt. She studied him with an indifferent gaze, and he did his best to cover his dignity. Broukan was sprawled in the opposite corner. Three wiry aelves stood over him, aiming hand crossbows at his chest.

			‘I am the guildmaster of this city, fool,’ he hissed. ‘My men will already be swarming this place. Whoever you are, you’ve just signed your death warrant.’

			‘Your men are either dead or otherwise occupied,’ said the aelf. ‘Whatever you’re paying those fools, I’d consider lowering it.’

			Never one to stick with a dying cause, Yhorsk ploughed ahead. ‘I could pay you. A fortune. Coin beyond your wildest dreams.’

			‘Coin,’ said the aelf with a sniff. ‘How prosaic.’

			‘I’m afraid bribery is out of the question, old friend,’ came a cheer­ful voice, and Yhorsk’s blood ran cold. No, there was simply no way that…

			Malvo Guinmark strode into the chamber, hands clasped behind his back and an unsettling grin upon his face. He looked different. Thin, and cruel. There was no mirth to his smile, and his eyes were flecks of pitiless stone.

			‘You,’ choked Yhorsk.

			‘Me,’ said Guinmark.

			‘Malvo, I…’

			‘Hush, hush, hush, Yhorsk. I understand, believe me. Betrayal is an inevitable repercussion of our trade. I myself betrayed my own mentor and usurped his place as master of the guild. But you know, old friend, there is a fundamental difference between you and I.’

			Malvo Guinmark leaned down and stared into Yhorsk’s eyes.

			‘I ensured that my rival was dead,’ he hissed. ‘Whereas you left me trapped in a living nightmare, but very much alive. That was exceedingly foolish of you. I expected far better from the man I was training to replace me.’

			‘You were… what?’

			‘Yes, you reeking sack of offal!’ Guinmark screeched. ‘You malodorous traitor. I had already made the preparations. I was planning to transfer control of the vaults and the gangs to you when you decided to stage your little coup. I was done. I was out. I was planning to try my hand at a little theatre, perhaps retire to a nice mansion with a few handsome lads to wait on me hand and foot. And then, a day before I deliver my life’s work into your grasping hands like the benevolent soul that I am, you burst into my chambers at early light with your gang of thugs, bundle me into a sack and trade me off to the flesh merchants!’

			Guinmark’s face was red and spittle dangled from his mouth. He looked deranged.

			‘Oh,’ croaked Yhorsk. ‘Erm… Sorry?’

			It felt ridiculous even as he said it. All that plotting. All the blood that had been spilled on the streets of Izalend these last, long months, all for naught. The idea that Guinmark might have been preparing for a peaceful transition of power had never once entered his mind.

			‘You will be bloody sorry!’ hissed Guinmark. ‘I am going to personally dedicate the rest of my life to ensuring your slow and agonising destruction.’

			Guinmark landed a kick on Yhorsk’s chest, which knocked him on his back. Then he fell upon the guildmaster, his snarling face an inch from Yhorsk’s own.

			‘But first, you’re going to help the Lady Zenthe here with a problem of her own. Now get up and put your robes on. We’ve got work to do.’

			Broukan cleared his throat. The duardin was propped up on one elbow, wincing as he rubbed his bleeding scalp where the aelf had struck him.

			‘Ah, Mister Hammerlung,’ said Guinmark, approaching the mercenary with his hands clasped behind his back. ‘What to do with you? I have heard a great deal about your abilities, though I must admit it irks me to see you working alongside this traitor.’

			The duardin shrugged. ‘Job’s a job. He hired me after your little accident, for what it’s worth. Had no part in that.’

			‘Indeed. As to the terms of your contract with Yhorsk here – are you a practical soul, I wonder? Or does your word of honour, once given, demand inadvisable loyalty to your employer, even in your current predicament?’

			‘Ain’t much point to earning coin if you’re too dead to spend it,’ said Broukan, shrugging. ‘Way I see it, the fight’s done. You won.’

			‘Enough talk,’ said Oscus, frowning. ‘We should just cut his throat and be done with it.’

			‘Now, now, master aelf,’ said Guinmark. ‘One does not get to become thiefmaster by dint of ruthlessness alone. I find myself short of employees, Mister Hammerlung. There may be a potential position open for a capable bone-breaker such as yourself. After I take back what is rightfully mine.’

			The guildhall of the Brotherhood of Larcenists was an ­unassuming structure hidden amidst the poorhouses propped against the Pauper’s Wall. At first glance it looked much like the other tumbledown shacks and grimy bawdy-houses. Larger, perhaps, but in a similar state of disrepair. Freezing water poured from clogged guttering, and around the stone steps to the front door were clustered several vagrants wrapped in tattered furs. 

			Zenthe saw through the facade, of course. Those beggars were rather too bulky for souls who had been living off the streets for months, and there was a flicker of movement on the ice-encrusted roof. No doubt watchmen ready to send down a hail of arrows on anyone causing trouble. Yhorsk squirmed at her side, and Zenthe gave his arm a sharp twist, causing him to yelp in pain.

			She raised an arm, and a second later several fleet-footed shadows darted across the rooftops. There was no screaming or clashing of blades, but after a second or two she saw Oscus appear behind a crooked smokestack to signal the all clear.

			One problem dealt with.

			‘Take us in,’ she told Yhorsk, taking a firm hold around his neck. ‘Please, no dramatics. If you try anything, we’ll have to kill everyone in that building. After your good self, of course.’

			She gave him a light shove, and he stumbled and skittered across the cobbles. Righting himself, he walked towards the door of the guildhall. Zenthe, Guinmark and six of her corsairs followed on behind, with the duardin Broukan offering little resistance as they ushered him along. In fact, the duardin seemed almost intrigued, observing the aelves’ actions with professional interest. They had taken his weapons for now, but Malvo had advised against killing the mercenary. Guinmark appeared to hold Broukan in rather high esteem. 

			The false beggars parted as Yhorsk made his way up the steps, though Zenthe caught the subtle shift as they readied daggers upon seeing the unexpected guests.

			Yhorsk made a series of deft gestures with his fingers, and the hooded figures stepped back, eyeing Zenthe nervously but allowing her to pass. Even as they backed off, more of Zenthe’s crew appeared, slipping from the shadows with stilettos drawn. They were amongst the thieves in a flash, disarming them of their daggers and alley-bows, holding blades to their throats. It was all done swiftly and bloodlessly, as Zenthe had ordered. The last thing she wanted was a messy bloodbath on the city streets. 

			Yhorsk visibly paled as he saw his guards dealt with so swiftly. He rapped upon the door with trembling fingers, tapping out a distinct pattern. After a brief moment, the door yawned open. 

			‘Boss?’ came a guttural voice. Zenthe heard the sound of chains being unwound.

			Zenthe stepped up and kicked the door hard. It slammed into something soft, and there was a yelp of pain. Grabbing Yhorsk by the throat and putting his fat body in between her and any potential missiles coming in her direction, Zenthe barged through the doorway. Inside, the grubby facade of the guildhall immediately gave way to gaudy luxury. The floor was tiled with Excelsian mosaics of shimmerstone that gleamed and glittered in the light of flickering sconces. Drapes of multi­coloured silk swayed beneath stained-glass windows, and the ceiling was luxuriously gilded with patterns of gold and silver.

			Sprawled on the floor, clutching a heavily bleeding nose, was a burly figure draped in robes of black and purple. He tried to scrabble backwards as the fleetmaster entered, but her corsairs were already rushing past, blades drawn. Garsh put his foot on the doorman’s chest, and gave a single shake of his head. Wisely, the supine man decided not to press the issue.

			Still using Yhorsk as a human shield, Zenthe strode down the vaulted entranceway and entered a main hall circled by pillars of black marble. A bubbling fountain stood in the centre of the hall, shaped in the image of a set of golden keys. 

			The mumble of voices and shuffle of rushing boots filled the air. Black-cloaked figures poured from the upper levels, wielding billy-clubs and daggers, some yanking back the levers on handheld repeater bows. Zenthe’s corsairs tensed for battle, but before the thieves were halfway across the open hall, a hail of bolts whipped down from above. Oscus and his marksmen picked out those armed with ranged weapons, aiming for arms and limbs. Those struck by the missiles convulsed then lost control of their balance, toppling like felled logs, their bodies rigid and painfully contorted.

			The remaining thieves hurled themselves behind cover, shouting in confusion.

			‘That first volley was laced with spineshell venom,’ said ­Zenthe, her voice filling the hall. ‘It hurts like hellfire, but all it does is leave you paralysed for a few hours. Consider it a warning. Lay down your blades.’

			There was a long silence, and then a voice came from behind the bannisters on the upper level.

			‘We ain’t getting out of here alive if we surrender, are we? I know your kind, Scourge-witch. You’ll cut us into ribbons or sell us into slavery.’

			Zenthe sighed.

			‘Guinmark?’ she said. ‘Speak your piece and talk some sense into these fools, before I’m forced to paint this hall in their blood.’

			The small man came forward, dramatically removing his scarf and gesturing like a stage actor awaiting applause.

			‘Lay down your weapons, lads,’ he bellowed, a wide grin covering his face. ‘I, Malvo L’Polche Guinmark, have returned to claim my rightful seat as thiefmaster of Izalend.’

			There was another long pause, until several cloaked heads peered over the top of the landing.

			‘But… you’re dead,’ came another, nasal voice.

			‘Evidently not,’ snapped Guinmark. ‘As much as Yhorsk Casran wishes it were so. Your traitorous dog of a thiefmaster betrayed me and sold me into bondage, but I have returned.’

			He dragged Yhorsk forward and forced the trembling man to his knees.

			‘Do you contest my leadership, Yhorsk?’ Guinmark said, bending an ear theatrically.

			‘I yield,’ wheezed the fallen thiefmaster.
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			Guinmark gazed upon his former chambers with distaste. Yhorsk had stripped out all his tasteful Azyrite furnishings and replaced them with gaudy finery. His four-poster bed was gone. In its place lay a quagmire of drapes and pillows. Hookahs, empty bottles and smoke-pipes lay scattered about the room. The room stank of ash and sweat. Two servants stoked the great fire in the hearth of the thiefmaster’s chambers, snatching nervous glances at Arika Zenthe, who lounged in Guinmark’s favourite chair – one of the only pieces of furniture remaining from his collection. The aelf masked her discomfort well, but Guinmark noticed the slightest wince of agony as she laid one hand on her wounded stomach. 

			‘So, Yhorsk,’ said Guinmark, staring at his betrayer, who was chained and trembling on the lhorfskin rug that covered the floor. ‘We have already established that you have allowed the security of this guildhall to become fatally compromised. Three lookouts? A band of useless gutter-scroungers guarding the door? If I live for a hundred years, I will never understand how the alley gangs didn’t rise up against you.’

			‘We paid them off,’ said Broukan, slumped in a chair by the window, puffing on a silver-plated hookah. The duardin mercenary had taken the change of leadership on board with the sort of resigned indifference common to those who offered out their blades for coin.

			‘You… paid them?’ Guinmark repeated, horrified. ‘Those jumped-up guttersnipes pay us tribute, not the other way round.’

			‘They rose up against us,’ said Yhorsk. ‘The Icehearts and the Oilboys both. Refused to hand over our due, and slaughtered our collectors whenever we tried to force the issue.’

			Guinmark cursed and clawed at his temples. It had taken him more than a decade, many, many deaths and an unreasonable amount of plunder to finally corral the gangs of Izalend under his command. It would be even more difficult a second time.

			‘Not as easy as I made it look, this business, eh, Yhorsk?’

			He sighed and strode over to the window. Wiping away a patch of condensation, he stared out across the Frostwarrens. The snow was falling thicker than ever, and a pack of street youths were engaged in an escalating and brutal conflict using spheres of compacted ice. Snowshoe-wearing hunters traipsed through the slush of the main avenue with razor-seal carcasses on their backs, dripping trails of blood across the sparkling white ground.

			‘Take him to the dungeon,’ said Guinmark, gesturing to two of his cutthroats. ‘Make him uncomfortable, but leave him alive. I am yet to think of a sufficient punishment.’

			Yhorsk was dragged away, whimpering in protest. As he passed his former bodyguard, he made one last effort to slip from the grasp of his captors. 

			‘Broukan,’ he gasped, falling to his knees in front of his former bodyguard. ‘Please, I’ll give you anything you want, anything!’

			Broukan glanced down at his former employer with an expression of distaste, slapping the man’s hand aside as he desperately grasped at the duardin’s boots.

			‘Not enough treasure in the realms to make me fight that battle,’ he said. ‘You made your play, and you failed. I’m a hired axe, Yhorsk, not some damn fool Azyrite knight willin’ to die for his word. Ain’t nothing personal about it.’

			With that, the despairing man was dragged away. 

			‘Your reputation precedes you, Mister Hammerlung,’ said Guinmark. ‘By all accounts you performed an admirable job protecting my traitorous predecessor, despite his best efforts to get himself killed. His current predicament can hardly be blamed upon you. I have work, if you are looking for it.’

			Broukan shrugged, and tipped the ash from his pipe into the fire.

			‘Aye,’ he said. ‘As long as I’m paid, my axe is yours. If you’re headin’ into the Druichan, you’ll need it. No shortage of horrors in that place.’

			With that he left the room, his heavy boots scuffing on the ­polished floors, leaving Guinmark alone with Fleetmaster ­Zenthe. She sighed, leaning back into Guinmark’s chair, and rested her boots upon his desk. 

			‘So that’s the murky underworld of Izalend conquered,’ she said. ‘A few hours short of a morning’s work. You’re back where you belong. Now it is time for you to repay my kindness and limitless patience.’

			‘Of course,’ Guinmark said, feeling slightly aggrieved at the ease with which his operation had been dismantled. The Scourge had been playing these games for thousands of years, of course, but it was still an unpleasant wake-up call to discover how laughably outmatched the Larcenists had been by the crew of the Blood Drake.

			‘I need a guide who knows the Druichan well,’ said Zenthe.

			‘I know just the aelf,’ said Guinmark.

			‘And I have a task for you, thiefmaster.’

			Guinmark winced. He had hardly expected Zenthe to aid him out of the goodness of her heart, but he dreaded what was coming.

			‘I’m afraid I’m not much of a woodsman,’ he said. ‘I would only slow you down and–’

			‘And get yourself killed. I agree. Don’t worry, Guinmark, I think I can handle the horrors of the Druichan without you. No, I have something else in mind for you.’

			A wave of relief washed over him. Then Arika Zenthe explained what she wanted, and it just as quickly evaporated.

			‘Your man’s in here?’ said Oscus, staring up at the dilapidated church with a doubtful expression. It was a simple, wooden structure nestled into the back alleys of the dockside district, covered in a blanket of fine snow. The front door was old and mildewed, and the grounds were covered in detritus – broken bottles, old bones and shattered porcelain. The shadow of the Pauper’s Wall loomed overhead, casting the cramped alleyway in darkness even at this early hour.

			‘Usually,’ said Guinmark, though even his signature confidence looked slightly shaken. ‘It’s been a while since we last talked. We… ah, didn’t quite see eye to eye on a number of issues.’

			‘Another one of your trustworthy acquaintances?’

			‘Gallanglaen is a unique individual. But there’s no finer tracker or huntsman in the city. And no one else knows the Druichan half as well. Just… be a little wary.’

			Zenthe kicked the door open and shoved Guinmark inside. 

			The vestibule was empty. Rows of shattered pews were strewn across the vaulted chamber. Tufts of long grass poked up from beneath crumbling flagstones. Above, a ribcage of wooden beams criss-crossed over their heads. The ceiling beyond had fallen to ruin. The white sky shone through cavernous holes, and a steady fall of snow trickled into the hall.

			‘Looks like no one’s lived here for years,’ said Oscus, peering around the shadowy structure.

			‘Yes, it does seem to have taken a turn for the worse,’ muttered Guinmark. 

			At the far end of the hall was a shrine, beautifully carved from rich hardwood. Before it was a stone font, still filled with crystal-clear water. The shrine was fashioned in the image of a beautiful forest goddess, her eyes full of anger and sadness. In her hands she clutched a great spear, and around her knelt both aelves and humans, hands clasped together in supplication.

			Unlike everything else in the church, the shrine was perfectly maintained. Zenthe ran a finger through the surface of the water, breaking apart a too-thin crust of ice.

			‘Someone’s been here recently,’ she said.

			Guinmark nodded. ‘Perhaps old Gallanglaen is out on the hunt. We should wait a while. He will return, I am sure of it.’

			He sat down upon an upturned pew and began rubbing his hands together, his breath misting in the air.

			An arrow whipped down from the shadows and sank into the wood a few inches beneath Guinmark’s groin. With a shriek of surprise, the thiefmaster toppled backwards, sprawling in the snow. Zenthe and Oscus were already spinning behind cover, pressing their backs against the carved pillars that dotted the room.

			‘And so you come crawling back after all this time,’ came a drawling voice from high up in the rafters. ‘You little wretch.’

			Zenthe risked a glance into the recesses of the roof. There, lying on his back on an arching beam, was a tall, thin figure. He wore a hood that masked his face, and he carried a great longbow almost as tall as he was. Not even bothering to stand upright, the figure bent the bow and loosed another arrow. It whipped across the hall and sank into the pillar a few inches from Zenthe’s head. She cursed and ducked back.

			‘Are you drunk, Gallanglaen?’ yelled Guinmark, tucking himself in behind the fallen pew as best as he could manage. 

			‘Frequently,’ came the slurred voice again. Another arrow thunked into the pew next to Guinmark’s head. ‘Though I’m sober enough to put an oak shaft through your eyeball, you traitorous alley rat.’

			‘Traitorous?’ said Guinmark, sounding genuinely hurt. ‘I’ve only ever done you right, aelf, and you know it.’

			Thunk. Another arrow struck home, splitting the previous one into splinters.

			‘Oh, yes. So you have. So noble of you to take pity upon a disgraced soul such as myself. Such a benevolent man you are, Malvo. For a while, at least, until I’m no longer useful. Then you send your thugs here to threaten me and burn down my home.’

			‘That wasn’t me,’ shouted Guinmark. ‘Did you not even notice that I haven’t set foot in Izalend for almost a year? I’ve spent the last few months chained up in a slave pit, imbecile! You wish to see the scars?’

			There was a silence, and then an audible belch.

			‘And you’ve decided to give your captors a tour of the city?’ said the hooded aelf, at last. ‘My vision may be somewhat blurred by this rather cheap Elphasean wine, but I’d recognise Scourge corsairs anywhere. Honourless knaves, the lot of them.’

			‘Well, I have to thank you for introducing me to this drunken fool,’ said Zenthe, glaring at Guinmark. ‘He’s tremendously entertaining. Now would you mind explaining to me why I shouldn’t kill him?’

			‘This is Fleetmaster Arika Zenthe, of Excelsis,’ said Guinmark. ‘She helped me escape from my bondage. Now I aim to return the favour. But I need your help. What say you, old friend? I promise you, the rewards will be rich indeed.’

			The reclining figure rolled off the edge of the beam, catching the edge with one hand and slipping neatly to the floor, only stumbling slightly upon landing. He pulled back his hood, revealing a thin, grey ridge of hair and a scalp tattooed with lines of flowing script. It was always hard to judge age with aelfkind, but the lines under the archer’s eyes spoke of many long, hard centuries of life. He drained the last of his bottle, winced, and hurled it against the far wall where it shattered into fragments.

			‘Go on,’ he said.

			Guinmark stood, brushing himself off and glaring at the archer. 

			‘Fleetmaster Zenthe is searching for something,’ he continued. ‘An artefact named the Heart of Winter, that legend has it lies in the depths of the Druichan.’

			Gallanglaen’s eyes narrowed with interest. ‘And what would a corsair wish with such an item, I wonder?’

			‘Does it matter?’ Zenthe said, cautiously emerging from behind the pillar with one hand resting on her sword hilt. ‘What do you know of it?’

			‘There are many tales of the Ichonneath, the Tear of Season’s End,’ Gallanglaen said. He shrugged. ‘It is said that it dropped from the eyes of the Everqueen herself and gave rise to the endless cold that dominates these lands. As to the truth of that, I cannot say. But the aerchhoi, the forest folk of the Druichan, they guard this relic fiercely.’

			‘An item of this power resting so close to the city?’ said Guinmark. ‘I am surprised those avaricious knaves in the Collegiate have not tried to get their hands on it.’

			‘Oh, they have. Battle-wizards, Ironweld master-smiths, even the war-lords of the Dark Powers. But the Druichan is a place of old magic. Without a guide who knows its ancient paths, few can pass through its depths unharmed. And the aerchhoi are always watching.’

			‘You know these forest folk?’ asked Zenthe.

			Gallanglaen laughed bitterly. ‘All too well.’

			He bared his neck, revealing a gruesome scar. The flesh around it was puckered and withered, like that of a severe burn. Zenthe recognised the signs of frostbite. She had seen many sailors lose fingers and toes to such injuries.

			‘The aerchhoi despise my kind even more than they hate humans,’ he said. ‘My descendants were the wanderer kings, those aelfs who fled before the tide of Chaos. The children of the forest suffered greatly during the Dark Times. The Everqueen might preach redemption for my kin’s supposed sins, but her saplings are not all so forgiving.’

			‘But you know the paths of the Druichan?’ Zenthe pressed, uninterested in a lesson on mythology. ‘You can take me to the Heart of Winter?’

			Gallanglaen shrugged. ‘For the right price. But answer me this. Why do you seek the Heart? What can a Scourge corsair want with such a thing?’

			‘You don’t need to worry yourself about that. All you need to know is that if you take me to it, I’ll pay you enough Excelsian glimmerings to keep yourself inebriated from now until the end of all things. Do we have an arrangement?’

			For a moment, Gallanglaen stared at her thoughtfully, ­cocking his head to the side. Then he nodded.

			‘We do.’
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			They passed through the northern gate at early morning light. Zenthe chose a score of corsairs, leaving the others to guard the Blood Drake and keep an eye on Guinmark and his territories, just in case the sudden change in leadership of the Izalend underworld gave anyone any funny ideas. There was little traffic this side of the city, save for a few-score of trappers heading out into the ice-wastes.

			‘Ain’t too many willing to risk heading into the Druichan these days,’ said Broukan, nodding towards the thin straggle of bodies following the muddy trail out of Izalend. As they passed beyond the shanties that lay outside the city’s stone wall, the ice turned to slush. Ahead, they could see the blazing fire of the Everflame as it circled around behind the White City.

			‘Been more and more trouble with the forest folk lately,’ the duardin continued. ‘Abductions, missing caravans and the like. Only last month a tree-felling crew got hacked apart and strung up on the forest’s edge for all to see. Strayed too deep, see. The Freeguild glory boys have been itching for war, but that firepowder keg ain’t been lit just yet.’

			As they approached the gap in the burning wall, they saw the treeline beyond.

			‘You don’t send an army into terrain like that and expect them to come back out in one piece,’ said Oscus. ‘Not against an enemy that knows every inch of the land. You’d have to be a fool to march in there.’

			‘You ever met any humans?’ snorted Broukan. ‘It’ll happen sooner or later. Bloated with arrogance and pride, they won’t stand for defiance like these forest folk offer. Whether the order comes from on high or no, some damned general seeking to make his legend will march on in there and get his idiot self good and killed. Then all manner of hell’s likely to break loose.’

			The northern gate was well guarded, but not nearly so much as the sea entrance had been. There were a few ballista towers aiming out into the wilderness between the forest and the city, but not as many as faced seaward. Carts and sleds pulled by great, shaggy-furred quadrupeds rolled through the entrance, the guards giving them little more than a cursory glance as they passed by.

			Gallanglaen was waiting by the guard tower, perched upon the gaudily painted roof of a six-wheeled caravan. Two of the big beasts of burden snorted and snuffled on their leashes at the head of the cart. They were ice-white, their beady eyes pits of yellow within enormous, boulder-sized heads. Four horns swept out from the top of their skulls, and another, smaller one ran underneath their jaws. They gazed at Zenthe and the others with disinterest as they approached. Gallanglaen hopped off the roof and landed neatly before them. 

			‘Last chance to change your mind,’ he said. ‘Before the terror and the screaming starts.’

			‘My crew’s sailed the seas of the Taloncoast,’ Zenthe sneered. ‘We’ve hunted and slain beasts of the deep seas that would sear your soul to look upon, waywatcher. So just take us where we need to go. My time is precious.’

			Gallanglaen shrugged. ‘As you say. Mount up.’

			Zenthe’s corsairs climbed aboard the caravan, squeezing into a cramped cabin that stank of mould and dung. Zenthe joined Gallanglaen on the driving seat. The ranger grasped the reins and gave them a tug. With a reluctant series of grunts, the horned beasts ambled to the left, aiming for the main gate.

			They joined the flow of traffic, passing through the great gate and once more beneath the blazing glow of the Everflame. The drove-beasts splashed through a mire of mud and melted snow, following the line of carriages out into the ice-wastes. One by one the carts peeled off, and Zenthe saw workers eyeing them with a mixture of confusion and pity as they pushed on towards the border of the ancient forest. After a few hours of travel, they reached the outskirts.

			The mouth of the Druichan loomed ahead, dark and ominous. The trees were ancient things, gnarled like an old man’s fingers, their thick boughs rising high and holding aloft a canopy of packed ice. The snowfall had nestled so thickly atop the roof of the forest that it was almost pitch black below, save for a few errant spears of light.

			As they jumped from the wagon, they sank knee-deep in the snow. Gallanglaen landed deftly, spreading his weight and moving as though he were simply brushing through long grass. The others followed rather less dexterously, carving furrows towards the treeline. Gallanglaen unleashed the drove-beasts, who ambled away and found themselves a cluster of small saplings to feast upon. 

			‘Keep close,’ said the wayfinder. ‘Only follow my footsteps. It’s a day’s travel to the heart of the forest folk’s domain, and everything in this forest, living or otherwise, wants nothing more than to see us dead.’

			As they passed beneath the treeline, the snow became shallower, making their progress less tortuous. Yet it was still hard going. There was no man-made path through the thick woodland. The floor was a treacherous tangle of roots masked by snowfall. Each footstep had to be carefully placed, for it would be easy to slip and trap one’s ankle painfully.

			They followed Gallanglaen for many hours, tracing the wayfinder’s footsteps and stopping dead at his command whenever he raised a warning hand. Sometimes he would call for a halt, and he would scramble effortlessly up the boughs of a nearby tree to get a better look at the path ahead. 

			‘I hope this one knows what he’s about,’ said Oscus. ‘I would not wish to be lost within this forest.’

			The Druichan was not a pleasant place. A thick, oppressive aura hung over the place, a pall of shadow and threat that raised the hairs of Zenthe’s neck. Every dark corner and twisted grove seemed to harbour unfriendly eyes. They passed crystallised spider webs as large as ships’ sails, writhing with movement. Gallanglaen led them cautiously through thickets of viper gorse that lashed out to ensnare the unwary. One of Zenthe’s corsairs, Varek, strayed too close and lost a fingertip to the predatory vines. They pulsed obscenely as they supped upon the spurting blood, their stems flushing crimson.

			Deeper and deeper they travelled. Distant screeches and guttural barks echoed around them, the forest awoken by their unwanted presence. As the light grew dimmer and the trees thicker, Zenthe saw yellow eyes glinting in the darkness, ­staring unblinkingly at their passage.

			‘We will walk on a while longer,’ said Gallanglaen, after what seemed like many hours of travel. ‘Then make camp. There is a grotto nearby that I often use. It will serve.’

			‘About time,’ said Broukan. ‘Curse this miserable place, and all who dwell within it.’

			The wayfinder smiled, showing his teeth.

			‘On that we concur, bearded one.’

			Broukan’s bushy eyebrows furrowed.

			‘Didn’t expect that from a long-ear,’ he said.

			‘My hatred for the spirits that dwell within the Druichan knows no bounds, sellsword. I would see them all burn, if I could.’

			The aelf did not elaborate. Instead he moved ahead and out of sight, gracefully skipping across the jumble of roots.

			‘He’s a strange one,’ said Broukan.

			‘I just hope he’s not still drunk,’ muttered Zenthe.
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			Malvo L’Polche Guinmark sat shivering in the brig of yet another pirate ship and began to seriously consider his life choices. Why, exactly, had he agreed to this insane plan, when he had only barely escaped with his life and sanity intact from a nightmarish existence of toil and torture? Surely you would have to be insane beyond imagining to voluntarily put yourself in such a position again?

			Yet here he sat, his teeth chattering, with fear as much as with the cold that seeped into his bones. At least they hadn’t chained him up. That was some comfort. He peered up at the silvery light that seeped in through metal bars at the top of the brig, and sighed.

			The cell door snapped open, and he almost jumped out of his skin. He hadn’t even noticed anyone lurking in the shadows. He spun around and found himself staring into a pale, angular face surrounded by a shock of raven hair streaked with white.

			‘Well now,’ said Fleetmaster Vizrin Kyre, his soft voice thick with amused curiosity. ‘This is a surprise. Usually I have to raid the coasts for slaves, you know. It’s not often they deliver themselves straight to my ship.’

			‘Ah… yes,’ stammered Guinmark, trying to regain his composure. The brig wasn’t especially large, and Kyre stepped in uncomfortably close, his bright eyes staring unblinkingly into the guildmaster’s own. It was rather like being trapped in a cage with a hungry shark, Guinmark thought.

			‘I come at the request of Fleetmaster Arika Zenthe,’ he went on, putting a bit of steel into his voice. He had dealt with killers and cutthroats all his life. This was business, and if he showed weakness then he had no doubt that Kyre would tear him to shreds. And not figuratively.

			‘She has a proposition for you. One that she believes you will be more than amenable to.’

			Kyre smiled, exposing sharp, white teeth. ‘Do go on.’

			‘Her father is deluded,’ Guinmark said. ‘Blinded by his need for power. This insane venture will lead only to death and failure.’

			‘I learned long ago not to underestimate Zarkand Zenthe,’ said Kyre. ‘I would not have travelled to this miserable realm if I thought his plan had no merit. He speaks truth when he says that the Scourge is destined for more than simply bowing to the God-King’s every whim.’

			‘Lady Zenthe agrees,’ replied Guinmark, and he felt a shiver of unease as he said the words. ‘An age will come when the druchii answer to no one. When they rise as one, and the seas run red with the blood of their enemies. But it is not that time, not yet.’

			Kyre said nothing, simply folded his arms and waited for Guinmark to continue.

			‘Zarkand is an old man,’ the guildmaster went on. ‘He clings to the past. Mistakes vanity for ambition. Perhaps he will indeed take Izalend, but it will not last. The Sigmarites will not suffer such an insult, and whether it takes a year or a century, his reaver kingdom will be burned to ashes.’

			‘Arika Zenthe gives the Sigmarites more credit than is their due,’ laughed Kyre. ‘They fight and squabble amongst themselves, each petty lord desperately carving out their own little throne at the expense of their people. I have witnessed the deliberations and infighting of Hammerhal’s Council of Twelve, the personal grudges and point scoring. Even with oblivion ­staring you in the face, you humans cannot resist your bickering.’

			‘Perhaps,’ shrugged Guinmark. ‘Perhaps you could beat them, every army and battle fleet they send to reclaim Izalend. But ask yourself, is it truly worth the risk?’

			‘Risk is how we rise to greatness.’

			‘And what if Fleetmaster Zenthe could offer you a lesser risk, and a greater reward?’

			The fleetmaster tapped the steel of his false leg against the floor of the brig.

			‘I’m listening,’ he said.

			Zenthe and her companions made camp in a small grotto of rough earth enclosed by a cluster of dark, black trees. It was little more than a hole in the ground, slightly sheltered from the wind and large enough for them all to squeeze in and huddle up for warmth. Outside, the forest was alive with a symphony of sounds: bird cries, the distant screeching of some unknown pack creatures and the tinkling of frozen branches in the trees above. Despite herself, Zenthe felt uneasy. She yearned for the space and freedom of the open ocean, or even the predictable chaos of a great city. She trusted nothing about this fell place. Every flickering shadow seemed to promise new dangers. 

			Gallanglaen walked the perimeter of the camp, setting up a series of snares using folded lengths of vine and daggers of ice driven into the ground. He placed them at intervals in a circle around their makeshift sleeping quarters as the others retrieved rations and flasks of grog in an attempt to warm their shaking bodies. They had lathered themselves with more ghyreshark fat before entering the Druichan, but the cold seemed to bite right through the added layer of protection. It was a different cold from the chill blast of ocean air. It was a suffocating, all-encompassing chill that wrapped around one like a coat of ice, numbing the limbs and fogging the mind.

			‘No fires,’ snapped Gallanglaen, as he entered the den at last to see Zenthe’s corsairs trying to set a light amongst a few scraps of dried wood. Somehow the aelf seemed impervious to the cold, despite wearing little more than thin leathers and a tunic of green cloth. 

			‘We’ll freeze to death without it, you madman,’ said Broukan through chattering teeth. The duardin was swaddled like a newborn in layers of thick fur, so that only his ugly, red-bearded face was visible. 

			‘There is nothing the aerchhoi despise more than fire. If they sense it, they will fall upon us and tear us apart.’

			‘Two-hour watch,’ said Zenthe. ‘In pairs. Kos and Yherul, you’re up first. Everyone else, try as best you can to get some rest. We’ll rise early, get what we came for and be out of this damn place as soon as we can.’

			Gallanglaen made to speak again, but she caught his eye and shook her head. The long trek had taken it out of all of them. This frost snap was nothing natural. It was slowing them down, addling their minds. They needed warmth and as much sleep as they could get, regardless of the risks.

			The fire was a pitiful affair, but it washed pleasingly across Zenthe’s face as she huddled into the far corner of the grotto, wrapping her cloak around her. They had brought hides of nharvask skin, which offered another level of defence against the biting cold.

			Gallanglaen knelt at the far side of the fire, the flames reflected in his pale eyes.

			‘This is aerchhoi land,’ he said. ‘They claim the entire Druichan, of course, but they are few enough that one can risk trespassing along the fringe of the forest. Not so here.’

			There was something about the way he spoke that troubled Zenthe.

			‘Who did they kill?’ she said. ‘I can see the hate in your eyes.’

			He stared at her for a moment, his face cloaked in shadow. Then he turned to face the opening of the grotto, his bow across his lap, and said no more.

			Zenthe decided not to press the issue. It mattered not at all to her what the aelf’s reasons for risking his skin were, only that he got them as close as possible to the Heart of Winter.

			Sleep would not come for a long time. Her wound ached constantly, and every time she shifted position on the hard earth it sent another tremor of agony through her. She lay beside the slowly sputtering campfire for what felt like hours, staring at the dwindling flames and thinking of her father and his dead eyes, the corpse stench of him. Eventually, her eyelids became too heavy to keep open and darkness enveloped her.

			Zenthe woke to the sound of voices. She was on her knees, hands bound tight, her vision blurred and spinning. With a shiver of horror, she realised where she was. Her father’s chambers were dark, lit only by the embers of a dying fire. Levrid was lying next to her, drooling blood onto the fine carpet. Vhorskaya’s blade had nicked a lung. She could hear the awful, rattling sound of each breath.

			Her father rose from his chair. A crimson silk gown hung from his thin frame like a flayed skin.

			‘You thought to run from me, children?’ he said, and his eyes gleamed as they met Arika’s. She stared back, hypnotised. ‘Foolish. I will always find you. You are my blood, the last of my line. And you will both serve your purpose, eventually.’

			He looked at Levrid.

			‘One of you sooner than the other.’

			‘No,’ said her brother as Vhorskaya’s maidens hauled him to his feet. ‘Take her, father! Take Arika!’

			Even at that moment, Arika didn’t think less of him for it. She would have done the same.

			Her father ignored his pleas. The witch aelves dragged Levrid forward as he struggled feebly in their sure grip. The High Priestess drew a knife, grabbed his head and forcefully tilted it backwards, exposing his throat.

			‘This is the way it must end,’ said Zarkand Zenthe. He stepped forward, into the light, and Arika bit back a gasp of horror. His hair was sloughing from a bald skull, his skin pulled so tight to his bones that she could see the raw flesh around his eyes. His teeth were blackened stumps.

			‘Your death delays the curse that rots away my flesh, and earns me another century of life,’ the thing that was her father said. ‘I cannot promise this will be quick, nor painless. But I honour your sacrifice, my son.’

			He leaned in close and kissed Levrid’s forehead with rotten lips. Then he nodded to High Priestess Vhorskaya.

			The knife fell. Levrid screamed, high and crazed, an animal sound. Arika watched as they cut him apart. She watched as her father ate his beating heart, stringy flesh dripping down his chin.

			Someone grabbed her shoulder.

			Zenthe awoke and grabbed the figure standing over her by the throat, twisted and slammed them to the ground, her hand dragging forth a dagger from her belt. The blade tip stopped barely a finger’s width from Gallanglaen’s wide, hazel eyes. ­Zenthe was breathing hard, sweat pouring down her face despite the aching cold. Her heart beat furiously against her ribcage.

			‘Easy now, aelf,’ came Broukan’s gruff voice. She looked across and saw the duardin staring at her, his hand poised at the axe that hung from his belt.

			She released Gallanglaen, who coughed and staggered to his feet.

			‘Bad dreams?’ he said, wincing as he massaged his neck.

			She stowed the blade and ground the palm of one gloved hand into her itching eyes.

			‘Something like that.’

			‘You are not the only one,’ the ranger said. ‘This place, it toys with your mind. Forces you to relive memories you would rather leave in the past.’

			‘Then let’s get what we came for and get out of here. I’ve no wish to spend a single moment longer than I have to in this wretched place.’

			Gallanglaen nodded. He winced as he rubbed the bruises where she had grabbed him. The others rose and began reaching for their gear. She saw plenty of tired and bloodshot eyes, and though no one spoke there was an unmistakable air of unease. She guessed that she was not the only one who had suffered an uneasy sleep.

			Gods, but the wound in her side ached. She pulled aside her shirt and looked at it. The stitches held, but a spiderweb of black tendrils writhed beneath her skin, reaching almost to her chest. She touched a finger to the bruised flesh and hissed as it lit a fire of pain across her gut.

			‘Captain?’ asked Oscus, and there was concern in his voice.

			‘It’s nothing,’ she said, more fiercely than she had intended. She stood, pushed her way through the tangle of branches and out into the gloom of the forest.

			‘How much further?’ she asked Gallanglaen, who was checking the string of his longbow and staring off into the mist.

			‘We are close,’ he said. He glanced at her from out of the corner of his eye. ‘You spoke a name in your sleep. Levrid.’

			‘My brother,’ she said.

			‘He is dead?’

			‘Long dead.’

			‘My apologies.’

			‘Save them. I hated him, the slippery little eel.’

			‘All the same, family is family, is it not?’ said the ranger. ‘I was never close with my clan. I always preferred solitude, to walk the quiet places of the forest alone. But I grieve for them nonetheless.’

			Zenthe had an idea she knew where this was going. ‘The forest folk killed them.’

			Gallanglaen nodded. ‘When Izalend was first founded, my clan made the long journey from Azyrheim to seek a home. We thought, perhaps, we had found it in the Druichan. It is an ancient place, much like the sprawling copses of the Jade Kingdoms that my kin once called a haven. We hunted and made shelter within its embrace, living as one with the land.’

			A sad smile crossed his features. It made him look old, and tired.

			‘For a time, we knew peace. But it is not for my kind to know contentment, I think. There was never a place for us here. The aerchhoi tried to drive us away, with threats and fear at first. In our foolishness, we thought we could parlay with them, for our people were once bonded by worship of the Radiant Queen. But these Sylvaneth know only cold and hatred. Something has broken them. Twisted them, beyond salvation. They are of the Dreadwood, and they are reapers of the living and bringers of the eternal winter.’

			Gallanglaen’s eyes were wide, and the hand that gripped the haft of his bow trembled.

			‘I was away, hunting spirehorns along the far ridges. I returned to find the frozen corpse of my king, strung up from the highest oaks. We had trespassed, and we had paid the price. Perhaps they might have let my blood-kin live, had we not borne the painted ink of the Wanderers. The Lost Ones. The Betrayers. Many of Alarielle’s children might have forgiven our kind at the Everqueen’s behest, but that old hatred still burns fiercely within the aerchhoi.’

			‘You stayed close to the city?’ said Zenthe.

			The ranger shrugged. ‘I am old, even for our kind. Old and tired. Perhaps in my younger days I might have marched into the depths of the Druichan and slain as many aerchhoi as my arrows could reach. Instead I slunk away and found solace in the bottle. No doubt you think me a coward for not avenging my people.’

			‘I am hardly the best person to speak of familial loyalty,’ laughed Zenthe. ‘I am here because I tried and failed to kill my father. A task I plan on finishing, if we ever get out of here alive. Every single one of my kin is dead too, as far as I know. All at my dear father’s hand. I shed no tears for any of them. But I think that when I finally drive a blade into his heart, their spirits might know a brief moment of contentment, and I do not begrudge them that.’

			Gallanglaen laughed, to her surprise. He shook his head and stared at her through appraising eyes.

			‘You are not exactly how I imagined a privateer of the Scourge.’

			‘And you are far from the typical leaf-chewing forest aelf.’

			‘Perhaps it is fate that brought us together.’

			‘I have no time for fate,’ said Zenthe. ‘But I will help you put the ghosts of your family to rest, if you can aid me in putting an end to the last of mine.’

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ELEVEN
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			They pressed deeper into lands long forgotten by mortalkind. There was no path here. They were trusting only to Gallanglaen’s directions, and even the ranger was moving slower now, stopping every few moments to scan the gathering shadows. The canopy overhead was so thick that it seemed as though they were in a cavern, not a forest. Rows of icicles the size of longswords dangled above their heads, threatening to fall and impale them at any moment. Zenthe felt as though she was walking into the jaws of some immense beast. 

			No longer did the Druichan seem like some vast, impenetrable stretch of wilderness. No, now it had taken on a presence of its own. The forest itself was watching them with hate in its heart. There was no birdsong, nor the hissing and chirping of insects. There was only the plaintive howl of wind whipping through the trees, and that maddening chime of crystalline branches clashing upon each other like drawn blades. Every step upon the frosted ground seemed akin to a gunshot echoing over utter silence. Zenthe had rarely felt so utterly exposed and vulnerable, even on the fiercest seas. 

			They staggered up a drift of hard-packed snow and entered a narrow creek overlooked on both sides by steep walls of thornbushes dotted with black flowers. Running along the centre of the valley was a frozen stream. Zenthe looked down and saw shapes in the trail of ice. 

			Corpses. Human, duardin and aelf. She peered closer. Below her boots was the uniformed body of a Hearthguard soldier, his face frozen in an image of utmost horror, his eyes wide and bloodshot, his mouth stretched in an unnatural scream.

			The dead man’s eyes moved. 

			They looked into her own, and she cursed and drew her twin blades, half expecting the dead man to burst free from the ice and fall upon her.

			‘Grimnir’s axe!’ said Broukan, and his own weapons were in hand. ‘They’re still alive!’

			An awful song filled the air. A song of hatred and madness, atonal and piercing.

			The trees on each side of the column moved. They twisted into creatures of branch and flesh. Their lower bodies and limbs were formed from blackened and ancient wood, but from the waist up they had the look of humanoids, though unnaturally thin and with mouths stretched from ear to ear that were filled with icy fangs. Their skin was ice blue, the colour of a frozen corpse. They bared their teeth in howls of delighted rage as they swept down upon the corsairs, reaching out with dagger-like talons. 

			‘Aerchhoi,’ screamed Gallanglaen, drawing his longbow and loosing an arrow in one smooth motion. 

			The suddenness of the attack was terrifying, but Zenthe’s crew were not caught helpless. There was a staccato series of snap-click as repeater crossbows were unloaded. The air filled with bluish sap and chips of bark-like flesh as the volley struck home, and several of the hideous creatures toppled.

			But then the aerchhoi were amongst them. Zenthe ducked a swipe of trailing talons and cut across with her twin blades, widening the mouth of one of the creatures as she cut the top of its head free. She kicked the corpse backwards into another figure and ran both through with her right-hand blade. 

			Broukan was a whirlwind of motion. The duardin hacked and battered with his axes, roaring oaths to his warrior-god as he hewed through the nightmarish beings. Gallanglaen danced through the melee, releasing arrow after arrow with the speed of a volley gun. He wielded the longbow with easy grace despite its size, using it as a quarterstaff to fend off the aerchhoi as they closed around him.

			The creatures’ sap-like blood pooled around their feet, but it mixed with aelven blood too. The aerchhoi’s spindly claws carved through mail and leather with sickening ease, and their too-wide maws clamped down upon bare flesh, tearing loose chunks of meat with a gory spray. The creatures fell upon the fallen with malicious glee, carving them apart. 

			And still more figures poured from the trees.

			‘Flee!’ yelled Gallanglaen, loosing arrows as he backed up the shallow incline and away from the grotto. ‘The spite-revenants come!’

			The tree-things fell upon one of Zenthe’s crew, slashing him to bloody pieces with their long, hooked fingers. They did not make his death slow, but laughed an awful croaking sound as they flayed his skin from his bones.

			Crossbow bolts hissed across the clearing and slammed into the creatures, and blood and splinters filled the air. But the tree-things would not fall. On they came, their movements skittering and off-kilter, yet somehow terrifyingly fast. Another corsair was dragged to the ground, screaming in terror.

			And more trees were coming to life, more leering, fanged faces appearing from all sides.

			‘To me!’ shouted Zenthe. ‘Follow the wayfinder.’

			Gallanglaen was already off, sprinting nimbly through the crystal-leafed trees, away from the ambush site. Zenthe ran after him, ducking aside as a swiping claw brushed past her. The screams of the tree-things were both deafening and disorientating, a maddening chorus that would not relent. She had no time to see if the others were close behind. More shapes were bursting from the darkness, shadows flickering around their twisted bodies. She scrabbled up a slope of slashing brambles, almost dropping to the floor as the wound in her gut flared with pain. Every step sent another wave of pain through her body, but she gritted her teeth and pressed on, knowing that to stop for a moment would be to die.

			Gallanglaen turned, raised his bow and let fly. The arrow whipped past her head, and something screamed so shrilly in her ear that her head started ringing painfully. The wayfinder did not wait for her, but ran on, bursting through a copse of grey-limbed trees. She followed him, the surviving corsairs on her heels.

			They burst out into a huge clearing, as large as a city square, which was lit by the light of the stars. Across the centre of the open ground ran a great crevasse, a zig-zagging rent in the ice that split the clearing in half. On the far side of the sheer drop was an ancient tree of enormous size, as thick and tall as a fortress, surrounded by a tangled mess of thick roots that stretched out to form a makeshift bridge over the abyss. High above, the branches of the tree spread wide and far, as if it alone held the canopy of the Druichan aloft.

			There was nowhere else to run. More creatures burst from the treeline behind them, their loping strides carrying them swiftly across the treacher­ous earth. Zenthe’s lungs burned, but she knew that an agonising death awaited if she slowed for a moment. She thundered across the open ground, through snow that rose to her knees, making for the root-bridge.

			The wayfinder was ahead of her, already skipping across the cluster of branches.

			She reached the foot of the mass of bark and hauled herself up. Other corsairs scrambled up after her, as did Broukan, his bearded face red with exertion. They ran across the crevasse, scrambling across the uneven pass as swiftly as they could.

			Zenthe had almost reached the far side when the broad trunk of the great oak yawned open. A figure emerged from within the crystalline structure. Its skin was ice-blue bark, its eyes chips of white that burned with cold fury. A great headdress of twisted thorns swept back from its angular skull, and it carried a scythe-staff, its blade covered with dagger-like rime frost.

			The branchwych’s scream was one of pure outrage; the frenzied keen of a mother bear whose den has been despoiled and her young slaughtered. It raised the scythe-staff high and let it fall.

			The root-bridge dropped away beneath Arika Zenthe’s feet. The coils of knotted roots collapsed, and the snow-covered earth cracked apart to reveal the sheer fall below. As she ­tumbled, Zenthe scrabbled desperately for a handhold, letting one of her blades fall from her hand. She grasped a handful of knotted thorns, ignoring the pain as the inch-long blades dug into her skin, and felt her stomach lurch as the trailing length of wood collapsed into the newly formed crevasse. The swinging vine slammed hard into the wall of the ice cavern, and Zenthe screamed in pain as the impact sent a shockwave of agony through her wounded ribs. Looking down, the fleetmaster saw nothing but blackness. The ice walls of the canyon glowed with luminescent light, its surface as smooth as glass.

			She heard screams as several of her crew lost their footing and tumbled away into the darkness, limbs flailing helplessly. 

			‘Fleetmaster!’ someone shouted from below. She craned her neck and saw Gallanglaen. Somehow the wayfinder was propped against the sheer wall of the cavern. For a moment, she thought he was clinging to the wall like a spider, but then the ice wall glimmered slightly, and she saw that he was leaning from the mouth of a rent in the ice. A stray root of the great oak had grown down into the cold earth, forcing its way through the face of the crevasse wall. The protrusion had opened a gaping hole in the ice, and it was on this precarious ledge that Gallanglaen was perched.

			There was a creaking sound, and the vine she was hanging from gave way. She fell another dozen yards before coming to a sudden stop, almost losing her grip on the tangled knot that held her.

			‘You have to jump,’ said Gallanglaen. The aelf was now only a few yards below and to her left. He had shouldered his bow and was leaning out over the abyss, his hands outstretched. ‘Swing and jump. I’ll catch you.’

			As the vine swung in a pendulum towards the near wall, Arika planted her boots upon the slick surface, feeling the crampons dig into the ice. She ran along the wall as fast as she could manage, using her momentum to draw back the vine before kicking off from the wall and sending the vine soaring around in a tight arc towards the spot where Gallanglaen waited. She waited and waited, trying to judge the perfect moment to leap clear through her pain-addled mind.

			Zenthe let go of the vine, and sailed through the air. 

			She knew instantly she had judged it very badly. She struck the wall above where her companion waited, smashing her elbow and instantly numbing her entire arm. She bounced free, dazed, and her hands windmilled desperately as she scrabbled at the ice wall for a handhold that was not there. Then she was falling free, head over heels.

			Something caught her boot. The sudden halt in her momentum snapped her neck back painfully, and she struck her shoulder hard against the wall. She looked up to see Gallanglaen, cords of muscle standing out on his thin neck, his eyes nearly bursting from their skull with the strain of holding her. He had thrust one of his arrows into the ice and was clinging on to the makeshift grip desperately with one arm.

			‘Think… of… something,’ he said, through gritted teeth.

			Zenthe scrambled at her belt and pulled out a dagger. She thrust it into the ice wall, hard, and felt it sink in deep. Praying to gods she despised, she grabbed hold of the hilt with both hands.

			‘Let me go,’ she said, and Gallanglaen immediately did so. Somehow she managed to flip her body around as she fell, holding desperately on to the dagger and clutching at her boot to remove a second blade. Using the two daggers to stab deep into the ice wall, she climbed the few short feet to the ledge and with an enormous effort levered her body up and onto level ground.

			She and Gallanglaen sagged, breathing heavily.

			‘Please tell me…’ Zenthe gasped, each breath sending a fresh wave of pain through her, ‘that there’s a way off this ledge.’

			Gallanglaen nodded towards the opening gouged out by the thick tree root. Around it the ice had splintered, creating a tunnel deeper into the earth. It was narrow and jagged, but perhaps just big enough for them to squeeze through.

			‘The rest of our party are likely dead,’ said the aelf. ‘If the fall did not kill them, the forest folk surely will. It is death to stray into their sacred places.’

			‘Might be so,’ said Zenthe. ‘But you and I are still alive, and somewhere close by is the Heart of Winter. I know that I still wish to survive long enough to cut out my father’s rotten heart. What about you, ranger? Do you still wish to punish the creatures that murdered your kin?’

			Gallanglaen extended a hand and helped her to her feet.

			The fissure wound deep into the ice wall, twisting and climbing before widening into a passage large enough to pass through while standing. Sometimes it was so tight that even the slender aelves could barely squeeze their way past the thick root, but eventually the tunnel broke into a wider channel, this one smoother and clearly carved out by mortal hands. Whoever had fashioned this tunnel, however, had allowed it to fall into disrepair. Cracks lined the walls as more branches and roots forced their way down from above, and the ice beneath their feet was marked with smaller fractures. It was so cold in here that Zenthe could already see the signs of ice burn on her exposed flesh. She wrapped her scarf tighter around her mouth and nose and prayed the shark oil on her skin would prevent any permanent damage. She had seen plenty of frostbite wounds in her years of sailing – missing noses, ears, lips. Not a pleasant sight. 

			They were getting close, she was sure. The very air seemed to crystallise in her lungs, making each breath ragged and painful. 

			Gallanglaen pressed himself against the wall and motioned for her to stop. She heard the clatter of footsteps beyond the curve of the channel. After a few moments, the ranger risked a look into the chamber beyond.

			‘By the Everqueen,’ he said.

			She followed Gallanglaen and soon understood the reason for his exclamation.

			The fissure opened into a vast intersection. Broad channels ran along the edge of a deep chasm, circling the perimeter of a chamber the size of a city square. They were directly beneath the great frost oak. Immense roots drooped down from above, coming together to form a heart-shaped cage around a gleaming silver light that was painful to look upon. As her eyes adjusted to the sudden flare, Zenthe could see a floating orb of crystal sending cascades of light glittering across the walls. 

			‘The Ichonneath,’ whispered Gallanglaen in awe. 

			Beyond the Heart of Winter was a glacier of glittering crystal dropping away into the darkness of the chasm. A waterfall, Zenthe realised, frozen in mid flow. As they entered the chamber, she peered down into the darkness and saw the churning waves of a great underground river, trapped eternally in place by the radiating cold of the artefact.

			In the distance they heard the clatter of combat and a scream that was cut off abruptly a moment later.

			‘Some of our allies yet live,’ said Gallanglaen.

			‘Let us not waste their distraction,’ said Zenthe, starting forward.

			She hurried across the vast cavern. The cluster of winding roots that descended from above draped across the far wall. The ledge of ice circling the perimeter of the chamber stopped some way short of the roots, but close enough that she thought them possible to reach. If she was wrong, she would tumble away into the abyss and dash herself to pieces upon the frozen river. But if she could make it, the roots curled up and over the Heart of Winter; she could reach it, and cover it with the nullstone box, and hopefully be away before the forest folk could react.

			‘I can make it,’ said Gallanglaen. ‘You’re injured.’

			‘You have the bow.’ 

			‘You’re injured.’

			‘If the forest folk come back, you keep them off me for as long as you can. I can make it,’ Zenthe ordered.

			The sounds of battle drew nearer. They could hear the guttural dirge of Broukan’s singing, echoing eerily from the corridors of ice. 

			‘The duardin survived,’ sighed Gallanglaen. ‘Of course he did.’

			Zenthe checked her pack and tucked it under her arm so that she could easily retrieve Kyre’s nullstone box. She strode back several paces, then charged forward and leapt to the first tangle of roots. No sooner had she touched the frost-covered wood than a keening scream split the air, followed in unison by a chorus of fury. They heard the sound of feet scratching across ice, coming closer by the moment. Zenthe scrabbled up handhold by handhold, edging ever closer to the dangling cage above.

			At the far end of the chamber, Broukan burst into view. The duardin mercenary was covered from head to toe in gore and bluish sap and was visibly limping from a gouge in his thigh. He was followed by four of Zenthe’s corsairs, equally bloodied. No sooner had they exited the ice tunnel than more of the nightmarish tree-beasts followed after them. Gallanglaen knelt, and an arrow whipped across the length of the chamber and took one of the creatures in its leering mouth, sending it stumbling backwards.

			Broukan roared appreciatively and hacked another of the things in half with a twin swipe of his axes. 

			‘A decent shot, long-ear,’ he shouted. ‘But there’s plenty more where that came from.’

			Zenthe climbed higher and higher, ignoring the pain in her hands as the vicious frost tore strips of flesh from her fingers. As she climbed, she noticed dim lights flickering within the cluster of roots. Teardrop shapes, like flower petals, shone in the darkness. Yet their glow was weak, like the fading embers of a dying fire.

			There was the sound of beating wings from above. Soaring down came a moth-like creature, its enormous wings rimed with ice and gleaming in the half-light. Mounted upon the flying insect’s back was the branchwych that had sundered the earth and spilt them all into the abyss. The Sylvaneth’s eyes burned.

			‘Trespasser,’ it hissed, in a voice that sounded like cracking ice. ‘Despoiler.’

			Its scythe-staff spat a beam of frost that screeched as it carved through wood and ice alike. Zenthe only narrowly twisted her body out of the way of the lancing energy, and even then, she felt the touch of icy death seep into her bones, almost costing her a grip upon the cluster of roots. 

			An arrow whipped up and struck the branchwych’s mount, deflecting off the segmented body of the moth creature. It swayed aside, and the Sylvaneth was forced to halt its attacks. Gallanglaen loosed again and again, and his arrows tore through the gossamer of the creature’s wings, causing it to screech in pain. The branchwych aimed her weapon at the aelf below, and a cloud of tiny, beetle-like creatures erupted from the tip of the scythe-staff, racing towards the ranger who rolled aside. Even so, some of the tiny missiles struck him and burst into shards of ice. Zenthe heard Gallanglaen gasp.

			There was no time to dwell on the fate of her companions. She was beneath the cage of thorns. This close to the Heart of Winter, she could feel the moisture freezing in her eyes and mouth. It was only a few yards away. 

			The moth swooped down to hover before her. She saw spiral patterns of blue and purple upon the canvas of its wings, beautifully intricate.

			‘So few of us left,’ cried the branchwych that sat astride its shining body, ‘and still you seek to drive us from our lands. To destroy the last, frail seeds of the Rimewood. To steal away the tear of Our Lady, all that connects us to the spirit-song. Invader. Murderer. I will entomb you in the frozen waters for a thousand years.’

			‘I’ve seen the corpses that line your borders,’ said Zenthe. ‘So don’t speak to me of murder.’

			The branchwych hissed. 

			‘They were despoilers, as are you. Your kind exists only to destroy.’

			‘Spare me. I’m taking the Heart of Winter. You can stand aside and live, or die by my blade. I do not care, either way.’

			With a scream of rage, the branchwych urged her mount forward. The insectoid’s mouth yawned open, revealing curved fangs that dripped with translucent ichor.

			Zenthe leapt, drawing her blade as she soared through the air. She cleared the creature’s bulbous head easily and landed nimbly upon its body. The branchwych swept her scythe-staff across, but the fleetmaster swayed aside and let the ice blade rush past her. Then she reversed her grip on the sword and drove it deep into the moth’s head. The branchwych screamed, but Zenthe was already jumping free, grabbing hold of the lowermost branches of the heart-shaped cage and hauling herself up.

			She spared a glance and saw the Sylvaneth witch and her dying mount spiralling down into darkness, and she heard the furious howls of the revenant horrors.

			The orb of blinding white was suspended before her eyes.

			Zenthe gasped in pain, turning aside from the Heart of Winter, unable to face the waves of numbing cold that emanated from it. With trembling fingers, she reached back and grabbed the nullstone box, yanking open the lid. She gasped as the waves of frost bit into her arms, feeling her flesh pucker and burn under the intense cold. Gritting her teeth, she closed the lid of the box around the orb.

			The effect was instantaneous. Suddenly the waves of cold ceased, and the sounds of cracking ice filled the cavern. The frost-covered roots she clung to began to creak, spider­webbing fractures running down their length.

			The walls of the cavern groaned. Below, she saw more rents emerge within the carpet of frozen water. Trickles of water  poured away into the darkness below. The creatures attacking her companions opened their fang-filled mouths wide and screamed.

			Shards of ice the size of boulders rained from the roof of the cavern. The waterfall cracked and started to run free, great fountains of water cascading down into the darkness. 

			‘Run!’ shouted Gallanglaen. ‘This entire place is collapsing.’

			As Broukan and the surviving aelves turned to flee, the ranger looked up at Zenthe, still hanging above the abyss, dangling from the cluster of roots that was coming apart around her.

			‘Go,’ she shouted. There was no way back to solid ground from here. She would have to trust to the fates. At least if she dashed her brains out on the rocks and ice below, her father would not get his hands upon the Heart of Winter. That was some small comfort.

			Gallanglaen turned and sprinted towards one of the ice tunnels.

			The root to which Zenthe clung snapped loose, and she fell away into the abyss.

			To her surprise, Zenthe struck not solid ground, but rushing water. The raging surf swallowed her, enveloping her in its icy embrace as the air was dragged from her lungs. She was tossed like a rag doll, spinning over and over, dashing into drifts of ice with stunning force.

			Somehow she managed to right herself and drag in a lungful of air. The roof of the cavern narrowed as the underground river rushed away into darkness. It was coming apart as it flowed, no longer held together by the supernatural cold of the Heart of Winter. The frothing waters surged around twisting bends in the channel, and it was all she could do to avoid being shattered against the unyielding stone.

			She fell into empty space and landed in a deep pool of ice water. The current still dragged her along, but the sharp descent had robbed it of some of its potency. She kicked her feet, fighting the surging waters. Zenthe was a strong swimmer. She had fought against the tides of the Razormaw Maelstrom, when a barrage of Kharadron aethercannon fire had hurled her over the gunwale of her flagship. Compared to that, this was a placid lake. She felt for the shifting currents as she was swept along. The trick was to move with the flow, not fight it. She eased her body through the cluster of jagged stones. At the last moment, she twisted to the side and kicked out hard, her boots connecting with the slick stone and propelling her out of the current’s grasp. As she broke the surface she saw a shelf of rock nearby, and beyond, a flicker of light.

			The strength was draining from her limbs by the second, but somehow she managed to haul herself up and sprawl onto dry land. She found herself in the mouth of a cave. The waterfall of freshly melted ice flowed into a wider channel, disappearing out of view in a series of surging rapids.

			Zenthe lay there for some time, panting and exhausted. If any predator or foe strayed upon her, she knew that she was helpless in that moment, but she was too tired to care. The lockbox containing the Heart of Winter was a dead weight around her neck.

			She had no idea how long she lay there like a tide-stranded fish, but eventually the cracking thunder of the melting river was replaced by the rush of freely running water. She hauled her aching body upright and staggered from the mouth of the cavern and into the darkness of the Druichan.

			The forest seemed a less foreboding place, somehow. Spears of sunlight shone through the thick canopy, and there was only a thin drift of snow gathering at her boots. She walked on, half expecting a horde of vengeful tree-folk to burst from the shadows at any moment. Nothing stirred.

			She was shaking badly now. Zenthe knew that if she could not find shelter soon, then she would surely perish from the biting cold.

			Voices carried over the shriek of icy winds. Zenthe ducked down behind a cluster of rocks, pressing her back against the mossy surface.

			‘She’s dead,’ said a gruff voice. ‘Ain’t no beast nor aelf alive could survive that fall.’

			‘We search,’ said another voice. She recognised the harsh drawl of Kyza, one of her corsairs. ‘We come back without the Heart and without Captain Zenthe, we might as well open our own throats and be done with it.’

			The tramp of boots on compacted snow sounded from ahead. Zenthe sighed and staggered to her feet.

			‘Fear not,’ she said aloud, astonished at how battered and broken she sounded.

			As she emerged from her hiding place and stepped into the clearing beyond, she saw Gallanglaen and the others. The ranger had his bow strung and ready to loose, but as he saw her he smirked and lowered it to the ground. Broukan and four others were all that remained of their group.

			‘By the Everqueen,’ he laughed. ‘How many lives do you have, Zenthe?’

			‘Just the one. And not for much longer, if I don’t get this back to my father. Come, let’s get out of this place. I never want to set foot in it again.’
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			Guinmark waited on the deck of the Hel’s Claw, rubbing his hands against the chill sea air. Actually, it was strangely temperate today, he thought, glancing up at the clear skies overhead. Kyre leaned against the gunwale at his side, tapping his blade leg against the deck in a manner that Guinmark felt was slightly unnerving.

			‘Arika’s time is running out,’ said the fleetmaster. ‘And with it my patience. Seven days, Zarkand gave her. There’s less than half a morning left of that.’

			‘She’ll be here,’ said Guinmark, more confidently than he felt.

			He felt Kyre’s eyes on him and suppressed a shiver. Zenthe was hardly a warm creature, but the Fleetmaster of Hammerhal Aqsha was something else. Every time his black eyes fell upon the thiefmaster, a shiver ran down his spine and he had to fight an instinctive urge to back away. Guinmark had seen that same look before, in the eyes of killers and madmen. Kyre smiled often, but it was not a pleasant expression, merely the bared teeth of a predator about to fall upon its prey.

			Still, a lifetime of dealing with such persons allowed Guinmark to put on an indifferent air. Again, he scanned the throng of figures milling around the docks. He spied a tall figure, thin and wrapped in a cloak of green, winding his way through the crowd towards Kyre’s ship. The figure was followed by several others, all wrapped in heavy cloaks.

			As they made their way along the jetty towards the boarding planks of the Hel’s Claw, Guinmark spotted a braided length of silver-white hair protruding from beneath the tall figure’s hood. 

			‘There they are,’ he said to Fleetmaster Kyre. ‘Did I not tell you?’

			‘That’s a far smaller band than the one that entered the Druichan,’ Kyre said.

			He was right. There was the familiar, broad-shouldered figure of Broukan the duardin, clearly favouring one leg. Five other figures approached, and Kyre gestured for his crew to step aside and allow them on board. Zenthe approached, her first mate Oscus at her side as usual. This close, Guinmark could see the captain’s familiar violet eyes. She nodded at him. 

			‘Thiefmaster.’

			‘You returned, as I knew you would,’ he said, surprised at how pleased he was to see her and Gallanglaen in one piece. ‘Tell me, did you retrieve what you sought?’

			‘Let’s talk. Somewhere quiet,’ she replied, ignoring his question and addressing Fleetmaster Kyre.

			‘In my cabin. It would be wise to keep our little arrangement far from prying eyes. Please, follow me.’

			With that, the aelf gestured them to the companionway that led down into the hull of the Hel’s Claw. They followed the fleetmaster, whose blade limb hardly seemed to impede his movement. The interior of the reaver-ship stank of rich spices and dried blood. Kyre’s cabin was at the far end of the quarterdeck, at the prow of the ship. It was fashioned from panelled hardwood, inlaid with igneous rock that glowed with a soft orange light. Flower-shaped lamps hung from the low ceiling, releasing a fug of incense. Blades and weapons of every description lined the walls, and a great desk carved from the lacquered skeleton of a whale skull occupied the far corner of the room. Its surface was covered with parchment and curled scrolls.

			Zenthe slumped into one of the room’s velvet-lined chairs and retrieved a black stone lockbox from a satchel slung over her shoulder.

			‘That is it?’ said Kyre, with keen interest. ‘The Heart of Winter?’

			‘That’s what my father sent me to retrieve, yes.’ 

			Zenthe leaned over and pried the lid of the nullstone box open, just a fraction. Instantly the chamber was filled with an aura of intense cold that snuffed out the tallow candles that burned in a glass bowl on Kyre’s desk. 

			Zenthe snapped the lid shut again.

			‘Of course, I have no intention of giving this to Zarkand Zenthe,’ she said. ‘Kyre, with your help we can breach the walls of the Eternity of Torment unseen. This time we won’t strike with a single crew, but with every ship at your command. Before my father even realises he is betrayed, we will have him surrounded.’

			‘As long as you hold to our deal, Arika,’ said Kyre. ‘When your father is dead, the Eternity of Torment is mine.’

			Zenthe nodded. ‘Believe me, I would rather see that place burn than call it my own. You’re welcome to it.’

			‘Zarkand Zenthe is no fool,’ said Oscus. ‘He has not ruled the Eternity of Torment for so many years without constantly expecting betrayal. He will be on the lookout for anything suspicious.’

			Kyre shrugged. ‘Of course. There is a chance he will anticipate this. A chance worth taking.’

			‘And what of your wound?’ asked Guinmark. ‘If you kill your father, how will you find the antidote for the poison in your blood?’

			‘Oh, I’ll keep him alive long enough to pry that secret from his flesh,’ said Arika. ‘And even if I die, it will be worth it just to see his dreams of conquest left in cinders. We set sail tonight.’ She winced as she stood. ‘The Blood Drake stays, along with her crew. Let my father’s spies in the city believe me lost in the Druichan.’

			‘I have seven reaver-ships moored out beyond the Everflame,’ said Kyre. ‘And another five already docked within the black ark. My corsairs will be outnumbered, but if we kill Zarkand Zenthe and his pet witch Vhorskaya, the battle is as good as over.’

			‘A bold gambit,’ muttered Oscus.
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			The Eternity of Torment loomed ahead. Now that the weather had cleared they could see the full and terrifying scale of the fortress vessel. They saw the tentacle limbs of the ghorvorasc propelling the black ark through the water, sending up a fierce bow wave. Black-sailed reaver-ships flew the kraken symbol of Zarkand Zenthe. The corsair king was no longer content to lurk in the deep waters beyond Izalend.

			No, he was preparing for open war.

			‘Take us in,’ said Kyre. ‘Raise the bloody claw. Let them know the Fleetmaster of Hammerhal Aqsha returns.’

			As they neared the portside wall of the black ark, a shelf of armour and iron began to lower like an immense drawbridge. Within, they could see the rows after rows of moored reaver-ships. 

			Kyre turned to Zenthe and Oscus.

			‘You should head below,’ he said. ‘Our attempts at secrecy won’t last very long if someone spies you on deck. I’ll send for you when the coast is clear.’

			Several of Kyre’s men led them down into the hold. 

			‘Can we trust him?’ Oscus muttered.

			‘Too late to worry about that,’ said Zenthe. Her wound suddenly flared with pain, and she stumbled forward and leaned against the wall of the ship, gritting her teeth and forcing back the wave of agony that threatened to overwhelm her. She could feel the fire spreading throughout her battered body, the sickness seeping into every corner it could find.

			‘It’s getting worse,’ she said. ‘I think it might be too late already for my dear father’s magical cure. If it even exists.’

			‘It does,’ said Oscus, sounding strangely certain. ‘Your father does not seem like a wasteful man.’

			‘Oh, he is not. Believe me. I am a particularly valuable asset to him, as were the rest of my family. I watched them all die, you know. At his hand. Screaming under the blade as he tore the hearts from their bodies. My mother. All my brothers. I am the last, or so I thought. Once he has consumed me, the curse will devour him. I take some comfort in the fact that even Zarkand Zenthe cannot cheat death.’

			‘The curse?’

			‘These days my father rarely departs the Eternity of Torment, but it was not always so. Once he terrorised the coast from here to the Shyish Innerlands, raiding and plundering at will. They say he was the deadliest privateer in all the eight realms.’

			‘I’ve heard the tales.’

			‘None of them come close to capturing what a cold-blooded shark he was. He conquered entire kingdoms and sold their people into slavery. He stained the seas red with blood wherever he sailed. And one day he came to the city of Ghavorka, in the Realm of Death. He came as a friend, offering protection against a plague of vampires that were preying upon the populace. They offered him all their gold if he could drive the undead back into their crypts. He fulfilled his word, and the gates of Ghavorka opened to his fleet, welcoming him as a hero. That was a foolish mistake.’ 

			‘I am sure I know what happened next.’

			‘Once he was inside their city, he burned it to the ground, stole everything of value and dragged away the population in chains. The stories tell that the elders of the city cursed him for his betrayal, even as he flayed them alive and hanged them from their ramparts. They damned him to live a life of endless pain, his body rotting away day by day, his flesh sloughing from his bones. Consuming the beating hearts of his own kin fends death off for a time, but when there are no more of his bloodline left to feed on, his end will be slow and torturous.’

			She sighed. ‘In retrospect they should have known the creature they were dealing with. Zarkand Zenthe doesn’t give a bilge-rat’s tail about his own kin, so that part of the curse really only affected me and mine.’

			Oscus was quiet as he digested her story. 

			‘The very fact he was willing to risk my life suggests that Zarkand thinks he has found a way to break the curse,’ she continued. ‘Perhaps he has some other children hidden away, just in case. That would not surprise me.’

			The ship creaked as it turned broadside, likely lining up with the black ark’s docks. 

			One of Kyre’s officers, a dark-skinned aelf with a shock of hair dyed flame-red approached. The rest of the fleetmaster’s crew were arming themselves, stowing cutlasses and repeater bows.

			‘We will wait until nightfall,’ the red-haired aelf said. ‘Until the flesh palaces open.’

			It was a long few hours for Arika Zenthe, spent huddled in the dark clutching the nullstone container and listening to the rumble of distant voices. The pain in her side had only increased. Every step invited a fresh spear of agony to lance through her body. She looked at the wound and saw that the blackened flesh now spread from her hip to below her ribs. 

			It came as a blessed relief when Vizrin Kyre’s lieutenant finally signalled them to move. Zenthe and Oscus pulled down their hoods and checked their blades before making their way up the companionway to the main deck. 

			Kyre was waiting, accompanied by a score of warriors clad in sharkskin leathers and wielding cutlasses. 

			‘Follow me,’ said the fleetmaster, making his way down the gangplank and stepping onto the cobbled streets of the black ark. Moving swiftly, but not so fast that they aroused suspicion, they passed along the main thoroughfare towards Tyrant’s Rise.

			‘I can get us through the main gate and into the courtyard,’ said Kyre. ‘I have quarters in the Tower of Norond.’

			‘I know it well,’ said Zenthe. ‘It’s where I was raised.’

			As they turned the corner they entered one of the pleasure house squares, still lit by a haze of lavender light and draped with silk curtains. Zenthe’s unease grew. There were rabble-rousers and drunken sailors filtering through the streets, but not nearly so many as there should be at this hour. Screams and groans echoed uncomfortably through the unexpectedly quiet streets. Slaves cowered in the doorways, bowing their heads as Zenthe and the others passed.

			‘Something’s wrong,’ muttered Kyre. 

			‘There’s no turning back now,’ said Zenthe. Her wound was pulsing with insistent fury, and each step was like walking a league. She wondered if she could even make it back to Kyre’s ship without succumbing to the pain. ‘We press on.’

			Kyre gave her an appraising look, but eventually he nodded and gestured his crew to spread out ahead. They continued on, passing into a series of shadowed backstreets. The balconies and awnings of the pleasure houses provided a dense canopy above. Zenthe thought she saw a flicker of motion out of the corner of her eye and paused to scan the rooftops. She saw nothing, but the feeling of being watched only grew more intense as they continued.

			Eventually, the labyrinth of cobbled lanes converged upon a wide square, at the centre of which was a statue of an aelf in barbed armour clutching the severed head of a duardin. Crystal-clear water poured from the stump of the duardin’s neck, flowing into a circular marble bowl.

			They entered, filing out into the open ground, sticking to the edges of the buildings without cover to hide behind. No sooner had they reached the centre of the plaza than a sharp cry split the air.

			The sound of mail boots thundering across stone met their ears, and she saw the gleam of tridents appear at the far end of the square. Rows of armoured corsairs, their masks carved in the image of a kraken’s grasping limbs. Figures emerged on the rooftops, and she heard the snap of firing levers being readied.

			They were trapped.

			She turned to Kyre, snarling in fury, already raising her blade ready to cut him down.

			‘You back-stabbing dog,’ she snarled. ‘I’ll cut out your lying tongue and stuff it down your throat.’

			Then she looked into the aelf’s eyes and saw nothing but confusion. He had his sword and saw-toothed axe in hand, but there was no smirk of triumph on his narrow face.

			‘If I wanted you dead, I’d have killed you the second you boarded my ship,’ he said. ‘This is not my betrayal.’

			Figures emerged from the shadows of the flesh halls. Witch aelves, prowling forward to surround their party, their eyes gleaming with predatory hunger at the prospect of blood. Arika saw the spiked headdress of High Priestess Vhorskaya and bit out a peal of bitter laughter.

			Oscus stepped away from her, drawing his sabre and dropping it to the ground. His face was utterly expressionless as he met her gaze.

			‘You,’ she said. 

			He said nothing.

			‘I knew I had a spy amidst my crew. But I thought you loyal, Oscus.’

			‘I am loyal. To your father.’

			The ache in her chest grew suddenly, overshadowing that of her gut.

			‘Oh, don’t blame Oscus,’ said Zarkand Zenthe. Her father strode across the square at Vhorskaya’s side, hands clasped behind his back. ‘I left him little choice. Did you think I could allow you, my last remaining blood relative, to roam out of sight at will, Arika? No, no. You have only ever had exactly as much freedom as I granted you. I let you play out your games at Excelsis for as long as it suited me. But you know what must happen eventually.’

			‘I am the last,’ she said. ‘When you’ve finished with me, there are no others, are there, father?’

			‘No more. But no curse is unbreakable, Arika. Your sacrifice will grant me another few centuries of life. Enough to see my empire rise in the north. When you get to my age, daughter, you begin to think not of life, but of legacy. If I am to die, I will make sure the God-King’s whelps learn to fear my name as they once did.’

			He extended a hand. She moved forward to hand over the nullstone box but collapsed to her knees, coughing and drooling strands of black saliva.

			‘Vhorskaya,’ said Zarkand Zenthe, his tone urgent. ‘The antidote.’

			The High Priestess drew a vial from her belt and emptied a translucent, gelid liquid across the edge of her dagger. She stepped up and drew the blade none too gently across Arika’s forearm, carving open the skin. Immediately, Arika’s body tensed and convulsed, and she vomited again. A warming, pleasant numbness spread from the wound.

			‘We cannot have you dying early,’ said her father. ‘In actual fact, I believe you may have lasted several more days, but I do not care for taking chances with someone so precious to me. Now give me the Heart of Winter.’

			Bent over with nausea, surrounded on all sides by enemies and traitors, Arika Zenthe began to laugh. A high-pitched, manic sound, even to her ears. Zarkand’s eyes narrowed, and he gestured Vhorskaya forward. The High Priestess of Khaine tore the nullstone box from Arika’s hands as she continued to howl with laughter.

			Vhorskaya snapped open the container, and fury flashed across her perfect features.

			‘Empty,’ she said.

			‘Oh, father,’ said Arika Zenthe, wiping a tear from her eye. ‘You thought you had everything worked out, did you not? But once again you display your greatest weakness. Humans, duardin, free aelves. None of them are worthy of your attention, are they? And so you dismiss them.’

			‘What do you speak of?’ hissed Zarkand, and the High Priestess stepped forward with her blade raised.

			‘It’s all too funny, truly. To think, you have ruled this black ark for centuries, Zarkand. And now you are going to lose it, all because of a single escaped slave.’

			‘Excuse me, gentlemen!’ said Guinmark cheerfully, approaching the trio of corsairs that guarded the tunnel ahead. The aelves turned, levelling their tridents, confusion evident on their cruel faces.

			Gallanglaen’s first arrow took the leftmost guard in the throat. His second was already in the air before the first had even struck its target. It pierced the eye of the second figure, who toppled bonelessly to the floor. Broukan’s axe whipped through the air and sank into the chest of the final guard. The duardin approached and tugged the weapon loose with some effort.

			‘You know where we are?’ the mercenary asked. ‘Can’t make head nor tail of this labyrinth.’

			Guinmark nodded in satisfaction. 

			‘We are exactly where we need to be. The feeding pit.’

			A set of rough-hewn stone steps rose, and the cramped tunnel opened into a vast cavern. On all sides were wet-slick walls of black stone, covered with lichen and luminescent algae. Below, a whirlpool raged. Water flowed from channels set in the walls, pouring down into the churning pool. There was an awful stench upon the air, a miasma of rotten fish and sulphur.

			‘What is this place?’ asked Gallanglaen. 

			‘This is the mouth of the ghorvorasc,’ said Guinmark. ‘Or one of its mouths, at least.’

			He gestured to a hole in the ceiling above the swirling water.

			‘Such a beast requires a constant supply of food. It is not particular about what it consumes. Sea beasts, livestock. The wreckage of captured ships. Slaves. In my brief time aboard this vessel I saw thousands thrown into this chamber. Living fuel for this organic engine.’

			‘By Grimnir’s axe,’ said Broukan, shaking his head and peering down into the maelstrom. As they watched, a circular, lamprey-like set of fangs emerged from the water. Each was large enough to bite clean through the deck of a warship. There were lashing tentacles down there too, lined with razor-sharp barbs.

			‘It is hungry,’ said Gallanglaen. ‘Perhaps we should feed it.’

			Guinmark stepped to the edge of the shelf of stone and retrieved Kyre’s second nullstone box. This one was not empty. As he opened it, Gallanglaen and Broukan stepped back, holding up their hands to fend off the sudden rush of cold.

			Guinmark gritted his teeth and ignored the pain.

			‘Hungry, are you?’ he shouted down into the pit. ‘Well, here you go.’

			With that, he tipped the box and let the Heart of Winter fall free. The orb spun as it tumbled through the air, and was swallowed whole by the enormous maw.

			It was slow, at first. The Heart of Winter sank into the ghorvorasc’s gullet. It took several moments for the pain of sudden and intense cold to travel to the pelagic monster’s brain, at which point the beast instinctively tried to regurgitate the agonising object. But the Ichonneath’s full power had been unleashed, and as it travelled deeper into the heart of the ghorvorasc it froze both blood and water solid. The beast began to thrash and writhe, unable to withstand the pain. 

			Dozens of ships sailing alongside the beast were crushed to kindling by the crazed flailing of its tentacle limbs. It reared and bellowed in pain, sending devastating tremors throughout the fortress it bore upon its back.

			The creature was dying. And it was taking the Eternity of Torment with it.
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			The ground shook beneath Zenthe’s feet. A low, rumbling bellow echoed through the streets of the black ark, growing louder and louder. Cracks began to split across the stony ground, and stalactites rained from above, shattering into a thousand shards of stone as they struck the earth.

			‘What have you done?’ spat Zarkand Zenthe.

			The ground split apart, and seawater spurted up in towering geysers. One burst straight through the centre of a pleasure ­palace to Zenthe’s left, and the roof exploded under the immense pressure, raining tiles and broken glass across the square.

			Screams and panicked cries split the air.

			‘I will cut out your eyes, wretch!’ hissed High Priestess Vhorskaya, starting forward. No sooner had she taken a step than the city rocked again, sending her sprawling along with everyone in the square. There was a series of screams and sickening crunches as the crossbowmen lining the roofs were thrown to the street with unspeakable force.

			Arika Zenthe hauled herself upright, searching for her father. There he was, fleeing into the backstreets with several witch aelves hard on his heels, as well as the traitor Oscus.

			‘Go,’ she shouted to her companions above the deafening sound of the ghorvorasc’s maddened roars. ‘I’m not leaving until I see my father dead.’

			‘I won’t wait,’ Kyre shouted back, but she was already moving, sprinting across the splintering ground in pursuit of Zarkand Zenthe.

			Panicked slaves and bleary-eyed corsairs poured into the streets, fleeing towards the harbour. Zenthe shouldered her way through the mass of bodies, slicing a path with her sabre when the press became too tight. 

			Her father turned, and their eyes met across the chaos of the streets. She had never seen such an expression of abhorrence upon his face. It truly warmed her heart. He turned and disappeared around a corner, and she hurtled after him.

			As she darted after him, she caught a flash of white out of the corner of her eye. Vhorskaya darted forward, her dagger slashing with blinding speed. Zenthe ducked and rolled aside, and the trailing blade tore through the throat of an unfortunate corsair fleeing in the opposite direction.

			‘I should have carved out your heart long ago,’ snarled the High Priestess. ‘You ungrateful child.’

			She came on, her feet moving so fast and so gracefully that Zenthe could barely keep up. Instead she ducked, then weaved, avoiding that deadly blade, playing for time. As Vhorskaya stabbed out again, Zenthe grabbed a passing figure and pushed them into the path of the blade.

			The High Priestess snarled in frustration as she ripped her weapon free, and Zenthe darted in to slash a bloody furrow across her thigh. The witch aelf seemed not even to notice the wound. She whirled and came on, striking high, then stabbing low, trying to pin Zenthe against the far wall of the street.

			Zenthe picked off each strike desperately, but her arm was still numb from the effects of the antidote, and she was growing more sluggish by the moment. A pirouette and a hooking slice from the priestess trapped her blade, and the witch aelf pressed closer, her snarling face only inches from Zenthe’s own.

			Zenthe dropped the sword. The sudden shift in momentum surprised Vhorskaya, who stumbled on a blood-slicked patch of the street. Zenthe slammed her head into the woman’s nose and felt it break for the second time. A knee to the midsection drove the priestess back, followed by a straight punch that slammed into her belly. Ducking her head, ­Zenthe shoulder-charged the staggering aelf, slamming her to the cobbles.

			She felt a dagger scrape across her ribs but ignored the pain, kicking her foe hard in the face and sending her rolling across the ground.

			‘You caught me by surprise when we last fought,’ said ­Zenthe, reaching down with her boot and neatly flipping her fallen sword back into her grasp. ‘Not so this time, priestess.’

			Vhorskaya spat blood. One of the witch aelf’s eyes was already swelling up.

			Another thunderous tremor sounded, and a crack splintered its way along the street. Several fleeing slaves tumbled screaming into the abyss.

			The High Priestess came on again, her furious momentum redoubled. Zenthe blocked a swipe at her eyes and ducked back from a backhand slash, but she was too slow to avoid a kick that doubled her over and drove the air from her lungs. She stumbled, trying to get her blade up in time to fend off the next attack, but Vhorskaya was terrifyingly fast. She slipped past Zenthe’s guard and drove an elbow into her ribs, then dropped low to sweep Zenthe’s legs from under her.

			Zenthe fell on her back, and Vhorskaya was on her in a moment. Their blades met, and the High Priestess’ face locked in a furious grimace, her teeth bared as she drove her dagger ever closer to Zenthe’s heart.

			Another tremor rocked the street. Vhorskaya lost her balance, just slightly. Arika Zenthe tucked a foot against the witch aelf’s stomach and kicked out hard. The witch aelf tumbled backwards, swaying on the edge of the abyss that split the city street in two. She stood on the lip of oblivion for a moment, her arms windmilling for balance.

			Zenthe threw her sword like a spear. It sank deep into Vhorskaya’s chest. The priestess’ eyes opened wide, and she uttered a single gasp of disbelief before toppling over the edge.

			Cursing, her body aching, Zenthe staggered to her feet. She hobbled along the thoroughfare and turned the corner to face the open harbour. She was too late. Her father stood upon the deck of a crimson-sailed reaver-ship, Oscus at his side. The ship was free of its moorings and making for an opening in the black ark’s hull. 

			Zarkand Zenthe met her gaze as she stood upon the edge of the dock. For the first time, he no longer looked like the ­legendary corsair. No, he looked old. Defeated. She smiled a wide smile, and saluted him with her blade.

			He had escaped her again, but this time it did not feel like a defeat. 

			‘Run, father,’ she said. ‘Run and hide, as I once had to. But there’s nowhere you can flee where I won’t find you.’
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			Of all the gaols I had ever had the misfortune of visiting, the dungeons of the Raven City might have been the most singularly unpleasant. As miserable and lightless as the city in which it was located, the fittingly named Black Pit of Lethis resembled an enormous well dug deep into the earth, circular levels of cramped cells spiralling down into the darkness. What lay at the bottom, I had no idea. The screams that drifted up from below with unsettling regularity ensured that I never wanted to find out.

			‘I’m beginning to regret ever setting foot in this ­miserable sewer-pit of a city,’ I said, running my fingers across the rain-slick bars of the lightless abode I was currently occupying. My skeletal cellmate grinned back at me good-naturedly as a centi­pede skittered through his empty eye socket.

			I cannot recall exactly how long I resided in this accommodation before I received my first visit from Ammos Varon. Perhaps a week, although given my location and the gloomy haze of typical Lethisian weather, it was often impossible to tell day from night.

			A rattle and clank of gears heralded the descent of the guard-carriage. Attached to the front of the circular platform were two great round lamps, and as their gaze passed over me I winced and raised my hands to protect my eyes, unused to such intense brightness after several days spent lounging in the dark. The great metal beast drew nearer and nearer, eventually coming to rest at the door to my cell.

			Five figures stood within. Three wore the black smock and leather masks of the prison gendarmerie, and carried nightsticks with several vicious-looking wooden studs. I’d seen those weapons used against more than one unfortunate inmate, to brutal effect. One of the masked guards stepped forward and crashed his club against the bars of my cell, causing me to skitter backwards. Then I heard the clunk of a key twisting in a padlock, and the door to my cell creaked open.

			The remaining two figures entered. The taller of the pair had to duck slightly as he entered. He was a lithe human, dressed in simple, dark blue robes cinched at the waist with a golden band. He was a striking one all right – dark-skinned and handsome, with piercing eyes so pale grey they seemed almost white, set in a stern face whose age I found quite hard to pinpoint. He wore his hair shaved close to the scalp and bore a tattoo of the comet on his cheek. A curved sword dangled from his belt, and he wore a heavy travelling pack.

			The second figure was a small, stocky woman dressed in a blue habit that seemed at least a size too small to contain her bulk. Ruddy-faced and vital where her companion was tall and austere, she wore a broadsword strapped diagonally across her back, as well as a bandolier of knives and hatchets. She wore the hammer prominently on a golden choker that wound tightly around her neck, and her hair was hacked short without thought for aesthetics. The warrior made for the corner of my cell and leaned against the wall there, gazing at me through her heavy-lidded eyes, arms folded and muscles straining against the fabric of her coat.

			‘Shevanya Arclis,’ said the dark-skinned man. His voice was soft and precise. ‘You have made quite the impression upon the arbitrator-lords of Lethis, aelf. Trespassing. Possession of contraband artefacts. Destruction of property. Disturbance of the peace. I could go on.’

			‘In my defence, the house I destroyed was infested with the spectral dead,’ I said, intending to launch into a spirited defence of my recent exploits. ‘What I did was provide a–’

			The man cut me off with a raised hand.

			‘I am aware of your colourful history,’ he said. ‘I know exactly why you broke into the mansion of Phylebius Crade, and let us not pretend it was for any manner of altruism. You were there to rifle through the belongings of a dead man.’

			‘It turned out he wasn’t actually dead, if that makes any difference,’ I muttered.

			‘It does not. Here in Lethis they take crimes against the deceased rather seriously. For such offences as you have committed, one could be locked up for the rest of their life. Or face death upon the garrotte.’

			‘If they’re lucky,’ interjected the stocky woman.

			There was a pregnant pause. I got the sense that my guest was attempting to drive home the gravity of my situation, which after several days trapped in this hell pit was really quite unnecessary.

			‘Who are you?’ I asked, desiring to cut to the chase. ‘You’re not guilders. You’re not priests of Sigmar, come to cleanse my soul. And I don’t remember crossing any cartels or assassin cults. Not recently, anyhow.’

			The warrior snorted with laughter, but a flicker of irritation shone through her companion’s stern disposition.

			‘I am an agent of the most holy Order of Azyr,’ he snapped, tugging down the neck of his robes to reveal an amulet marked with the image of the flaming eye – a symbol that I recognised all too well.

			I groaned.

			‘It is my duty to seek out the heretic and the traitor, and–’

			‘Tell me, does the Order maintain a special department whose task it is purely to make my life a misery?’ I asked.

			In all rational civilised folk, the mere mention of the Order of Azyr is enough to give rise to a surge of panic. I, however, had very recently had dealings with the witch hunters. Any terror I felt was overwhelmed by a great deal of exasperation.

			If he was offended or insulted by my outburst, he gave no sign. He simply stared at me with those pale eyes, letting the moment of awkward silence stretch on just long enough to remind me of my place.

			‘I am very well aware of your recent exploits, Miss Arclis,’ he said at last. ‘I have read with great interest the reports of Hanniver Toll. It is only his word that ensures you yet breathe. My name is Ammos Varon. This is my bodyguard and companion, Tavyat of Sayron.’

			The woman honoured me with the slightest incline of her head. Her neck looked like a slab of rhinox meat. I was pretty certain that she could bite me in half as easily as an ogor.

			‘The city of Lethis falls under my jurisdiction, Miss Arclis,’ the witch hunter continued. ‘And I maintain a close eye upon all potential assets who arrive within its walls.’

			‘Are you people still not done with me?’ I sighed, slumping down to take a seat next to my skeletal cellmate. ‘Did I not already risk my own neck for the Order in pursuit of the Silver Shard? Was nearly getting devoured by mutant Chaos worshippers and lizard people not enough?’

			‘You remain of value, Miss Arclis,’ Varon continued, folding his hands behind his back. ‘Until such time as the Order deems otherwise. You should be glad of that. I could leave you to rot for a few months in this place, but word of your exploits along the Taloncoast has reached my ears. You are very good at breaking into places that you are not supposed to be. As it happens, I have use for someone with those particular skills.’

			‘I’m no thief,’ I snapped, irritated by his insinuation. It is a constant thorn in my side that people refuse to see a difference between my archaeological studies and the actions of a common pickpocket.

			‘Spare me your delusions,’ said Varon, waving a dismissive hand. ‘You profess to be a noble explorer in the image of your adoptive father. We both know better. You are a thief and a grave robber. But an exceptionally gifted one, to be sure.’

			It was hardly the first time I had heard this routine, and I had to bite back another retort that would do me little good. Perhaps there was some truth to the accusation, and that was why it riled me to hear it spoken aloud.

			‘The Order does not forget,’ continued Varon, ‘that when you first came to our attention, you were in the company of a known sorcerer and heretic, a man responsible for untold infamy and mass murder. You are fortunate that such a respected agent as Hanniver Toll chose to extol your usefulness and not sanction your interrogation and execution.’

			I sighed, already sick of this conversation.

			‘What do you want from me?’

			‘What do you know of the underworlds of Shyish?’ asked Varon.

			I frowned. ‘What has that to do with anything?’

			‘It is not a trick question, Miss Arclis. Just tell me what you know.’

			‘The Realm of Death is not one underworld, but all of them,’ I said. ‘Every afterlife ever dreamed into being by mortal souls is manifested there. Stygxx itself is an underworld, though no one can recall whose belief gave rise to it. When a mortal being from any of the other realms dies, its everlasting soul is carried there.’

			Varon nodded. ‘Untold continents formed from the crystallised essence of belief,’ he said. ‘Malleable and ever-changing, at once both indestructible and ephemeral. The God-King’s ­mortal children once found peace within this realm, a ­coexistence between living and dead that benefitted all. Until the Great Fall. Until the Dark Gods dug their claws into Shyish.’

			‘And feasted upon as many souls as they could devour.’

			‘Indeed. The old civilisations crumbled. Many underworlds were over­run by daemonkind and by the heretical hordes. Yet some endured, and within them can be found relics of a greater age.’

			‘I know all this,’ I said, shaking my head. ‘These treasures of the Age of Myth, they drew me to Shyish in the first place. This realm is a graveyard of history.’

			‘You do not know how true those words are,’ Varon said. ‘There are secrets buried beneath the ash and bones of Shyish that could change the path of the Great War forever, should the enemies of Azyr lay hands upon them. Sigmar, in his great wisdom, knew this, and even before the Great Fall he spirited many dangerous relics away, concealing them from the prying eyes of mortals.’

			‘What has this to do with me?’

			‘To the east, across the Dwindlesea, lies the Latchkey Isle. You have heard of it?’

			I nodded. In my line of work, I dealt with many thieves, lock-artists and spire runners, and often I heard them invoke the name of the Thieves’ Paradise. The Latchkey Isle was said to be an idyllic afterworld, an immense, golden-spired city packed to the brim with treasures beyond imagining. Larcenous souls believed that upon death they would ascend to this paradise, there to live an eternal life of challenge and adventure, testing their wits against an ever-changing landscape of traps, dungeons and wondrous rewards.

			‘The Latchkey Isle is said to be all but impossible to navigate. The very walls and the floor beneath your feet shift with every passing hour, as the city rearranges itself like a living puzzle box. It is haunted not just by the spirits of the dead, but by magical guardian beasts and trickster-spirits. So you see, aelf, it is a perfect place to conceal something that mortal beings must never find.’

			The reason for the Order’s presence at my cell was beginning to become clear.

			‘I see where this is going,’ I said.

			‘Within the heart of this underworld, the God-King Sigmar constructed a secret vault that none could breach. This vault conceals untold destructive power,’ said Varon. ‘Powerful magic far beyond anything you could imagine. For centuries it has remained hidden, obscured by the illusions of the Latchkey Isle. But that time is over. The Tyrant of Bones has torn this realm asunder, and underworld after underworld falls into his clutches.’

			Despite myself, I shuddered. One does not travel the vast distances of the Realm of Death without encountering the undead servants of Nagash, the Great Necromancer. For a time, there had been peace between Sigmar and his ancient foe, but those days were well and truly over. The horror of the necroquake had unleashed plagues of spectral wraiths and maelstroms of deathly magic across the realms. More than one free city had fallen in recent months, claimed by the dead. There were rumours abroad that Nagashizzar had thrown open its gates and now marched upon every one of Sigmar’s strongholds in the Realm of Death. If that was true, then Lethis would certainly be amongst his foremost targets.

			‘What is the Order looking for?’ I asked.

			Varon studied me for a long time. Then he removed the bag he carried upon his back, and carefully lifted out an ancient leather-bound tome, thick and yellowed with age. Almost immediately a distinctly unpleasant feeling came over me – a chill such as one might feel in the presence of the dead. The book was latched with silver, and its cover was oddly textured, almost organic in appearance. To my disgust I realised that it was bound in the flesh of human hands, clasped together with their interlocking fingers forming a latch across the mouth of the book.

			‘Master,’ said Tavyat, uneasily, but the witch hunter held up a hand and she fell silent.

			‘This,’ he said, indicating the book, ‘is the last of the tomes of Valagharr.’

			The air in the room seemed to chill even at the mention of that name.

			‘You know of him?’ said Varon.

			‘The Betrayer,’ I said. ‘Of course.’

			‘First amongst the Amethyst Archmages, and the most trusted authority on the nature of Shyishan magic.’ Varon nodded. ‘A spell-smith without peer, and a wise counsellor who fought at the God-King’s side in untold battles. Until he turned his cloak and took up the cause of Nagash. He came to worship death, and betrayed many of Azyr’s secrets to his new master. Many of the heavens’ mightiest warriors sought to repay that slight, but Valagharr was a powerful being.’

			‘I thought that he was slain long ago? That’s how the legends tell it. The Eldritch Council laid siege to his lands, and he was slain at the hands of Grandmaster Huras himself.’

			‘His physical form was broken by the first of the Grandmasters,’ said Varon. ‘But Valagharr had outgrown the bonds of mortality. He was no longer a man, no longer anything living. Huras and his comrades instead sought to capture whatever passed for Valagharr’s soul. They did so, though the cost was terribly high. The traitor’s soul was trapped within a phylactery of Azyrite starstone, a cage that even a being of Valagharr’s power could not escape.’

			Suddenly, everything clicked into place in my mind. ‘And they stored it away within the Latchkey Isle. Why didn’t they finish him when they had the chance?’

			‘A soul is not easily unmade. And I believe the council wished to know exactly how many of their secrets Valagharr had betrayed to Nagash. I am no closer to understanding their reasons than you are, and it makes no difference in any case.’

			‘Why is the Order only acting now?’ I said. ‘Surely you have known about this phylactery for some time?’

			‘War has come to Shyish once more,’ said Varon. ‘And this time, it is not the servants of the Dark Gods that we face, but the infinite legions of the dead. The influence of Nagashizzar grows, corrupting all that it touches, and agents of the Great Necromancer are abroad, burrowing into every underworld like maggots writhing in a corpse. They know of the secret buried at the heart of the Latchkey Isle, and they will stop at nothing to claim it.’

			‘You wish to claim it first. Then why not send an army?’

			Varon shook his head. ‘There are no soldiers to spare. The Great War gathers pace once again, and there are a thousand fires spreading across the realms. The Angels of Azyr are fully committed. The Anvils of the Heldenhammer can spare no warriors, for the Raven City is threatened, and the Dark God’s servants do not cease their own atrocities. We are stretched so very thin, Miss Arclis.’

			I had an inkling of how precarious the situation in Shyish was, but it was another thing entirely to hear it straight from the mouth of an agent of Azyr.

			‘In any case,’ he continued, ‘this is no fortress to be breached by weight of arms. The finest greatswords in the city could not aid me in breaking into the Isle. It is not warriors that I need, but tricksters. Thieves. People with more… unconventional talents. This leads me to you.’

			‘And do I have a say in the matter?’

			The stocky woman snorted with amusement.

			‘Of course not,’ said the witch hunter, standing and gesturing at the wardens, who swiftly moved to reopen the door of my cell. ‘But consider this a reprieve for your current predicament. You will spend the night here, and on the morrow we will make for Sorrowpoint on the coast.’

			With that he departed, sweeping imperiously out of the door.

			‘Cheer up,’ said his companion, with a smirk. ‘At least this is your last day in the pit.’
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			Varon did not waste time. Mere hours later I heard the familiar clanking of machinery as the guard-carriage spiralled down towards my cell, and it stopped to emit three wardens. They hauled me to my feet none too gently, slapped a pair of heavy, silver manacles around my wrists and dragged me out onto the waiting platform. Howls and cries of outrage came from my fellow prisoners as the carriage took me up to freedom. If they had known my intended destination, I doubt they would have been quite so envious.

			Still, I couldn’t help breathing a sigh of relief as I ascended into the light, and felt a cool morning breeze upon my face. The carriage wound its way towards a stone pier, upon which more guards stood, armed with short-barrelled handcannons. Ammos Varon was waiting, this time dressed for travel, accompanied once again by Tavyat, who was clad in silver chainmail and a dark leather gambeson. Her face was smeared with blue paint in the manner of her kind, with a chevron on each cheek.

			‘Those will not be necessary,’ Varon said to the guards, gesturing at my handcuffs. ‘We are quite capable of managing one malnourished aelf.’

			One of the wardens unlocked and removed them. I winced and rubbed my wrists where the metal had bitten into my skin.

			Tavyat stepped forward and slung me a rhinox-leather pack, frayed and faded. My travelling satchel. I clutched it close, feeling pathetically grateful to have it back in my hands. When you live as nomadic a life as I do, you tend to become strangely attached to your belongings. I noticed it was a good few pounds lighter than when I had entered, and gave one of the guards a sharp look.

			‘Oh, you’ve lightened my load. How kind. No doubt I can expect my more valuable items to be returned in short order?’

			‘Don’t press your luck,’ growled the leader.

			As subtly as I could, I ran my thumb around the base of the pack, near the hem. I felt the slight outline of a thin, hard object, and thanked Sigmar for the incompetence of my captors. They hadn’t found everything of value I possessed. My dagger was still there, safe in a hidden compartment concealed by stitches of Ulgish shadow-gossamer; a favoured substance of thieves and smugglers, it wove a neat little illusory enchantment over everything it touched. It had cost me a vast sum just to get the few threads necessary to create that secret pocket, but it had more than paid that price back since.

			The dagger was a recent acquisition, liberated from the house of a most unpleasant wizard. The weapon had a taste for dead things, and I had a feeling I might be using it before long. Truth be told, I never was much of a fighter – I preferred to leave the bloody business to more hot-blooded souls, of which the realms have a seemingly high number. But you’d be a fool to go travelling across Shyish unarmed in these grim days. Furthermore, this blade had a particular thirst for slaying gheists, which made it all the more invaluable. It could cut through spectral matter as easily as flesh, and it had already saved my life more than once.

			‘Follow me, Miss Arclis,’ said Varon, turning and striding off along the pier. The guards parted to allow him past, and I hurried along in the man’s wake. Tavyat stuck close to me, but not too tight. Thoughts of escape flitted across my mind, but right now there was nowhere to run except back to my cell. If I wanted to get away, I would have to wait for a more opportune moment. For now, I decided to play along. Let Varon feel like he had me on a leash, and wait for him and his hired blade to let their guard down.

			We passed through the inner courtyard of the Black Pit, through a heavily defended gatehouse and out onto Olair’s Mount, a great hill overlooking the city of Lethis itself. From there we took an open-topped carriage down the winding stone road towards the harbour. I peered at my reflection in the window as we travelled. It was not a pretty sight. For once, the web of scars across my left cheek was the least shocking thing about me. My hair, usually a rather fetching shade of red, was lank and unwashed, and my eyes were sunken and tired. I badly needed a bath and a hot meal, but somehow I doubted I’d get one any time soon.

			‘How are we going to get to the Latchkey Isle?’ I said, tearing my eyes away.

			‘Travel has been arranged,’ said Varon, but did not elaborate further. I assumed he had booked us passage upon a Kharadron airship, or perhaps had secured an escort of Freeguild outriders to guide us across the dangerous plains of Stygxx – to travel on foot or without guard seemed to me a good way to get killed. There were dreadful things abroad these days.

			I could not have been more wrong.

			The carriage took us as far as the city’s southern gate, at which point the witch hunter ordered a halt. We disembarked, and Varon absent-mindedly tossed a few ivory coins to our driver. Then we headed towards the gatehouse, a great iron portal set into Lethis’ formidable perimeter wall, every inch of the metalwork engraved with rune wardings, sacred passages and Azyrite script.

			Varon brandished his insignia to the watchmen patrolling the southern tradeway, and they nervously ushered us through. Beyond was a patch of sickly-looking scrubland, and in the distance the jagged outline of cliffs, their peaks disappearing into the fug of mist rolling in from the Dwindlesea. The trade road wound up through the bluffs, through a scattering of leafless trees. I was no expert on this region, but I knew that it was at least a few days’ ride to the ocean, and there were only a couple of safe ports along the coast where we could hire a vessel. Of course, in order to get there, we would require some form of land transport. You did not travel by foot across Stygxx, not unless you were foolish or suicidal.

			‘So, what happens now?’ I asked.

			Varon simply waited, hands folded behind his back.

			There was a faint clanking sound in the distance, akin to the sound of groaning water pipes. Then a high-pitched squeal.

			Something crawled out of the mist. At first I thought that it was a gigantic, metal spider, for it careened across the open ground upon several many-jointed legs. I saw the smoke pouring from its segmented body, and the bulbous, glass-fronted dome atop its head. It did not resemble an arachnid in form, I realised, so much as a human hand: an enormous metal hand, scuttling across the rough terrain with surprising speed. Closer and closer it rumbled, the sound of its motion ever more thunderous. No more than a dozen feet ahead of us it clattered to a stop, its bizarre limbs digging into the ground and contracting, lowering the boxy, rectangular carriage mounted atop it to the ground. At a glance, this central segment looked roughly the size of a steam-carriage apartment, large enough to house several bodies crammed together. An iron porthole dropped open under the contraption’s belly, and from this was lowered a bronze stepladder.

			I stared at Varon in something approaching disbelief. If he registered my concern, he did not show it.

			A strange figure descended from the ramshackle vehicle, releasing a gout of smoke and steam. Once the steam cleared, I realised it was a hunched, bent-backed old human, impossibly ancient and utterly filthy. Smoke and oil stains covered both his smock and his leathery skin, and his drooping moustache was so smeared with grime that it was an entirely different colour to his stark, white hair. He wore a panelled coat of mustard yellow, in a similarly decrepit state, a frayed pair of breeches and no shoes upon his pale, clawlike feet.

			As he drew near, the strange little man removed a pair of ludicrously oversized brass goggles, allowing them to dangle about his scrawny neck, and peered at Varon and I through rheumy eyes.

			‘I am here, as requested,’ the man screeched, far louder than was necessary.

			‘Master Boros,’ said Varon.

			‘Eh?’ the scrawny man bellowed, his face twisted in confusion.

			‘Master Quentelm Boros of the Ironweld College of Sapenna,’ Varon said to me, by way of explanation. ‘One of the foremost experts in mechano-arcane engineering. There are few more respected master engineers in Lethis.’

			‘What’s that now?’ roared Master Boros, veins protruding from his scrawny neck. Cursing and muttering to himself, the old man rummaged in his pocket and brought out a curved, brass horn, the tapering end covered in dozens of metal hooks.

			‘This is a member of our elite team?’ I asked, sarcasm marinat­ing every word. The man before me looked no more than a day from the grave. How in the God-King’s name was he going to navigate an underworld as treacherous and deadly as the Thieves’ Paradise?

			‘I have been more than thorough in my recruitment for this mission,’ said Varon, shooting me an irritated look. ‘Master Boros comes with the highest recommendations. He is honoured advisor to the Lord-Ordinator Pharyus Voltis, no less. Having attained the rank of Master Tinkerer, his inventions are the talk of the Raven City.’

			As I watched in appalled fascination, Boros took the barbed end of his strange horn and thrust it directly into his ear. Grimacing slightly, he rotated the device. There was a dreadful squelching sound.

			‘Ah!’ the master engineer exclaimed, his every word now merely a thunderous exclamation rather than a deafening bellow. ‘That’s better. Well, what are you two standing there like clockwork golems for? Hop aboard, will you?’

			He turned and gestured to the giant metallic hand in which he had arrived. I attempted one final pleading look in the direction of Ammos Varon and his bodyguard, but they simply stared at me expectantly.

			‘What in the roiling wastes is this thing?’ I asked, pointing at the vehicle.

			Boros immediately launched into what amounted to an enthusiastic sales pitch.

			‘Wondrous, isn’t it?’ he said, beaming from ear to ear. ‘It is a fresh prototype from my workshop, the refinement of a number of theoretical principles of compressed aetherquartz fuel and technotic actualiser engines. One of the most adaptable and rugged multi-environmental conveyor gun-carriages ever constructed. I call it the Borosian steamcrawler.’

			I raised an eyebrow, and the old man chortled into his hand.

			‘Yes, a rather prosaic name, isn’t it?’ he said. ‘But I assure you that this is a most remarkable vehicle. Capable of traversing almost any terrain, and with an invictunite-laced carapace equally resistant to small-arms fire and magical trauma. I estimate that when produced in sufficient numbers it might entirely change the fortunes of our Freeguild regiments.’ He bowed, gesturing me forward. ‘Please.’

			Cursing my ill fortune once again, I sighed and made for the ladder. It was warm to the touch, and slick with oil and grime. Above, I could hear a strange bubbling sound, and the clank and grind of gears. I climbed, and entered the main carriage with a distinct sense of trepidation. The interior of the vehicle was a cramped coffin of corrugated iron, every surface but the floor covered in a series of valves, gears and rattling pipes. At the head of the carriage was a semicircular cockpit and a desk crammed with levers and glowing buttons – a half-disc of dim glass provided a fairly limited view, and I could see the two rotor cannons mounted on the front of the chassis.

			I entered and scrambled towards the rear of the vehicle, stumbling over the uneven floor and finally flopping down in the rear harness. Varon and his bodyguard hauled themselves up into the carriage, and took seats on each side of the chamber. Finally, Master Boros clambered up and slammed the access hatch shut behind him.

			‘Strap yourselves in tight,’ he said, his voice punishingly loud in such a small space. ‘It’s likely to be a bumpy ride to Sorrowpoint.’

			I did so, my sense of foreboding rising exponentially as the Ironweld engineer grasped the central lever block with two hands and hauled it back. The cabin lurched down and forward, and were it not for the leather bindings securing me in place I would certainly have been dashed across the floor. As it was, I was merely fortunate enough to be almost strangled by the straps of my harness, and both my arms were all but pulled out of their sockets. Like a bucking rhinox, the crawler reared backwards, and my head slammed painfully against a boiling steam-pipe, stitching a painful burn across my scalp. Then, mercifully, we were level. The machinery around me was alive with deafening motion. I leaned out and peered through the viewport on the left-hand side of the carriage, and saw the scuttling limbs of the crawler stretch and dig into the hard earth. For a moment I breathed a sigh of relief, sure that the worst was over.

			Then we started moving. It was roughly akin to being trapped in a barrel and hurled over a waterfall, although in this case the barrel was also lined with overheating copper pipes. Every stride of those bizarre, mechanical limbs sent us lurching in our harnesses. After only a few minutes, I was feeling distinctly nauseous. I caught a glimpse of Varon, and noticed that he too was sagging in his restraints, his face ashen. Only Tavyat seemed unfazed. She was chewing on a block of bacca, peering idly out of the window as the scrubland rushed by.

			The noise was apocalyptic. Every square inch of the crawler seemed to be on the verge of falling apart, rattling like a town crier’s bell. My sole comfort as I stared out of the viewport was that we were hurtling forward at an astonishing pace. I only prayed that our journey would not take longer than a day or two.
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			Six days later we arrived at our destination.

			Sorrowpoint was as bleak as its name, a fortified harbour carved out of a stretch of mountainside, thick with sails and masts of all varieties. Beyond its docks lay the Dwindlesea, a calm and pitch-black expanse of open water that disappeared into an enormous bank of fog.

			I tumbled out of the egress hatch of the crawler, my legs weak and unsteady beneath me. I almost dropped to my knees and kissed the dry earth. Master Boros had allowed us a few precious breaks on our headlong rampage across the wilds of Stygxx, but for the majority of the time we had been trapped inside a metal coffin, buffeted by its demented motion and occasionally broiled by unexpected gouts of boiling steam. Escape seemed a more remote possibility than ever. Even if I had been foolhardy enough to try running off into the wilds of Stygxx – as certain a death sentence as you could imagine – Tavyat was always there, keeping a watchful eye on me.

			Varon and Tavyat exited after me. The former was a mess, his formerly spotless robes covered in grime, his face slick with sweat. Even Tavyat looked rather green, but Varon resembled a risen corpse. I wondered whether he had contracted something during the journey, which was not a pleasant thought considering how long I had spent in close proximity to him. His skin was so pale it almost looked translucent in the wan light.

			‘By the comet,’ Tavyat groaned. ‘Let the Tyrant of Bones take me before I ever go in one of those again.’

			Boros skidded down the ladder with surprising nimbleness, stretching his arms and giving a great yawn. That strange horn was still embedded in his ear. If it was causing him any pain, he did not let it show. In fact, he looked utterly unruffled by the hellish odyssey we had just endured. This indifference greatly annoyed me.

			‘Well, here we are,’ he said brightly. ‘And before time too. As I said, Master Varon, the Boros conveyance engine requires some alterations, but the basic design is sound. I’m rather pleased with the alterations I have made to the travel compartment. A most comfortable journey, do you not agree?’

			I briefly considered throttling the old wretch, but decided against it.

			‘My… thanks, Master Boros,’ said Varon, clearly struggling with the desire to vomit. ‘You will wait here with the transport. Our vessel awaits at port.’

			We passed through the main gate and into Sorrowpoint itself. A more depressing place you would struggle to find in all the realms. Its cobbled streets were slick with brinewater and stained with filth, and a thick layer of yellowish moss crawled over almost every surface. Beyond the perimeter, most of the buildings were little more than hardwood shacks and ragged-looking stone lean-tos.

			‘Pleasant little haven,’ said Tavyat.

			Nervous-looking figures loitered in doorways and alleys, peering out at us as we strode down the main thoroughfare. Black-armoured guards were out in force, their faces grim, halberds held at the ready.

			We stopped outside a large tavern, which bore a sign proclaiming it as the Leering Skull. It looked as cheerful a hole as that epithet suggested. A scattering of drunken sailors were piled outside the front door, slurring and swearing at one another while a mad-eyed duardin played something approaching a tune upon a strange metal instrument as he tapped his foot out of time with the melody.

			‘Delightful,’ I muttered to Tavyat. ‘Really. I am astonished that the noble lords of Lethis do not visit Sorrowpoint as a holiday destination.’

			We entered the tavern, which was little more than a single, open room with a scattering of tables and broken furniture. Most of the occupants were lying sprawled across the floor, smoking or gambling. At the far end there was a plank laid across two heavy barrels. This appeared to serve as the bar. The tender was an ancient duardin dressed in a stained smock and apparently little else, who glared at us with disdain. Other eyes went to us, and I saw several unpleasant-looking customers staring at us with predatory interest, no doubt attempting to judge whether our pockets were worth rooting around in.

			Varon approached the innkeep, shifting his robes aside so that everyone got a good look at the ornate pistol stowed at his belt. Tavyat’s eyes made a slow circuit of the room, inviting anyone foolish enough to try something to do their very best. Unsurprisingly, the clientele appeared to decide that we were not worth the hassle.

			‘Master Varon!’ came a voice from a dank little cubbyhole at the far side of the room. Emerging from the shadows came a little duardin wearing a crimson shirt and bright blue pantaloons tucked into whaleskin boots. His hair was dragged back into a tight ponytail, and his beard and moustache were curled with wax.

			He strode across the room, kicking aside a couple of drunken gamblers and knocking over their game pieces, and grasped Varon by the hand. The witch hunter recoiled only slightly at the touch – the duardin’s hands were smeared with soot and grease. He looked like he had just stepped out of a blacksmith’s foundry.

			‘Captain,’ Varon said. ‘We are ready to depart. If your crew would see to the stowage of our vehicle.’

			‘Of course, of course,’ the duardin said, waving his hand at a couple of dubious-looking humans, who rose from their stools and sloped out of the bar. Master Boros followed, and as the door slammed shut behind the master engineer I could already hear him bellowing instructions at his new labourers.

			‘Captain Alode at your service,’ the duardin continued, favouring us with a broad, yellow-toothed smile. I saw the gleam of golden caps upon his front teeth. ‘It’s my honour to command the steam-tanker Pride of Talyn.’

			‘Pirate?’ said Tavyat, raising an eyebrow at Varon.

			Alode laughed in boisterous good humour. ‘Hardly that. Well, at least not when business is good. No, we run the Gloom Channel from Sorrowpoint to Thasia and Remantine. We carry Lethisian darkwater, silversteel, the occasional well-moneyed travellers such as yourselves.’

			‘Time is at a premium,’ Varon said. ‘I wish to set sail as soon as possible.’

			‘Of course,’ said Alode, rubbing his hands together. ‘We’ll be off shortly. If you’d be so good as to follow me.’

			I cursed under my breath. There went my final hope of escaping this ill-advised venture. For better or worse, it seemed like I was in for the long haul.
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			‘We’re travelling the Dwindlesea in that?’

			If the Pride of Talyn truly represented the dignity of its people, then I had a deep and fervent wish to never visit the land of its creation. It looked more like a rusted copper bathtub than a seafaring vessel. It sat low in the harbour waters, sailors scurrying across its wide, flat deck, clearing detritus and trading goods away in preparation for our departure.

			‘Ah, she’s an ugly beast all right,’ said Captain Alode, fondly. ‘But you need a rugged monster to sail these seas. That’s duardin craftsmanship you’re looking at. The Talyn could ride out the Seven Tempests unharmed.’

			‘It will serve,’ said Varon. The witch hunter still looked terrible, his skin greyish and sheened with sweat despite the cold air blowing in from the ocean. I couldn’t tell if it was the after-effect of our traumatising journey in that cursed metal contraption, or the prospect of a long, hard sea voyage.

			‘Let us depart as soon as we are able. Our journey requires all haste, captain.’

			‘Aye, lord. The journey should take us six moons or thereabouts, depending on whether we avoid any unwanted attention. We’re just packing up your… conveyance.’

			Alode pointed a grubby finger at an L-shaped dock that angled about the steam-tanker’s port flank. I let out an agonised groan.

			There, assisted by a score of seamen and a clawed crane-winch, was Master Boros, supervising the transportation of his beloved steamcrawler. The hand-shaped vehicle dangled from the crane hook like a great, dead spider.

			‘Just so you know,’ I said to Varon, ‘if it’s a choice between getting in that monstrosity again and being swallowed by some nightmarish monster from the voidsea, I’ll gladly choose oblivion.’

			‘Seconded,’ said Tavyat, who looked no happier than I.

			Varon ignored us. He was staring out across the sea, his eyes slightly glazed as if locked in a trance. He clutched his leather satchel tightly. I could see the bulky outline of Valagharr’s tome through the fabric.

			‘Master?’ said Tavyat.

			Varon blinked and shook his head slightly. ‘It is nothing. Just a touch of sickness, nothing more. Let us proceed.’

			We strode down the weed-slick wharf towards the loading docks, weaving our way through the crowds of labourers. The smell was terrible, a blend of rotting meat and oil that was utterly overpowering. You could taste it at the back of your throat, souring every breath. I saw the slopes drop away to the pitch-black edge of the Dwindlesea itself, which lapped at the dock wall. Every inch of the harbour wall was covered in foot-long barbed spikes. Even the loading docks were separated by segmented portals of rusted iron – armoured gates not dissimilar to the gatehouses of a Freeguild fortress.

			‘The dead rise from Leviata’s lair,’ said Captain Alode, noticing my interest. ‘Ever more frequently, in these dark days. They come marching out of the waves in their hundreds.’

			As we drew closer I could see the skeletal outlines of corpses pinned upon the harbour wall, stuck fast upon those barbed hooks.

			‘We dredge the worst of the carnage from the harbour waters, but best not to fall in, eh? Who knows what’s still scuttling about down there!’

			Alode laughed good-naturedly and clapped me on the back, as if the prospect of a pool full of rotting corpses was the most humorous thing in the world. People of the sea are a strange breed.

			We passed along the angular loading dock and tramped up an iron ramp to the deck of the Pride of Talyn.

			‘Careful! Careful now!’ Master Boros was bellowing, gesturing unhelpfully as his red-faced assistant brought the steamcrawler down atop the ship and lashed it in place with harnesses that I assume were designed for securing heavy cargo. I eyed the vehicle with naked hostility, and found myself hoping that a particularly strong wave would sweep it into the depths of the ocean, where it could torment me no longer.

			‘Bunglers,’ Boros was muttering, which meant he was actually shouting the words loudly enough that everyone within a dozen leagues could hear. ‘Fat-fingered louts, the lot of them. I tell you, Master Varon, we should have booked passage upon an Ironweld vessel, rather than trust my delicate masterpieces to these ruffians.’

			‘Fear not, old one,’ said Captain Alode, grinning. ‘We’ll have you ashore again in no time.’

			The captain continued shouting a stream of orders and instructions to his crew, who set about loosing guide ropes and firing the tanker’s steam engines. Black smoke billowed from the two great chimneys, and the deck creaked beneath us. Curious, I made for the gunwale and glanced down. The great oar arrays were rotating mechanically, dipping beneath the waves and pushing the great bulk of the vessel forward. The Pride of Talyn made its way out of Sorrowpoint harbour, passing between the great dock gates and out into the misty seas beyond.

			Alode was at the wheel at the front of the ship, lighting his comically oversized hookah. He sighed in satisfaction as we edged further towards the open ocean, leaving the cliffs of the port behind to be swallowed up by the fog. It was soon eerily silent. There was a scattering of carrion birds circling overhead, but the seas were as still and calm as death.

			‘How long is the journey?’ I asked.

			The captain shrugged. ‘Should take no more than ten days, God-King willing. But these are unpredictable waters. They might remain as calm as a mirror. Or we might stumble into a void-squall, in which case we’ll be sucked down into the Great Black in moments. Or worse, we might run afoul of a skullcoiler king. Ever seen one of those up close, girl?’

			‘Only in paintings,’ I said, well aware that the old wretch was trying to make me feel uncomfortable.

			‘Grow as large as Stormkeeps, so they do. Large enough to swallow us in one gulp!’

			I rolled my eyes and left him to it.

			‘He’s a rare find,’ I said, walking over to Varon. ‘Could you not have found another ship’s captain, one without a questionable sense of humour?’

			‘Get some rest,’ the man replied. If anything he looked even queasier than before. Nodding at me absent-mindedly, he strode across to the larboard gunwale and leaned out, looking like he might throw up at any moment.

			‘What’s the matter with him?’ I asked Tavyat.

			She shrugged. ‘Must be feeling tender. Not everyone’s suited to life at sea.’

			My ‘quarters’ were at the rear of the lower deck, little more than a cramped closet ankle-deep in rusted water, a moth-bitten hammock dangling from the ceiling. It was dank and smelled like a latrine, but I was so thoroughly exhausted from the wretched journey to Sorrowpoint that it seemed almost luxurious to me at that moment. I stowed my pack as best I could, trying to avoid getting it soaking wet, and clambered into the canvas net.

			‘How do I get myself into these situations?’ I muttered.

			It took me only a few moments to fall into an uneasy sleep. I dreamed of the Black Pit at Lethis. I was standing atop the prison, staring down into the bottomless abyss. There was something down there moving, something enormous and ancient that wanted nothing more than to feast upon my soul, but try as I might I could not tear my eyes from the hole.

			Something pushed me hard in the small of the back, and I teetered on the edge of oblivion for several terrifying seconds, before plunging down, down, down.

			As the blackness rushed up to claim me, I saw a pair of blazing green eyes alight with cruel anticipation.

			I woke with a start, almost tumbling out of the hammock. My heart was hammering fit to burst, but all I heard was the low rumble of the ship’s engines and the rhythmic snoring of its crew.

			We may have exchanged the cramped confines of the steamcrawler for the freedom of the open ocean, but I did not enjoy the voyage across the Dwindlesea much more than the journey across land. The water surrounding us for leagues on all sides was black and evil-looking, the sky a persistently gloomy brown-grey.

			‘They call these waters the corpse-seas,’ explained Tavyat. ‘They’re soured with death and clogged with rotting bodies. My advice to you is don’t fall overboard. There are things in there that have never seen the light of day, but will drain the soul right out of you and feast upon the shell that remains.’

			That cheerful thought occupied my mind over the next few days, as the Talyn sailed into storm-wracked waters that smashed and swept the tanker about, seeking to drag the ugly vessel to the bottom of the ocean. Over the course of the next few days I saw little of Varon. He was sharing quarters with Tavyat, who waved away my concern by simply saying that the witch hunter had been taken ill. She was not skilled enough in deception to hide her own concern, however – it radiated out of her with every word. Still, what was there to do?

			I was as trapped on the open ocean as I had been in the Lethis dungeons. Tavyat did not even bother to keep a particularly close eye on me any longer.

			Rather than plotting my flight, instead I spent my time learning about the running of a steam-tanker, and the intricate series of rituals, superstitions and traditions that its crew observed with unceasing devotion. Starwater was mixed with the brown, acidic fuels that powered the engine. Every day, the crew gathered for a prayer service, and painted sigils of warding across the deck.

			The old vessel might have been as ugly as a canker, foul-smelling and generally unpleasant to be aboard, but I could see why her crew adored her so. Out in the midst of the cruel and desolate ocean, she was a sturdy, floating fortress. I managed to take some comfort in that, even as the seas got rougher and the brief glimpses of sunlight became rarer.

			Perhaps half a dozen days into our voyage, I was drifting in and out of a not particularly restful sleep when the sound of a ragged scream stirred me awake. I lay there for a moment, trying to figure out if it had just been part of my troubled dreams, when another terrified cry met my ears.

			I stumbled out of the hammock, landing with a splash in the rusty water sloshing around the floor. Another scream split the air, and was quickly cut off. There was no crashing of waves, no hammering of some deep-sea leviathan tearing through the hull. Only silence, split by screams. I rushed over to my travel bag and shrugged it on, fetching my dagger from the hidden sheath in the base of the leather satchel. Twirling the weapon in my hand, I studied the jet-black length of stone. The runes upon its surface shimmered in the darkness, and I felt a shiver run down my arm. Was that eagerness? It was gone in an instant.

			I frowned, not for the first time wondering about the nature of my weapon. But this was hardly a time for such questions. I reversed the blade in my grip, pressing it against the flat of my wrist, and stepped cautiously out into the hall.

			The crew of the Pride of Talyn was stirring. I heard the slurred shouts of men and women dragged into wakefulness, and then something slammed against the side of the ship. I staggered and grasped at the nearest bulkhead as the floor rocked beneath me. There was an awful, screeching sound like talons dragged across stone, and from above the crack of a gunshot.

			That broke the spell. Grasping pistols, belaying pins, billhooks and any other killing tools that were near at hand, sailors began to leap out of their bunks as the cry went up.

			‘Repel boarders!’

			I saw Tavyat staggering out of her and Varon’s quarters, tugging on her cuirass. Our eyes met, but I could only shrug in confusion. Varon exited swiftly behind the aelf, sabre in one hand and pistol in the other, his satchel over one shoulder.

			‘Arclis, wake Master Boros,’ he said. The witch hunter still looked terrible, but his obvious discomfort did not show in his voice. He was all business. ‘Meet us up on deck.’

			With that he rushed off in the wake of the crew, Tavyat at his side. I turned and belted down the corridor, in the direction of the engine room, dodging and weaving past more sailors as they ran for the stairways leading to the main deck. Their faces were grim. Like me, I suppose they were imagining what horror might have crawled out of the Dwindlesea to board a ship this size. By now the crackle of gunfire was a constant refrain, though interspersed within the racket were screams and rattling sounds.

			Boros had taken residence within the engine hall, a vast rectangular chamber dominated by the immense steam-pistons that gave the ironclad motion. The sound was deafening as the segmented metal rods thrust back and forth across the breadth of the chamber, and the great, curving brass pipes that curled away into the ceiling groaned and shook.

			My dagger was fairly vibrating in my hand. The runes scrawled across its surface were gleaming in the half-darkness. The room suddenly felt very cold.

			‘Boros,’ I shouted, knowing full well that the deaf old fool would never hear me over the racket. Another blast rocked the ship, and I lost my footing on the metal gantry and stumbled forward. I managed to turn my headlong fall into a roll, and came up staring into the face of a sallow youth, his cheeks smeared with dirt. The lad’s eyes were wide and terrified, and he stretched a trembling hand out towards me.

			‘It’s all right,’ I said. ‘Listen, where’s the old man? I need to–’

			The youth coughed blood into my face. His eyes rolled into the back of his head, and he collapsed to the ground, a rusted sword embedded in his back.

			Behind the dead sailor stood a grinning skeletal horror, its yellow bones slimed with black weeds, its torn chestpiece a plate of rusted iron. The sheer, unbearable reek of it struck me like a fist, causing my gorge to rise.

			My dagger suddenly pulsed with white light, which surprised me more than my dancing partner. The skeleton wrenched its sword from its victim and lunged towards me. I barely ducked in time, scrambling backwards as the dead thing advanced. Its sword crashed against the steam-pipes, and a gout of boiling water sprayed across its bones, but it took no notice.

			I tried to slash at the thing’s legs, but the skeleton swept its blade down and smashed my dagger aside, the force of the strike causing me to lose my grip on the weapon. It skittered off across the corrugated floor. I made to run, but at the worst possible time the ship rocked again, this time more fiercely than before. I slammed hard against one of the steam-pipes, howling as the superheated metal left a red brand across my skin. I turned to see the skeleton rushing towards me, moving with terrible surety despite its ruinous condition.

			Suddenly, there was a loud blast and its head exploded in a shower of dust. Whatever necromantic power held the thing together failed, and it crumbled to pieces.

			‘What in the Smith-God’s name is all this about?’ bellowed Master Boros, mostly unclothed except for a yellowing pair of long johns, and holding a smoking blunderbuss.

			Despite the searing pain in my arm, and the fact that I had been seconds from death, I laughed at the ridiculous scene before me. Cackling like a fool, I scrambled across the floor and gathered my blade, then ushered the confused Boros back to his hammock, suspended beneath the central shaft of the steam engine.

			‘Get your pack,’ I roared directly into his ear, as loudly as possible. ‘I feel we may need to make a swift departure.’

			With my dagger in hand once more, I felt the weapon’s hunger. It still glowed with pale light, bathing the engine room in a silvery sheen. Clearly it was not just the spectral dead that raised the blade’s ire. That was interesting. It also meant that there were more undead creatures nearby, which did not surprise me. Such creatures were usually found in great numbers.

			At the far end of the chamber lay the immense water tank, filled to the brim with purified Ghyran lifewater. It was surrounded by heavy, ironbound tap-barrels, each of which was similarly full of precious liquid – this substance had to be carefully rationed by Captain Alode, for if it were to run out the crew of the Talyn would quickly perish. Above this immense object was a tangle of great, brass tubes, steam-vents designed to release the immense pressure that would build up in the Talyn’s motive engine. The panelling on one side had been torn open, and a torrent of foul-smelling bilge was seeping out. Cautiously, dagger in hand, I moved close to the pipe and peered inside.

			I was met with the empty eye sockets of another skeletal horror, which was clawing its way up the pipework from below, a rusted knife gripped between its yellowed teeth. Its bony fingers reached for the edge of the opening as it tried to drag its way free of the cramped confines.

			I cursed and hopped away as its bony hand swiped at me. The ventwork was connected to the propellers beneath the vessel. The undead must have crept through the guts of the ship and into the interior: an impossible task for any living thing, for the incredible temperatures would boil them to death.

			Thinking fast, I ran to the array of brass levers and wheels that operated the engine.

			‘Which one vents the engines?’ I yelled to Boros.

			‘No need to shout,’ the master engineer grumbled irritably as he reached for his greatcoat. ‘That big fellow there.’

			He indicated a brass half-wheel set into the body of the engine house. I grabbed it and hauled it roughly to the side. The entire room rumbled and there was a terrific, ear-piercing shriek as the steamtanker’s engine drained off the immense pressure building up within. Superheated water rushed through the venting pipes set along the wall. The skeletal warrior was just dragging itself out of the opening when a geyser of water erupted from below, bursting out of the broken plating with tremendous force, shattering the undead thing into a million pieces that rained across the engine room.

			Hopefully that had cleared out any more of the horrors that had crawled up. Yanking the wheel once more to shut off the flow, I raced back over to Boros, who was now more or less fully dressed, thank Sigmar.

			‘Come on,’ I said, grabbing him by the shoulder. ‘Let’s get out of here.’

			Of course, I thought as I ushered the old man towards the stairway leading to the main deck, there was no way off this boat. I felt certain that diving into the pitch-black waters of the Dwindlesea would be as certain a death as expiring on the tip of a skeleton’s blade.

			The deck of the Talyn was chaos. A crawling tide of skeletal warriors poured over the side of the vessel, falling upon the living with blades and spears.

			Looming over the larboard gunwale came a vision from my darkest nightmares. Its cephalopodic body was fleshy and bulbous, and dozens of snaking tentacles rippled with obscene motion. There was an impression of a great skull within that shapeless mass, but it was hideously malformed, like a corpse swollen by water. Tangled yellow fangs protruded from a circular maw, and lifeless white eyes gazed up at the baleful sky.

			Several of the slimy limbs slammed down upon the deck. One crashed down mere feet from my head as I threw myself to the side, smearing two crew members into a bloody paste.

			‘God-King help us!’ someone cried.

			At first I thought that some behemoth of the sea had come to drag us to our doom, but as I stared at the monstrous creature I could see that it was dead. There were great gouges in its flesh, seeping bilious yellow pus, and there was a crown of bleached bone mounted atop its flat wedge of a skull. This howdah was embedded deep into the dead beast’s hide with barbed hooks of ivory, and standing atop it were two figures dressed in black robes, carrying staffs that blazed with sickly green light.

			Necromancers, I guessed. That would explain the swarm of undead soldiers, and the unusual coordination to their movements.

			Clearly Captain Alode was no stranger to battling such foes.

			‘Present arms!’ he roared, gesturing wildly at the head of the dead sea monster. ‘Aim for the rider. Bring that deathmonger down!’

			The rear falconet had been overwhelmed, its gunner torn to bloody scraps, but the duardin sea dog at the fore gun swivelled his mounted turret. As what remained of the vessel’s crew formed a makeshift gun line, he desperately cranked the wheel of the cannon, raising its two barrels to aim at the howdah and the figures atop it. Clearly they recognised the danger. Those huge tentacles clustered together to form a screen of flesh that masked the two figures, and a scattered volley of handcannon shots rippled across them to no effect. The falconet fired, blasting free several chunks of rotten meat that splattered across the deck and released an awful stench. That was all the brave gunner managed. A descending tentacle smashed both duardin and gun into pieces. Captain Alode was still roaring and cursing at the behemoth when another sweeping blow sent his body hurtling through the air. He struck the gunwale with bone-shattering force before disappearing overboard.

			With the captain’s death, all semblance of order vanished. Perhaps mad with fear, several men hurled themselves overboard, a fate that seemed to me to be far worse than a quick death at the edge of a rusted blade.

			‘Shevanya!’ yelled Tavyat. She and Ammos Varon were amidst a cluster of sailors at the front of the ship, near where Boros’ steamcrawler was lashed to the deck. The swordswoman was weaving a lethal web of steel around the witch hunter as he blasted away with his pistol and hacked with his sabre. Bones littered the ground at the duo’s feet.

			‘Come on!’ I shouted, dragging Boros along with me, weaving my way through the madness of battle. The floor was slick with a foul blend of seawater, rotting flesh and gore. Desperate hands grasped at my ankles as I passed, but I kicked them away, too terrified to feel guilty about it. Men and women were dying all about, the press of undead warriors too overwhelming, too relentless.

			Tavyat swept her blade through the spine of one skeletal warrior, turned and kicked another to the ground, crushing its skull beneath her boot. Then I could no longer see her, for a fresh surge of undead bodies swept forward across the deck. Several more sailors went down, screaming as they were methodically butchered. There was now no way to get to her and Varon, and I dithered, desperately searching for some manner of escape.

			‘Follow me, girl,’ said Master Boros, shaking my hand from his shoulder and heading back the way we had come. He made, of course, for his beloved steamcrawler. The vehicle was chained low against the deck, its legs bent beneath it. With surprising grace, the master engineer bent low and scrambled beneath the carapace of the crawler, and I followed close behind. Boros hauled open the hatch, and pulled a lever to release the ladder. He clambered back into that cursed interior. Reluctantly, I followed.

			As I climbed into the crawler, I realised that the fighting outside was over. Master Boros scrambled into the driver’s seat, and I squeezed in beside him, peering out of the front viewport.

			Varon and Tavyat were surrounded by a circle of skeletal warriors. The swordswoman was clutching a bleeding arm, and her master fared little better. For some reason, the undead did not swarm forward to cut them down. Instead they waited, a wall of spear-points hemming my companions in.

			With a great groan of metal, the corpse-behemoth lowered itself, its bulk crumpling the gunwale and tilting the deck beneath it. The huge head drew level with the deck, and from our low angle I could just make out one of the figures atop the howdah. He was certainly human – a tall, gaunt man, his bald pate unnaturally white.

			‘Master Varon,’ said the man. His voice was thin, reedy, but in the utter silence I heard every word. ‘How good it is to see you again.’

			‘Diresius Kauss,’ said Varon. ‘I am surprised that you yet live. Arkhan the Black is not a creature that forgives failure.’

			‘The Mortarch of Sacrament trusts his disciples,’ the necromancer hissed. ‘And now that I have you, I will take back what you stole from the Mortarch. All you have left is to decide the manner of your death. Give me the tome, and I shall make things easy for you. Deny me, and I shall make for you a most agonising end.’

			‘I know not of what you speak,’ said Varon, his voice as calm as the still ocean. ‘And I do not fear death, whatever its nature.’

			‘You have it!’ shouted Kauss, his lips peeling back from his skull as spittle flew from his mouth. In that moment, he looked as much a dead thing as his fleshless servants. ‘I have no time for your games, witch hunter. Give the tome to me, or I will have your eyes burned out and your skin peeled off inch by inch.’

			The skeletons took a step forward. Their spears tickled the necks of Tavyat and Varon.

			‘What the hell are you doing?’ I hissed at Boros, who was yanking levers and throwing switches furiously. I shook him by the shoulder, gesturing at the two necromancers.

			‘Will you let me work?’ the engineer grumbled. ‘There are modifi­cations that must be made in order to initiate sub-aquatic motion.’

			‘What are you blathering about? They’re about to be butchered out there.’

			Boros waved a distracted arm and resumed his work. Cursing him in every language that I knew, I peered out of the viewport again. Varon and Tavyat were on their knees, and the necromancer was clambering down from his hideous palanquin, skeletal minions kneeling to form steps of bone to ease his passage.

			‘Ah, there we have it,’ said Boros. ‘If you would be so good as to operate the forward turret.’

			He indicated a wheel and lever on the far-right side of the panel. Not really having any idea what I was doing, I yanked the wheel to the side. Outside, on the front of the carriage block, I saw the ridged barrel of the volley gun swing to the left. The lever controlled the yaw, and built into it was a ­firing stud. As gently as I could, I nudged the wheel so that the ­barrel of the weapon was level with the mass of rotting bones ahead of us.

			I pressed the firing stud, and the crawler rocked as the volley gun roared. Its barrels spun as it spat a torrent of lead. Rolling the wheel gently, I swept the storm of fire across the deck, trying as best as I could to strike the mass of skeletal bodies without obliterating Varon and Tavyat. Bones splintered into powder as the mass of undead disintegrated under the onslaught. The black-robed figure threw himself to the deck, though I thought I might have scored a hit, as there was a brief burst of scarlet as my fusillade swept past.

			The crawler rose up in an ungainly lurch, its segmented legs finding purchase. Boros sent it lolloping madly forward, crushing more undead soldiers as they fruitlessly hacked at its armoured body.

			Tavyat was already moving, smashing aside those skeletons still standing in her path, dragging Varon behind her. While they sprinted towards us, I tried to unleash another salvo at the necromancer, but the undead minions closed ranks swiftly, protecting their fallen master. I caught one last glimpse of his sallow, corpse-like face fixed in a murderous glare as he gazed upon the steamcrawler – that one would not stop chasing us, I knew. Not until we were dead or he was. I recognised a fanatic when I saw one.

			I heard boots scraping on the ladder behind us, and Tavyat’s blood­stained face appeared in the access hatch. She clambered inside, then reached down to haul Varon up behind her.

			‘Get us out of here!’ the witch hunter yelled, pulling up the ladder and slamming the hatch shut once more.

			‘Everyone aboard?’ said Boros good-naturedly, as if he were thoroughly pleased with himself. ‘I would strap myself in if I were you – this might be somewhat rough.’

			I stopped firing the fore cannon and fumbled with my harness, locking it in place as Boros sent the crawler into a mad, headlong dash across the length of the deck.

			The corpse of the sea monster flailed its tentacles at us, but by luck or judgement Master Boros managed to avoid the crushing blows, which slammed into the hull of the Talyn with force enough to crumple metal.

			As the fore gunwale drew closer and closer, I realised what Boros was planning.

			‘Are you telling me this bucket of rusted bolts can float?’ I screamed over the cacophonous rumble of machinery.

			‘We’ll soon see!’

			The master engineer cackled like a delighted infant as he slammed the motion levers forward, sending the crawler into a great leap. I am not ashamed to admit that I let out a scream of absolute horror as we sailed through the air, straight over the prow of the steamship and into open air. We hit the black water with terrible force, and I was hurled forward so violently that I crashed my head against the control panel, smashing my nose and sending stars dancing across my vision. The viewport went entirely black, and the hull creaked and groaned all around us. But no pitch-black water seeped into the carriage.

			‘Well, that is absolutely splendid,’ said Boros, clapping his hands together in delight. ‘My theories were sound, of course, but I have never actually tested the steamcrawler in submerged conditions. It appears the welding holds together after all. You can tell, because I was sure that water would immediately start pouring through every nook and cranny. Yet it appears we are seaworthy! How wonderful!’

			I was too exhausted even to shout at the deranged old man. I simply sank back into my harness and closed my eyes as we drifted into the depths of the Dwindlesea.
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			How long we drifted through the blackness I am not entirely sure. Peering through the viewscreen I could see nothing at all, save the occasional inky outline of some aquatic beast as it drifted past us. As for the necromancer, I had no idea. I only hoped that Kauss had no way of submerging his undead mount and pursuing us. That was, by my estimation, the least of our current problems.

			‘We’re not dead,’ I said. ‘I suppose that’s something. However, I don’t know about you people, but I’ve absolutely no idea how to reach the Latchkey Isle. We could be sailing straight into some undersea vortex, for all we can see.’

			‘Hmm, vision is a problem,’ said Boros, scratching his chin. ‘Perhaps some kind of aetheric generator, attached to a luminstone array upon the prow…’

			I decided to appeal to Varon for some semblance of sanity. The witch hunter was binding Tavyat’s wounded arm rather tenderly, pouring a vial of yellowish liquid onto the torn flesh before wrapping it with his blue scarf. He placed the vial in his bodyguard’s hands, and she drained the rest of it with a grimace.

			‘We must make for the surface,’ I said. ‘Try to get our bearings. We’re blind down here.’

			‘No,’ he said, to my confusion. He carefully checked his body­guard’s wound. Tavyat spat a mouthful of blood and alcohol, cursing as she rotated her shoulder. She swore with every motion, but other than the pain her sword arm did not seem to be adversely affected.

			‘If we break the surface, we might encounter our attackers once more,’ said Varon. ‘Without the benefit of your distraction, I do not believe we shall be so fortunate as to escape a second time.’

			He stood, walked over to the cockpit of the vessel and leaned over Boros’ shoulder, closing his eyes as if deep in thought. Then he reached down and took the control levers from the master engineer’s hands. He dragged the leather-wrapped stick to the left, and the steamcrawler creaked as it swung in that direction.

			Releasing the controls, Varon placed his hand upon Boros’ shoulder.

			‘Maintain this course,’ he said. ‘And do not deviate. I will tell you when it is safe for us to surface.’

			‘How can you possibly know we’re on the right course?’ I said. ‘And who exactly was that back there? He was after something. Something you carry.’

			Varon turned and fixed me with a gaze that I had seen in the face of his kind before. It brooked no dissension, no questioning. He was a man who had one goal, and nothing else mattered to him but attaining it.

			‘They were nothing more than servants of the Great Necromancer. As I told you, his agents are abroad in vast numbers, seeking to sow panic and terror. Kauss is a Black Disciple, one of the Mortarch Arkhan’s hounds.’

			Arkhan the Black. I gave an involuntary shiver. An ancient name, and one that resonated with terrible power. The right hand of Nagash, or so it was said. If the Mortarch of Sacrament had his eye upon us, our mission had taken on a whole new and foreboding significance. His Black Disciples were notorious even amongst their own kind: charnel masters who commanded legions of the risen dead.

			‘The deathmage,’ I said. ‘He’s after the book. Valagharr’s tome. You stole it from his master. Why? What is it worth to you?’

			‘Do not concern yourself with my secrets, Miss Arclis. Remember only why you are here, and remember that I am an agent of the most holy Order. You continue to breathe only because I allow it. We shall arrive at our destination before the day is out, and there you had best prove useful to me.’

			It was several hours later when Varon finally ordered Boros to break for the surface. The steamcrawler turned slowly in the water and began to climb. The murky water grew several shades lighter, and then the nose of the crawler breached the surface, and we were staring up at a pallid sky, the distant shapes of celestial objects masked by a fug of grey storm clouds. Looking ahead to the horizon, however, I saw that the clouds were banished by a luminescent, multicoloured glow. This shimmering effervescence haloed a titanic mound of stone that rose from the calm waters. As tall as a mountain peak and dominating the horizon as far as I could see, this great wall did not appear organic in structure, but instead looked as smooth and polished as a Stormkeep wall. It was a haunting sight, at once beautiful and formidable.

			‘There it is,’ said Varon. He was staring at the island, dancing lights reflected in his pale eyes. ‘The Thieves’ Paradise. Take us forward, Master Boros.’

			The master engineer gunned the crawler’s engine, and a crest of surf splashed across the viewscreen as we cut a path through the still water towards the ominous-looking island. As we drew nearer, the incredible scale of the wall became apparent. It loomed over us, the upper portion disappearing into a bank of clouds, but still illuminated by those strange lights. Its sheer face was daunting. I had no idea how we could even begin to scale such a vast surface.

			When the steamcrawler was no more than several hundred paces from the foot of the great wall, it slammed into something hard, and there was an unpleasant screech of metal on stone. Boros hauled on the controls, and the vehicle extended two segmented legs and pulled us out of the depths and onto a flat beach of polished rock, submerged in perhaps a foot or so of seawater. Varon opened the hatch and we poured out, dragging in deep gulps of fresh air. Water sloshed around my boots, gratifyingly cool and refreshing after hours trapped in sweltering darkness.

			‘I am not sure even my creation could scale such an imposing structure,’ said Boros, splashing through the water to stand before the wall, and craning his neck to stare up at the summit. ‘Explosives then!’

			The Ironweld engineer clapped his hands together like a giddy child.

			‘Are you sure about that?’ I said. Anything strong enough to blast a hole in something that vast might simply bring the whole structure down upon us.

			‘There is no one in all the realms who understands demo­lition work better than Master Boros,’ said Varon. He was crouched on his haunches, looking rather the worse for wear. He seemed to be growing paler and more drawn by the day.

			Boros scuttled over to the steamcrawler, and disappeared back inside. A few moments later, he came out, hauling a device that looked like a giant limpet. Mounted atop the steel surface was a series of clocks and dials. The master engineer made his way to the wall and slammed the device onto the sheer surface. Several metal legs extended from the carapace and locked tight, holding the disc in place.

			‘Right,’ said Boros, barely containing his glee. ‘I would advise that you all take at least a dozen steps to the side.’

			We hurriedly obeyed.

			‘Are we absolutely sure he’s not about to bring the entire wall down on us?’ I asked.

			‘Please, my dear,’ said the master engineer, with a jovial wave of his hand. ‘I’ve brought down bigger obstacles than this. Why, only a few seasons past I–’

			The charge detonated. A rolling fireball spat out from the wall, rolling along the beach and turning the water to hissing steam. A thunder-punch of concussive force drove me to my knees, and my ears rang painfully. Smoke billowed out in great clouds, swirling around us. When it cleared, there was barely a smudge of ash upon the stone surface of the great sea wall. We might as well have thrown a handful of dust at it.

			‘Impossible!’ shouted Boros, sounding more indignant than surprised. ‘That would have brought down the gates of Nagashizzar itself.’

			‘I think the Great Necromancer can sleep easy,’ I said. ‘Clearly brute force is not going to get us inside the Isle.’

			‘There must be some way inside,’ said Tavyat. The warrior began to make her way along the span of the wall, rapping the stone with the pommel of her blade. I followed, scanning the smooth, sleek expanse.

			The surface of the wall was beautifully carved. I could not pinpoint the nature of the stone itself. It was bluish-grey, smooth and reflective like glass. I approached and ran my hand across the surface. This close, I could see that every inch of the stonework was elaborately carved with strange patterns and runes whose origin escaped me. There were snatches of Azyrite and old Arcanti in there, but the syntax was ­jumbled and nonsensical. Yet I could pick out the odd word or phrase, and there was a familiarity to the apparently illogical patterns of the engravings that hooked onto something deep inside my mind. I was sure I had seen or heard something like this before.

			The answer struck me suddenly, and I laughed at the obviousness of it.

			‘These markings,’ I said, ‘are written in the Trickster’s Tongue. Or at least an archaic derivation of it.’

			I was met with nothing but blank stares.

			‘The ancient codes of the Guilds of the Cat. The foremost thieves and murderers in the realms, at least until the Fall. The last of the old masters were slain during the Purge of Heaven, but their words live on.’

			‘What are you blathering about?’ said an irritated Tavyat. ‘What kind of code?’

			‘A secret tongue spoken only by thieves and killers,’ I said, feeling slightly ashamed at how much I was enjoying the opportunity to display my expertise. ‘Unknown to any but those inducted into the seven great orders.’

			Varon’s eyes narrowed. ‘And you speak this secret tongue?’

			That’s what I got for showing off.

			‘Well, a few phrases here and there,’ I said. It was probably best not to reveal to a member of the Order of Azyr that I’d had many, many dealings with the Temple of Soris, one of the seven guilds who maintained a prominent chapel in my native city of Excelsis. They were a shadow of the power they had been during the Age of Myth, but still they endured. A bunch of back-stabbing cutthroats in the main, but I had made use of their contacts and black-market connections more than once.

			To my relief, Varon waved his hand dismissively. ‘I care not about your past misdeeds,’ he said. ‘How do we get inside?’

			I frowned. Words were forming in my head, drifting unbidden into my consciousness like fragmented memories from a dream. There was something familiar about them, but at the same time I was certain I had never heard them spoken aloud in my life.

			Studying the wall, I picked out several familiar hieroglyphs.

			‘Samneth, Cunning Agtheyma,’ I muttered, brushing my hands across the stone. Where my fingers traced, the runes glowed with a soft, blue light. ‘The Mirrored Twins, and the Prince of Cats. I am thine humble servant. For this day, and all the days to come.’

			There was a rumbling deep within the stonework.

			‘Grant me passage unto the realm of your faithful, so that I may praise you through an eternity of larceny and mischief.’

			A geometric pattern of blinding light spread through the lines of the stonework, like ordered streams of lightning. The stones shifted and rearranged like puzzle pieces. I stood back, heart hammering with the familiar thrill of discovery. How many mortals had set foot in the Latchkey Isle? I wondered. Few, if any, in hundreds of years.

			The opening grew wider and wider as the wall remade itself, forming a triangular archway. Beyond lay light and colour, the shimmering effervescence of polished gems.

			‘Yes,’ said Varon, and there was an almost avaricious delight in the exclamation. The dazzling light reflected in his wide, grey eyes, and for a moment I felt a flicker of unease, such was the intensity of his expression.

			‘Very well done, Miss Arclis,’ said the witch hunter, and as he spoke he gathered himself, and turned once more into the grave, quiet man I was familiar with. ‘Now lead on. It is only fitting that you take the first steps into the Thieves’ Paradise.’

			My nerves buzzing with equal servings of anticipation and trepidation, I stepped through the gateway of light.
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			I cannot quite explain the experience of entering the Latchkey Isle. Certainly there was a physical sensation. The light grew so blinding that I was forced to raise my arm to cover my face, and there was a sound like fierce, rushing wind. This unseen force swept me along like a hand at my back, and though I could not see my companions I knew they were at my side. There was disorientation also, and a lurching in the pit of my stomach not dissimilar to the sensation of tumbling into empty space. I had travelled across several of the deathly continents of Shyish and never felt such a sense of displacement. Something else, a tinkling sound like an echo of laughter, sounded at the back of my mind, and I felt something – some presence – lay its eyes upon me.

			Then with a shout of alarm, I was tumbling in empty air, landing awkwardly on my hands and knees on the rough ­cobbles of a man-made street.

			Blinking away the strobing lights that danced across my eyes, I clambered unsteadily to my feet, feeling slightly queasy.

			Despite my disorientation, I could not withhold a gasp of astonishment. I looked out across a glittering cityscape, filled with lofty towers and enormous, soaring archways. No two structures were alike in appearance nor hue. I saw imposing, angular halls that would not have looked out of place amidst an Azyrite enclave standing next to spiralling towers of crystal and gold, thatch-woven longhalls and palaces of chipped ice.

			The one thing every building had in common was a sense of splendour and decadence – the thought came to my mind that perhaps these were the lingering echoes of every palace, royal chamber and tribal lodge that had ever been breached by an opportunistic thief, immortalised forever in this bizarre afterlife. For all the unpleasantness of our long journey, all the pain and strife suddenly seemed worthwhile in my eyes. I knew, with a strange mixture of sadness and awe, that I would never see anything so extraordinary as this place for as long as I lived.

			The gallery of wonders stretched as far as the eye could see. In the distance were artificial mountains comprised entirely of gleaming jewels, from which cascaded sparkling waterfalls of silver. There were gardens too. A forest of vibrantly coloured trees stretched from east to west, forming a winding snake of green and autumnal gold that wound through the jumbled streets. Even amidst this vegetation, the ­towers of ancient temples loomed over the treeline, rubies and emeralds the size of steam tanks embedded atop their domed roofs. These great gems caught and reflected the golden sunlight searing down, casting flickering, multicoloured shadows across the cityscape.

			‘Now that’s a sight to behold,’ said Tavyat, climbing to her feet beside me and gazing at the breathtaking view. ‘Worth nearly losing our heads for.’

			I found it hard to disagree. This was a side of the Realm of Death that I had never witnessed – vibrant and opulent.

			‘Those words you spoke,’ the warrior continued. ‘Where did you learn them?’

			‘I’m not sure,’ I admitted, feeling strangely unwilling to explain that they had been summoned unbidden into my head. ‘Must have seen them on a scroll somewhere. You pick up a lot of esoteric scraps of knowledge in my trade.’

			Tavyat shot me a curious look, clearly unconvinced. I hardly blamed her.

			‘Does it matter?’ I said, feeling a little defensive. ‘We’re in now, aren’t we?’

			‘Indeed,’ said Varon. ‘Clearly I was correct in my assessment of you, Arclis. But we have much work yet to do before I release you from my service.’

			That, presumably, passed for gratitude with this one. Still, now that we had entered the Isle, I found that my desire to be done with this mission was overwhelmed by my natural curiosity.

			Ahead lay a vast, wide avenue, every inch of its marbled floor decorated with absurd ostentation – filigreed patterns of gold and silver, embedded spheres of sparkling titanite and other priceless minerals. The road led deeper into the island, and was surrounded on all sides by buildings of exquisite design. The sense of potential profit was utterly intoxicating, even to myself. I found my eyes dragged towards golden doorways, breachable balconies and other entry points. If the entrance to the Latchkey Isle was so splendid, then what secrets might be concealed within these ancient structures?

			‘We move on,’ said Varon. ‘Keep your eyes upon this route. The Isle will tempt you with visions of profit and glory.’

			‘Surely we could spare an hour,’ I said, like a starving woman staring at a feast table. ‘Perhaps a few hours, no longer.’

			‘We continue on,’ Varon snapped, breaking the spell that had fallen over me. ‘I warn you, if you stray within its depths, you will never leave this place.’

			Shaking visions of impossibly valuable treasures from my mind with great difficulty, I followed the witch hunter deeper into the city. It soon closed in around us, the wide avenue from which we had entered narrowing into a twisting path that wound through and around the looming structures we had earlier glimpsed. There was no uniformity to anything here. The buildings were piled in next to one another haphazardly, with no reason or logic that I could discern. The street closed in so quickly that we were soon walking single file, and a silvery mist descended upon us, shrouding our surroundings so thickly that we could see no more than a hundred yards ahead and behind.

			‘Do you know where you’re going?’ I asked Varon, a little uneasy at how swiftly our environment had changed.

			The witch hunter nodded. ‘I would not have led us in here otherwise. The Isle may twist and change around us, but there remains a basic logic to its geography. The location of the vault does not change, and I have been granted the knowledge of its location.’

			‘If you know exactly where to go, what am I even doing here?’ I muttered, slightly too loudly.

			‘I know the direction, but I have no idea what dangers lie between here and there,’ Varon said. ‘The challenges before us may take many forms, and that is why I brought you and Master Boros. Be on your guard.’

			Eventually, the narrow alleyways opened out into a small plaza, with a central fountain scattered with coins of every description. Flanking the fountain were two statues of smooth black stone, both fashioned in the image of a cacosphinx – mythical beasts said to have once dwelt within the thoughtplains of Hysh, Realm of Light. Their lower halves were those of graceful felines, their heads the austere and noble images of an ancient king and queen.

			Beyond the plaza rose a sheer wall of stone, the uppermost tier curving back over our heads. The effect was unsettling, as though the great mass were going to topple and crush us at any moment. What was immediately clear was that there would be no way over or through the obstacle. It was far too tall and smooth to climb. Looking around, I saw only brass-spiked gates on either side, beyond which lay a jumble of buildings and angular roofs.

			I strode over to the fountain. The central column, from which sparkling water bubbled forth, was sculpted to ­resemble a human hand extended, palm out, its index and forefinger crossed. Beneath this sculpture was a circular pool of clear water, in which were piled coins of every conceivable variety – gold doubloons, brittle iron tatraks, ivory pebbles marked with the comet and a thousand other varieties, most of which I did not recognise at all.

			Varon and Tavyat examined the featureless stone. I turned instead to the two statues. The one on the right was magnificently bearded, and wore a great crown of gold. Its companion was feminine in aspect, with vicious-looking cheekbones and a long-suffering expression. The quality of the carving was remarkable. I peered closer at the female figure, noticing that the statue’s eyes were sparkling sapphires.

			I hopped up onto the rim of the fountain for a closer look. As I reached out to examine the gem, the aquiline head swivelled to meet my gaze.

			‘Do you mind?’ it snapped.

			I let out a startled gasp and almost toppled into the pool, waving my arms manically to maintain my balance. The statue reared up on its leonine limbs, and stretched languorously, like a waking house cat. I noticed with some alarm, however, that when it did so, stone claws the size of short swords extended from its massive feet.

			Tavyat and Varon drew their weapons, but the creature simply favoured them with a dismissive stare. Almost bored.

			‘It seems our rest is disturbed once more, Theadicles,’ said the living statue. Its voice was rich and melodic.

			‘Indeed,’ said the other statue, as it shook its head and stood upright. This one spoke in a thunderous rumble, and as it yawned lazily I saw a row of fangs as large as butchers’ knives. I backed off cautiously, expecting it to devour me at any moment. It cocked its great head and peered at me curiously.

			‘What a strange scent, Mysanta,’ the creature Theadicles said. ‘I believe these little ones do not belong here. No, not at all.’

			‘Indeed, brother. Intruders, no doubt. It has been a long time since I have seen outsiders walking the streets of the Isle. What brings them here, I wonder?’

			‘What… are you?’ said Tavyat.

			‘That is a rather rude question, my dear,’ said the female statue. ‘I shall be courteous and assume that you meant to ask what role we play in the workings of the Latchkey Isle. You may think of me and my brother as gatekeepers, of a sort. Guardians who oversee the game.’

			‘What game?’ I asked.

			‘The only one that matters,’ it responded, its gem-cut eyes twinkling as it flicked its gaze to mine. ‘An eternal contest of ingenuity and cunning. A reward for those who in life obeyed no laws and served no masters but their own lust for adventure. In death, they live like never before.’

			Her words were captivating. I had never really considered my own mortality. I was young, for an aelf, and not given to introspection. Yet I found myself wondering what would happen to my own soul, when the time came. Perhaps it would make its way to the Isle. That sounded like a pretty damned good way to spend eternity to me.

			‘Enough. I am a servant of Sigmar,’ said Varon, stepping forward and brandishing his symbol of office. ‘The God-King, who is your master and mine. You will tell me how to pass into the heart of the city. You shall tell me where lies the Vault of Stars.’

			‘Shall we now?’ said Mysanta, narrowing her eyes. ‘What a funny little creature, seeking to make demands of us. Perhaps we should eat it, brother? I have not feasted for many centuries, and its insolence irritates me.’

			‘Hardly much worth eating here,’ said Theadicles. ‘Besides, I am curious. What brings you to these shores, servant of Sigmar? Why do you seek what is hidden?’

			‘I seek the Vault of Stars,’ repeated Varon, who did not shy away from Mysanta’s hungry gaze at all. I was impressed, not for the first time, at the man’s seeming lack of fear.

			The creatures both broke into laughter. The male, Theadicles, began to pace around the edge of the plaza, padding softly upon marble limbs, making barely a sound despite his immense size.

			‘How interesting,’ Mysanta purred, drawing herself to her full, majestic height. Varon was not a small man, but the golden cacosphinx towered over him. ‘You are not the first to speak of the Vault. Others have come here seeking it, and never left. It is hidden for a reason, human.’

			‘And guarded well,’ said Theadicles. His sapphire eyes sparkled and the gleaming irises grew wide. My own eyes darted across the plaza, searching for an escape route, but the tangle of buildings on all sides was impenetrable. Glancing over my shoulder, I saw that the gate through which we had passed had disappeared – in its place stood a high wall of stone, as if a structure had sprouted from the earth to fill the empty space. We were trapped.

			‘For what reason do you seek it?’ said Theadicles.

			‘For the good of all,’ said Varon. ‘I am not the only one coming here. And if the Vault is breached by my enemies, we shall all suffer. If you know what lies within, you know that I speak the truth.’

			‘You mortals are such strange little creatures,’ said Mysanta, shaking her great head. ‘This is a land of secrets, human. There are corners of the Isle that even I have never seen. You say you wish to conceal the Vault? Then leave it well alone, and none shall ever find it.’

			These words were not dissimilar to those I had spoken to Varon when he first drew me into this journey. Yet once again, the witch hunter would not hear them.

			‘This Isle lies beyond the borders of Sigmar’s empire,’ he said. ‘And the Tyrant of Bones has fixed his eye upon you. When the war comes, there will be no corner of this afterlife safe from his legions. They will spill into this land in their thousands, and tear it apart root and branch until they have uncovered all its secrets.’

			‘Others have tried,’ said Theadicles. ‘The Dark Gods themselves sought to claim the Isle, and they died here in their thousands. The dead shall fare no better.’

			‘You are wrong,’ said Varon.

			‘Perhaps.’ Theadicles shrugged. ‘In any case, we shall not simply give away our secrets to an intruder such as yourself.’

			‘You would deny the will of–’

			‘Hush now,’ growled Mysanta, and the earth trembled at the thunderous sound. ‘This is not your place, little Sigmar worshipper, and you will issue no threats or orders here.’

			Theadicles reared up and slammed his great paws upon the stone, which splintered beneath the force of the blow. Even Varon fell back, shocked by the sudden outburst.

			‘Wait,’ I said, holding up my hands and falling to a knee. ‘Forgive my companion. I am Shevanya Arclis. You are right, this is not our place. But we are not enemies. There is something ancient and evil buried under this place, and we are not the first who will journey here to seek it. There are already agents of Nagash closing in.’

			Mysanta cocked her head, narrowing her eyes as she peered at me. ‘Now this one is intriguing, brother.’

			‘Agreed,’ said Theadicles, as he circled around behind me. ‘Very intriguing.’ His great head descended, and those sapphire eyes bored into me. ‘Ah yes, the Prince of Cats has favoured her,’ he said, nodding sagely. ‘Such potential. Mayhap we have misjudged this merry band, dear sister.’

			‘Perhaps. I remain unconvinced.’

			‘A suggestion, then,’ said Theadicles. ‘We grant them access to the heart of the Isle, and we see what becomes of them. Let us play the game, and let fate decree the outcome.’

			‘You are very wise, Theadicles. I concur.’

			‘Enough of this,’ Varon shouted. ‘You will obey the word of the God-King, or–’

			His threat was cut off by a deep grinding sound, slow at first but growing in ferocity with every passing moment. All around us, buildings and towers collapsed and fell apart like puzzle pieces, folding in on themselves.

			The ground yawned open beneath our feet, and Varon and Tavyat windmilled their arms helplessly as they sought to keep their balance. Looking down, I saw that where the well of coins had been, a great slope of stone now yawned open, a winding chute that descended into darkness. Its sides were as smooth and polished as freshly cut glass. Stone by stone, the plaza began to tumble away into this abyss. I scrambled from flagstone to flagstone as one by one they fell away, and jumped across to cling to the hand-shaped statue. Its surface was slick and wet, and I felt myself slipping away as I desperately tried to keep my fragile grip.

			The fountain inverted, spilling its bounty of coins. Suddenly I was dangling over empty space. Master Boros howled as the earth slipped away beneath him, and he too tumbled head over heels into the pit. Even as I dangled precariously over the lip of the abyss, I saw the stones to which Varon and Tavyat clung dissolve into nothingness, dropping them after the master engineer.

			The great, golden claws of Theadicles and Mysanta appeared on a ledge of stone above my head. The cacosphinxes loomed over me, staring down with detached, amused expressions upon their leonine faces.

			‘Don’t worry,’ said Theadicles.

			‘Please!’ I yelped, as one hand slipped from the statue.

			‘Oh, don’t worry. The fall won’t kill you. It might chafe a little, but you’ll be fine. All part of the game. Don’t take this personally, my dear, but we have suffered gravely from trespassers before. We would be rather foolish to trust you out of hand, no? The Isle will judge you. And we shall watch.’

			‘Indeed, brother,’ said Mysanta. ‘We wish you good fortune, Shevanya Arclis. Dispense your trust wisely, and look for the sign of the cat. Perhaps we shall meet again. I certainly hope so.’

			With that the ground crumbled away between my fingers. I landed painfully on my back, scrabbling helplessly for something to hold onto as I skidded away across the polished stonework. It was hopeless, like trying to grasp a handful of air. As I dropped like a stone, the last thing I saw were two pairs of sapphire eyes, bright chips of ice in the darkness.
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			I tumbled and rolled down the great slope. It was so wide that I could not see the edges in either direction. I had a vague impression of a rough-hewn obsidian ceiling, but it rushed by so swiftly that I could not be certain. Ahead lay nothing but darkness, though I could hear a terrified screeching that sounded like it might be coming from Master Boros.

			Then, as suddenly as it had appeared, the great slope ended. My momen­tum sent me soaring into the empty air, flailing my arms idiotically. There was a faint luminescence ahead, and for a moment I thought I was about to slam into an immense cliff face of shimmering limestone that loomed out of the darkness. Thankfully my momentum ran out, and instead I dropped like a stone, kicking and screaming, before striking icy water. The shock drove the breath from my lungs, and I gulped down a mouthful of coppery liquid, spluttering and gasping. Before I could even gather my bearings, I felt a strong hand grasp me by the collar and drag me upwards, towards the surface.

			I clawed my way onto a ledge of crumbling stone covered with slimy weeds, and coughed and sputtered out the water that had seeped into my lungs. My blurry vision cleared, and I found myself staring into Tavyat’s brutish face. The woman hauled me to my feet with ease.

			‘You all right?’ she said.

			I nodded in assent, still retching up icy water.

			‘Thanks,’ I gasped at last. She nodded, and went to check on Varon, who was kneeling on the steps, in no better condition than I. Master Boros lay beside him, his chest pumping in and out rapidly, his eyes closed.

			‘Is he all right?’ I said, gesturing to the master engineer.

			‘He’ll be fine. Just had the wind knocked out of him.’

			‘Where are we?’

			Tavyat shrugged. ‘Your guess is as good as mine,’ she said. ‘But wherever we are, there’s no way we should have survived that fall.’

			‘Yes, well, I don’t think this place is beholden to simple things like physics,’ I said.

			I followed the woman up a narrow flight of stairs, and out onto a precarious walkway cut into the side of a great cavern. This vast, open expanse was lit by the faint, ­pinkish scintillation of cave fungus that covered the ceiling and the floor. On one side of the pathway ran a wall of mortal construction, ancient and pitted. On our right, the ground fell away into a rushing, underground river, its crystal-clear waters turned a vibrant purple by the same luminescence. Waterfalls tumbled from far above our heads, feeding its rushing course.

			‘We should move,’ said Varon, dragging Master Boros to his feet. The master engineer’s once-proud moustache now drooped tragically.

			‘Leave me behind,’ the old man gasped. ‘Go on without me, Master Varon, I’ll only slow you down.’

			‘Enough of that,’ said Varon, patting the master engineer on the back. ‘We’re closer to our goal than ever, I can feel it. Whatever the nature of those creatures, they have set us on the right path.’

			Again, I debated asking the witch hunter how he could be so certain, but thought better of it. Varon would never reveal his secrets to me, and pressing him was only likely to make him suspicious. I decided to bide my time and keep an eye on the man.

			‘I’ll go first,’ I said. There was no need to light a torch. The path ahead was so well lit it almost appeared that we were walking in the early, sunlit hours of the morning, rather than journeying deep underground, which was the only possible truth. I began to make my way forward, taking care with every step – the stone floor was damp and treacherously slippery, and the path ahead was narrow. I did not like the idea of tumbling away into the river, which was crammed with jagged clusters of rock encrusted with gem-like growths of coral.

			Eventually the pathway curved away from the river, and opened out onto a wider passage. Ahead, a bridge reached across the vast distance of the cavern. On the far side was a building, a golden dome that rose to meet the rocky ceiling overhead. Beneath us, the river became a waterfall, descending hundreds of yards to splash into a vast underground lake. Upon the banks of this great mass of water, many hundreds of yards below, there stood a golden cityscape, as wondrous and unlikely as the one we had seen upon first entry into the Latchkey Isle.

			We gazed down at its sparkling rooftops as we set foot upon the causeway. The largest structure was a fluted tower of gleaming marble that rose from the cavern floor. Lights shimmered across its highest point – a needlepoint of silver from which leapt an iridescent flame.

			‘If I was the gambling sort, which I often am,’ I said, pointing to the fire-crowned tower, ‘I’d say that’s where we should be headed.’

			‘I concur,’ said Varon. The distant light flickered across his pale, sweaty face. It made him look like a piece of spoiled meat. I was shocked by just how wretched he appeared. Maybe it was an effect of the luminescent glow. I certainly could not recall the man looking quite so haggard before we set foot in the Isle.

			‘Are you feeling all right?’ I asked.

			‘I am fine,’ he said distractedly, waving a dismissive hand.

			‘This places makes my head ache,’ muttered Tavyat. ‘None of this makes any sense. We must be far below sea level now.’

			‘I told you, Tavyat,’ I said. ‘You’re looking for logic where there is none. At least, none that we can discern.’

			‘We must find a path down,’ said Varon. ‘Come.’

			The bridge ahead was unadorned compared to the majority of the architecture I had seen thus far. A simple, solid arc of stone with raised edges on each side. Only the floor had a strange look to it – segmented, almost, formed from great slabs that were all slightly different in hue. It gave the floor we walked upon the look of a patchwork quilt, or a game board. We made our way across swiftly but carefully, and for a while it seemed as though it was sturdy enough.

			I should really have known better.

			The tremor was so light that I almost didn’t feel it at all. The faintest of clicks beneath my feet. Acting upon a lifetime of finely honed instincts, I threw myself backwards, and not a moment too soon. The flagstone upon which I had been walking suddenly rose into the air at great speed, rotating like a spinning top. Around us, other stones began to shift and drop away, exchanging places as if we were no more than playing pieces in some life-sized game of kingtaker. As the bridge broke apart into a hundred sections, great gaps opened up beneath us. A long fall into the pure waters of the lake beneath us awaited. A fall that would certainly prove deadly, at this distance.

			My own footing remained intact. Varon and Tavyat, too, were fixed to the spot, but the flagstone upon which they stood was floating with nothing but empty air in all directions, while the other pieces spun madly around it. There was barely enough space for them both, and their feet scrabbled for balance on the edge of the plummeting drop.

			‘Can I aid you at all? You seem to be in a rather tough spot.’

			The voice came from above us, and I looked up to see the figure of a middle-aged man, his clothes slate grey, his salt-and-pepper hair and moustache impeccably styled beneath a peaked cap of grey felt. He was reclining on a flagstone overhead, his legs dangling into empty air, watching our struggles with an air of amusement.

			‘Master Boros!’ shouted Varon. I noticed then that the old man was nowhere to be seen. ‘Where is he?’

			‘Fear not,’ said the newcomer. ‘Your friend is quite well. He gestured to a rope that dangled beneath him, one end clamped to the stone by an iron piton. Looking down, I saw Master Boros hanging upside down, the line secured around his legs, his arms flailing madly.

			‘I am caught!’ screeched the master engineer. ‘Some nightmarish creature has ensnared me!’

			‘Fear not, my good man,’ shouted the strange figure. ‘There are no web-spinners here. This is ironbark hemp. It could hold up a gargant, let alone some skinny old fellow such as yourself.’

			With casual grace, the man leapt off his island, turning a somersault and landing deftly upon another stone as it swept past a few feet above my head. He folded his arms and stared at me curiously. A length of rope dangled from his belt, alongside a jewelled dagger. Throwing knives sat crossed upon his chest, beneath an embroidered ruff. There was an air of antiquity to the man’s dress and manner. He reminded me of a stage performer or an operatto singer. One of his hands was bare, the fingers perfectly manicured. The other was clad in a strange device, a gauntlet of leather that ran the length of his arm, attached to a harness set upon his shoulder. The horned tip of a compound bow protruded over his shoulder.

			‘It has been a long time indeed since any mortals have found their way into the Isle,’ he said. ‘How intriguing. I suppose you are here to make your fortune, yes? You are not the first to try.’

			‘Can we make conversation later?’ I said. ‘Perhaps after we’ve got out of this deathtrap?’

			‘Oh, I do apologise. My manners. Of course, it’s really quite simple. There’s a pattern to it, you see? There’s always a solution. One must simply wait, watch and take note.’

			I tried to shut out Master Boros’ continued screams, and focused upon the spinning stones. At first it seemed like nothing more than a chaotically random dance, but the longer I watched, the clearer it became that there was indeed a repeating pattern to the interchanging tiles. A cycle brought two dark brown stones spinning close enough to my position that I could perhaps jump across to them, if I timed the leap perfectly. If I missed, of course, my body would be shattered into a hundred pieces when I struck the surface of the lake.

			‘We must be swift,’ said the stranger. ‘The pattern never lasts for long. Soon it will change. Follow me, now.’

			‘What about them?’ I said, gesturing to Varon and Tavyat.

			The man shrugged. ‘Perhaps across the way we shall find a solution. Either way, it will not serve your friends for us to die. Come now.’

			The stranger turned and hurled himself into the empty air. He tucked his legs and turned into a twisting somersault, and as he came out of the spin he extended his gauntleted hand, from which whipped out a length of rope attached to a barbed claw. This grapnel soared out and wrapped around a floating tile, clicking as it secured the length of rope. With a twist of his wrist, the grey-capped man soared along the line of hemp, clambering gracefully up onto the stone. With another insouciant grin in my direction, he stood and detached the rope, which whipped back into place with a hiss.

			Cursing myself for not bringing one of those devices myself, I waited for the distant tiles to complete their circuit and pass within reach of my location. As they swept past, I ran forward and leapt across the gap. My timing was good, but not perfect. I slammed into the edge of the trailing tile, and the air was immediately driven from my lungs. Gasping, I scrabbled across the smooth surface, searching for a handhold. My grip was loose, and for a dreadful moment I was dangling over the precipitous drop on the fingers of one hand. Adrenaline sent enough strength to force my other arm up and, straining with the effort, I somehow managed to hook a leg over the side of the stone tile and swing myself up to relative safety as I was swept along on the tile’s circuitous route.

			‘Well done,’ said the newcomer, miming applause as his own tile drifted alongside mine.

			‘Are you going to stand there smirking at me,’ I growled, my arms aching terribly, ‘or are you going to help us out of this mess?’

			‘You are new here,’ the ghostly man said, chuckling to himself. ‘Asking for charity from a thief and scoundrel such as I. Nevertheless…’

			Our paths diverted. Two tiles rose from below and rushed past me at head height, forcing me to collapse to the floor. An inch lower and they would have taken my head off, or at least blasted me from my precarious position. In the distance, as his path took him on a mad spiral high into the air,  the man fired his strange device, which arced away across the length of the bridge, landing upon the far side and blessed solid ground. Then I was spinning off back towards Tavyat and Varon. The pair drew closer with every moment.

			‘One of you jump!’ I screamed. As I swept past I reached out my hand and Tavyat threw herself at my tile. I caught her by the wrist, and was almost dragged over the edge by the well-muscled woman’s not inconsiderable weight.

			Fortunately Tavyat managed to clasp a hand on the stone rim, and together we awkwardly managed to share the spinning tile.

			‘Do you know what you’re doing?’ the warrior yelled, as we pelted towards the far side of the bridge, and to safety. ‘What about the others? We have to go back for them!’

			I shook my head. ‘One thing… at a time. You see those tiles about to pass us on our left? We need to reach those.’

			‘I can’t make that jump,’ said Tavyat. ‘Not in this armour. You’ll have to do it.’

			Looking into the distance, between the two platforms, I doubted even I could make it. I saw the stranger waving at us from the bridge, no more than fifty yards or so ahead. This last jump would take me close enough to reach him.

			‘Right, let’s at least get you over there,’ said Tavyat. ‘You ready?’

			‘What are you–’

			I had barely finished when Tavyat grabbed me around the waist and, bellowing like a bullgor, hurled me into the air. I flailed desperately, sure I was going to miss the stone as it flew past me. Instead, I clattered across its surface, almost skidding off the far side. My new platform dipped and spiralled downwards, and I passed within a few yards of the far side of the bridge. Not wanting to miss my chance, and unsure how much longer I could keep my balance, I jumped for safety. Just as I was about to leap, the platform switched direction. Instead of jumping straight forward, the shift in momentum ruined the angle of my leap, and I felt that awful, sudden realisation that I was doomed. The edge of the bridge rushed by, agonisingly close, just out of reach of my despairing grasp. And I was tumbling down, down, down towards the water many hundreds of yards below.

			Something struck my foot, painfully. My descent was arrested, and there was a sudden jolt that nearly wrenched my leg out of its socket. I dangled helplessly as something began to haul me back up towards the bridge. Arching my back to peer up, I saw the stranger with a length of rope in his hands, reeling me in.

			Pulling with surprising strength, the man brought me to safety, whereupon I collapsed onto the cold stone, panting and thanking the fates for their interference.

			‘My thanks,’ I gasped.

			‘Pah,’ said the stranger. ‘Please don’t mention it.’

			I clambered upright and peered out across the bridge. Through the rotating tiles, I could just pick out my companions – Varon had made his way to where Boros had been left dangling, and was now hauling the master engineer back to safety. Tavyat was lying flat on her front, clinging desperately to her platform as it whipped her back and forth across the cavern.

			‘Hmm,’ said the stranger, examining the stonework of the bridge. ‘There does not appear to be any form of mechanism here. In the deeper levels, things are rarely so straightforward. I do believe we may have to leave your companions to it.’

			I considered it, but only for a moment. I didn’t particularly like Varon, but neither did I want the Order of Azyr to believe me responsible for the death of one of their own. I was already wading through deep enough water with the witchfinders. Besides, Tavyat and Master Boros were decent folk.

			‘I can’t just leave them,’ I said. ‘Tempting as the thought is. Can you help me?’

			He studied me a moment, then nodded. ‘I have always found it difficult to deny a beautiful woman. Wait here.’

			With that, the stranger jumped straight back the way he had come, leaping gracefully from platform to platform, using his grappling gauntlet as if it were an extension of his own body. Every shot was perfect, every leap timed to perfection. He reached Tavyat first, and the warrior shrugged off her chainmail hauberk with some difficulty and clambered on the man’s back. He made his way back to me. Despite the extra weight he carried, the stranger seemed to move just as gracefully. He loosed his grapple once more, and the hook wrapped around a swiftly moving tile. Tavyat and the stranger were yanked into the air as the stone square continued to orbit the bridge. It took them on a long, curving path towards my position.

			Just at the right moment, the stranger released his rope gauntlet. The pendulum momentum of the swing sent the pair flying towards the safety of the bridge, and they landed in a tumble, skidding and bouncing painfully but safely. I ran to help Tavyat up. She had kept her sword, but lost her armour, aside from her metal vambraces.

			‘I’m fine,’ she hissed, waving me away and nursing her elbow. Her nose was bloodied and clearly broken, and skin had been torn away across her cheek, but she stood and seemed to move all right.

			Even as I turned, I saw the strange man already on the move. He had retracted the grappling hook and rope, and was already aiming it back towards Varon and Master Boros, who were still clinging to their narrow island, unable to move. One by one, the stranger carried them across the bridge in the same manner as he had aided Tavyat. He brought Boros first, and – once the old man was safe and sound – returned for the witch hunter. It was quite a spectacle to watch, and it brought up a lot of questions. Were the dead stronger in this place? More agile? Or did they retain the physical properties that they had had in life? If so, our new ally was clearly made of strong stuff. He did not stop for a moment; it was as if he were running through a routine he had practised a thousand times.

			Tavyat immediately went to check on her master, who fell to his knees, wracked by a fit of nasty-sounding coughs.

			‘Excellent!’ our saviour declared, clapping his hands together and grinning widely. ‘I thought you were done for. You show certain signs of promise. Who knows, you might even make it out of here with your lives and sanity intact.’

			‘Who… are you?’ Varon said, not sparing a moment to thank someone who had just saved his life. The witch hunter staggered to his feet, resting his hand upon the butt of his pistol. ‘And speak quickly.’

			‘Please,’ said the man, raising both his hands and a well-manicured eyebrow. ‘There is no need to threaten me, master witch hunter. I am no enemy, as I do believe I have just proven. Allow me to introduce myself.’

			He dipped into a ludicrously elaborate bow, holding the pose with impeccable poise. ‘Jacques vil Granciere at your service. You may know me better as Grey Jacques, scourge of the Dostoyem nobility, he who stole the Crown of Ice from the brow of High Prince Kazirus, and bedded the wives and husbands of every lord in the Paradise City of Gul.’

			He was met with nothing but blank stares. I, certainly, had never heard of him, but then the intricacies of the Azyrite court were not my speciality.

			‘No?’ he said, sounding hurt.

			‘Apologies,’ I said. ‘I’m sure there are plenty still alive who recall you.’

			He held up a hand, a wounded expression stitched across his face. ‘Please, do not patronise me. I shall simply take your ignorance as a sign that my legendary acts of larceny were so devious that no one ever discovered their true scale.’

			‘How do you find yourself here?’ said Varon. ‘And what is your business?’

			A confused look flashed across Grey Jacques’ face.

			‘I have always been here,’ he said. ‘Or, at least, for as long as I can remember. And my business is adventure, my friend. Although I prefer to think of it as a noble calling.’

			‘He is a dead thing,’ said Varon. ‘A denizen of the underworlds.’

			If that was true, I could not tell the difference. Grey Jacques seemed as tactile and vital as any mortal being, with a healthy complexion and lively, sparkling eyes. Yet there was a strangeness to his presence I could not deny. A distance to his gaze that was oddly unsettling.

			‘Death is merely a state of mind,’ said Jacques with a grin. ‘Here, I am no longer subject to the ravages of time, nor the tiresome laws of so-called civilised folk. I gifted the gods with secrets untold, and this is my reward. A life of endless adventure, with all the wine and song one could wish for. Pray tell which afterlife you would wish for yourself, sir? I imagine it a bland and drab existence.’

			Varon’s expression was sour enough to curdle milk. Somehow I imagined he would not enjoy spending his afterlife with only rogues like Jacques for company.

			‘So you are trapped here in this place?’ said Tavyat, with an expression of horror on her face. Clearly the warrior was not accustomed to problems she could not solve with the edge of her blade. ‘Hemmed in on all sides, with no sight of the open land. You call this paradise? Sounds like damnation to me.’

			‘Gracious, no!’ said Jacques. ‘I could not wish for a more salubrious existence. The lure of adventure, my dear – an ever-changing, ever more challenging journey into the unknown. What more could one wish for?’

			‘How long have you been here?’ I asked, fascinated. I had never conversed with a denizen of the underworlds before. I was talking to a dead soul, someone who had lived through an age vastly different to this one. What secrets could he offer? What truths were hidden within his memories?

			‘The moments rather blend, one into the other,’ Jacques said. ‘A very long time, no doubt. I have laid my eyes on nearly every corner of this Isle. All that remains is the Vault of Stars, and I am very, very close.’

			‘You seek the hidden vault?’ said Varon, his voice sharp.

			‘Oh yes. It is amongst the greatest prizes to be earned in the Isle. None have ever breached it, so far as I know, but every new dawn brings a new opportunity. And soon its treasures shall be mine. First I must pass through the Tower of a Thousand Doors. A deadly place, filled with all manner of traps and tribulations.’

			‘That’s the marble structure yonder?’ Tavyat asked, gesturing to the building at the centre of the cavern-city.

			‘Indeed so.’ Jacques nodded. ‘Devilishly tricky to navigate. Open the wrong door, and you may find yourself toppling into a pit of snakes, or simply falling a few thousand feet to your doom.’

			‘We seek this vault also,’ I said. ‘You claim to know this place. Perhaps an alliance, for our mutual benefit?’

			Jacques stroked his beard thoughtfully. ‘I prefer to work alone,’ he said. ‘But perhaps we could join together, at least for a time. The journey ahead is long and treacherous, and with the new dawn the Prince of Cats’ traps will have been set anew. Very well.’

			He extended a graceful hand, and I shook it. His skin was cool to the touch, but there was vigorous strength in his grip.

			‘Together we shall journey to the centre of the Isle, and find the Vault of Stars. Then we shall share the glory of looting it together!’

			‘No,’ snapped Varon. ‘There will be no looting. What lies within is property of the God-King alone. It must be returned to Azyrheim, to be safeguarded by the Order.’

			Jacques studied the witch hunter for a moment, and then shrugged. ‘Challenge and infamy is the only prize I crave, witchfinder. You may keep your secret treasures. You have my word on that. Follow me. The journey ahead will be dangerous, and I must admit I am not entirely sure what happens to mortals who come to a sticky end in this place.’

			With that, he strode towards the domed structure that rose ahead of us. We followed closely behind, making our way down a semicircular set of wide steps and through an archway carved with images of wide, staring eyes. As we entered the domed building, we saw that the ceiling was beautifully painted with the image of a summer bacchanal, with forestfolk and merry human pipers dancing beneath the bright stars of the heavens. At the centre of the mural, a gambolling creature, less than twice the height of the men and women around him, poured wine from a crystal amphora. The mouth of the jug circled a hole in the physical structure of the dome, and through this poured a stream of sparkling water, tumbling down into channels that ran beside the path upon which we walked. Across the way another set of steps wound down out of sight, and it was to this apparent exit that Jacques led us.

			I could not help but notice that the domed chamber contained many other doors and archways, each tantalisingly gilded with silver and gold, with rare gems embedded across their surface.

			‘Where do those lead?’ I asked, as we passed them by.

			Jacques flashed me a roguish grin. ‘Why, I have no idea, my lady. That is why the Isle is such a wondrous paradise. Who knows what lies behind each door? Perhaps some beautiful work of art, ripe for the taking. Perhaps a fair maiden with a voice as sweet as honeyed wine. Perhaps a stern warrior, guarding a secret beyond imagining. One can never know.’

			‘You say this place is constantly shifting. Reforming around us. But still you claim to know how to reach the Vault of Stars. How can that be so?’

			‘Well, the Vault is not of this place, not truly. That is precisely why it is so damningly difficult to get into. It was fashioned from a more permanent substance. Its location does not change, though the Isle may reform around it. Here it lies, always, though so very few have the skill to penetrate so deeply into the heart of this place. You and your companions must be very talented indeed.’

			‘Actually, we had some help.’

			‘Really?’ said Jacques, raising an eyebrow. ‘How interesting. You shall have to tell me about your adventures some time. For now, though, I suggest we move swiftly and quietly. There are great dangers this close to the Isle’s heart.’
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			The tunnel spiralled on into darkness for several hours, before finally levelling out as we passed through a pair of gilded doors and onto a wide balcony. The view was extraordinary. Hundreds of feet below us, a sparkling waterfall emptied into the great lake. The shimmering scales of fish shoals danced in the depths of the crystal-clear waters, and here and there the surface was broken as a jewelled specimen hurled itself into the air.

			Beyond the lake lay the city proper, graceful arches of silver and gold rising from a field of turquoise flowers that bordered the shoreline.

			The view was no less spectacular than the one we had found upon arrival at the Latchkey Isle. Yet even as we watched, a shadow fell across the world. A chill wind caused me to shiver, and the summer hues of the impossible city were shrouded by darkness. It was as if all the wholesomeness had drained out of the world, like ink washing from a sodden page.

			‘It worsens with every passing day,’ said Grey Jacques, and for the first time I caught a hint of melancholy in his voice.

			Drifting like an echo upon the wind came a susurrus of whispers, followed by a faint, mournful sound like the sobbing of a child. Witchlights danced above the city spires, which suddenly took on a threatening, sinister air.

			‘What is that?’ said Tavyat, grasping her comet-shaped amulet to her chest.

			‘Death,’ said Varon simply.

			‘Aye.’ Grey Jacques nodded. ‘Every day the Skull God’s malign influence seeps into this place. Where once there was only laughter and adventure, now the constant song of sorrow haunts us all. You must have noticed how quiet it is. No songs of merriment echo through the streets. Too many old friends have faded into memory, succumbing to the grasp of Nagash. He desires to claim all underworlds as his own, and the Latchkey Isle is a most grand prize. Ever has that one despised my kind – thieves and rascals who accept no rules and bow to no masters save the Lords of Mischief.’

			The pall of shadow lasted but a few scant moments. Then the skies cleared, and the sound of songbirds resumed.

			‘He doesn’t have his claws on us yet,’ said Jacques, with a smile.

			With that, he stepped out over the lip of the balcony. For a moment I thought he would surely tumble into empty space, but as his foot descended a golden tile slid from the wall to form a makeshift step. Jacques made his way down as more steps flew from the wall to allow his passage. I gingerly followed in his footsteps, trying to ignore the precipitous drop on both sides.

			We made our way down to the shore of the great city without incident, alighting upon a narrow pathway of loose stones that led into a wild and verdant garden.

			Golden-eyed felines and garishly coloured songbirds sunned themselves beneath the re-emerging lights, the former stretching lazily as Grey Jacques fondly stroked their angular heads. As the rest of us passed, the creatures eyed us suspiciously, as though they knew that we did not belong. The water that lapped around the edge of the island bubbled pleasingly. To my surprise, I caught a fragrant smell upon the breeze, a scent of fruit and herbs that was more than a little intoxicating.

			Grey Jacques favoured me with a smile. ‘Why not take a sip from the waters, my lady? I assure you, you have not experienced anything like it before.’

			Warily, I bent and scooped up a handful of the sweet-smelling water. I tasted it, and could not help but shake my head in wonder.

			‘It tastes like fine wine,’ I explained to a very confused Tavyat. ‘Like the finest cyphian amber. And a fine vintage, if my limited palate is to be trusted.’

			The liquid glowed wonderfully as it slid down my throat. Almost at once I felt the faint blur of intoxication, and quickly stepped back from the water’s edge. It would hardly do to get blind drunk, given the urgency of our mission.

			‘The Prince of Cats prizes all beautiful things – food, wine and, of course, fair maidens such as yourself,’ said Jacques. He fell to his knees and took a great gulp from the lake, giving a contented sigh as he daintily cleaned his mouth upon a silken handkerchief drawn from his pocket.

			‘We do not have time to carouse and take wine,’ said Varon. ‘Just get us to the Vault.’

			His words collapsed into a bout of wracking coughs, so violent that he stumbled to one knee. I thought I saw a smear of dark blood as the witch hunter wiped his mouth on the sleeve of his coat. Something was definitely wrong with the man, and it seemed to be getting worse by the hour.

			Tavyat bent and placed a hand around the man’s shoulder, but Varon slapped her away and rose unsteadily to his feet. His eyes were sunken pits of coal, and lines creased his face.

			‘We should stop,’ said Tavyat. ‘Rest awhile.’

			‘No,’ hissed Varon. ‘We press on.’

			His trembling fingers were clasped tightly around his bag. I saw the blocky shape of Valagharr’s tome through the fabric. The witch hunter turned and strode off without another word. Tavyat stared after him.

			‘What’s wrong with him?’ I asked.

			‘Do not concern yourself with Master Varon,’ said Tavyat. ‘It is nothing more than a bout of ill health.’

			‘A few days ago I might have agreed with you, but no longer. Look at him, Tavyat. Every step we take in this place seems to drain him further. If something happens to him, if he collapses or worse, what in Sigmar’s name do we do then? Drag him along with us?’

			Tavyat winced as if in pain. It was clear that she had been thinking the same thing. She did not speak for a long time, her brows furrowed in thought, but I didn’t push my luck by continuing to harangue her. I’d been around her type often enough to know that I had to be careful. She was unwaveringly loyal to Varon, and to her I was little more than some gutter-born thief. We walked on for a while, listening to Master Boros’ tuneless whistling.

			After a long silence she finally spoke. ‘He’s not slept in days. He barely eats. I hear him muttering to himself, whispering, in an argument with something that isn’t there. There’s something gnawing away at him, but whatever it is he won’t speak of it.’

			‘Ever since we arrived here, he’s been clutching that book,’ I said. ‘Do you even know what it contains? Why has he brought it here?’

			She shook her head. ‘It is not my place to ask. He leads, and I follow.’

			‘Are we sure he’s not leading us somewhere we can’t come back from?’ I said.

			I immediately realised my mistake. Tavyat stiffened, her concern replaced by frosty mistrust of me.

			‘Ammos Varon is my sworn companion. He has saved my life on many occasions, and I have sworn a life-oath to his service. He is tired from our long journey, and wearied by the demands of his duty. Do not question him again.’

			With that, she strode off after her master. Boros followed on, still whistling and apparently oblivious to the tension.

			‘Well, that went well,’ Jacques said. ‘Next time, may I suggest operating with a little more delicacy?’

			‘Thanks for your counsel,’ I muttered, and followed on after my companions.
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			The entrance to the Tower of a Thousand Doors lay beyond a courtyard of looming statues. A mist had descended upon us, covering the stone forms of mythical beasts in a faint, green shroud. In the distance, the ice-white wall of the tower rose high, high into the sky. Such was the sudden pall of fog that I saw no more than a few yards ahead.

			‘Where’s this damnable mist come from?’ said Jacques.

			We crept forward into the silent plaza, shivering at the cold that gnawed at our bones.

			‘You go first,’ I said to Grey Jacques, who was padding softly behind me.

			‘Why?’ he asked. ‘Because I’m already dead?’

			‘Exactly. If something kills you, we’ll know it’s a trap.’

			‘Madame, I am sorely wounded. Just because I am immortal, do not think that I cannot suffer pain. The nature of my condition does not prevent a poison arrow from causing an unpleasant end, nor ease the agony of being crushed by a hidden deadfall.’

			‘Yes, but being squashed to death will be decidedly less final for you than for me. So please, do me the honour.’

			The thief sighed, and went ahead. He drew his rapier, moving gracefully across the square. In the thick mist, the statues took on a particularly menacing aspect, like half-glimpsed monsters looming out of the fog. They were facing one another along the central avenue leading to the foot of the tower. Ahead, I saw the faint outline of an arched doorway, surrounded by stone gargoyles and winged beasts.

			Drifting in on the cold air came a particularly foul smell – the sweet-sour scent of rotten meat. I raised my sleeve to block my nose.

			At the same time the putrid scent reached our nostrils, Jacques raised a hand, ordering us to a halt. There was nothing but silence all around. The sounds of birdsong had ceased, and so had the soft and distant strains of music.

			‘What in Sigmar’s name is that stench?’ muttered Tavyat, her brutish face locked in a grimace.

			‘The dead,’ said Varon. His face was as pale as a corpse, and he held his pistol in trembling hands as he stared into the thickening fog. There was no fear in his eyes. In fact, they shone with a hazy light. For the briefest moment I thought that I saw a blazing green flame skitter across the blacks of his eyes.

			Then we saw them. Hideously familiar shapes, racing out of the mist. Skeletal warriors, their yellow bones slimed with weeds and encrusted with barnacles. And behind, looming over the teeming horde, a palanquin of sinew and bone, borne aloft by fleshless hands. A familiar figure rode atop the hideous thing, black-cloaked and hooded. I saw the skull-like face of the necromancer who had ambushed us aboard the Pride of Talyn.

			‘Kauss,’ growled Varon.

			There were too many by far for us to fight, and the fog had let them draw terribly close. They spilled into the plaza like a great wave of yellow bone, loping towards us from all sides. Tavyat shoved me roughly behind her as she brought up her blade in a high guard.

			The frontrunners were only a dozen yards away when they passed beneath the statue of a female warrior with the face of a hawk standing upon a pile of sundered shields. There was a low, mechanical click and a column of flame erupted from the ground, enveloping the skeletons. They staggered on for a few steps, wreathed in fire, before collapsing to the ground.

			That was the opening shot in a great cannonade. The skeletal warriors ran on, heedless of the traps beneath their feet. Great explosions of flame rolled across the courtyard, swallowing dozens of the undead things. Black smoke billowed out around us, mixing with the mist like ink spilling into water. The undead tide showed no sign of abating, and the colossal undead palanquin loomed ever closer.

			‘Follow me!’ shouted Jacques. ‘Run only where I run!’

			And he took off, zigzagging between the statues on an erratic path. My companions and I sprinted after him, doing our best to ape his every footstep. A burning skeleton lumbered across our path and Tavyat swept her broadsword across to smash its ribcage apart in a cloud of dust. Some of it went in my eyes, and I cursed and stumbled, but the warrior reached down to grasp my hand, dragging me along with her.

			Jacques leapt over a tile, then suddenly skidded to a halt.

			‘Down!’ he cried, falling to his knees.

			We followed suit, and not a moment too soon. A barbed chain fired from the hand of the statue to our left, whipping over our heads so close that I felt it brush my hair. Clattering footfalls and the hideous creak of bone joints had me scrambling to my feet. The skeletons were closing in on all sides, striding out of the thick smoke.

			The doorway loomed ahead of me. Grey Jacques was already there, kneeling before the ornate metal panel. He was studying a terrifyingly complex pattern of locks and bolts. The door was closed fast.

			‘You may need to buy me some time,’ he said, drawing a set of tools from his belt.

			Tavyat skidded to a halt and turned, facing the onrushing horde of undead. Varon had drawn his second pistol from his belt. He fired once, and a skeletal warrior came apart in an explosion of dust. His second shot blasted the leg from another.

			Master Boros was fiddling with his pack. He produced a strange object that had the appearance of a mechanical spider. Turning a key mounted upon the iron arachnid’s back, he tossed it to the floor. It skittered away across the flagstones, and when it reached a pack of skeletons it leapt into the air and exploded in a burst of blue-white flames, scattering the undead warriors like game pieces.

			Yet for every skeleton we brought down, a dozen more emerged from across the misty plaza, racing towards us.

			I knelt at Jacques’ side. The lock he was working on looked like something one might find on an Azyrite bank vault. Three interlocking discs of gold were mounted upon a silver panel, each carved with the sigils of the zodiacal beasts and with a small, circular hole in the centre. Above this, there was an incredibly intricate series of latches and springs. Jacques’ face was locked in concentration. He had inserted a thin, copper wire into the largest of the discs, and was slowly rotating his hand, feeling for some kind of sweet spot.

			‘I don’t want to rush you,’ I began, ‘but we’re about to–’

			The thief held up his free hand for silence. ‘How steady is your hand?’ he asked.

			‘Steady enough,’ I said.

			‘Good. Because it’s extremely important that you take hold of that copper wire and do not move it from its current position. So much as twitch and not only will we be overrun, but also you notice those holes above your head?’

			He raised his eyes to indicate a channel of small indentations carved into the overhanging stone.

			‘My guess is that those will liberally apply some form of acid or burning liquid to any would-be intruders,’ he said. ‘Fear not. I think I have it. Just take this.’

			Gingerly, I took hold of the copper wire. I felt the tension in the metal immediately. Jacques had managed to find and apply pressure to a pin or cog inside the lock. Gunshots rang in my ear, and I heard the crunch of bone as another skeleton was hacked apart by Tavyat’s blade.

			Apparently uninterested in the battle being fought behind us, Jacques was whistling a merry tune to himself as he continued to work. He applied the same procedure to the second golden disc, using one hand to slowly seek out the correct spot. I heard the faint click of another pin being shifted, and there was a low clunk of metal deep inside the workings of the great door. Still holding his right hand in that awkward position, without the slightest hint of movement in his wrist, Jacques used his left to work upon the final series of latches and springs. His hand danced across the surface too fast for me to track, and I heard another low grinding of gears. The door to the Tower of a Thousand Doors swung open.

			‘So simple?’ said Grey Jacques. ‘I’m almost disappointed.’

			‘Inside,’ I yelled, and my companions turned and ran into the opening, Tavyat aiming one last slice that carved through the spine of the nearest skeleton. Once on the other side, we tried to heave the immense door closed behind us, but skeletal warriors slammed against the opening, their yellowed fingers scrabbling to tear at our flesh. Tavyat and Varon hacked and smashed at the fleshless hands that clawed at them, while Master Boros pulled another device from his pack. This one was a bottle of clear liquid, stoppered with a red wax bung. He closed his yellow teeth around the stopper and dragged it free with a loud pop. A foul chemical stench filled the air, like a cross between raw alcohol and tannery run-off. My eyes started to water.

			‘Watch your arms,’ he warned the witch hunter and his companion, holding the bottle warily. ‘You don’t want to get this stuff on you, believe me.’

			As the skeletons continued to scrabble in a desperate attempt to claw their way through the door, Boros poured the contents of the bottle down the edge of the frame. It sizzled and hissed as it struck the metal and the clawing arms of undead warriors, then expanded and solidified, puffing out like a growth of coral. The jaws of the skeletons still clicked and rattled as they desperately tried to dislodge themselves, but they were stuck fast and helpless. Tavyat laughed and began to smash their skulls in carefully with the pommel of her blade.

			‘That’s a nice trick, old man,’ she said approvingly.

			‘Gall-slime of a runculus,’ Boros explained, throwing the empty glass container aside. ‘Strongest adhesive in the realms. A single drop could glue a gargant’s balls together. You don’t want to know what I went through to get it.’

			We had entered a small, unadorned entrance hall, semi­circular in shape. On the far wall were seven doors. Each was unique in colour and design. One was made from seashells, another from marble. One looked as though it were carved from gnarled tree roots. Other than these portals, the room was almost featureless.

			‘Any ideas?’ I asked Grey Jacques. The thief simply shrugged and ran his fingers through his moustache.

			‘So we just pick one. At random.’

			‘The Latchkey Isle is not built upon randomness,’ Jacques said. ‘There is a logic to everything, even if it is hidden well behind obfuscation and trickery. Without a pattern, there can be no joy in solving any puzzle.’

			He studied each entrance in turn, running his fingers across the surface.

			‘We’re out of time,’ I said, and the clattering of blades on bone lent urgency to my words. ‘We cannot stay here.’

			No sooner did I speak the words than there was an almighty explosion that blasted the doorway wide open, spilling gouts of choking smoke into the hall. Tavyat and Varon were sent flying across the chamber. Varon crashed into me, and we both tumbled to the floor painfully.

			Silhouetted in the doorway was the necromancer Kauss, limned with purple flame. The gaunt, pale-skinned man strode into the tower, flanked by his undead guard. Tavyat was on her feet again in an instant, charging at the pair with a furious bellow. The tall man swept his staff, and snaking chains of greenish, spectral matter wound around Tavyat’s body, sapping the strength from her charge. She toppled limply to the floor, jerking and twitching, her face visibly withering like a corpse left out in the sun.

			‘No!’

			Varon started after her, but I held onto his arm tightly. I didn’t like leaving my companions behind if I could help it, but I was no fool. There were some battles you just couldn’t win.

			‘You can’t do anything!’ I shouted. ‘Let’s go!’

			Skeletons swarmed into the chamber, blades drawn. The gaunt figure’s eyes locked upon Varon, and flicked down to the satchel at his side.

			‘You!’ the necromancer shrieked, raising his staff to point at Varon. I fumbled behind me, reaching for the handle of the nearest door. It was freezing cold to the touch, and as I turned I saw that the surface was a sheet of black ice. There was no time to worry about the consequences. I yanked open the handle of the door and fell backwards, pulling Varon with me as a bolt of screaming fire swept over our heads.
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			As we tumbled into the chamber, we struck slick ice and skidded across the floor. Yet without any input from myself, the door slammed shut behind us, leaving us in silence. We staggered upright, awkwardly stumbling as our boots tried to gain purchase on the ice. I expected the handle of the door to start rattling and shaking at any moment, but no such sound came. Before I could stop him, Varon raced forward and swung it open.

			There was nothing on the other side of the door but empty air, and a thousand-foot drop to a raging river. Varon gasped in surprise, staggering backwards and losing his footing on the treacherous floor. Carefully, I made my way over to the opening. It made no sense. As near as I could make it, we were looking down from a building at the very apex of the cavern. In fact, I could see the Tower of a Thousand Doors itself, far below, and the snaking route by which we had entered the city, out towards the great lake.

			I slammed the door shut, not wanting to trip and accidentally plunge into the abyss.

			Varon grabbed me by the front of my coat and slammed me into the wall. His eyes were wide, and his face locked in a furious snarl. He looked deranged.

			‘Fool!’ he hissed. ‘I did not tell you to flee. Now we are separated from our companions and lost.’

			‘You would have preferred to stay?’ I shouted back, struggling to choke the words out. Varon’s grasp was fiercely strong. My free hand closed upon my dagger, ready to sink the blade into Varon’s side if he did not let me go. ‘If we had remained in that chamber, we would all be prisoners of your necromancer friend. And that would have ended your mission rather finally, would it not?’

			Varon’s eyes closed, and he shook his head. His grip upon my coat loosened, and I pulled myself free. The witch hunter stumbled and leaned against the door, breathing heavily. His lips were moving as he muttered to himself, and I frowned as I tried to make out the words.

			Then, his expression changed. Once again, he became the unreadable, serene man I had first met so many days ago in the dungeons of Lethis.

			‘You are right,’ he said. ‘Your decision was the correct one. As long as you and I are free, we can still achieve our task. Please, Miss Arclis, let us proceed.’

			There was something profoundly disturbing about the man’s erratic mood swings, and the manner in which his eyes followed me unblinkingly around the room, but I did my best to ignore it and focus upon the problem at hand.

			I took in our surroundings. We were standing in a circular chamber, not wide in diameter, but very tall. So tall, in fact, that I could barely make out the ceiling a few hundred yards above our heads. It looked strangely organic – I could see the glimmer of spear-sized icicles hanging over us. The walls were blue crystal, the same material as the floor, and freezing to the touch. Straight ahead of us, upon the wall directly opposite the entrance, there was an opening, just visible from where I was standing. It was perhaps a couple of dozen yards up. There was no other way out of the chamber, so far as I could see, apart from the way we had just come, and now that had turned into a thousand-foot precipice, our options were limited.

			‘That’s where we’re headed then,’ I said. ‘Are you a decent climber, master witch hunter?’

			Varon did not respond. I turned to find him on one knee, one hand clasped to his temple. His eyes were shut, but his mouth was moving in what looked like a silent prayer.

			‘Varon?’ I asked. His eyes opened, and the man shot me a very confused look. As though he had no idea who I was. It passed quickly, and his face settled upon its usual unflappable calm.

			‘It’s nothing,’ he said, climbing to his feet. ‘Just a touch of fatigue.’

			‘You know, this would be a lot easier if you told me what was going on,’ I said. ‘You have been on your last nerve ever since we entered this place. What is wrong with you?’

			‘As I said, you need not concern yourself,’ he snapped.

			‘It’s the book, isn’t it? Valagharr’s tome.’

			His eyes bulged madly, and for a moment I thought that he would go for my throat again. But in a moment the flash of rage was gone, and he was calm again.

			‘Do not test my patience, aelf,’ said Varon. ‘You need only concern yourself with the orders I give you. Do not make me question your value. And please, dismiss any thoughts of abandoning me here. If you attempt to flee I will make sure you spend the rest of your life in a dungeon even deeper and darker than the Black Pit of Lethis.’

			My response died in my throat as a great shadow passed beneath our feet. I gave an involuntary yelp of surprise. Under the thick ice that formed the floor of the chamber was a deep pool of water, through which something vast and sleek was moving. Its form was masked by the opaqueness of the crystal, but I thought I saw the glimmer of a great eye peering up at us through the thick crust of ice.

			‘What is that?’ Varon muttered. I had no answer. The shadow continued to circle beneath us, gathering speed each time it passed.

			A trickling sound dragged my attention away from the thing lurking below our feet. I glanced at the wall of the cavern, and saw rivulets of water dribbling down the frozen wall. As I watched, a section of ice sloughed away, falling to shatter on the ground. My breath no longer misted before me, and my boots were sinking into the ice, which shifted and groaned beneath us. Spiderweb patterns of splinters spread out ominously across the chamber.

			I glanced at Varon, who met my gaze with an expression that suggested he had reached the same unpleasant conclusion as I had. If the floor of the chamber melted through, we would find ourselves sharing the water with whatever in Sigmar’s name that black shape was.

			‘Move!’ yelled Varon, needlessly. I was already dashing for the ice wall. Using my dagger as a makeshift pick, I stabbed it into the frozen surface and scrambled for a foothold. Water was pouring down the surface now, and it made every handhold treacherous as we scrambled for the ledge. Inch by agonising inch we climbed. There was a terrible splintering sound, and I looked up to see a spear-shaped icicle dropping towards me with the speed of a harpoon. Awkwardly balanced on the melting surface as I was, there was no way to avoid it. I knew, for a brief and terrible moment, that I was about to die.

			Varon grabbed the back of my pack and yanked. I lost my grip on the wall, and the dagger almost slipped from my hand. I expected to topple into empty space, but somehow the man held me in place as my legs dangled uselessly over the melting ice. I could still see that hungry yellow eye blazing up at me. I was by no means a heavy burden, slight even for an aelf, but I did not know how he kept me from falling. Somehow I managed to thrust my makeshift pick back into the wall and find a foothold.

			At that very moment, the icy floor of the cavern splintered and collapsed, and suddenly we were suspended above a churning pool of water. I made the mistake of looking down, and saw a circular maw of foot-long fangs and a lashing coil of tentacles.

			Energised by terror, I climbed like I have never climbed before or since. Each shaking handhold threatened to give way, and water was pouring freely over us as we made our way to what I sincerely hoped was safety. As I reached the lip of an opening, I scrabbled to swing my leg over the edge. I could feel the ice shifting under me, but by some miracle it held long enough for me to haul myself up. I was soaked to the skin and shivering terribly, but I could hardly let Varon fall after he had just saved my skin. I reached down and clasped his hand, dragging him to safer ground. We found ourselves on a rapidly shrinking shelf of ice, with a single door at its centre. I lunged for the handle, hauled it open and tumbled through, not even considering that it might be another sheer drop.

			Thankfully, it was not. Instead, we sprawled across a hardwood, polished floor, bringing with us a torrent of icy water. Varon kicked the door shut behind us and we lay there for some time, sputtering and shaking with cold. I was so unbearably exhausted that at that moment death would have been little more than a nice bit of relaxation.

			‘Thank you,’ I said at last. ‘You could have let me fall.’

			Varon did not respond, nor even attempt to meet my eyes, but I knew he had heard me.

			Eventually, we hauled ourselves upright and looked out across our new surroundings. The room was so vast that I could not see the ceiling. Like the Grand Librarium of Excelsis, concentric rings of platforms rose as far as the eye could see, connected by great, winding stairways. These floors contained not musty rows of books and vellum scrolls, but thousands upon thousands of doorways of all shapes and sizes: circular portals no larger than a duardin’s height; enormous, grandly ornate gateways; and fluttering curtains. I craned my neck to peer at the highest levels, and felt a rush of vertigo. It seemed to go on forever. Somewhere amidst all that lay a path that would lead us out of here.

			Varon leaned against the wall. The longer we travelled, the worse he looked. Sweat poured from him in rivulets, though if anything the chamber in which we found ourselves felt cold to me. Still his arm was wrapped about the Tome of Valagharr, cradling it closely.

			‘We could search this place forever, and still never find the right door,’ said Varon, his voice edged with weariness.

			‘You wait here,’ I said, glancing at the witch hunter. ‘Rest awhile. Let me study the doors. There must be some clue as to how to get out of here. It’s like Jacques said, there has to be some kind of pattern, else this is all just meaningless. We’re missing something.’

			Varon held his hand up in a gesture of acceptance and leaned back against the wall. He closed his eyes, but he did not release his grasp upon the book. I watched him a moment, trying to work out whether he had fallen asleep or was merely resting his eyes.

			‘What are you waiting for?’ the witch hunter said, startling me. ‘Go about your work, Arclis. Find us a way out of here.’

			I turned and made my way across the hall, taking in every door as I passed them by. Though the material and construction of each was vastly different, there was little ornamentation. Some had pearls or gems inset, and others were filigreed with gold and other precious metals, but hardly the gaudy splendour that we had seen elsewhere in the Latchkey Isle.

			‘Come on,’ I muttered. ‘Give me something.’

			I traced my fingers across oaken panels, obsidian stone and rough, igneous surfaces that were warm to the touch. Several I opened, finding only more maddeningly off-kilter pathways and dead ends. My path took me high into the rafters of the chamber, and I leaned out over the side to see if I could finally make out the ceiling.

			All I saw was more rows of doorways, ascending on forever.

			I was beginning to lose hope of ever getting out of this damned place. I would die here of thirst or hunger, with only a witch hunter who was slowly losing his mind for company. It was not the way I would have wished to go.

			I let out a wordless cry of frustration, and it thundered in the cavernous space. Slumping to the floor, I thumped my head on the door at my back. Something sharp dug into my skull, and I cursed long and colourfully, rubbing the painful wound.

			I turned to examine the surface, to find the source of the pain. This doorway was carved from what looked like simple, unvarnished rosebark, and was rough to the touch like a cavern-bat’s hide. A single, turquoise stone was embedded in its centre. An unremarkable little gem, clouded and roughly carved.

			Frowning, I ran my fingers across it. It looked like luckstone – or Catseye as the traders from Vindicarum called it. It was a common mineral, mined in vast quantities and fashioned into trinkets of good fortune that the merchants of the city hawked to gullible travellers. Looking into the depths of the stone, I saw why it had earned its name. At the centre of the gem was a black, pupil-like imperfection. As I glanced at it from different angles, this dot seemed to swell and recede, as a hunting cat’s eyes grow wide and black when it is ready to pounce upon its prey.

			Something was nagging at the back of my skull. Words that had been spoken to me recently hovered on the very edge of my tongue.

			Then it struck me. The sphinx-like guardians of the Isle.

			‘Dispense your trust wisely,’ the creature named Mysanta had said, ‘and look for the sign of the cat.’

			Immediately suspicious of such good fortune, I grasped the handle of the door and hauled it open. Golden light seeped through the opening. Beyond lay a golden temple of wondrous design, a vast, vaulted chamber large enough to house a fleet of battleships. At the far end there was a circular doorway, flanked on either side by two great spheres of iron.

			‘The Vault of Stars,’ I whispered, for it could surely be ­nothing else.

			After all this time in search of it, my impulse almost took me through the doorway and into the chamber beyond, but I stopped myself before I passed the threshold, remembering Varon. If we were separated, I doubted I would ever find him again.

			Fetching a piece of chalk from my pocket, I marked the door with a cross and retraced my steps, marking every hundred paces or so with another crude sign. I had absolutely no intention of forgetting the door’s location.

			It took me at least an hour to find my way back to Varon. He was exactly where I had left him, though he was slumped forward, and I heard soft, shallow breaths.

			The Tome of Valagharr had spilled from his hands. It lay on the floor in front of Varon, its spine open to show yellowing pages scrawled with spidery text.

			‘Witch hunter?’ I said, loud enough that my words echoed in the hall. Varon did not respond. His eyes were rolled back in his head, exposing the whites, and his mouth hung open slackly.

			I stood there for a long time, frozen by indecision. Finally, I could take that damned book away from Varon, maybe even get rid of it somehow. Perhaps if he no longer spent every waking moment cradling it like a newborn infant, he would come back to his senses.

			Gingerly, I reached forward and grasped the book by its spine. Varon stirred, but only muttered to himself in his sleep. I could not identify his words, but the sound was pleading and childlike. I slid the Tome of Valagharr away from him and picked it up. It was heavy, and the human hide that formed its bindings reeked of age-old death. I had a strong inclination to set fire to the damned thing, or simply open the nearest doorway and hurl it through.

			But even stronger than my revulsion was my curiosity. It’s a trait that has made me a passingly successful archivist and archaeologist, but as many times as it has benefitted me, it has proven a curse. What secrets could be gleaned from a document as ancient as this, something dating back to the most glorious days of the Age of Myth?

			Heart hammering, I opened the deathmage’s book. The pen-strokes were as small and precise as a surgeon’s cut. The language I did not recognise. It had a hieroglyphic quality, and an angular cleanliness that spoke of great precision. Scattered across the pages were geomantic diagrams and illustrations. Some were esoteric things, far beyond my understanding. Others were all too clear – diagrams of dissected corpses, aelf, human and duardin, their bodies marked with glyphs, leering skulls and inverted pyramids of fused flesh. Notes had been scribbled in the margins, some in the same ancient tongue, others in more legible Azyrite text. I turned to a page that showed an arrangement of thousands of embalmed corpses arranged in a series of concentric circles, an altar of obsidian stone at their centre.

			Not enough, read the words scrawled across the image. Not nearly enough.

			Though I did not understand the words, an impression began to form clearly in my mind. This was a dispassionate, appallingly rational document of a man’s obsession with death. I was about to hurl the book aside, as far away as possible, when I noticed something strange.

			The hieroglyphs began to shift and blur together. Words and sentences spilled into one another, ancient ink running across the page and coalescing into more familiar forms. To my shock, I realised that I could read every word, for the language of the book was now that of High Azyrite, of an ancient but legible derivation. I stared at the first words that caught my eye.

			Who is it now that seeks the forbidden truth? Not the pious one, the lapdog. I sense none of his tedious righteousness. Tell me now.

			‘Shevanya Arclis,’ I said, the words dragged out of me against my will.

			An aelf? I have not felt the presence of your kind in centuries. The last of the Twin Gods’ folk to converse with me was the same wretch who tore my soul apart. He paid for that insult with his life. The curse I laid upon him, oh, that was one of my finest works.

			‘What are you?’ I gasped, as I felt blood pouring from my ears, trickling out of my nose. The power of the disembodied voice drove me to my knees. I could feel the thing’s predatory amusement as it toyed with my mind. It rifled through my thoughts and fears as if I were a book, laid out before it with every page of my soul exposed.

			I struggled. I gritted my teeth and bent every fibre of my will against that awful presence, but it was impossible to deny.

			Do not resist. It will only prolong the agony. You have a strong soul, but my power grows exponentially the closer I get to my phylactery. I can feel it even now, calling out to me – I am a broken shard of he that was Valagharr, but soon I shall be remade entirely. Your friend there will see to it.

			My eyes flicked to the side. There stood Varon, a manic expression in his eyes that could have been fury or terrible fear. He struck me hard, bowling into me so that the Tome of Valagharr spilled from my hands. No sooner had it tumbled to the floor than the voice inside my skull ceased its mocking laughter. But I was punch-drunk and sickened, reeling from the terrible feeling of that malevolent entity digging its claws into my being.

			I staggered and fell against the doorway ahead of me, my gorge rising and my head spinning. I felt fingers close tight around my throat. Ammos Varon slammed me into the unyielding metal. I gasped and struck out, trying to break the hold, but the witch hunter’s grip was like iron. My vision swam.

			‘Thief,’ snarled Varon. His voice sounded very far away. ‘It was inevitable, in the end, that you would steal from me. Do you think that if you gift the Tome of Valagharr to Arkhan’s hounds, they will let you go free?’

			‘Varon,’ I gasped. ‘Don’t… you see? What… it’s doing to you? I… can help.’

			‘The Order thanks you for your service,’ said Varon. He reached down and grasped the handle of the door, and I felt a gust of foetid, chill air as he hauled it open. I scrabbled for my dagger, but before I could draw it the witch hunter slammed my head into the wall again.

			‘I believe your usefulness is at an end, aelf,’ said Varon, and with that he shoved me through the opening and into empty air.
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			My world was a blur of pain and sickening motion as I toppled, screaming, into darkness. How long I fell, I cannot recall, but my battered body scraped against walls and struck a protruding passing blur of an object with force enough to yank my shoulder from its socket. This wave of agony was soon followed by a sudden, terrible slap as I struck freezing water.

			Icy cold enveloped me. I dragged in a mouthful of putrid water, and immediately felt an almost overwhelming urge to throw up. I splashed and struggled instinctively, filled with the all-consuming madness of panic. That could have easily been the end of my career right there in that dank, subterranean pool, but by some miracle I managed to gather enough of my wits to cease my frantic struggling and shake off the shock that threatened to overwhelm me. Through a cloud of bubbles I could make out the outline of a strange device indeed – a spear-shaped nose of battered, rusted metal, surrounded by wires and protrusions, descending into the darkness beneath me. The head was embedded in the smooth stone of a circular wall that dropped into an abyss beneath my flailing legs. There was no motion down there, but the sight still sent a primal shiver of dread through my bones.

			Sickly green light bled down through the surface of the man-made pool into which I had fallen. There was a rough slope that led out of the water, and I made my way to this, ­hoping dearly that I could haul myself onto dry land. Fortunately the slope, though steep, was manageable, and I gracelessly ­struggled my way to the surface.

			I dragged myself up onto a shelf of pitted rock and lay there for a long while, spluttering and shaking, trying to regather my senses.

			Varon had tried to kill me. For all my suspicions about the state of the man’s mind, I’d never expected that he wanted me dead. Why would he? I’d done exactly as he asked, getting him this far into the Latchkey Isle. I remembered the look upon his face as he had pushed me over the abyss. There had been a cruel delight in the man’s eyes that I had never seen before.

			I shook my head and dragged myself to my feet, groaning in pain as I felt my damaged shoulder. I was lucky, beyond lucky that this was the only injury I’d suffered in my long fall, but it burned like fire. I could barely raise my arm above head height without black spots dancing across my vision.

			Nursing the injury, I took in my surroundings for the first time. Overhead, the smooth walls of the chute disappeared into darkness. I could not hear the sounds of battle or the howls of gheists, and so I judged that I must have fallen some distance. Or perhaps the city had changed around me once more. In any case, there would be no making my way back up that way.

			I was standing in the mouth of a rough-hewn, circular tunnel that ended at the foot of the pool. Behind me the channel stretched off into the distance, shimmering with that same emerald luminescence I had seen from beneath the surface. It was wide, perhaps as wide as a city’s main avenue, and quite unlike any other section of the Latchkey Isle that I had seen so far. There was no skill in its construction. Indeed, it was almost organic in nature, the walls marked with wide, rough gouges that looked as though they had been made by a gigantic chisel. I recalled the vehicle I had seen submerged in the pool. Sure enough, at the far side of the chamber, across the water, the wall was broken and pitted, as if it had been struck by an enormous fist. Deep cracks ran across the stone, wide enough for me to fit my arm in.

			Someone had torn their way through the stonework to this point, only for the device they had been using to somehow malfunction and explode. But who would attempt such a thing, in here of all places? The nature of the subterranean pool I could not fathom. Perhaps it was simply part of some other ingenious dungeon, another hazard for the Isle’s deathless explorers to navigate.

			Regardless, when given the choice I always avoided swimming through pitch-darkness, and so I had only one route left open to me. Gritting my teeth, I hobbled down the tunnel.

			It wound on for several hundred paces, and the further I progressed, the more insistent the green light became. I thought that I heard sounds ahead – hisses and the shrieking of machinery. As I turned the corner, the tunnel widened somewhat, and the roof opened up into an immense cavern, large enough to house a Kharadron airship. As soon as I entered this chamber, I knew that there was something rotten close at hand. A sour, sharp smell met my nose, a chemical reek that made me gag. The cavern floor was entirely covered by detritus. Cracked-open sarcophagi lay forgotten next to beautifully painted murals, amidst piles of precious jewels and glittering crowns. There was a king’s ransom in this room. Enough to keep any self-respecting thief in liquor and debauchery for the rest of their lifetime. Yet it was scattered about with no thought for its value.

			At the far end of the cavern was something stranger still. A haphazard tangle of machinery, curling pipes and wheezing generator-billows, all sparking with faltering bursts of electricity and casting a cancerous glow across the vast space. Optimistically you might call it a workbench, but more accurately it looked like a bomb had detonated in an artificer’s workshop. A hunched figure stood before this assemblage, its back turned to me, its attention fixed upon whatever experiment it was conducting.

			I drew my dagger and inched closer, cautiously ducking behind jumbled piles of loot.

			The figure was small, smaller even than Master Boros, but there was a wiry grace to its movement. It wore a ragged cloak of black, above which protruded a collar of spiked iron. A long, scabby tail tipped with a vicious-looking blade jutted from beneath the tattered robe, whipping back and forth. It clutched a staff of black wood, mounted atop of which were a trio of barbed hooks and an inset emerald crystal.

			Another flash of lightning filled the chamber. It illuminated several gibbets that dangled from the wall of haphazard machinery. Each was occupied by a yellowed skeleton, with elongated, rodent-like skulls. The scuttling figure stood up from its work, and I caught a glimpse of matted grey-brown fur.

			Revulsion overcame me. I would recognise the foul stench of a skaven anywhere. Their foul presence could be found all across the realms, the vermin scavenging and looting sites of unthinkable value, leaving their hideous mark upon everything they touched. I had learned to hate them even more than the greenskins – orruks were brutish barbarians, but at least they were usually predictable in their ferocity. The ratmen had a devious ingenuity that I truly feared. Moreover, I had witnessed their gleeful cruelty first-hand, and had no intention of falling into this creature’s hands. I scanned the walls of the cavern, searching for a way out that would lead me safely past the rat-thing.

			There was a crevice in the eastern wall, between two huge piles of boxes that were covered with moth-eaten drapes that might once have been luxurious silk curtains – large enough, perhaps, for me to squeeze through. Light bled out of it, tinged with silvery-blue rather than the vile green that filled this chamber. If my luck held, it might prove to be my way out of this place.

			I inched closer, but the scattered piles of junk formed a treacherous terrain. I was forced to judge every footfall with care, for a wrong step could send a mountain of junk toppling loudly to the floor. Even taking the utmost care, my boots crunched upon the shards of a broken mirror. I fell to the floor, rolling into cover behind an upturned chest of amber crystals. There was a long moment of tense silence. I could see the skaven’s reflection in the remnant of the broken mirror. Its ugly, scarred face was twisted with fury, and its yellow eyes darted about the cavern.

			‘Silence!’ shrieked the creature suddenly, spinning about to face the hanging gibbets. ‘Pitrikk is working, fool-scum. Cease your whimpering, Scablig, or I will put the lightning to you again, hear-hear? And you, Rikkit, do you think I do not hear-smell you plotting against me? Fool-fool. Do you not know what happens when you anger me?’

			The rat-thing’s yellow clawed hand reached out and grasped a lever, yanking it down viciously. Green lightning rippled across the mountain of junk, encasing all of the dangling cages in a halo of sparks. The skeletons within danced and twitched, and the rat-thing cackled in delight.

			‘Soon-soon,’ the figure continued. ‘No more of this broken place. Soon-soon Pitrikk will be free. Soon he will return to Blight City and rip-tear all his enemies to bloody bits.’

			Chortling to itself, the rat-thing disappeared behind the bank of machinery. What purpose the immense structure served, I could not say. Two conical brass horns reached up towards the crystal cavern above, wound with copper wires and crystal foci. Merely standing close to the thing sent an unpleasant tremor through my body. There was an unpleasant chemical taste at the back of my throat, and my head throbbed painfully.

			Carefully, I picked my way across the chamber to the gap in the wall. Bone scrunched beneath my feet, and I heard the squeaking and hissing of vermin. Pale, scrawny rats the size of my fist skittered across the ground, fleeing before me.

			There was no sign of the robed skaven. Holding my breath, I darted across the chamber, weaving my way between piles of garbage.

			No more than a foot from the opening, the pile of boxes to my left erupted as an enormous form burst from beneath the silk covering. It was a horrific fusion of flesh and metal, near three times my height and rippling with corded muscle. An enormous, ratlike cranium leered down at me stupidly, caustic slobber drooling from its open mouth. The immense golem raised two club-like fists, strapped to which were vicious, curved hooks and vials of sinister green liquid. It took a swipe at me, a heavy blow that surely would have torn me into bloody chunks. I fell backwards, gasping in pain as my injured shoulder struck the ground.

			From behind me I heard more lumbering footsteps, and turned to see another of the horrors striding across the cavern, this one with rotary cannons welded to its bloody arm stumps. It screeched as it came on, a demented, animalistic sound, and the barrels of its guns began to whine and spin.

			‘Got you, thief!’ shrieked the hooded rat, who was riding atop the rat-golem’s shoulder, levelling a long-barrelled pistol in my direction. ‘No fleeing for you, aelf-scum. No stealing Pitrikk’s treasures!’

			I raised my hands in surrender, an almost comically impotent gesture in the circumstances. The blade-armed golem behind me reared up, about to bring its scything claws down upon me.

			‘Stop!’ the skaven shrieked.

			The robed being leapt to the floor, and I scrabbled backwards as it ran towards me, madness in its eyes. Even for a skaven this one reeked abominably. Its armour, which otherwise appeared sturdily made, was spattered with blood and filth, its robes crusted and the skin around the ugly, narrow face red raw with mange.

			Pausing just a few inches from me, the rat-thing recoiled, hissing and exposing a row of blackened fangs. It began to hack and spit. It turned again and glared at me, this time with narrowed eyes that showed a vicious cunning.

			‘Filth-filth,’ it said. ‘Where did it come from? Why does it smell… alive? Are you a dead thing, aelfling? Like the thief-ghosts that prowl into Pitrikk’s lair in search of his treasures? No!’

			It scampered forward suddenly, and its claws sank into my arm. With a painful twist, the creature tore the dagger from my grasp and flung it away into the darkness. I stared into bloodshot eyes, the rat-thing’s noxious breath wafting into my nostrils.

			‘Where did you come from, aelfling? Speak-speak, or Pitrikk will put the lightning to you! How did you come here? How do you plan to escape?’

			‘Escape?’

			‘For many-many years has Warlock Pitrikk been trapped here. All his magnificent creations destroyed or lost. No way out! All scum-slaves dead. Only these fools for company.’

			At this the skaven waved a claw at the hanging cages, from which smoke was still rising. A foul stench of burned hair and bone drifted across the chamber.

			‘Speak-speak!’ it roared. ‘How did it come here?’

			‘Through the front entrance,’ I said, helplessly. I could not guide this insane thing to where Varon and I had entered the Latchkey Isle even if I wished to. I was as lost and helpless as it was, though in my current predicament admitting that seemed foolish.

			The skaven leaned down, pressing its hideous face close to mine.

			‘Pitrikk will find the truth,’ it hissed. ‘Pitrikk will boil the filthy aelf-thing’s flesh until it answers the truth.’

			It waved a paw, and the blade-limbed rat-golem bent and hooked its claws into the leather of my coat, lifting me into the air. It lumbered over to the nearest of the hanging gibbets, and roughly forced me into the metal cage, pressing me up against the remnants of a dead rat-thing, its bones still smouldering from the terrible green lightning.

			‘Now!’ said the skaven. ‘Tell me how it got into this place, or I burn it to dust-dust.’

			The creature pointed a taloned finger at me, from which spat sparks of vile, green lightning.

			‘Wait!’ I said, backing away, only to bump into the towering rat-golem at my back. The thing leered down at me idiotically, and a trail of drool spattered across the collar of my coat. ‘I can get you there, I can take you–’

			Whether the wretched skaven understood my words or not, it did not seem to care in the slightest that I had agreed to its demands. It snapped its claws together, and a surge of green lightning rippled along the tower of scrap metal and wrapped around the cage, filling my world with terrible, blinding light. Agonising fire surged through my body. Every muscle screamed and my jaws ground together with force enough to splinter several teeth. The saliva in my mouth bubbled and boiled, and I screamed at the top of my lungs.

			Suddenly, mercifully, the unendurable pain ceased.

			‘Yes-yes, you will take us!’ said the rat-thing, cackling in delight. ‘Or more death-spark, aelf-thing!’

			There was a loud crash at the far end of the chamber, and the skaven spun around, pistol raised, screeching in surprise. Though my vision was still blurry from the agony of Pitrikk’s lightning blast, I thought I saw something moving – something large and very fast.

			‘Who goes there?’ shrieked Pitrikk. ‘Come out quick-quick, or I shoot!’

			His rat-golems immediately followed their master’s word, and the gun-wielding specimen opened fire with his inbuilt cannons at the distant figure, stitching a line of bullets across the junk pile that blasted dozens of trinkets into scrap. I winced and clutched my ears at the deafening sound, which was amplified tenfold by the acoustics of the cavern.

			‘Stop-stop, fool!’ Pitrikk was screeching, battering at the armoured leg plate of the immense creature with his staff. Its cannon whirred to a halt, smoke rising from the glowing barrel.

			Striding forward through the devastation came the sleek and deadly form of an enormous hunting cat, its head shaped like that of a human. Through the fog of pain I saw a familiar, bearded face.

			‘Hardly a welcoming gesture,’ said Theadicles. ‘But I should expect no less from one of your kind, rat. How long have you dwelt down here, a canker in the body of the Isle? To think that we did not even notice your presence. It galls me.’

			‘And me also, brother,’ said Mysanta, padding along the edge of the room. It seemed impossible that I had not seen her until the moment she spoke – neither she nor her brother were small creatures, but despite their heavy forms they made not a sound as they moved.

			‘Kill-kill!’ shrieked Pitrikk, waving a claw at the cacosphinx.

			The rat-golems strode forward, guns and blades crackling to life.

			Theadicles’ eyes flashed bright blue. The floor collapsed beneath the rat-golems and their master, dirt and stone melting into a liquid slurry. The monstrous things swayed and toppled as their footing gave way beneath them. The gun-armed abomination fired its chain cannons as it toppled into the growing whirlpool. Pitrikk tried to leap away, but as he scrabbled and clawed across the floor, it claimed him too. His cruel, yellow eyes widened in terror as the earth swallowed him whole. Almost as soon as his whiskers disappeared beneath the surface, the churning ceased, and the molten rock once more became solid.

			The cacosphinx turned his gaze upon me.

			‘Quite the trick, do you not agree?’ Theadicles said. ‘Ah, but that was nothing. Once, I could have turned that wretched creature into a pile of copper coins with just a glance. Or trapped him within a spinning wheel for all eternity. Now? I could barely summon the strength to banish it from my sight.’

			‘You didn’t kill it?’ I asked.

			Mysanta shook her head. ‘We simply swept the skaven under the carpet, so to speak. There is little joy in taking lives, and we only do so at the utmost necessity. It takes no wit, no clever­ness to swing a headsman’s sword. No, our whiskered friend merely finds himself in some distant corner of the Isle, no doubt rather confused and angry.’

			‘What are you?’ I asked.

			‘Straight to the point, as always,’ Theadicles said, a smile upon his lips. ‘We are… perhaps were, guardians of this place. Servants of the Prince of Cats, who shaped this land from the faith of his worshippers. It was our pleasure to welcome those souls who had lived worthy lives to the Latchkey Isle.’

			‘Where’s your master now?’

			‘Dead,’ said Mysanta.

			‘So she believes,’ said her brother, a hint of anger in his words. ‘Gone, certainly. But still we see to it that his will is done. And though the Isle is a shadow of the land it once was, we are not entirely alone.’

			Another figure emerged, this one with just the one pair of legs. Jacques strode out of the shadows and offered me a polite bow.

			‘Jacques!’ I said, genuinely pleased to see him. ‘What happened to the others? Where are Boros and Tavyat?’

			‘In the clutches of our cadaverous pursuer, I am afraid,’ said the thief, his expression uncharacteristically grim. ‘It was all I could do to escape the necromancer’s clutches myself. But they live, at least for the time being.’

			‘Not so humble,’ said Theadicles, ‘but skilled enough. It was by our hand that you encountered one another. You did not think it coincidence that you happened to run into this miscreant, just when it seemed as though you were on the brink of disaster?’

			Things were suddenly beginning to fall into place.

			‘You wished to know what we wanted with the Vault,’ I said.

			‘We did. Many have come here in search of that place, ever since the God-King persuaded me to safeguard the damned thing within the Isle. The Prince of Cats never wanted it here. Nor the things that are kept within it. But one does not easily deny the will of Azyr. It has been a curse upon the Isle ever since.’

			Mysanta waved a paw, and the door of my cage yawned open. I inched my battered body through the opening, and dropped to the floor.

			‘Ah, you should have seen this place in its prime,’ she sighed. ‘Truly, the most beautiful and joyous of all the underworlds. It echoed to the sound of laughter, the tinkle of coins and the clink of wine glasses. With each rising sun our master’s faithful servants would roam the Isle, in search of hidden treasures, testing themselves against the most ingenious challenges that we could set for them. And every night my brother and I would remake it, level by level, chamber by chamber.’

			‘What happened?’ I said.

			‘They came. The Dark Gods and their servants. Civilisation was torn down and despoiled. Our flock were born of the great cities – they were guttersnipes and cutpurses, second-storey artists and smiling conmen who stripped the rich of their coin and laughed away the night in taverns and bawdy houses. There was no place for them in a realm conquered by malice and savagery. Ruled by war alone. They perished during the Great Fall, and the glory of the Latchkey Isle faded with the passing seasons. Some still remember the legends of this place. Some still mutter prayers to the Prince of Cats, but not enough. Not enough to keep the Isle from fading into memory.’

			‘I’m sorry,’ I said, cringing at how useless the words sounded.

			‘Do not be,’ said Theadicles. ‘All things end, and even the gods will not live on forever. Of course, I would rather not give in to hopelessness just yet. You have business to attend to, my dear Shevanya. I fear that something foul has taken hold of your friend Varon.’

			‘It’s the tome,’ I said. ‘Valagharr’s book. He’s been clutching it like it’s his newborn baby. There’s some kind of sentience within those pages that has latched onto him like a parasite. Whatever has happened to him, he’s not himself. When I took it from him, it tried to get its fingers in my brain too.’

			Jacques nodded. ‘She’s right. Whatever’s in his head, it’s guiding him to the Vault. Like it’s drawn there.’

			‘Something has control of him,’ said Mysanta. ‘It seeks not to recover Valagharr’s Phylactery, but to shatter it and release the monster within. That cannot happen. The thing that resides inside is no longer mortal. No longer capable of anything but hate and destruction.’

			‘The tome,’ I said. ‘Valagharr’s tome. When I opened it, I felt his voice inside my head. I tried to shut it out, but it wormed its way into my mind, and I could feel it rooting through my thoughts. If Varon hadn’t knocked it out of my hands, I don’t know what would have happened.’

			‘It may have saved your life, but that was no act of kindness,’ said Theadicles. ‘If some remnant of Valagharr has crept inside his mind, your witch hunter is dangerous.’

			‘Sigmar knows how long he’s been hearing those whispers,’ I said. ‘Since long before we met. Maybe he thinks he has it under control, that he can… use it, somehow.’

			‘That is folly. Varon may be strong-willed, but he has set his soul against something he cannot hope to understand. We remember the days when Valagharr turned upon Azyr. We remember the nightmares he unleashed.’

			‘Varon isn’t my comrade,’ I said, quietly. ‘He dragged me here against my wishes. I owe him nothing.’

			Mysanta stared at me with those gleaming sapphire eyes. ‘We would not judge you for leaving. Nor would we try to keep you here against your will. We could even show you the way free of the Isle, should you wish it.’

			Theadicles came forward.

			‘But if we were to ask you to stay,’ he said, ‘and help us stop Varon from getting his hands on Valagharr’s Phylactery, would you do so?’

			‘Why do you need my help?’ I asked. ‘Can’t you just open up some portal and trap him somewhere?’

			‘We cannot enter the Vault,’ the cacosphinx said. ‘We are made from the stuff of the Isle, and can manifest wherever we wish within its borders. But the God-King made the Vault of Stars from other materials. It exists within our domain, but we cannot step inside. We can only show you the way.’

			I was close, very close, to just walking away. What did I owe the world, really? I never asked to be a saviour, and Ammos Varon and I were not and would never be comrades. Yet the idea of abandoning Tavyat and Boros to death tugged at what passed for my conscience. And if Valagharr were to break free of his prison, many would die. Thousands, in all likelihood. I had the power to stop that.

			‘Fate has an aggravating way of placing me at the wrong place at exactly the wrong time,’ I said.

			‘On the contrary,’ said Mysanta. ‘I believe you are exactly where you should be. I only wish that you could have visited the Isle in its prime. You would have loved this place.’

			‘You can get me to the Vault?’ I said.

			She nodded. ‘Of course. But there is an army of the undead between you and Varon, and once you are inside, we cannot aid you. We need a plan.’

			‘No doubt you will be wanting this,’ said Theadicles, reaching out with one paw and flicking something towards me. It skittered across the floor and came to rest by my boot. My dagger. I scooped the blade up gratefully, and tucked it into my belt.

			‘An intriguing little weapon,’ said Theadicles, cocking his head curiously. ‘But blades alone will not suffice, I think.’

			I ran the numbers over in my mind. It didn’t look good from any angle. Two-thirds of my companions were imprisoned, and the other was in the grasp of some ancient evil. To make things worse, our necromancer friend Kauss and his army of undead were still on the hunt for the Vault of Stars. All I could bring to bear was my dagger and my wits, both of which seemed utterly insubstantial for the task at hand.

			Then it hit me. There was one card yet to play. It was risky to the point of stupidity, but it might just cause enough confusion and chaos that I could get to Varon and somehow prise that tome from his hands, maybe find a way to destroy it before it overcame him completely.

			‘Right,’ I said. ‘I think I have a plan. I’m just not sure it’s a very good one.’
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			We split up, Grey Jacques heading off to fulfil the most ambitious – and perhaps most ill-advised – part of my plan, while I made my way to the Vault of Stars. I crept back to the Tower of a Thousand Doors, expecting to run headlong into the Black Disciple and his rotting minions at any moment. Fortunately, the tower was once more eerily silent, with no sign of their presence.

			It seemed that Sigmar was watching over me, at least for the time being. Reaching the door marked with the sign of the cat, I eased it open, wincing as the hinges squeaked loudly in the otherwise silent hall. Once more I entered the colossal space, with its enormous frescoed dome and stained-glass ceiling. As I made my way gingerly across the vast space, I saw to my dismay that the great circular door had been torn open and lay on its side, the handle twisted almost clean off. The sound of voices could be heard from the far side, booming as they echoed in the vast openness of the Vault.

			‘You have run as far as you can,’ came a thin, reedy voice that I recognised as that of Kauss.

			‘You are cornered,’ he went on, every word thick with satisfied arrogance. ‘Hand over the tome, Varon, lest you wish to die a slow, painful death.’

			I pressed myself up against the opening, and inched my way around so that I could peer into the chamber beyond.

			The room was shaped in a rough hexagon, with a circular stairway that looked something like the seats of an amphitheatre leading down towards a platform of solid gold, inlaid with swirling runes of ancient Azyrite origin. The floor ended in a precipice, and beyond that the chamber widened into a vast, underground gallery. The walls, which seemed to go on for miles, were lined with a variety of sarcophagi and glass cases of every conceivable size and shape – it was as if the private collection of every Azyrite noble had been combined into a single, vast underground vault. Bridges of gold criss-crossed the man-made cavern, providing access to the stored artefacts.

			It was difficult to tear my eyes away from such grandeur, but I had more immediate things to worry about. I slipped inside, taking cover behind one of the great pillars that ran around the perimeter of the chamber.

			At the centre of the floor directly below me, a field of glittering starlight encased a device – a coffin-shaped container of carved crystal, glowing with viridian light. It floated in mid-air, held aloft by the dancing lights.

			Before it stood Ammos Varon, looking no better than he had when I last laid eyes upon him. He clutched the Tome of Valag­harr, and his eyes were fixed upon the hanging container.

			The witch hunter was not alone. Surrounding him on all sides, like a silent audience watching a play, were perhaps two-score skeletal warriors. Clearly more than a few had been blasted to pieces by Master Boros’ traps. At their head was the necromancer Kauss, leaning on his staff of bone. Tavyat and Boros were on their knees at his side, each guarded by an undead warrior with a blade held at their throat.

			‘You are too late,’ Varon said. ‘At last. At long last, I am here.’

			Whatever was speaking, it was not Varon. I knew that much at once. The soft-spoken voice was the same, but the cadence of the speech was completely different – staccato in nature, with a halting accent that I could not place.

			‘The tome!’ screamed Kauss, thrusting out a clawlike hand. His skeletal guardian raised the knife above Tavyat’s eye, the tip of the blade scraping her eyelid.

			The witch hunter smiled and waved an accommodating hand. The green light of the floating crystal device sparkled in his eyes. ‘Please. They have outlived their usefulness in getting me to this place. Their loyalty to Sigmar’s hound is admirable, in its way, but tedious.’

			‘Master Varon?’ gasped Tavyat, blood trickling down her face. She looked like she’d just taken a dagger to the gut.

			‘No. Not for some time now,’ said the thing wearing Ammos Varon’s body. ‘Oh, he is with me still, buried somewhere deep until I have need of him.’

			I darted across to the next pillar, hugging the shadows. I dared not draw too close to the drama going on. I might be handy enough with a blade, but I’m not a fighter, and I did not particularly relish taking on a necromancer and his minions, along with whatever Varon had become.

			‘Enough,’ spat the necromancer. ‘The tome you hold is the property of the Mortarch of Sacrament, sacred be his name. I will take it, and I will return you to Lord Arkhan. No doubt he will think of a fitting punishment for you, thief.’

			Kauss rapped his staff upon the ground, and his skeletal warriors advanced across the floor towards Varon. They levelled their spears, closing in on the witch hunter, ready to impale him. The glistening spear-tips were barely an inch from the man’s flesh when he held up a hand.

			Instantly, the undead soldiers came to a halt and raised their spears.

			‘What?’ hissed the Black Disciple.

			The thing that was Varon sighed, and gave a little shiver of satisfaction.

			‘Oh, to wield the power of the amethyst wind once more,’ it said. ‘To be cut off from the song of Shyish – you cannot know what torture it is. Your master Arkhan could have destroyed what remained of me, for all that lingered after Huras and his weak-minded wretches did their work was a splinter of the man I once was. An echo, bound to the pages of my greatest work. This tome.’

			Kauss gave a hiss of outrage and aimed his staff at Varon. A bolt of green soulflame spat from the tip of the stave, screaming towards the witch hunter. As it reached him, he simply opened a hand and caught the magic fast. The ball of sickly green flame hovered above his palm.

			‘You should have killed me before I reached this place,’ said Varon, or rather Valagharr wearing Varon’s body. His lips parted in a cruel smile. ‘Perhaps you could have. Your magic is competent enough, though you are as limited in thought as that dullard Arkhan the Black. I was a student of his for a time, did you know that? Until my power grew to shame him. Until he betrayed me to the God-King’s wretched lackeys because he feared that soon Valagharr would outstrip him in glory and power, and take his place at the Court of Nagashizzar!’

			Valagharr screamed the final words, and as he did so he swept an arm down like the blade of a guillotine. A scythe of spectral energy formed in the air and arced towards Kauss. The necromancer barely got his staff up in time, summoning a shield of writhing shadows that deflected the strike. The marbled floor split apart as thrusting claws reached up from beneath Valagharr-Varon to grasp and tear at his flesh.

			The two men hurled magic back and forth across the chamber. So furious was the arcane duel that shattered marble rained from the ceiling, and several motionless skeletons were blasted into fragments by stray bolts of purple fire.

			Kauss’ power was terrifying to witness. But somehow it was not enough. Tendrils of coiling, purple smoke wound around his limbs, rooting him in place. He hissed and cursed, veins bulging in his temples, but try as he might he could not move.

			Valagharr-Varon was barely out of breath. He smiled, and shook his head.

			‘It seems that Arkhan the Black is a poor teacher, Kauss,’ he said. ‘How disappointing. I thought that you might at least provide a challenge.’

			‘Fool!’ the necromancer screeched, struggling hopelessly against the spell that bound him. ‘You think that I will be the last? A new age is coming. Nagashizzar rises, and all who defy the Great Necromancer’s will shall perish.’

			‘You bore me,’ said Valagharr-Varon, and clenched his fist.

			The Black Disciple’s skeletal servants turned and marched in perfect cohesion towards their master. As one, they plunged their spears and blades into the flesh of the pale man. The necro­mancer screamed and spat blood, hands scrabbling uselessly at the lengths of metal rammed through his gut. The sound of metal scraping across bone filled the chamber, as the skeletons mechanically stabbed, hacked and sliced the poor devil apart.

			It was hard to feel too much sympathy for the man, considering that he had been perfectly willing to see me and mine slain in his desperate pursuit of Varon. But I still winced as the gruesome sounds continued to echo across the hall.

			‘Enough,’ said Valagharr-Varon irritably. The squelching ceased. When the undead soldiers stepped back, our necromancer friend was little more than a puddle of gore and shredded robes. One problem dealt with.

			Valagharr-Varon turned and studied the relic that was suspended in the sparkling field of light. While one hand clutched the skin-bound tome, the other stretched out, fingers splayed like a claw. Sparks of purple energy gathered at the witch hunter’s fingertips, and forked out towards the object. There was a loud crack, deafening in the open chamber, and a kaleidoscope of lights danced across the ceiling, illuminating the watching skeletons.

			Moving as stealthily as I could despite my battered limbs, I crawled down the steps towards where Tavyat and Master Boros were still held by their undead guardians. The warrior’s face was bloodied, and she clutched what looked like a severely gouged arm, but otherwise she seemed well enough. Boros’ scalp was slick with blood, and he was swaying on his feet. He looked like he might drop dead any minute.

			The edge of the stairway provided only the slightest hint of cover. I advanced as far as I could, and then could do nothing but wait and hope that Tavyat glanced in my direction. I didn’t dare risk trying to get her attention, because the skeletal guardians were only a dozen or so yards away.

			Whatever Valagharr-Varon was doing, it was gathering momentum. The barrier protecting the phylactery crackled and warped as the being in Varon’s body poured magical energy into it. Not only that, but the surface of the box it contained was cracking and blistering. A black mist poured from within, coalescing into a shape that was almost human. The mist-wraith within the chamber stretched out its own hand, and Valagharr-Varon reached towards it, his face split by an insane leer.

			Time was running out, and Jacques was still nowhere to be seen. And so I did something incredibly foolish.

			‘Hello again,’ I called out, getting to my feet.
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			Valagharr-Varon’s eyes widened in surprise, and for a moment his concentration was broken. A curious smile spread across his face. Behind him, the wraith-thing hissed and crashed against its prison. As soon as they had heard my voice, the skeletons had turned and begun to advance towards me with spears raised, but the possessed man held up a hand and they stopped several paces away, eyeless sockets gazing at me indifferently.

			‘I must thank you, Shevanya Arclis,’ said the thing wearing the witch hunter’s body. ‘I might not have made it this far without you. Varon was right – you do indeed have your uses. I am afraid it may have been better to leave while you had the chance, however.’

			‘And waste the opportunity to converse with Mython Valagharr, betrayer of Azyr?’ I said. ‘Never. I have read so many tales of your reign of terror. Is it true you spoke with the God of Death himself? That you were once an honoured guest at the Court of Nagashizzar?’

			Valagharr-Varon’s smile faded just a little, and a shadow passed across his face. It seemed that I had brought up a somewhat unpleasant memory.

			‘None but the dead may walk within the Sepulchral City,’ he said softly. ‘But yes, the Great Necromancer spoke to me. He revealed to me the scale of the God-King’s delusion, and the universal truth that my peers could never grasp.’

			‘What is that?’

			‘That death shall triumph, always. There can be no fighting it.’

			‘You sound a lot like our poor dismembered friend here,’ I said, gesturing to what remained of the Black Disciple. ‘Why did you kill him, if you and he both believe that death is such a thing to be revered?’

			Valagharr-Varon laughed. ‘It was he that condemned me to this fate. He that sought to have those dull fools in the Collegiate assassinate me. All because he saw me as a rival, because he feared that one day I would replace him at the Great Necro­mancer’s side. I will have my revenge upon that one, do not doubt it. When I am done here, and the full measure of my spirit is restored, I will pay the Mortarch of Sacrament a visit. But that can wait, aelf. First, I must finish my business here. I will, however, grant you the honour of witnessing my return.’

			‘And what happens to Varon?’ I said, determined to keep the man talking as long as possible. Time was not on my side.

			‘He shall serve as a fitting vessel. His foolish arrogance was easy to exploit. He thought that his strong mind was impervious to my touch. I allowed him to believe this, while it served my needs.’

			‘You led him here.’

			‘I did. At first he sought simply to destroy my essence. But the longer he kept my tome in his possession, the deeper my whispers crept into his mind. And the nearer he drew to my essence, the greater my control.’

			Valagharr-Varon snapped his fingers, and the skeletal ­warriors marched towards me and grabbed me roughly by the shoulders. Their fleshless fingers dug deeply into my skin, drawing blood. They dragged me down the rest of the stairs and onto the platform, marching me towards the witch hunter.

			‘I wonder why it is you came here to die,’ said the deathmage. ‘Perhaps you think you have some clever plan to avert the inevitable.’

			I shrugged, and rolled up my sleeves one by one.

			‘Nothing up there,’ I said. ‘I seem to be all out of ideas.’

			Valagharr-Varon walked closer. His skin was so thin and pale it seemed almost translucent. The witch hunter’s formerly soft grey eyes now blazed with shimmering green light. He reached out and grasped my chin with one hand, and I felt bitter cold seep into my bones.

			‘You intrigue me,’ he said. ‘Perhaps I shall keep you alive, at least for a time.’

			The thunderous, staccato blast of gunfire echoed from the entrance to the chamber. Valagharr-Varon’s eyes snapped to the doorway, and I followed his gaze.

			Grey Jacques charged into the chamber, bullets shredding the polished stone around him. He threw himself into a forward roll, leaping over the balustrade of the descending stairs, and tumbling painfully for several yards before coming to a sprawling stop.

			The thief-spirit hauled himself up onto his elbows, his usually well-maintained hair plastered across his face.

			‘Miss Arclis,’ he said, panting. ‘I hereby present your distraction, as requested.’

			An immense shape came tearing into the room. A musclebound, ratlike abomination with a smoking cannon growing out of both fists. The skaven Pitrikk stood on his fleshy mount’s shoulder, brandishing his vicious-looking pistol.

			‘Yes, stink-filth humans!’ the creature screeched. ‘Pitrikk has found it at last, the hall of shiny things. It is all mine, at long last!’

			The rat-thing’s cannon whirred and roared, and all hell broke loose.

			Guiding his fleshy mount forward, Pitrikk charged down the stairs. The rat ogre’s weapons blasted great chunks out of the floor and walls as the creature waved them about, seemingly caring less for accuracy than random devastation. Even so, half a dozen skeletons were blasted into fragments as they were struck by the barrage. The air was filled with dust and pulverised stone. The skeleton holding me was struck squarely in the centre of its skull, which shattered with enough force to send shards of bone flying in all directions. One whipped across my forehead, carving a painful graze, and I threw myself to the floor.

			The skaven’s death machine barrelled down the stairs towards Valagharr-Varon and I, smashing its way past the undead warriors that surged to stab at its stitched and malformed torso. With a bestial, spittle-flecked roar, the second monster burst through the doorway, kicking one skeletal spearman in the chest with force enough to cause it to explode in a hail of dust, punching out to strike the head from another.

			I scrambled away across the floor as bullets whipped and screeched around me, heading for the relative cover of the amphitheatre stairs.

			Valagharr-Varon cursed and muttered some dark incantation, summoning a ball of witchfire into his hand. He hurled the fireball straight at the gun-wielding rat monster, and it struck home with a great whumpf, wreathing the thing in hungry fire. The skaven Pitrikk gave a shriek of outrage and leapt from the golem’s back as it stumbled forward, bellowing madly.

			‘Wretched vermin,’ Valagharr-Varon was shouting, his voice booming out above the carnage. ‘I will flay your soul, creature!’

			Pitrikk fired his handcannon once more, and there was a blast of fire and smoke. The possessed witch hunter simply waved a hand, and the round sparked wide. It ricocheted across the metal-engraved floor, close enough that it rustled my hair. Howling and babbling indecipherably, the skaven warlock thrust out its metal-clawed hand, and a bolt of wicked lightning screamed across the chamber.

			Valagharr-Varon met it with a torrent of amethyst flame, and once more the chamber was bathed in multicoloured lights as the two spellcasters duelled.

			I felt bony fingers digging into my back, and turned to see a grinning, yellow skull gazing down upon me. The dead thing pulled back its spear, ready to run me through.

			Tavyat slammed into it from the side, smashing it to the ground. With a primal bellow of rage, she made a club of her two fists and brought them down upon the prone skeleton. Its head splintered under the force of the blow, and its spear fell from fleshless fingers. Tavyat hooked her foot under the weapon and flipped it neatly into her hands. Boros staggered along behind her, still in a daze.

			‘Was this your plan?’ Tavyat said, a note of incredulity in her voice.

			I shrugged. ‘The situation called for some improvisation. Not my best work, admittedly.’

			I think I saw the hint of a smile flicker across her bloody lips.

			‘We need to stop him,’ I said.

			The unspoken implication wasn’t lost on the swordswoman. She grimaced, and nodded.

			‘Let’s get to it then,’ she said.

			Easier said than done. The cascading fireworks display of magic was rippling across the chamber, tearing great gouges in the floor and blasting the frescoed walls to pieces. More skeletons rushed at Tavyat, and she smashed out with the haft of the spear, shattering ribcages and skulls. I ducked under the clumsy swing of another undead warrior, and sliced at its spine with my dagger. The obsidian weapon carved through its backbone with ease, and the skeleton toppled neatly in two halves.

			‘We need to stop Valagharr before he can fully manifest,’ I shouted above the din of battle.

			‘Fine. How in Sigmar’s name do we do that?’ said Tavyat. ‘Some­how I don’t think a spear or a sword is going to do the job.’

			‘Fear not!’ said Master Boros, clicking his fingers. ‘Follow me.’

			And the mad old engineer strode out into the middle of the battlefield, as bolts of fire and magic exploded all around him. He wandered unhurriedly, bullets kicking up at his feet, skeletal bodies exploding into dust all around him.

			Tavyat and I shared an incredulous look and dashed off in pursuit.

			Boros was making his way towards the far wall, where Kauss’ minions had piled up all the gear and weapons they had stripped from Varon’s companions upon capture. Tavyat caught up to Boros and pushed him out of the way of an undead spearman’s thrust, returning the strike with a blow of her own that pulverised its jaw. I followed, dagger blazing in my hand. Whatever strange magic lingered within the weapon, it was clearly empowered by the aura of death and magic that swirled within the chamber. It seemed to move in my hand of its own accord, darting out to intercept incoming strikes. Every slice and strike I dealt in return seemed to carve apart a spine or cleave a skull.

			Pitrikk and Valagharr-Varon continued their duel, seemingly oblivious to our advance. The skaven’s pistol barked, spitting sorcerous volleys at the thing wearing the witch hunter’s face. Valagharr-Varon’s death-mask visage was locked in concentration as he responded with blasts of searing, amethyst lightning. The two rat-golems pulverised everything that came within reach. One lumbered past me, almost squashing me flat and forcing me to throw myself to the side to avoid its swinging fist. Clawed feet slapped down mere inches from my face, and I rolled sideways between the beast’s legs.

			As its reeking mass passed over me, I saw that mounted upon the golem’s back, in a brass cage, was a deformed, squealing little monster, rodent-like in appearance but with a grotesquely swollen cranium that pulsed sickeningly. The golem picked up a skeleton in one meaty fist and crunched it into dust. I stared into the rodent-thing’s cruel, beady little eyes, and it gurgled wetly, a sound that sounded eerily like a child’s giggle. The immense golem swung about at once, raising a fist capped with a curved sickle blade almost as tall as me. I scrabbled backwards desperately, but there was nowhere to flee.

			A shape came flying in from the side, landing neatly on the creature’s back. It was Jacques. As the golem creature awkwardly flailed at its unwelcome rider, the thief slapped it about the head, somehow managing to keep his balance as it swayed about.

			‘Fear not, my dear,’ Jacques called out, flipping neatly off the golem’s back and landing in a perfect dancer’s pose. ‘I’ll deal with this rogue.’

			With that, he went scampering across the chamber, the hulking creature leaving a trail of destruction as it thundered after him, swinging wildly and missing every time.

			Tavyat’s arm closed around my elbow, and she hauled me to my feet. Boros was already knelt over his oversized backpack, rummaging through the contents frantically.

			‘Aha!’ he said.

			He pulled out a series of copper tubes and rings, and began frantically slotting them together to form a vaguely conical instrument with a rough, wooden stock. At the wide end of the weapon was a metal ring with spiralling grooves set into the interior.

			‘This is your grand plan?’ hissed Tavyat. ‘What in Nagash’s black bones is that thing for?’

			Boros ignored her, and continued to hum contentedly as he slotted the thing together. Tavyat shot me a long-suffering look, and I shrugged, wincing as another explosion went off nearby, spraying me with chips of marble. His bizarre apparatus assembled, Boros carefully withdrew an egg-shaped lump of metal from his satchel, its surface grooved and tapering to a sharp point. A circular indentation ran around the middle of the object, and there was a key-shaped lever protruding from the rear.

			‘Hurry yourself, old man,’ Tavyat said, fending off the strikes of another skeletal warrior. She grabbed the thing by a yellowed collarbone and dragged it to the floor, then smashed its skull to fragments with her spear butt.

			‘Don’t rush me, woman!’ Boros snapped, cranking the key of the device furiously. Another volley of bullets skipped across the floor towards him, and I rushed forward and tackled him to the floor, wrapping my arms over my head in a futile attempt to keep the fusillade at bay.

			‘Enough,’ came Valagharr-Varon’s voice over the din of battle. Surprised to find myself still in one piece, I rolled over onto my back. Striding across the centre of the chamber, the thing that had been Varon was wreathed in purple flame that lapped harmlessly at his pale flesh. Behind him, the disembodied spirit of the deathmage strained against the web of light that held it.

			‘Die-die, man-thing,’ screeched Pitrikk. The skaven’s metal-taloned gauntlet spat sparks of green fire, but the creature was clutching its gut where the flesh had been withered away.

			‘There are no more wretched creatures than the servants of the Horned Rat,’ said Valagharr-Varon. ‘When my power is fully restored I shall enjoy putting an end to your kind’s filthy presence.’

			He made a fist, and swept it towards the floor. Shards of shattered bone whipped through the air, lashing towards the skaven. They carved great gouges across Pitrikk, flensing flesh and fur. Pitrikk screeched and blasted away with his pistol, but his desperate shots struck only stone. Inch by inch, the hail of bone sliced him apart. With a gurgle, the rat-thing collapsed to the floor. Dark, foul-smelling blood seeped across the stones.

			‘Pathetic,’ sneered Valagharr-Varon. He turned to face me, his hands raised and limned with dancing flames. ‘Is that the last trick you have to play, aelf?’

			Master Boros stood, hefting the conical metal device over one shoulder, swaying under its weight. Tavyat dropped her spear and rushed to his side, setting her shoulder under the wooden stock, and together they swung the barrel towards the creature wearing their former master’s flesh.

			‘No, I think we’ve got one more for you,’ I said, and the deathmage’s eyes widened in alarm.

			‘See how you like this, you rascal!’ cried Master Boros.

			He pulled the lever set into the wooden stock, and there was a loud fizzing sound.

			Absolutely nothing happened.

			Valagharr-Varon glanced at me and raised an eyebrow. I could only shrug helplessly.

			‘I am going to murder you, old man,’ Tavyat growled.

			‘Oh, I do apologise,’ the master engineer said, and slammed the metal barrel with the palm of his hand. ‘The mechanism can get a little sticky.’

			Valagharr-Varon’s hand snapped out, ready to launch a stream of flesh-devouring sorcery, when Boros pulled the trigger again. This time there was a flare of orange light, and a thunderous blast. The egg-shaped missile was propelled across the chamber on a contrail of black smoke, spiralling once before striking the ground right in front of Valagharr-Varon and detonating in a deafening crescendo of light and noise.
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			The fireball that burst forth from the explosive device was the size of a steam tank, and very nearly as destructive. There was a cacophonic blast as a blue-white shock wave of fire and heat enveloped everything, blazing so brightly that it briefly blinded all who looked upon it. Tavyat, the master engineer and I were all blasted off our feet, sent tumbling and skidding across the floor. I slammed my head painfully, and lay there dazed and groaning. Eventually I dragged myself upright.

			Debris rained from the ceiling, and a thick, bluish smoke filled the room. The sound of crackling magic had ceased, though somewhere I could still hear the grim sound of blades scraping across metal and bone.

			The only thing that was immediately visible was the starlight force field that held Valagharr’s Phylactery, and it was this that I made for, gripping my dagger tightly in one hand.

			A shape stumbled out of the mist. A man, his clothes and flesh horribly burned, still holding a tome of blackened leather. He was clutching his face, most of which had been scorched to a blackened ruin.

			Our eyes met. I saw a flicker of recognition in that look. Then I sank my dagger into his ribs.

			It always surprised me how easy it was to kill someone. The knife slipped into Varon without a hint of resistance, sliding through robes and skin with barely a whisper. The possessed man looked at me with a strange expression on his face, a mixture of pain and surprise – and fear, I fancied. The Tome of Valagharr spilled from his grasp, and he staggered towards me, one clawlike hand outstretched to grab the collar of my coat. He collapsed to his knees, dragging me down with his weight.

			At the same time, the thing that was Valagharr screamed in rage, its shapeless form stuttering and flickering like a flame in the wind. The wraith struggled and raged and smashed itself against the starlight barrier that contained it, but it could not break free. Slowly, inexorably, it was drawn back into its phylactery. The last thing I saw was a grasping, spectral talon. And then there was silence. The box lay inert, though I knew its occupant still raged inside it.

			As if a spell had suddenly broken, Varon and I toppled, landing hard on the stone floor. Blood pooled beneath us, and I felt it seeping into my shirt. The witch hunter’s grasping hand reached for my face. I shrugged it away, and raised the blade again, ready to sink it into his heart.

			I stopped. The witch hunter’s eyes were still locked upon mine, but I saw that the green fire within them had been extinguished. Once again, I saw his familiar grey orbs, bloodshot and ringed with shadows, but no longer filled with insane malice.

			He raised a trembling hand, and laid it upon my arm. I lowered the dagger, knowing it was done. My strike had been true.

			‘I’m sorry,’ I said.

			He shook his head, blood bubbling on his lips.

			‘No,’ he gasped. ‘It is done. No regrets. I have failed the God-King, and earned this fate.’

			‘It’s not your fault,’ I said, the words sounding hollow even as I spoke them. The witch hunter grimaced in anger, and his hand closed around my arm with surprising strength.

			‘Take it,’ he hissed at me. ‘The phylactery. Take it and flee. Now that Arkhan’s disciples have breached this place, it can no longer stay here. Valagharr’s prison must not fall into the hands of Nagash or his minions. I may have failed the God-King, but this one task I can still see done.’

			Heavy footsteps caused me to turn, raising my blade to strike, but I saw that it was Tavyat. The warrior was bloodied in a hundred places, covered in burns and open wounds, but she cared only for her master. She fell to her knees beside him, thrusting the tip of her sword into the ground.

			‘I swore the sword oath,’ she said, her voice hoarse and filled with grief. ‘I swore upon the stars and the comet that I would die before I allowed you to fall. I have failed you, Ammos.’

			Varon’s hand brushed her face.

			‘You have not,’ he whispered, through faltering breaths. Clearly each word was torment. ‘Not while there is a chance to complete my last command. Arclis is your ward now. I hold you to no bond but this, my old friend – see her to safety, and the phylactery along with her.’

			Tavyat’s tears fell freely, but her expression was not one of sorrow, but iron resolve. ‘It will be done.’

			‘I know it will. Now go. While there is still time.’

			Varon’s eyes glazed over, and his lifeless hand fell to the floor. Tavyat bowed, pressing her forehead to that of her fallen comrade. I stood, unwilling to intrude upon the moment. Whatever my opinion of Varon had been, clearly he had once been worthy of the warrior’s trust.

			Grey Jacques approached quietly.

			‘Strange,’ he said, softly enough that only I could hear him. ‘To witness death again, real and lasting. One comes to see it as little more than a game.’

			‘Not for them,’ I said.

			‘He was a good fellow,’ said Boros, making the sign of the comet. The master engineer was still clutching the smoking remnants of the weapon he had turned against the witch hunter. The barrel of the weapon had split apart like a peeled fruit. ‘Whatever became of him in the end.’

			Finally, Tavyat laid her sword gently in Varon’s hands and stood. 

			‘Can you lead us out of here?’ she asked Jacques.

			‘I can, my lady,’ the thief said. ‘And let me say how sorry I am for your master’s death. At least in the end, he was free of Valagharr’s corruption.’

			Tavyat turned to me. ‘Will you help me fulfil his last command?’

			I nodded. Having come this far, I would see this through to the end. Now I knew what Valagharr was capable of, I had no wish to see him unleashed upon the realms. Especially now that he knew my name. Something told me the deathmage would neither forget nor forgive my interference.

			‘Let us get the phylactery and be gone from this place,’ said Boros. ‘My steamcrawler will see us safely back to port.’
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			Six months later, I found myself occupying yet another prison. There’s a pleasing sort of symmetry to that, I suppose. This one had a bucket, which was some improvement, but it had more than its fair share of downsides, too. For example, the regular chorus of screams that echoed through my cramped cell every few hours.

			Once again, I was in the tender clutches of the Order of Azyr.

			Several days into my stay, the door of my cell creaked open, and a figure entered, carrying a lit tallow-stick. It was only a meagre spot of light, but it sent a lance of pain through my eyes – I had been sat in pitch-black darkness for far too long.

			‘Well, well,’ came a familiar voice. It took me a long time to place it, but soon my eyes adjusted to the glare enough that I could make out my visitor. He was a small, unremarkable man, clad in a long, grey overcoat and wearing a wide-brimmed hat adorned with a cockade in the shape of the God-King’s comet. Clever eyes peered from beneath its brim. The man was perched upon a stool, carrying the candle in his left hand. The other arm was missing entirely. The sleeve of his coat had been stitched tight.

			‘I distinctly remember saying the last time we saw one another,’ said Hanniver Toll, ‘that you should keep out of trouble.’

			I couldn’t help but laugh, though there wasn’t much humour in it. More bitterness than anything. Toll had been my first-hand introduction to Sigmar’s witch hunters. For a long time, I had thought he would be the one to put a bullet in me, but in the end we had formed a mutually beneficial alliance.

			‘Toll. I’d say it was good to see you again, but given the circumstances…’

			‘Yes, well,’ said the witch hunter, placing the tallow-stick holder on the floor and removing his hat. He placed the outlandish garment on his lap, and ran his fingers through a mop of thinning hair. ‘The feeling is mutual, believe me. You are a constant source of consternation for me, Miss Arclis. And yet, I do believe that once again you have assisted the Order invaluably. By happenstance or intent, I do not know.’

			‘Valagharr’s Phylactery is safe?’ I asked.

			‘Safe is a relative term these days. But yes, it has been transferred to a new location for safekeeping. Somewhere that even the Death God’s servants will not find it. I suppose we have you to thank for that.’

			‘And Tavyat. And Boros. Where are they?’ I asked. The last I’d seen of them was when we’d set foot back in Lethis, and the Order’s goons had swarmed us, bagged us and stuffed us into a carriage. I had hoped that my offering of the phylactery might buy me some slightly less brutal treatment. I should have known better.

			‘They are well enough. And don’t give me that look, Arclis. What did you expect? Varon missing? An item of unspeakable power and danger in your possession?’

			‘You know what happened?’

			‘I know what your companions have told me. Now it’s your turn.’

			I sighed. ‘Can I at least get some bread and water first? I’ve not eaten in days.’

			‘Story first, food afterwards. If I deem it fitting.’

			I sighed. You would think my prior association with the man, during which I helped prevent a potentially city-shattering catastrophe, would buy me some trust. No such luck. And so I spilled it all out, everything that had happened since Varon first came to me in the dungeons of Lethis. Toll listened intently, interrupting to ask questions here and there. When I finally finished, he leaned forward and steepled his fingers, studying me.

			‘I knew Varon,’ he said at last. ‘A decent sort, if a little unimaginative.’

			‘It wasn’t him,’ I said. ‘Not in the end. He did save my life. Then again, I suppose it never would have needed saving if he hadn’t dragged me there. You could say my feelings are mixed.’

			Toll sighed. ‘You don’t see the lesson here, do you?’

			I frowned and waited for him to continue.

			‘Varon got his hands on something no mortal should have ever laid eyes on,’ Toll said. ‘Something so suffused with evil that it entirely consumed him. There are countless similar items out there, lingering in the shadowy corners of the realms. You would not believe how many have already flooded onto the black markets of the free cities, and the horror they have caused. There are some things that we are not meant to see, Arclis.’

			‘You look at the realms and all you see is darkness,’ I said. ‘But there’s so much beauty out there, buried beneath the ruins of the past. And anyway, I didn’t seek out Valagharr’s Phylactery any more than I wanted to get involved with that whole mess in Xoantica. I was dragged along by one of your lot, if you’ll recall.’

			‘This is not a game,’ Toll snapped, and the force of his words caught me off guard. He was usually so calm. ‘There are many of my comrades who would have you wiped out of existence for knowing half of what you do. I have no wish to see you dead, aelf. But that’s how it will end, unless you learn to exercise a modicum of caution.’

			There was a long and painful silence.

			‘So does that mean you’re letting me go?’ I said at last.

			Toll sighed, bent to retrieve the candle and stood. He rapped on the door, and I heard a key turn in the lock. The door swung open.

			‘Not yet,’ he said. ‘We do, of course, have to make an exhaustive catalogue of events, and ensure that no hint of corruption has entered your soul. You can enjoy a few more days at the Order’s hospitality. And let me say again that once you’re free, I sincerely hope that you keep your head down, and our paths do not cross again.’

			‘Until next time,’ I said, as the door slammed shut behind him.
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			Armand Callis winced as the marsh strider bucked beneath him. Every time the beast moved, his legs rubbed painfully against the rough hide saddle that was lashed around the creature’s segmented body. They had been travelling for hours, and he still hadn’t got used to the strider’s awkward, rolling gait as it stretched out its six long limbs to balance on the soupy morass beneath them. He sighed as he peered through the gathering fog, hoping to catch sight of their destination looming into view. It was useless. He could barely see more than a few metres ahead.

			‘How much farther?’ he shouted.

			‘Soon,’ grunted their guide, a wizened old fellow with an expression that could turn milk sour. 

			Callis’ marsh strider clicked and hissed, before releasing an arcing jet of fluid from its mandibles. On the whole, Callis decided that he preferred horses.

			‘Marshpoint is close,’ said Hanniver Toll, mounted upon his own strider to Callis’ left. Beneath his signature wide-brimmed hat, the older man’s face was chapped pink by the cold and had several days’ worth of stubble across his chin. Callis rubbed his own face ruefully. His typically neat and well-groomed moustache was tapering wildly out of control, and a coarse beard itched beneath the scarf wrapped around his mouth. 

			‘Follow my lead once we arrive,’ said Toll. ‘The feud between the Junicas and the Dezraeds is on the verge of erupting into a full-scale border war.’

			‘No wonder,’ muttered Callis. ‘I’d be miserable too, if I lived out here.’

			The Brackenmarsh was a featureless expanse of foul-smelling mud and grime that lay to the east of the great city of Excelsis. It was a bubbling pit of slime and weeds that reached to the mouth of the enormous Ulwhyr Forest. They had avoided the winding trade road that led through the marsh to the frontier township, as Toll had wanted to make it to Marshpoint as swiftly as possible. Unfortunately, marsh striders were the only way to cross the fenland – travelling by foot was a sure way of getting yourself drowned or eaten by the primitive beasts that dwelled within its murky depths. Despite their immense size and vicious, barbed forelimbs, the mantis-like beasts were completely docile. Each of their six legs ended in a tangle of thick hairs that spread out across the rippling surface of the water, forming buoyant pads that allowed the striders to skip across the marsh with surprising speed. 

			‘The disappearance of Adrec Junica has turned a tense situation into a volatile one,’ said Toll. ‘House Junica has long accused the Dezraeds of trying to undermine their trade in silksteel, and now they have an excuse to spill blood.’

			‘If that happened, the Freeguilds would not receive their shipments of silksteel.’ 

			Silksteel was a substance woven by arachnids found within the Ulwhyr. Thin and light, it possessed a fearsome tensile strength, meaning that it could be woven into light, padded armour that stopped blades and arrows as surely as steel plate. As Excelsis lacked vast natural deposits of metal, silksteel was vital for outfitting the local regiments. Without it, the already undermanned city guard would find itself under-equipped too. 

			‘Indeed,’ said Toll, nodding. ‘We’re here to try and neutralise the fray by uncovering whether Lord Junica’s firstborn son was indeed slain by the hands of the Dezraeds, or simply drank too much, stumbled into the marsh and drowned.’

			‘Hardly seems like vital work for an agent of the Order of Azyr,’ said Callis. ‘Couldn’t they have sent a detachment from the city guard?’

			‘The city guard is stretched parchment-thin as it is,’ said Toll. ‘The battle for Excelsis left the city weak and vulnerable. If it comes under siege again, it will fall. Trade has been severely hampered and the people are ready to riot. Callis, this infighting could be the spark that ignites a full-scale uprising.’ Toll paused. ‘We would have no choice but to set the White Reaper loose. That’s not an outcome I would relish.’

			Callis fought off a shudder. He had once come face to face with Lord-Veritant Cerrus Sentanus – the White Reaper of Excelsis – and had barely escaped with his life. If Sentanus was loosed upon the inhabitants of the city, the streets would run with blood.

			‘Here,’ growled their guide, pointing one thin finger into the distance. Following his gesture, they could see the lambent glow of torches flickering. Rising up out of the mist like the backbone of some drowned behemoth, a perimeter wall loomed over a short pier of mildewed wood. It was a well-made fortification, as these things went. The wood was smoothed and sanded down to prevent anyone scaling it, and dotted along the line were swivel-mounted arbalests with large, hook-shaped magazines. A great, circular tower loomed above the parapet, and atop the battlements, Callis could see a heavy ballista, aiming out into the gloom.

			‘The ones who built this place knew their business,’ Callis said. ‘You’d only require a few men to hold this wall against a horde.’

			‘You’re looking at Junica coin,’ said Toll. ‘They employed the most skilled duardin siege-smiths when they built this place. You don’t survive out here, beyond the city’s reach, unless you can defend yourself. Their private armies are larger than many Freeguild regiments. House Dezraed’s included.’

			Callis’ eyebrows quipped. ‘I’m surprised that’s allowed.’ 

			‘Both Dezraed and Junica are old Azyr stock. At one time or another, they’ve both had figures on the council of Azyrheim. The men we’re here to see, though, are minor scions of the great houses. Still, they’re powerful figures with a bottomless supply of coin and the ear of the Excelsis council. As long as they pay their tithes and maintain their shipments, the city is content to allow their standing armies.’

			As they approached the bank, the marsh striders hauled themselves out of the dank swamp, flicking their long limbs free of foul-smelling weeds.

			‘Who passes?’ came a shout from the palisade gatehouse, where a bucket-helmed face peered down at them, silhouetted against the sickly yellow sky. The figure was leaning against a swivel-gun mounted upon the edge of the wall.

			‘We are expected,’ shouted Toll, dropping nimbly from the saddle, patting the beast’s chitinous, armour-plated leg affectionately. The thing gave a shrill chirp and lowered its many-eyed head to the mossy earth, loudly slurping at a clump of moss. ‘I am Hanniver Toll, agent of the Order of Ayr. Open the gate.’

			Even from a distance away, Callis could see the colour drain from the man’s face. 

			‘The witch hunter,’ breathed the guard. The figure made a frantic gesture to someone on the other side of the wall, and there was a clanking, grinding sound. Slowly, the great gate began to creak open.

			‘So this is Marshpoint,’ said Callis. ‘Hardly a sight to set the blood astir.’

			It was far from the worst hovel that Callis had ever laid eyes on – indeed the poor quarters of Excelsis were far more rundown – but a tangible pall of misery hung over the cluttered white stone houses that formed the main street. The construction was simple, functional and rather ugly, with thatched green roofs slanting away into the fog, and uneven masonry.

			‘Someone threw this town up in a hurry,’ said Callis.

			‘It’s more fort than town, truly,’ said Toll. ‘The only people who live here are soldiers and workers from the silksteel plantations. We’re probably the only outsiders these people have seen in months. Few travellers or merchants risk the trade road this far east.’

			Shrouded figures hustled across a road of rough-hewn cobbles in the fading light, glancing at the newcomers with nervous eyes. The central plaza, such as it was, featured a statue of an imposing warrior, a Stormcast Eternal with hammer raised to the skies. The grandeur of the craftsmanship was marred by the smear of verdigris and mould, and the hazy green light that filtered through the darkening clouds gave the noble image an unsettling pallid glow. The looming towers and the high wall cast the squat, unremarkable little town in shadow, giving it a claustrophobic feel. 

			Several shabby-looking guards dressed in leather jerkins stared down at them from a walkway that ran the length of the outer wall. One strode down the steps to meet them, removing a woollen cap as he did so to reveal a boyish, earnest face, dark-skinned and fresh-eyed. He looked barely out of his teens.

			‘They told us to expect visitors,’ he said. ‘But we weren’t expecting you here for another few days. We thought you’d take the trade road.’

			‘I would prefer to resolve the situation here as swiftly as possible,’ said Toll. As he stepped forward, he removed his wide-brimmed hat and reached into his coat. He withdrew a waxen scroll, marked with the image of a blazing comet.

			‘Sigmar’s teeth,’ whispered the guard as he studied the paper. His eyes went wide. ‘Sorry, sire. Forgive my blasphemy. I…’

			‘I have business with Lords Fenrol Dezraed and Kiervaan Junica,’ said Toll, ignoring the man’s discomfort. ‘Send word of my arrival to both.’

			‘Um… Begging your pardon, sire, but they won’t leave their estates,’ mumbled the guard. ‘Neither of them. We’ve already seen blood spilled, and with the Junica boy missing, they’re readying for war…’ He shook his head. ‘They’ve stopped the patrols and blocked the roads. There’s only fifty of us defending this entire town. Heavens forbid the orruks come pillaging and burning, or the bog-devils swarm the walls at the White Witch’s command.’

			‘Your name?’ said Toll.

			‘Guardsman Rolkyr, sire,’ said the man.

			‘Send word to both the houses, Guardsman Rolkyr, and return to your post. Your diligence is noted. It would appear that there are some souls yet in Marshpoint who remember their duty.’

			Rolkyr seemed surprised. He gave a slight nod and scrambled away up the stairs, shouting orders to his men. 

			‘Son,’ shouted Toll. The guard turned. ‘Where’s the tavern?’

			‘The Moss Throne,’ said Rolkyr, gesturing to a rather shabby two-storey building across the cobbled square. Dim light shone through the lower windows, but other than that it looked more like an abandoned barn than a place to catch a good night’s sleep. The sloped roof was thick with ivy, which draped down the mouldy wooden walls like strands of wet hair. The windows were round and the entire structure sat oddly slanted on the street, as if it was about to slide into the bog. Still, it was a tavern, and they’d have ale. Callis had drunk in far worse places.

			‘Obliged,’ said Callis, snapping a friendly salute. 

			‘Tell the Lords Dezraed and Junica that they can grace us with their presence at this fine establishment.’

			‘Sire,’ nodded Rolkyr in agreement. ‘Just supposing, but what if they refuse?’

			‘They will not,’ said Toll, ‘if they value their continued existence.’

			They took a table in the centre of the tavern and ordered food along with a thin, tasteless ale. Gradually the clientele filtered out, eyeing the newcomers uneasily as they left. The common folk were mostly slight, pale figures, lean from hard work but rather sickly looking. No one but the barkeep, a rotund man of middling years with a drooping moustache and sad eyes, spoke to them. Callis, tired though he was, could feel the aura of tension and unease that surrounded them. It wasn’t merely their presence that unsettled the locals. The town had the distinct feel of a city facing a siege. A burgeoning sense of dread reminded him of times he had spent awaiting battle, knowing that bloodshed was coming, but unable to do anything other than stand ready until the killing started.

			After perhaps an hour, they heard the clatter of hooves outside. Callis moved to the window, while Toll continued to pick at a rather sorry slice of grey meat. Peering out of the misted glass, Callis saw two-score soldiers riding pale mares and carrying long, forked spears emerging out of the haze. They flanked a great carriage of crimson and gold, shining gaudily amidst its unassuming surroundings. These soldiers were a different breed to the ragged fellows manning the palisade. They wore thick cloth tunics with silver pads upon the shoulders and chest, and their armour glittered in the gloomy evening light. The image of an aetherhawk in flight was embossed upon their chest plates and upon the barding of their mounts. Callis recognised the motif – the symbol of House Dezraed. The same image hung from the banners of Excelsis’ market square and soared above the Halls of Justice.

			He returned to the table and drained the rest of his ale, wincing slightly at the silty, bitter aftertaste.

			A few moments later, the door opened, letting in a drizzle of rain and a chill wind. The soldiers entered in perfect parade lockstep, their boots stamping out a staccato rhythm on the wooden floor of the tavern. They spread out in a fan on either side of the door, slamming the hafts of their spears down and raising their heads imperiously. The tavern hound, a morose-looking beast with rheumy eyes and a matted mane of blue-grey fur, got up from its position under Toll and Callis’ table, and sauntered across the floor. It paused briefly to idly lap at its hindquarters and gaze at the newcomers.

			‘My name is Captain Lecian Celtegar,’ said the lead soldier in a clipped Azyrite accent. He wore a half-face helm with a bright blue plume, and was the only guard not carrying a longspear. Instead, he rested his hand on a fine, silver longsword at his belt. He removed his helm, revealing a wave of blond hair and an angular face locked in a permanent half-sneer. Callis disliked the man on sight. ‘May I present my Lord Fenrol var Dezraed, the Eagle of the East, Warden of Marshpoint and the scourge of the forest greenskins.’

			Callis glanced at Toll. The witch hunter leaned back in his chair, a long-suffering expression upon his face.

			A man entered the tavern. At first, Callis thought it was several men, wrapped up in a single enormous bedsheet. The mighty Lord Dezraed was far from the statuesque patrician his entourage had intimated. He was a huge, wobbling bulge of a human, enormously fat with no suggestion of muscle beneath. A toga of rich crimson silk struggled vainly to lend an air of Azyrite nobility to the wall of flesh, but to no avail. Dezraed’s eyes narrowed as he laid eyes on them, two sunken pools of glassy ice within his pink slab of a face. The man’s thin blond hair had been separated and slicked back by rain, and he carried a look of utmost irritation.

			‘So you are the findsman, are you?’ he said to Toll, his voice a deep, throaty gurgle. ‘You believe it proper to force me out of my home and onto the streets where Junica’s assassins lurk? You drag me to this hovel, like I am some minor cutpurse to be ordered about at your own will?’

			Toll rapped his fingers on the table and stared levelly at Lord Dezraed. 

			‘Take a seat, my lord,’ he said, and there was not a hint of irritation or anger in his words. Not for the first time, Callis wondered how the man remained so calm. ‘Lord Kiervaan var Junica will be joining us presently, then together we three will unpick this mess.’

			Dezraed’s eyes widened.

			‘You invite the very man that seeks my death? Who baselessly blames me for the abduction of his firstborn son, as if I would sully my hands by laying them upon that thin-blooded wretch? I summoned you here to deal with that madman once and for all, not to–’

			‘You do not summon the Order,’ said Toll, and though his voice remained level, there was a sliver of ice in his words. ‘You do not make demands of us. Now sit.’

			The noble’s great lips quivered in astonished rage. He was not a man used to being spoken to so curtly, Callis thought with some satisfaction.

			‘May I offer you a drink?’ said Toll, indicating his cup of ale. 

			 Dezraed snorted, turning his nose up at the humble spread that lay before the witch hunter. 

			‘Wine,’ he barked at his retainers, who rushed back outside into the rain. Dezraed snapped his fingers and another two perfumed servants rushed forth carrying an immense curule chair between them. They set it down. The man eased his bulk into it with a groan of protesting timber.

			They waited perhaps another thirty minutes or so in interminable silence before they heard the clatter of approaching horses. Dezraed’s men moved to surround their master, who slurped the last dregs from a horn of pale, sweet-smelling mead. The door swung open and a stocky man in black leather and chainmail entered. The newcomer took in the scene, fixing on Toll for a moment. The witch hunter met his gaze. Eventually, the man slammed one fist on the door and a group of heavyset men entered, armoured in gold-plated scale armour and long, black hoods. Each carried a black-iron mace fashioned in the shape of a comet. They held their weapons at the ready as they filtered in, glaring daggers at Dezraed and his own gleaming host. Callis let one hand fall to his pistol and readied a foot to overturn the table if things went awry, as they typically did in these situations. If Toll felt the tension, he did not show it.

			A thin, aging man dressed in austere black entered, flanked by two more guards. He wore a military-style jacket and breastplate, polished and buckled with parade-ground precision. His greying hair was shaved close to the scalp, and he wore his moustache thin and curled with wax. This one fancies himself a military man, thought Callis. A strangely common delusion amongst the noble classes, that. Lord Junica took in his modest surroundings with the air of a man examining some unpleasant substance stuck to the sole of his boot. His face was gaunt where Dezraed’s was flabby, and his brow was furrowed in a cold glare that only intensified when he caught a glimpse of his rival. 

			‘Lord Junica,’ said Toll, tearing a hunk of black bread in half and dabbing it into the thin stew. ‘Please, join us. I am Hanniver Toll, of the hallowed Order of the Azyr.’

			‘You ask me to sit beside the man who killed my son?’ hissed Kiervaan Junica. ‘I should paint the floor with this fat bastard’s blood.’

			Dezraed spluttered in outrage and his guards stepped forwards, spears lowering threateningly. Junica’s men took a pace back, readying their own weapons. There was a muffled yelp as the barkeep dived behind his counter to the sound of smashing glass. Toll took another bite of bread and washed it down with a swig of ale.

			‘I did not kill your idiotic spawn, but I wish I had,’ shouted Dezraed, slamming his meaty fists upon the table. ‘The only good Junica is a dead Junica, and if you insult my honour again, I shall seek the satisfaction. I warn you now!’

			‘Enough,’ said Toll, and the two men looked at the witch hunter in surprise. Seemingly oblivious to their disbelief, Toll took up a napkin in one hand and dabbed at his moustache. 

			‘Stand your men down. If there is even a drop of spilled blood at this table, then word will make it back to Excelsis, I assure you. Next time the Order dispatches an agent to your doorstep, they will not send a single man. They will send in the hounds, my lords. Your lands and your profits will be confiscated. Both of you will be dragged before the Halls of Justice to explain why you defied the word of the God-King. Perhaps we shall give you to the White Reaper, so that he may uncover the true extent of your failures.’

			Lord Dezraed’s red face went suddenly pale, and even Lord Junica looked unnerved at the threat. Callis allowed himself a small grin. There was a distinct pleasure to be found in watching Toll work.

			‘This is a private matter,’ Kiervaan Junica stuttered. ‘There is no treason here. I only wish to know the truth behind the disappearance of my son.’

			‘Disrupting the flow of vital supplies in a time of war is treason,’ said Toll. ‘If I possessed the same disposition of many of my kin, you both would already be returned to the city dungeons, there to wait for the hangman’s rope around your necks. Now sit, my lord.’

			Junica eased himself into a chair. His bodyguards stood on either side. 

			‘Pass me the ale,’ said Toll, gesturing at Lord Junica.

			The noble looked startled at the blunt request, as if Toll had just fired his pistol into the ceiling. His attendants stared at each other in confusion.

			‘Excuse me?’ Junica said. 

			‘The ale,’ Toll repeated.

			To Callis’ surprise, Junica reached out an uncertain hand and passed the jug of sour-smelling liquid to the witch hunter, who took it and poured himself a fresh cup.

			‘You accuse Lord Dezraed of murder without proof?’ said Callis. 

			Junica glanced at him, surprised, as if he had not noticed him at all before he had spoken. 

			‘Long has the feud between Junica and Dezraed raged,’ he said. ‘When we forged a path on the frontier with blood and spirit, the Dezraeds followed us like parasites, leeching off of our noble work. As they have always done.’

			‘You dare?’ roared Lord Dezraed, spittle flying from his lips. ‘House Dezraed desires only to serve the will of Sigmar, as we have always done. It is the Junicas who provoke us, stealing away the riches of the land for themselves alone, threatening honest workers and harassing my soldiers at every possible turn. Excelsis is built upon the blood of the Dezraeds. We were here long before the Junicas, and we shall be here long after your ragged house crumbles into dust.’

			‘My steward, Ghedren, saw your men pursue my son into the forest,’ said Junica, indicating the unassuming man in the chainmail hauberk. ‘They were drunk, seeking sport. My firstborn son. Aldrec was a strong, brave boy, and your men ran him down like a dog. At your order, no doubt.’

			‘My soldiers did nothing of the sort. Yet I know that you yourself resort to murder all too quickly, Junica,’ snarled Dezraed. ‘As did your son. On the very night you claim he was assaulted, it was he who murdered a Dezraed man in cold blood, then fled the scene of the crime rather than face the consequences. Half a dozen more of my men have disappeared also. No doubt their bodies have been dumped in some stinking bog with Junica daggers in their backs.’

			‘You witnessed this altercation?’ Callis asked Ghedren. 

			‘I did,’ the man said, nodding. ‘It is as the Lord Junica states. Words were exchanged and swords were drawn. I do not know who struck the first blow, but Aldrec was wounded on the arm in the struggle. He fled on horseback. The Dezraeds chased him.’ The man spoke with a soft, lilting accent, quite at odds with his coarse and weathered face. Callis guessed that Ghedren was in his third decade or thereabouts, but he had the rough look of a man who plied his trade in the wilds. Callis noticed the familiar curling lines of blue-ink tattoos emerging from under the man’s collar. A fellow Reclaimed. A descendent of the nomadic tribes who had once lived here, before Sigmar’s Tempest brought the light of the heavens back into the realms, rather than a great, Azyr-born family like his masters. Perhaps that was why he appeared to possess some humility.

			 ‘They went beyond the eastern gate and into the Ulwhyr,’ he continued. ‘I followed after them, but they were horsed and I was not. I lost them in the darkness, but I heard screams, so returned to seek help.’

			‘The words of a lowborn mercenary employed by the Junica,’ said Captain Celtegar, with a dismissive snort. ‘How utterly convincing. I tell you now, upon my honour and that of my men, no such incident took place. This one lies.’

			Ghedren simply shrugged. ‘It is what I saw.’

			‘How many days past was this?’ asked Toll.

			‘Five days, sire.’

			‘And you have returned since to search the area?’

			‘We have. We found no sign of Master Junica, nor of his pursuers.’

			‘It is possible, then, that something else could have occurred within the Ulwhyr? Not murder?’ Toll continued.

			Ghedren shrugged. ‘Perhaps, but the Dezraed soldiers were after blood.’

			‘You will take me and my associate there,’ said Toll. ‘You will guide us to the spot where you lost track of them. If what you say is true, there will be traces of their passing.’

			Ghedren looked at his master for confirmation. Lord Junica nodded slightly. 

			‘Captain Celtegar will accompany you,’ said Lord Dezraed. ‘Along with two men of his choosing. Just to ensure that this is not some foolish attempt at revenge.’

			‘I have such a thing as honour, you bloated fiend,’ snapped Junica. ‘A concept that escapes you entirely.’

			Their bickering was about to start over anew, when Toll slammed his fist on the table. 

			‘Silence,’ he barked. ‘At dawn, we will enter the Ulwhyr and find out the truth of this. My lords, you will remain in Marshpoint until I tell you otherwise. And I warn you both, if blood is shed on these streets, I promise I will ensure that a price is paid. Now leave.’

			Callis followed Toll out of the eastern gate of Marshpoint early the next morning, rubbing at his itching eyes. It had not been a relaxing sleep in the cramped guest chambers of the Moss Throne. The room had smelled of mildew and rot, and he had been kept awake by the sounds of buzzing insects and a slow, steady dripping from the roof above his head. 

			‘So, what do you think of our Lords Junica and Dezraed?’ Toll asked. 

			Callis scratched his beard and yawned. 

			‘They would each see the other destroyed if they could,’ he said. ‘That’s clear. But I am not sure about a murder plot. Lord Dezraed hardly seems like a master schemer.’

			‘Do not underestimate him,’ said Toll. ‘Marshpoint may not be a glamorous place, but the silksteel plantations are of great value to both houses. They would not send lackwits out here to oversee one of their most valuable trades. Fenrol Dezraed looks like a greedy fool, but clever men often hide behind the mummer’s mask.’

			‘Why the firstborn son?’ said Callis. ‘Why not the old man himself? If you’re going to start a war, why not make that your opening move? If this is a Dezraed scheme, what’s the end goal?’

			Toll rolled his hat in his hands and nodded thoughtfully. 

			‘Be watchful as we enter the Ulwhyr,’ he said, checking the firing pan of his four-barrelled pistol. ‘Observe all. Discount nothing.’

			‘I’ve patrolled the wilds before,’ said Callis. ‘I know well what it’s like out here.’

			‘I do not just mean the forest,’ Toll replied, but before Callis could ask what he meant, the witch hunter strode over to greet the Junica steward, Ghedren, who was waiting for them on a flooded path that led out towards the distant spectre of the Ulwhyr Forest. The man carried a well-made composite bow and a heavy-bladed knife at his hip. He was wrapped in a large wolf-skin cloak that smelled strongly of wet fur. He dipped his head in greeting as they approached. The vast, ominous expanse of woodland that was the Ulwhyr lurked on the eastern edge of the town, emerging out of the early morning murk. The canopy was an impenetrable carpet of dark green, the trunks of the trees below gnarled and twisted, leading into darkness. A tide of sickly green mist rolled out from the bog, swirling around the mouth of the forest like the breath of a fallen giant.

			‘So that’s where we’re headed?’ Callis said. ‘Seems like an inviting sort of place.’

			Ghedren smiled. ‘The Ulwhyr is dangerous, yes. But it is also a place of life. For many years, my people walked its secret paths, hidden from those that wished us harm. It protected us, granted us all that we required. One need only show the forest the proper respect and they can walk amongst its shadows unscathed.’

			‘You almost sound as though it’s a sentient thing,’ said Callis.

			‘Perhaps it is. These lands are rife with magic. Within the Ulwhyr dwells things more ancient than a mortal could possibly contemplate,’ said Ghedren. ‘The forest belongs to them, not us.’

			‘For now,’ interrupted Toll. ‘In time, the light of the God-King will reach even the darkest corners of these lands. We will tame this place, and then we will burn away the shadows.’

			‘Some evils cannot be banished so easily.’

			‘I did not say that it would be easy,’ said Toll, who then went to converse with the gaggle of nervous-looking guards manning the east gate, leaving Ghedren and Callis alone.

			‘You were raised in the city?’ asked the steward.

			‘I was,’ Callis replied. ‘Though my family weren’t Azyrite. I served in the Freeguild for many years.’

			Callis briefly thought to mention his regiment, but decided against it. The Coldguard of Excelsis had been entirely liquidated for their part in the heretical plot to overthrow the city, after all, and he was the sole survivor. That fact tended to set people on edge, for some unfathomable reason.

			‘I thought as much,’ said Ghedren, nodding. ‘You have a soldier’s bearing. It is surprising to me that a man so young – one of the Reclaimed, no less – is in the employ of the Order. You must be a man of rare talents to be elevated so high.’

			‘I’m merely a soldier, as you say. Just doing what is asked of me.’

			Ghedren gave an awkward, sad smile.

			‘Aren’t we all?’ he said. ‘Yet it seems that we must work twice as hard for half the praise.’

			‘Aye,’ said Callis. ‘I won’t disagree with you there.’

			‘Your master… This witch hunter,’ said Ghedren. ‘He is Azyr-born, I take it.’

			Callis blinked in surprise as he realised he had never thought to ask. 

			‘I confess, I have no idea,’ he said. 

			‘He’s more alike to them than us, I think,’ said Ghedren. ‘I worry that he does not understand this place, not truly. He is a creature of the crowded street, the shadowed back-alley…’ 

			They heard boots squelching through the mud, and turned to see Toll leading three soldiers along the muddy path towards them – two Dezraed guards and the captain, Celtegar. All had pistols strapped to their belts and had ditched their spears for more practical longswords. 

			‘Corporals Brujda,’ said the captain, indicating the shaven-headed woman, ‘and Yol.’ The latter was a short, stocky red-headed man with a wispy beard and lazy eyes. The two soldiers gave perfunctory nods, all business. Celtegar cast a withering look at Ghedren. 

			‘Where do you insist that this fiction occurred?’

			‘They pursued the Junica boy this way, along the path and into the forest,’ said Ghedren. 

			‘Lies.’ 

			‘He was bleeding from his wounds, and they were striking him with lances.’ 

			‘When this farce is over, I’ll have your head for this, savage,’ snapped Celtegar.

			‘You’ll keep a civil tongue in your head,’ snarled Callis, moving to within an inch of Celtegar’s face, enjoying the look of surprised fury on the man’s angular features. ‘The only justice here will be served by the Order of Azyr.’

			For a moment, Callis thought Celtegar would swing for him. He tensed his arms, ready to block the man’s punch and return it in kind. 

			‘Stand down, Armand,’ said Toll. ‘This is not the time nor the place.’

			Callis stared into the captain’s grey eyes a moment longer, just to let him know the time had long passed where he would suffer the insults and barbs of blue-blooded fools. When he stepped back, Celtegar was all but trembling with rage.

			‘Lead on, Ghedren,’ the witch hunter said. ‘I would have us get to the truth of this as soon as possible.’

			Callis had never much liked forests. He’d fought in several during his time in the Freeguilds, and these had been amongst his most miserable experiences. The deep woods played tricks on a soldier’s mind, made one jump at every sound and every flickering shadow. The Ulwhyr was worse than most. It was a twisted labyrinth of curling boughs, smothered in darkness. Its mist swirled around their legs and up to their knees, making every step a potential hazard. Callis had expected the usual cacophony of sounds, the chattering of insects and the hooting of birds, yet the ominous canopy above them was startlingly silent. He winced at every snapped stick and muttered curse from his companions. If anyone was lurking in wait for them, they would hear the approach from a mile away.

			They had been walking for perhaps two hours when Yol stumbled, then let out a curse in shock when he realised what had caught his foot. It was a corpse, face down in the soil. The grey flesh and stiffness of the limbs suggested this was at least a few days old. A man armoured in the silver of House Dezraed. 

			Callis rolled the body over with his boot. The dead man’s eyes were wide, crazed even, like a frightened deer. His mouth was open in a scream, and blood had caked around his eyes and mouth.

			‘Lartach,’ breathed the Dezraed woman, Brujda. ‘He went missing a few days back. Around the same time as the Junica boy. He was an idiot and a drunkard, but a decent enough sort otherwise.’

			‘There are no wounds,’ mused Callis. ‘Nowhere. How did this man die?’

			‘The White Witch,’ muttered Yol, shaking his head. 

			‘Enough with that nonsense,’ snorted Captain Celtegar.

			‘What’s that you say?’ asked Callis. ‘The guard at the gate mentioned that name.’

			‘Just a legend,’ said Celtegar, waving a dismissive hand. ‘A tale concocted by the natives of this region. It’s all they ever talk about. The dreaded White Witch of the Ulwhyr, the taker of children. A ghost, whose screams can stop the heart of mortals.’ 

			‘Oh, she is real,’ said Ghedren softly. ‘These are her lands.’

			‘All you people ever talk about are ghosts, spriggans, tolmickles and bog-devils,’ mocked Celtegar. ‘Backwards nonsense. This is probably just another fool who got drunk and choked on his own spew.’

			Ghedren stood and slowly moved off deeper into the treeline. 

			‘Horse tracks,’ he said. ‘They lead this way.

			‘Continue,’ said Toll.

			Callis squinted. ‘I don’t know how you can see anything in this fog.’

			‘My father taught me to hunt in these woods,’ said Ghedren. ‘He taught me to track, to move unseen, to hide my trail. To understand and respect the dangers of the wild. These men we seek, the Dezraed guards, they may have lived here for many years now, but they have learned no such lessons. Such superstition is beneath them, so they say. They believe only in the power of the God-King, and scorn the wild tales of uncivilised folk.’

			‘If Celtegar is what counts as civilised, I’ll gladly remain a so-called savage,’ muttered Callis, and Ghedren chuckled.

			They were losing light now, despite the fact that it could not have been more than a few hours since they had set off. The thick canopy overhead cast them into near pitch-black darkness. Every tangled cluster of vine seemed to take the form of a skulking beast of the forest, and every wisping curl of fog seemed almost alive in its movement, drifting towards them out of the murk. Callis shook his head, angry with himself for allowing this miserable place to unsettle him. Eventually, they came to a wide, enclosed clearing, hemmed in on all sides by fat-trunked oaks. A great pool of greenish water spread out before them, dotted by clusters of drooping reeds and sharp rocks. At the far end of the pool, a bank of discoloured leaves rose into a steep mound dominated by a huge, long-dead blackwood tree. In the centre of the marsh was a small island of pale flesh and shining metal.

			‘Another body,’ said Ghedren.

			They waded out into the morass to get a closer look. It was a dead horse, half-submerged in the foetid water, pallid and bloated. Something had torn great chunks out of the beast’s hide, devoured most of its innards. They shoved against the carcass and found a rider beneath, pinned by the animal’s weight. The dead man’s face was horribly swollen and his skin a pale green.

			‘Scavengers,’ said Ghedren, noticing Callis’ uncomfortable look. ‘These are the bites of several creatures. These, however…’

			He indicated scores of smaller slices across the flank of the horse and on the body of the dead man. They looked like gouges, ragged and imprecise, rather than the neat cut of a blade. One such tear had ripped open the unfortunate soldier’s cheek, and another had torn a bloody line across his throat. It looked as if the horse had been dragged down into the mud, and the rider had become trapped underneath its weight, helpless against his attackers.

			‘There’s something out here,’ growled Captain Celtegar. ‘Watching us. I can feel it. Whatever did this, it isn’t far away.’

			Ghedren knelt, placed a hand on the mossy earth and stared off into the blackness of the forest. After a moment, he shook his head. 

			‘I do not sense anything nearby,’ he said.

			‘Who cares a damn what you sense, curseblood?’ snapped Celtegar.

			Callis had heard that term before. Several of the officers in his regiment had muttered the same insult behind his back, not caring if he heard. It was used to denigrate any who did not hail from blessed Azyr, anyone who was – in their eyes – tainted by native blood. 

			‘Use that word again and I’ll break your jaw, you preening shit,’ said Callis, slowly and deliberately.

			Celtegar’s men squared up, their hands on the hilts of their swords. The captain stepped close to Callis, who had to lean his head back to maintain eye contact. He was a big brute, this one, but still, Callis had fought bigger. 

			‘You will withdraw that insult,’ said Celtegar. 

			‘You shall first,’ said Callis. ‘You forget who I represent here, captain. Strike a member of the Order, and see the consequences.’

			‘Silence,’ hissed Toll. The witch hunter’s pistol was raised, aimed out into the swirling fog. In a matter of moments, the mist had grown as thick as smoke, and now formed an opaque wall around them. They could barely see more than a dozen feet in any direction. Something stirred with a splash in the water nearby, and they all started, drawing their blades and forming a circle, hostility temporarily forgotten.

			‘I told you,’ said Celtegar, his voice tight with fear. ‘Something is coming.’

			He had barely finished speaking when something broke the surface of the bog and closed around his leg. Celtegar shrieked in surprise and toppled backwards, sending up a great wave of water as he splashed onto his rear. An arm, rotted through and draped in weeds, was clamped tightly around his ankle. A head emerged, flaps of decaying skin hanging loosely from a grinning skull. The undead thing began to haul itself along the captain’s prone form, reaching for his neck with creaking fingers. Callis put a boot against the undead’s chest, kicking it off the screaming Celtegar and into the murky water. He hacked at its neck with his blade. The head came free, sinking into the bog.

			Another figure erupted from the water behind Corporal Brujda, wrapping its arms around her neck, teeth tearing at her neck and shattering as they crunched into her plate gorget. She gasped in revulsion and began to awkwardly swipe and slash at its forearms, trying to cut it loose. Yol smashed the pommel of his blade into the undead thing’s head, and it fell back into the water, but another was already rising in its place. This corpse looked fresher than the others, and was clad in the same shining metal plate as the Dezraed warriors. Its head lolled at a strange, unnatural angle, but Callis could make out a thin, cruel face with eyes glazed and vacant.

			‘G-Gaulter?’ stammered Yol, lowering his blade just a fraction.

			Too much. The risen corpse slashed its own weapon, a rusted sabre, across in a wide arc, and there was a splatter of bright crimson. The Dezraed guard fell, clutching an opened throat, gurgling and choking. He splashed into the water, and his former companion leapt upon him and drove its sword into his chest again and again.

			‘Move!’ shouted Toll, grabbing Captain Celtegar under the arm and hauling the heavyset man to his feet. The water boiled to life as yet more rotting bodies clambered upright. The witch hunter fired and a corpse came apart in an explosion of bone and flesh. The stench of rot and acrid gunpowder choked the air.

			‘This way!’ shouted Ghedren, splashing through the water towards a rising bank of dead leaves.

			They staggered after him, weaving their way through the mass of decaying bodies. As they dragged themselves up onto the muddy bank, more dead things erupted from the water, scraping and clawing at their legs. Callis saw a skeleton rise up ahead of him, a curling branch of thorns protruding from its eye sockets. He drew his pistol and fired. The bullet smashed the skull into a thousand shards of wet bone, and the thing slumped back beneath the surface. Then they were out, on their hands and knees, dragging themselves free. Toll grabbed Callis’ hand and hauled him up. Callis turned, searching for the Dezraed woman, Brujda. She was wading after them, hacking at the bodies rising around her, eyes terrified. 

			‘Come on,’ roared Callis, stretching out his hand, straining to reach her.

			She was only an arm’s length away when half a dozen dead things surrounded her and bore her down. Her scream cut off abruptly as she went under, and bubbles broke the surface. Callis and Celtegar tried to cut their way down to reach Brujda as she thrashed underwater, but more of the dead were rising with every moment, blocking their path and dragging themselves onto the shore. The foetid surface of the swamp turned a deep crimson. 

			‘She’s gone,’ said Toll, firing round after round, the grey-black smoke from his pistol churning with the pale, white mist. 

			An arm wrapped in rusted chainmail reached out of the mist to grasp the witch hunter around the throat. A leering skull appeared over the man’s shoulder, its yellowed fangs snapping as it sought to bite down into Toll’s exposed neck. Toll drove an elbow into the side of the thing’s head and there was a crunch of breaking bone, but its grip did not relent. Callis stepped forward, trying to keep his balance while straining to reach Toll. He lost his footing in the slick mud and fell, slipping and cursing, back towards the marsh water. Somehow he managed to grasp a fistful of gnarled roots to stay his descent. He looked up to see Toll stumbling backwards, the skeleton still tearing at his neck. The witch hunter fell, seemingly in slow motion, swallowed up by the mist.

			‘Toll!’ shouted Callis, crawling forwards on his hands and knees, searching for his companion. There was no reply, and he could see nothing but the ghostly shapes of shambling figures drawing ever closer. He fired and one of the figures dropped to the ground with a rattling groan. 

			‘He is lost, Armand,’ shouted Ghedren. He loosed his bow and an arrow sailed past Callis’ head to smash a skeleton to the ground. ‘We must run! This way! Follow my steps.’

			Callis took one last look into the thick fog. 

			‘Hanniver?’ he shouted, but heard only the echo of his own words in response.

			It was hopeless. To blunder out into the gloom with the dead all around would be to seal his own fate alongside the witch hunter’s. He felt numb. It seemed absurd – all that he and Toll had been through, only for the man to fall here. Cursing, he turned and followed Ghedren, who led them higher, along the crest of the mound. It was a strange formation, Callis noticed. There was an almost artificial curve to it, a gently sloping arc through which rose a great, twisted tree of black wood. Ghedren stopped beneath its creaking boughs, watching the others as they approached him. The ground suddenly groaned beneath their weight, the roots splintering. Soil and clusters of leaves tumbled away into a pitch-black hole. Callis tripped and fell, sliding towards the drop, clutching desperately for a handhold on the mud-slick roots. He stared up at Ghedren.

			‘Help us,’ he shouted, but the man did not move a muscle.

			‘Forgive me.’

			Ghedren reached down and tugged hard at a thick cluster of vines, raising his long dagger in one hand. He sliced down, again and again, and with a loud crack the roots came apart. The ground beneath Callis and Celtegar fell away. They toppled end over end as the world spun. Callis tried to grasp a hold, but could find no purchase. Something ripped at his cheek and blood splattered across his face. Dirt blinded him and filled his mouth. Suddenly, he struck something with enough force to blast the air from his lungs. Everything went dark.

			Callis was dragged back to consciousness by a stabbing pain in his face. He brushed a hand against his cheek and felt torn flesh. Groaning, he struggled to his feet, spitting foul-tasting soil. He stared up and saw a trickle of light filtering down from above. That snake, Ghedren. He had led them here, like lambs to the slaughter. But where, exactly, were they?

			Someone moaned beside him. He saw a gleam of metal in the darkness. It was Celtegar. The Dezraed man stood and teetered, favouring his left leg. 

			‘Are you all right?’ asked Callis. 

			‘Just fine,’ spat the man. ‘I warned you we could not trust that wretch. Now, where are we?’

			‘Good question,’ said Callis. He squinted, waiting impatiently for his eyes to adjust to the gloom. They appeared to be in some kind of tunnel. It looked too smooth to be a natural formation. He ran his hand down the wall to his left and felt something hard and cold. Stone. So this was some kind of ancient structure they had fallen into, built from…

			His hand brushed over a stone and he felt a circular indentation. Below that, he ran his fingers over a row of sharp objects, a surface of irregular curves and indentations. A shiver of fear ran down his spine.

			‘Skulls,’ he whispered. ‘Skulls in the walls.’

			Celtegar bent and picked up his blade. Callis gathered his own and recovered his pistol, his heart thumping. His eyes had adjusted to the light, and he could see that all around them were bones, packed into the earth – row upon row of grinning skulls and the curving beams of ribcages. Fingers and teeth arranged in spiral patterns that turned his stomach. Hundreds upon hundreds of dead things, packed and piled upon each other. Not just human bones, but the fanged skulls of forest beasts and the delicate frames of dead birds. He stepped forward and felt the crunch of more bones underfoot. 

			‘By the God-King,’ whispered Celtegar. ‘What is this place?’

			Ahead, the tunnel curved and descended. Callis moved forwards carefully, the carpet of bone crunching with every footstep. Ahead, the tunnel ended at the mouth of a cave, a pitch-black archway of stone from which hung several objects that clattered and tinkled in the wind. Animal bones, bound together with long ropes of knotted hair, formed into gruesome marionettes. Runes were carved into the black surface, in a language Callis could not read. They were harsh, childlike etchings, and their simplicity somehow made them all the more unsettling. He edged closer and felt the dangling totems clatter against his leather jerkin as he eased past them. Beyond, a low-ceilinged chamber was formed from tangled roots, which curled around each other to create an enormous throne of twisted briar. Upon the throne sat a skeletal figure, head bowed. It was draped in robes of white cloth and a silk gauze covered its face. Around this figure were scores of skeletons, a congregation near one hundred in number, their heads bowed in supplication. Men, women, duardin and aelves. Some were full-sized. Most were small, delicate things. Children, Callis realised with horror. He moved closer. Behind the throne, he noticed another tunnel, thick with vines and thorny brambles. This one appeared to slope up, and he could see the faint shimmer of light.

			‘This way,’ he muttered to Celtegar, who nodded. Together, they began to inch their way through the chamber, between the kneeling dead. They drew closer to the enthroned figure. Its fleshless hands rested upon the knotted armrests of its seat. In its right fist, it clutched a silver dagger.

			At the very foot of the throne, kneeling amongst the throng, was a tall, broad-shouldered figure swathed in a black cloak, and a silver aetherhawk embroidered across the back glittered in the dim light. His shoulder-length hair was black, smeared with mud and dead leaves. 

			 ‘It’s the Junica boy,’ muttered Celtegar, starting forwards. 

			The man’s head lolled at a strange angle, and his neck was coated in dried blood.

			‘He’s dead,’ said Callis. ‘We must leave.’

			‘We need to retrieve the body,’ said Celtegar. ‘Here is the proof that the Lord Dezraed is innocent of any crime.’

			‘If we stay here, we’ll end up as dead as this one. We have to move.’

			The soldier ignored Callis and slowly reached out a hand towards the dead man’s head. The wind whistling through the chamber grew louder. Something clattered behind Callis making him spin around, raising his sword. He saw nothing but the sea of smiling skeletons. He turned back, shaking his head.

			The figure on the throne snapped its head up to look straight into Callis’ eyes. 

			He cried out and staggered backwards. The figure rose, drifting up from its throne and into the air, throwing its silk-wrapped head backwards to reveal a gaunt and terrible face, a half-necrotised, feminine visage with eyes the colour of deep water. A crown of thorns rested upon the creature’s brow. 

			‘Il thua ca na men,’ it hissed, in a voice like splintering glass. ‘Worach mach bar!’

			And then the spirit opened its mouth and screamed.

			The sound drove a knife through Callis’ heart. He collapsed onto his back, mouth open in horrified agony as his chest tightened and his muscles tensed so hard that he felt the bones of his left hand pop from their sockets. He spat blood, and his vision swam with crimson. That awful sound. It was a keening wail of pure misery and hatred. His heart skipped a beat and he tried to breathe, but found he could not draw in the air. Panic gripped him and he almost blacked out.

			Abruptly, the keening stopped. Callis lay there, unable to breathe, unable to move. Slowly, awfully, the spectre drifted above him, staring down at him with malice. The spirit bent down to embrace him, placing its ice-cold fingers upon each side of his head. He gazed into its night-black eyes and saw nothing but a deep and unquenchable hatred. His terror was absolute.

			The spirit’s mouth yawned open, exposing blackened teeth. It came closer and closer. He tried to scream but could not form the sound.

			Suddenly, the wraith’s eyes snapped off to the side, widening first in surprise, then in rage. A sword swept through the air. The spectre hissed as the silver metal swept through its incorporeal form. It spiralled away from the strike in a wisp of green-white light. Callis felt a hand grab him by the shirt and lift him upright. It was Toll. The witch hunter raised his pistol, the barrel a mere inch from Callis’ temple. As they heard the first awful, discordant notes of the spirit’s keening wail, Toll fired. The flash of the muzzle left a scar of light across Callis’ vision, and he was thrown backwards.

			This close to their ears, in the cramped confines of the low chamber, the effect of the gunshot was akin to a cannon discharging. Callis heard nothing but a painful, piercing ringing. He gasped for breath, blue in the face, and finally sucked in a ragged mouthful of air. He saw Toll, standing before the floating spectre, one hand clasped to the comet symbol around his neck, the other wielding his silver rapier. The spirit rushed forward, its ragged mouth torn open in a silent scream, its dagger seeking the witch hunter’s neck. As the ghost swept in, Toll hurled himself to the side, slashing at the insubstantial body of the creature. The banshee screeched, then whirled and came for the witch hunter again. This time, Toll reached to his belt and hurled a handful of white powder. The spirit recoiled, mouth twisted in agony. It slashed its dagger across and Toll fell back, a spurt of blood erupting from his left shoulder. The witch hunter’s sword spun away into the field of bones. The banshee swooped towards the prone man, hands reaching for Toll’s throat.

			Callis scrambled to his feet, almost tripping over the corpse of Captain Celtegar. The man lay staring sightlessly up at the ceiling, blood pouring from his eyes and mouth. Callis dived for Toll’s fallen rapier and took it up in two hands. It was light and perfectly balanced – even holding it seemed to still his thudding heart. The banshee wrapped its bony fingers around Toll’s throat. The witch hunter kicked, struggling and gasping for breath.

			Callis leapt forwards and drove the tip of the rapier into the spirit’s side. The banshee arched its back and began to jerk, sickly green light pouring from its mouth as it spasmed. It turned to look at Callis, and the pure, cold hatred on its withered face almost stole the strength from his sword arm. He drove the blade into that awful visage and right down the creature’s throat. 

			The spirit rose into the air and, even through the ringing in his ears, Callis could hear its awful, high-pitched screech, this time a sound of pain. Then, in a blinding flash that hurled him from his feet, the banshee came apart, erupting into a thousand motes of baleful light. Around them, the bones of the kneeling dead crumbled into dust.

			Callis collapsed to the ground, panting, exhausted. 

			It took several minutes for the ringing in their ears to subside. Even then, it did not completely disappear, nor did the pain fade away. They lay there for a long while, neither speaking. Eventually, Toll hauled himself upright and extended a hand to Callis, dragging him to his feet. The ringing in his ears was agonising still, a piercing pain that jolted through his mind like a lance of fire.

			‘We should return the body,’ said Toll at last, his voice muffled as if it were echoing over a great distance. ‘That should spell the end of the Junica and Dezraed feud, at least until they find another reason to come after one another.’

			‘Doesn’t feel like much of a victory,’ sighed Callis. 

			‘They rarely do,’ said Toll. ‘Leave the glorious victories to the soldiers, Callis. We deal in solutions.’

			They took hold of the body of the lost Junica boy, and began to drag him towards the tunnel at the rear of the grotto. Callis glanced towards the fallen Captain Celtegar as they left.

			‘We’ll send someone to claim his remains and those of his soldiers,’ said Toll. ‘And a priest to see these folk get a proper burial.’

			It was a long, awkward struggle to haul the dead body up the sloping channel, but eventually they clawed their way out of a bank of close-packed soil and back into the gloom of the Ulwhyr. Callis sucked in a mouthful of air and slumped to his knees.

			‘I never thought I’d be glad to see this place,’ he said.

			‘You slew the White Witch,’ came a voice from behind them. They spun to see Ghedren leaning against the thick trunk of an age-old hardwood tree. He had his bow drawn and raised, aimed straight at Callis. Yet there was only defeat in his eyes, and slowly he lowered the weapon. ‘You are not the first. Just because she is gone for now, it does not mean she will not return. Nor that our children are safe. Killing you now will change nothing.’

			Callis charged at the man, grabbed him by the neck and hurled him to the floor. Ghedren did not struggle, even when he drew his sword and pressed it to the man’s neck. 

			‘You led me there to die,’ Callis snarled. 

			It was a familiar sensation to Callis. The bitter sting of betrayal, and the sick surge of shame and rage as he realised how easily he had been manipulated. Was this how it always ended, he wondered? Trusting someone, only for them to drive their rapier into your unguarded spine. 

			‘Do it,’ said Ghedren. ‘Kill me, if you must. I do not begrudge your fury. I am sorry that it came to this, but I had no choice. She always returns, Armand. She always takes her due. The curse cannot be broken.’

			‘The children?’ said Toll. 

			Ghedren nodded, a single tear trickling down his face.

			‘When it began, I do not know,’ he said. ‘Before my father’s time, and before his father’s. A tithe borne of her hatred for the living and her sorrow for a life that was taken from her, some say. The firstborn child of the tribal elder must be delivered unto the White Witch, lest her wrath fall upon all others. Every generation, another sacrifice. By giving one life to sate her fury, the people may survive.’

			‘Lord Junica’s son,’ said Callis. ‘You led him to that beast as well?’

			‘There are no longer any tribes, but the White Witch still demands her due. The Azyrites rule over us, and so they must pay the blood price. We tried to explain. We tried to tell them what lay within these woods, and the danger they courted by straying into the depths of the Ulwhyr in search of profit. The silksteel plantations, they strayed into her domain. We tried to warn them that her wrath would be terrible unless an offering was made, but they would not listen. They would not believe. And so, for the good of all, I acted.’

			‘The Dezraed soldiers,’ said Toll. ‘How did you dispose of them?’

			‘Their feud with Aldrec Junica was real enough,’ said Ghedren. ‘It was simple fortune that I was there that night, accompanying my lord’s son to the house of his mistress. We passed the Dezraed soldiers on the road. They were drunk and eager for a fight. Aldrec was never one to back down. Insults were exchanged and swords drawn. He slew one of their number and the rest pursued him. I saw a chance and took advantage of it. I led him deep into the Ulwhyr. The Dezraed followed, and one by one they were claimed by the forest.’

			Callis slammed the man’s head against the ground. ‘And what? Murdering us was an attempt to cover up your crimes?’

			Ghedren closed his eyes.

			‘I did not wish to kill you,’ he said, his voice soft and sad. ‘But I knew you would never understand what is at stake. You would not stop until you found out the truth.’

			‘The witch is dead,’ said Toll. ‘If you had trusted us enough to tell us the truth, lives could have been saved. Including, perhaps, your own.’

			‘You ended nothing,’ snapped Ghedren, shaking his head frantically. ‘You think brave warriors have not fought the White Witch before? She is tied to this place, to the very spirit of this forest. No blade can lay her low. She has haunted these trails for centuries. Perhaps even longer. She will return, and her vengeance will be more terrible than ever. It is the children that will pay the price for your actions.’ He sighed. ‘I am ready to face my death. I know, in my heart, I did the only thing that I could have done. Do as you must.’

			‘My boy,’ whispered Lord Junica. There were no tears in the old man’s eyes, but his voice broke. Callis looked away. He’d hardly taken to the man, but he knew all too well how it felt to bury a loved one. 

			Aldrec Junica lay in repose upon the bed of a carriage, his eyes closed and his arms folded across his chest. They had taken him to the local mission – a humble yet sturdy chapel of Sigmar, attended to by an elderly, grey-bearded priest who had performed the rites and consecrated the body with blessed oils. Candles fluttered in the chill breeze. Callis gazed at the benevolent, stained-glass figures that looked down from the chapel’s spire. Saints of old. Warriors and heroes, witnesses to this sad little ceremony.

			‘He was slain by a wraith,’ said Toll. ‘A banshee of the forest. The Dezraeds played no part in it. In fact, it was one of your own who led your son to his death.’

			Two guards dragged Ghedren forward. Lord Junica stared at him, his mouth trembling.

			‘Ghedren?’ he whispered. ‘You?’

			The prisoner raised his head and met his master’s gaze. 

			‘I am sorry for your loss,’ he said. ‘But it was the only way. I tried to tell you. The White Witch required your son’s life.’

			Junica staggered over to the kneeling man and struck him across the face.

			‘Everything I have done for you,’ his voice shook with rage. ‘Everything you have been given, and you betray me? You murder my boy? My firstborn son?’

			He struck Ghedren over and over, his blows growing weaker every time. Toll caught his arm as it fell again, and ushered the man away. 

			‘Enough,’ said the witch hunter. ‘Come.’

			He led Junica out through the doors of the chapel and into the central plaza of Marshpoint. The guards led the bound Ghedren after them. He met Callis’ eyes as they passed, but looked quickly away. There was much that Callis wanted to ask the man, but the time for questions was long gone now. Ranks of Junica soldiers stood in an honour guard outside the Sigmarite chapel, banners fluttering from their raised spears. There were a few-score locals too, crowded around the edge of the square, no doubt wondering what all the fuss was about. Nearby, a small force of Dezraed soldiers mounted on horseback watched the ceremony with bored expressions on their faces.

			‘Well, a sad business. But over now, at least,’ said Lord Dezraed, who sat upon the open step of his carriage, wrapped in thick furs to fend off the blustery wind. ‘Only the matter of a formal apology remains.’

			‘What?’ hissed Lord Junica, eyes widening in outrage.

			‘For your baseless insinuations,’ Dezraed said, as if the answer was perfectly reasonable. ‘Accusing me of this horrible crime, when it was your own man all along.’

			‘You’ll get no apology from me,’ snarled Junica. His hands curled into fists. ‘Now leave. I have an execution to prepare.’

			He turned to Ghedren.

			‘You’ll suffer for what you’ve done,’ he hissed. ‘You’ll beg for death, but I will not be so merciful as to grant it. I will break you down, inch by inch, and I will take pleasure in every moment.’

			‘These natives must be kept in line. I agree we must let them know we will not tolerate such betrayal,’ said Dezraed, nodding his great slab of a head. 

			‘I will ensure you live a long time before I am finished with you,’ snarled Junica. Ghedren looked up and met his gaze.

			‘I believe,’ Toll began, ‘that it is the task of the Order of Azyr to administer justice here.’

			He drew his pistol and fired a single shot. There was a burst of pink mist and Ghedren toppled like a sack of grain. He struck the cobbles hard, and a pool of blood flowed out from his broken body.

			‘No,’ screamed Lord Junica. ‘He was mine. Mine!’

			‘You will bury your dead son and return to your duties. The plantations shall reopen, and you will restart the patrols. Both of you.’

			At this, he turned and jabbed a finger at Dezraed.

			‘I should have you both dragged back to Excelsis in chains,’ spat Toll. ‘You have displayed incompetence, foolishness and borderline treason. Your petty feud has not only endangered this town, but it has risked the lives of loyal soldiers by denying them the supplies they require. Now my patience with this farce is at an end. The fighting stops, or I swear I will make you both regret your actions for the rest of your miserable lives. Do you understand?’

			‘I am a son of a great house,’ Lord Junica snarled. ‘I have powerful friends in Azyrheim–’

			‘You are a minor scion of a great house,’ said Toll. ‘You are here only because the other lords of the Junica House have more pressing matters to attend to. You are replaceable, and you will be replaced if you cannot perform your duties. Do you understand? Both of you?’

			There was a long silence.

			‘Say the words,’ said Toll. ‘Say that you understand.’

			‘I… understand,’ said Lord Dezraed.

			‘I understand,’ growled Lord Junica through gritted teeth, as if each word was a knife in his gut.

			‘You have a month to get your affairs in order,’ said Toll. 

			With that, the witch hunter strode off, Callis rushing after him. They made their way to the southern gate, and the guards waved them through. Callis’ heart sank a little as he saw the marsh striders looming above the jetty, chewing on clumps of moss. Their wizened guide was back, already stowing their saddlebags upon the beasts’ flanks. Another few days of back-aching discomfort awaited. The joy of it.

			‘I can’t deny that was satisfying,’ said Callis.

			‘I’m glad you found it amusing,’ said Toll. ‘Perhaps we should discuss your own failures.’

			Callis blinked. ‘What?’

			‘Why do you think I brought you here?’

			‘Because it serves you well to have someone who can handle a sword guarding your back?’

			‘I can throw glimmerings into any tavern in Excelsis to strike someone who knows how to fight. I brought you because you’re sharp, and you know when to draw steel and when not to. But that’s only part of this trade, Armand. What allows us to survive is the ability to read people, to see beyond the obvious to the deeper truth. I brought you here to see if you were ready to do that. You failed.’

			‘You knew Ghedren was the traitor?’

			‘As you would have, had you not been blinded by your dislike of the Dezraed and the Junica. You let your own personal opinions cloud your judgement, and you gave your trust to a man who had not earned it.’

			Callis had never truly felt at home in the Freeguilds, but at that moment, he recalled the simple clarity of his former life with a wistful fondness. Recently, it seemed that even when he was sure he was doing the right thing, it turned out otherwise. 

			Toll hooked one foot into the stirrups on the side of one of the marsh striders, and hauled himself onto its back. He squinted down at Callis, pulling his hat down low to block the hazy light that filtered through the grey clouds.

			‘This is a lesson, not an admonishment. We all make mistakes, but in this line of work they have a habit of getting you killed. God-King knows I’ve put my trust in the wrong person before – you know that better than anyone. Learn from this. Next time, I may not be there to haul you out of the flames. Now, come. We must be back in Excelsis within the next two days. We have new business to attend to.’
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			THE SMITH

			Somewhere in the mortal realms, the smith raised his hammer. He brought it down, striking the white-hot length of metal he held pinned against the anvil with one fire-blackened hand. He rotated it and delivered a second strike. A third, a fourth, until the smoky air of the cavernous forge resonated with the sound of raw creation.

			It was the first smithy, long forgotten save in the dreams of those who worked with iron and flame. It was a place of stone and wood and steel, at once a grand temple and a brute cave, its dimensions and shape changing with every twitch of the smoke that inundated it. It was nowhere and everywhere, existing only in the hollows of ancestral memory, or in the stories of the oldest mortal smiths. Racks of weapons such as had never been wielded by mortals gleamed in the light of the forge, their killing edges honed and impatient to perform their function. Beneath them were less murderous tools, though no less necessary.

			The smith made little distinction between them – weapons were tools, and tools were weapons. War was no less a labour than ploughing the soil, and hewing down a forest was no less a slaughter, though the victims could not, save in rare instances, scream.

			The smith was impossibly broad and powerful, for all that his shape was crooked, and bent strangely, as if succumbing to unseen pressures. His thick limbs moved with a surety of purpose that no mechanism could replicate. He wore a pair of oft-patched trousers and a battered apron, his bare arms and back glistening with sweat where it wasn’t stained with tattoo-like whorls of soot or marked with runic scars. Boots of crimson dragon-hide protected his feet, the iridescent scales glinting in the firelight, and tools of all shapes and sizes hung from the wide leather belt strapped about his waist.

			A spade-shaped beard, composed of swirling ash, and moustaches of flowing smoke covered the lower half of his lumpen features. A thick mane of fiery hair cascaded down his scalp, spilling over his shoulders and crackling against his flesh. Eyes like molten metal were fixed on his task with a calm that came only with age.

			The smith was older than the realms. A breaker of stars, and a maker of suns. He had forged weapons without number, and no two were the same – a fact he took no small amount of pride in. He was a craftsman, and he put a bit of himself into the metal, even as he hammered it into shape. This one needed a little more hammering than most. He raised it from the anvil and studied it. ‘Bit more heat,’ he murmured. His voice at its quietest was like the rumble of an avalanche.

			He shoved the length of smouldering iron into the maw of the forge. Flames crawled up his sinewy arm, and the metal twisted in his grip as it grew hot once more, but he did not flinch. The fire held no terrors for one such as him. Tongs and gloves were for lesser smiths. Besides, there was much to be seen in the fire, if you weren’t afraid of getting close. He peered into the dancing hues of red and orange, wondering what they would show him this time. Shapes began to take form, indistinct and uncertain. He stirred the embers.

			As the flames roared up anew, clawing greedily at the metal, he felt his students shy back. He chuckled. ‘What sort of smiths are afraid of a bit of fire?’

			He glanced at them, head tilted. Vague dream-shapes huddled in the smoke. Small and large, broad and gossamer-thin. Hundreds of them – duardin, human, aelf, even a few ogors – crowded the ever-shifting confines of the smithy, watching as he plied his trade. All who sought to shape metal were welcome in this forge, barring an obvious few.

			There were always some who made themselves unwelcome. Those who’d failed to learn the most important lessons, and used what he’d taught them for bitter ends. Not many, thankfully, but some. They hid from his gaze, even as they sought to emulate his skill. But he would find them eventually, and cast their works into the fire.

			The voices of his students rose in sudden warning. The smith turned, eyes narrowing in consternation. Talons of fire emerged from the forge, gripping either side of the hearth. Bestial features, composed of crackling flame and swirling ash, congealed. Teeth made from cinders gnashed in a paroxysm of fury. A molten claw caught at his arm, and his thick hide blackened at its touch. The smith grunted and jerked his arm back. The daemon lunged after him with a hot roar, its shape expanding as if to fill the smithy. Great wings of ash stretched, and a horned head emerged from within the hearth.

			‘No,’ the smith said, simply, as his students scattered. He dropped the metal he’d been heating and caught the twisting flame shape before it could grow any larger. He had to be quick. It shrieked as he dragged it around and slammed it down onto the anvil. Burning claws gouged his bare arms and tore his apron to ribbons, as flapping wings battered against his shoulders, but the smith’s grip was unbreakable. He raised his hammer. The intruder’s eyes widened in realisation. It ­warbled a protest.

			The hammer rang down. Then again and again, flattening and ­shaping the flame into a more agreeable form. The daemon screamed in protest as its essence was reduced with every blow. All of its arrogance and malice fled, leaving behind only fear, and soon, not even that.

			The smith lifted what was left of the weakly struggling daemon. He recognised the signature on its soul-bindings as easily as if he’d carved them himself. Daemons were like any other raw material, in that they required careful shaping by their summoner to make them fit for purpose. This one had been made for strength and speed and not much else.

			‘Crude, always so crude,’ he said. ‘No pride in his work, that one. No artistry. I tried to teach him, but – ah well. We’ll make something of you, though, never fear. I’ve made better from worse materials, in my time.’

			So saying, he plunged the daemon into the slack tub beside the anvil. Water hissed into vapour as parts of the creature sloughed away into motes of cinder, swirling upwards to float above the anvil. What was left in the tub was only a bit of blackened iron, pitted and veined an angry crimson, the ­barest hint of a snarling face scraped into its surface. The smith bounced it on his palm until it cooled, and then dropped it into the pocket of his apron.

			‘Now, I wonder what that was all about.’

			It had been some time since he had been attacked in this place, in such a way. That it had happened at all spoke of desperation on someone’s part. As if they’d hoped to prevent him from seeing something. He looked up at the cloud of floating cinders and reached to grasp a handful. He set aside his ­hammer and ran a thick finger through them, reading them as a mortal might read a book.

			With a grunt, he cast them back into the forge and gave the coals a stir with his hand. An indistinct image took shape in the flames. Moments later, it split into eight, these clearer – a sword, a mace, a spear… eight weapons.

			The smith frowned and stirred the coals fiercely, calling up more images. He needed to be certain of what he saw. In the flames, a woman clad in crystalline armour drew one of the eight – a howling daemon-sword – from its cage of meat, and traded thunderous blows with a Stormcast Eternal clad in bruise-coloured armour. She shattered her opponent’s runeblade, and the smith winced to see one of his most potent works so easily destroyed. He waved a hand, conjuring more pictures out of the wavering flames.

			A bloated pox-warrior, one side of his body eaten away and replaced by the thrashing shape of a monstrous kraken, wrapped slimy tendrils about the haft of a great mace, banded in runic iron, and tore it from the hands of a dying ogor. An aelf swordsman, eyes hidden beneath a cerulean blindfold, ducked beneath the sweeping bite of an obsidian axe that pulsed with volcanic hunger, and backed away from the hulking orruk who clutched it.

			Angrily, the smith swept out a hand, summoning more images. They came faster and faster, dancing about his hand like the fragments of a half-remembered dream – he saw wars yet unwaged and the deaths yet to come, and felt his temper fray. The images moved so fast that even he couldn’t keep track of them all. Frustrated, he caught those he could, holding them tight, only for them to slip between his fingers and rejoin the flames. The time had come around at last. He would need to make ready.

			He ran his wide hands through his fiery hair and growled softly. ‘Best get to work.’ He turned and fixed several of his students with a glare. ‘You there – stop skulking and find something to write with. Be quick, now!’

			His students hurried to obey. When they returned, bearing chisels and heavy tomes of stone and iron, he began to speak. ‘In the beginning, there was fire. And from fire came heat. From heat, shape. And that shape split into eight. The eight were the raw stuff of Chaos, ­hammered and sculpted to a killing edge by the sworn forgemasters of the dread Soulmaw, the chosen weaponsmiths of Khorne.’

			He paused a moment, before continuing. ‘But as the realms shuddered and the Age of Chaos gave way to the Age of Blood, the weapons known as the Eight Lamentations were thought lost.’ In the fire, scenes of death and madness played themselves out, over and over again, a cycle without end.

			Grungni, Lord of all Forges and Master-Smith, sighed.

			‘Until now.’

			Elsewhere. Another forge, cruder than Grungni’s. A cavern, ripped open and hewn from volcanic stone by the bleeding hands of many slaves. Fire pits and cooling basins occupied the wide, flat floor. Racks decorated the uneven walls, and hackblades, wrath-hammers, weapons of all shapes and sizes, hung from them in disorganised fashion.

			At the heart of the forge, within a circle of fire pits, sat a huge anvil. And upon the anvil, a hulking figure leaned, head bowed. Sweat rolled down his muscular arms to splatter with a hiss upon the anvil. His crimson and brass armour was blackened in places, as if it had been exposed to an impossible heat. He inhaled deeply, trying to ignore the weakness that crept through him. He had infused the daemon with some of his own strength, in the hopes that it would prove a match for the Lord of all Forges. Or at least last longer than a handful of moments. He consoled himself with the thought that it was not every man who could match wills with a god and survive.

			‘Then, I am no mere man,’ Volundr of Hesphut murmured to himself. ‘I am Forgemaster of Aqshy.’ A warrior-smith of Khorne. Skullgrinder of the Soulmaw. He had forged weapons without number, as well as the wars in which they were wielded. He had raised up thousands of heroes, and cracked the skulls of thousands more.

			But for the moment, he was simply tired.

			‘Well?’

			The voice, cold and soft, echoed from the shadows of the forge. Volundr straightened, skull-faced helm turning towards the speaker who sat in the darkness, wrapped in concealing robes the colour of cooling ashes. Qyat of the Folded Soul, Forgemaster of Ulgu, was more smoke than fire, and his shape was seemingly without substance beneath his voluminous attire. ‘He saw,’ Volundr rumbled. ‘As I predicted, Qyat.’

			A second voice, harsh and sharp like shattering iron, intruded. ‘You seek to excuse your own failure, Skull-Cracker.’

			Volundr snorted. ‘Excuse? No. I merely explain, Wolant.’ He turned, pointing a blunt finger at the second speaker, who stood beyond the glare of the fire pits, his profusion of muscular arms crossed over his massive barrel chest.

			Wolant Sevenhand, Forgemaster of Chamon, was a brass-skinned, eight-armed abomination, clad in armour of gold. Seven of his arms ended in sinewy, fire-toughened hands. The eighth ended in the blunt shape of a hammer, strapped to a mangled wrist in an effort to correct a long-ago injury. ‘If you think you can succeed where I failed, then try your luck by all means,’ Volundr continued.

			‘You dare–?’ Wolant growled, reaching for one of the many hammers that hung from his belt. Before he could grab it, Volundr snatched up his own from the floor and slammed it down on the anvil, filling the smithy with a hollow, booming echo. Wolant staggered, clasping his hands to the side of his head.

			Volundr pointed his hammer at the other skullgrinder. ‘Remember whose smithy you stand in, Sevenhand. I’ll not suffer your bluster here.’

			‘I’m sure our bellicose brother meant no harm, Volundr. He is a choleric, self-important creature, as you well know, and prone to rash action.’ Qyat unfolded himself and stood. He loomed over the other two skullgrinders, a tower of lean, pale muscle, clad in black iron. ‘Even so, if he is so rude as to threaten you again, I shall lop off another of his hands.’

			‘My thanks, brother,’ Volundr said.

			‘Even as I will pluck out your eye, if you continue to stare at me so balefully,’ Qyat added, mildly. He spread his thin hands. ‘Respect costs men like us so little, my brothers. Why be miserly?’

			Volundr bowed his head. ‘Forgive me, brother,’ he said. Weak as he was, he was in no shape for a confrontation with a creature as deadly as the Folded Soul. Wolant was bad enough, for all that he was a brute. He set the head of his hammer down on the anvil and leaned forwards, bracing himself on the haft. ‘Wolant is right. I failed. The master-smith knows. And now he is aware that we know, as well.’

			Wolant growled. ‘If you had not failed–’

			‘But he did, and so new stratagems must be forged in the fires of adversity.’ Qyat pressed his hands together, as if in prayer. ‘The ­Crippled God cannot be allowed to take from us that which is ours.’

			Wolant laughed. ‘Ours, Folded Soul?’ He spread his arms. ‘Mine, you mean. Perhaps yours, if I am unlucky. Or someone else entirely, for we three are not alone in our quest. Our brother forgemasters begin their own hunts. The Eight Lamentations call to we who forged them, ready to spill blood once more.’ Seven fists shook in a gesture of challenge and defiance. ‘Only one of us may earn Khorne’s favour by recovering them. Or had you forgotten?’

			‘None of us have forgotten,’ Volundr said. ‘We have each chosen our champions, and cast them into the realms to seek the Eight. But that does not mean we cannot work together against those outside our fraternity.’ He shook his head. ‘Grungni is not our only foe in this endeavour. Others seek the Eight as well. If we do not work together, we will–’

			Wolant clapped four of his hands together, interrupting. ‘Nonsense. The greater the obstacle, the greater the glory. I came only out of respect for the Folded Soul’s cunning. Not to join my fate to yours. My champion will acquire the Eight Lamentations for me, and the skulls of your servants as well, if they get in his way.’ He laughed again, and turned away. Volundr watched him stride towards one of the great archways that lined the cavern wall, and wondered whether he could split the other smith’s skull while his back was turned.

			Qyat chuckled softly, as if reading his thoughts. ‘Would that you could crack his thick skull on your anvil. Though I would be forced to slay you in turn, brother, should you choose to break the iron-oath in such a way.’

			Volundr grunted. The iron-oath was the only thing keeping the remaining forgemasters from each other’s throats. The truce was a tenuous thing, but it had held for three centuries. And he would not be the one to break it. He gestured dismissively. ‘It will be more satisfying to snatch victory from him. My champion is most determined.’

			‘As is mine.’

			Volundr nodded. ‘Then may the best champion win.’ He turned his attentions to the fire pits and gestured, drawing up the cinders and sparks into the air. He stirred the smoke, casting his gaze across the mortal realms, seeking a singular ember of Aqshy’s fire. When he found it, he cast his words into the fire, knowing that they would be heard.

			‘Ahazian Kel. Last of the Ekran. Deathbringer. Heed your master’s voice.’

			In a land where the moon burned cold, and the dead walked freely, Ahazian Kel heard Volundr’s voice. Though it was like heated nails digging into his mind, he decided to ignore it. Given the situation, he thought Volundr would forgive him. Then again, perhaps not. In any event, it was done and Ahazian gave it no more thought.

			Instead, he concentrated on the dead men trying to kill him. Deathrattle warriors, animated skeletons still wearing the tattered remnants of the armour that had failed them in life, emerged from the shadows of the great stone pillars extending to either side of him. They pressed close in the moonlight, crowding the wide stone avenue. Rusted blades dug for his flesh, as corroded shields slammed into the ranks of his followers, bowling several of them over.

			Ahazian gave little thought to the bloodreavers’ plight. The living were a means to an end, and the dead merely one more obstacle between him and that which he sought. Ahead of them, past the ranks of the dead, at the end of the pillar-lined avenue, were the open gates of the mausoleum-citadel. Two skeletal giants, carved from stone, knelt to either side of that immense aperture, their skulls bowed over the pommels of their swords. Somewhere, a funerary bell tolled, rousing the dead from their slumber of ages.

			Deathrattle warriors flooded the avenue. They marched out between the shadowed pillars, or from within the mausoleum-citadel, singly and in groups. Not just the dead native to this place, but even those who’d been slain here more recently heeded the tolling of the unseen bell. Though their bones had been picked clean by the jackals and birds that haunted the ruins, he still recognised the sigils that adorned their ruptured armour – the runes of Khorne and Slaanesh, the baleful glyphs of a thousand lesser gods, all were in evidence among the silent ranks of the enemy.

			In Shyish, there was only one certainty. One the gods themselves could not defy. It was a land of endings, where even the strongest would eventually falter. There could be no true victory over that which conquered all. That didn’t stop some from trying.

			But conquest was not Ahazian’s goal. Not today.

			He stood head and shoulders taller than even the tallest of the tribesmen who fought alongside him. His broad frame was hidden beneath razor-edged plates of crimson and brass armour, and the skull-visage of his helmet curved upwards, coalescing into the rune of Khorne, clearly marking his allegiances. Heavy chains draped his form, their links decorated with barbs, hooks and the occasional scalp.

			He was surrounded by a phalanx of savage tribesmen, culled from the lowlands of this region. The heads of their former chieftains slapped against his thigh, their scalps knotted to his belt. If there were a simpler way of making others do what you wished, he hadn’t yet found it. The bloodreavers wore rattletrap armour scavenged from a thousand killing fields. It was decorated with totems meant to ward off the dead, even as their flesh was painted with ashes and bone dust, to make them invisible to ghosts. None of these protections seemed to be working particularly well at the moment. They didn’t appear to mind.

			The bulk of the bloodreavers fought fiercely to either side of him, hacking and stabbing at the silent dead. Ahazian held the vanguard, as was his right, and pleasure. The Deathbringer surged forwards like the tip of the spear, his goreaxe in one hand, skullaxe in the other. Both weapons thirsted for something this enemy could not provide, and their frustration pulsed through him. The thorns of metal set into their hafts dug painfully into his palms, opening old wounds, so that his fingers were soon slick with blood. He didn’t care – let them drink, if they would. So long as they served him faithfully and well, it was the least he could do. Blood must be spilled, even if that blood was his own.

			He chopped down through a shield marked with the face of a leering corpse, and splintered the bones huddling beneath. Brute strength was enough to win him some breathing room, but it wouldn’t last for long. What the dead claimed, they held with a cold ferocity that awed even some servants of the Blood God. One of the many lessons his time in Shyish had taught him. ‘Onward,’ he snarled, trusting in his voice to carry. ‘Khorne claim him who first dares to cry hold.’

			The bloodreavers closest to him gave a shout and redoubled their efforts. He growled in satisfaction and drove his head into the rictus grin of a skeleton, shattering its skull. He swept the twitching remains aside and bulled on, dragging his followers along in his wake. A spear struck his shoulder-plate and shivered to fragments, even as he crushed the spine of its wielder. Fallen skeletons groped for his legs, and he trampled them into the dust. Nothing would be allowed to stand between him and his goal.

			What lay beyond the gateway was his destiny. Khorne had set his feet upon the path, and Ahazian Kel had walked it willingly. For what else could he do? For a kel, there was only battle. War was – had been – the truest art of the Ekran. Its reasons did not matter. Causes were but distractions to the purity of war waged well.

			Ahazian Kel, last hero of the Ekran, had sought to become as one with war itself. And so he had given himself up to Khorne. He had offered the blood of his fellow kels in sacrifice, including that of Prince Cadacus. He cherished that memory above all others, for Cadacus, of all his cousins, had come the closest to killing him.

			Now, here, was simply the next step in his journey along the Eightfold Path. He had followed that path from the Felstone Plains of Aqshy to the Ashen Lowlands of Shyish, and he would not stop now. Not until he had claimed his prize.

			Ahazian let the rhythm of war carry him forwards, into the midst of the dead. Slowly but steadily, he carved himself a path towards the gateway. Broken, twitching skeletons littered the ground behind him. His followers shielded him from the worst blows, buying his life with their own. He hoped they found some satisfaction in that – it was an honour to die for one of Khorne’s chosen. To grease the wheels of battle with their blood, so that a true warrior could meet his fate in a more suitable fashion.

			He swept his skullhammer out, smashing a skeleton to flinders, and suddenly found himself clear of the enemy. A few dozen ­bloodreavers, stronger than the rest, or simply faster, stumbled free of the press alongside him. He did not pause, but forged on, running now. The bloodreavers followed him, with barely a backwards glance between them. Those who were still locked in combat with the dead would have to fend for themselves.

			The forecourt of the mausoleum-citadel was lit by amethyst will o’ the wisps, which swum languidly through the dusty air. By their glow, he could make out strange mosaics on the walls and floor, depicting scenes of war and progress. Statues, weathered by time and neglect, lurked in the corners, their unseeing eyes aimed eternally upwards.

			Ahazian led his remaining warriors through the silent halls. The bloodreavers huddled together, muttering among themselves. In battle, they were courageous beyond all measure. But here, in the dark and quiet, old fears were quick to reassert themselves. Night-terrors, whispered of around tribal fires, loomed close in this place. Every shadow seemed to hold a legion of wolf-fanged ghosts, ready to spring and rip the tribesmen apart.

			Ahazian said nothing to calm them. Fear would keep them alert. Besides, it was not his duty to keep their feet to the Eightfold Path – he was no slaughterpriest. If they wished to cower or flee, Khorne would punish them as he saw fit.

			The sounds of the battle outside had faded into a dim murmur. Shafts of cold light fell from great holes torn in the roof above, and the amethyst wisps swirled thickly about them, lighting the path ahead. Ahazian swept aside curtains of cobwebs with his axe, and smashed apart toppled columns and piles of obstructing debris with his ­hammer, clearing the way.

			The spirits of the dead clustered thick the deeper they went. Silent phantoms, ragged and barely visible, wandered to and fro. Lost souls, following the paths of fading memory. The ghosts displayed no hostility, lost as they were in their own miseries. But their barely intelligible whispers intruded on his thoughts with irritating frequency, and he swiped at them in frustration whenever one got too close. They paid him no mind, which only added to his annoyance.

			When they at last reached the inner chambers, his temper had frayed considerably, and his followers kept their distance. He found himself hoping for an enemy to appear. An ambush, perhaps. Anything to soothe his frustrations.

			The throne room of the mausoleum-citadel was a circular chamber, its rounded walls rising to a high dome, shattered in some long-forgotten cataclysm. Shafts of moonlight draped the ruined chamber, illuminating the fallen remains of broken statues, and glinting among the thick shrouds of cobwebs and dust that clung to every surface.

			‘Spread out,’ Ahazian said. His voice boomed, shattering the stillness. His warriors shuffled to obey. He stalked towards the wide dais that occupied the centre of the chamber. It was topped by a massive throne of basalt. And upon the throne, a hulking shape sat slumped. Broken skeletons littered the floor around the dais and upon the steps, the scattered bones glowing faintly of witch fire.

			Ahazian climbed the dais warily. It was almost a given in this realm that a silent corpse was a dangerous one. But the broken form slumped on its throne didn’t so much as twitch. The heavy armour was covered so thickly in cobwebs that its crimson hue, as well as the bat-winged skulls that decorated it, were all but invisible. As he drew closer, he felt a touch of awe at the sheer size of the deceased potentate. The being had been massive, as was the great, black-bladed axe that hung loosely from one fleshless hand, its edge resting on the ground. The corpse wore a heavy, horned helm, topped by a frayed crest.

			He scraped away some of the cobwebs with the edge of his axe, revealing a long, gaping rent in the filthy chest-plate, as if some wide, impossibly sharp blade had passed through the metal and into whatever passed for the dead man’s heart. ‘Ha,’ Ahazian murmured, pleased. At last, he’d found it. He buried his goreaxe in the armrest of the throne and thrust his hand into the wound. Spiders spilled out, crawling up his arm, or tumbling to the floor. He ignored the panicked arachnids and continued to root through the mouldering chest cavity, until his fingers at last closed on that which he’d fought so long to find.

			He ripped the sliver of black steel free of the husk, and there was a sound halfway between a moan and a sigh. He held his prize up to the dim light. A splinter, torn free in the death-strike. It was a fragment from a weapon – and not just any weapon, but one forged in the shadow-fires of Ulgu. One of eight.

			‘Gung,’ Ahazian said, softly. The Spear of Shadows. Called the Huntsman by some, and the Far-Killer by others. Once hurled, Gung would always find its prey, no matter how far they fled, or the distance between caster and target. Not even the veil that separated the mortal realms could prevent the Far-Killer from slaying its quarry.

			The metal sliver seemed to tremble in his grip, as if eager to return to its nest within the corpse. ‘No, little fang, the time has come for you to awaken and lead me to that which I desire.’ He dropped the fragment into a pouch on his belt. If Volundr were right, the sliver would lead him to the Huntsman. The piece was sympathetic to the whole, and one called out to the other. All he had to do was get it away from the remains of its victim.

			As he made to descend the dais, he heard a sudden thunder. It lengthened into a drumming pulse, and he realised that it was the sound of hooves on a stone floor. His men turned towards the doors as they were smashed open, and a wedge of mounted warriors crashed into the chamber. Coal-black steeds snorted and screeched as they galloped towards the startled bloodreavers. Their riders wore obsidian armour and carried long spears and swords. Pale, feminine faces glared out from within several of the baroque, high-crested helms, while the faces of the others were hidden behind bestial visors. The horsewomen had isolated and hacked apart most of his surviving men before Ahazian could do more than shout a warning.

			As the butchery continued, one horsewoman broke away from the rest and urged her steed towards the dais. Ahazian waited. He was confident in his ability to hack his way free, if necessary, but his curiosity had got the better of him. The rider slipped from the saddle in a clatter of mail, and strode towards the dais. As she drew close, ­Ahazian caught a whiff of old blood. He chuckled. ‘I did not expect to see one of your sort here.’

			‘My sort are everywhere. This land belongs to us, after all.’ She spun, hacking through the upraised arm of a bloodreaver as he rushed towards her. She swatted the dying man aside, and gutted a second, as he sought to capitalise on her seeming distraction. She turned back to him. ‘However many of you creatures infest it currently.’

			Ahazian shrugged. ‘I am merely a pilgrim.’

			‘A loud one. You Bloodbound make quite a racket, when you’re of a mind.’ The vampire smiled, exposing a fang. ‘Then, I’ve never been against a bit of noise from time to time.’ She swept her sword out in a casual gesture, removing a bloodreaver’s head as the wounded man staggered towards her. ‘Screams, for instance.’

			Ahazian rolled his neck and loosened his shoulders. He was looking forwards to matching blades with her. The thirsty dead were known to be competent warriors, if nothing else. ‘Are you the queen of this bone pile, then? Have I offended you with my presence?’ He took a step down the dais. His weapons twitched in his hands, eager to bite unliving flesh.

			‘I am not a queen, but I do serve one. And she requests that which you’ve come to pilfer.’ She extended her sword. ‘Hand it over, and I may let you depart with all of your limbs intact.’ She smiled. ‘Then again, maybe not.’

			‘Tell your queen that she can have from me what she can seize, and nothing more.’

			The vampire nodded, as if she had expected as much. ‘If that is your wish, I shall simply have to take it from you.’

			‘You think to kill me, pretty one?’ Ahazian gestured welcomingly with his axe. ‘Come, step up. Let us see if you are as eager to lose blood as to drink it.’

			The vampire sprang up the dais, quicker than he’d expected. She moved with deadly grace, despite her armour. Her sword scratched a line across his chest-plate, knocking him back a step. Annoyed, he swatted at her with his skullhammer. She eeled away, her blade licking out across his bare bicep, and sprang back as his axe chopped down, splintering the surface of the dais.

			‘Fast,’ he murmured, approvingly.

			‘Faster than you.’

			‘We’ll see.’ He spun his axe lazily. As her eyes flicked instinctively to follow it, he struck at her with the hammer. She twisted, catching the blow on her palm. His axe bit at her thigh, and she was forced to retreat.

			Her followers slid towards him, black steel shadows, quicksilver swift. His warriors were all dead, or dying. He was alone. He smiled, pleased. There wasn’t enough battle for everyone. Their blades darted at him from a dozen directions, and he was hard-pressed to deflect them. Some slid past his guard, to score his armour or pink his flesh.

			He roared in anger and swept his goreaxe out in a wide arc. One blood knight, slower than the rest, screamed as his blow caught her in the side. She whirled away, armour crumpled and the ribs beneath caved in.

			He pursued the wounded vampire as she rolled down the steps. The others followed him, as he’d hoped. He turned, catching one in the face with his hammer. She collapsed, head reduced to ruin. A second shrieked as his axe tore across her arm. The force of the blow pitched her across the chamber.

			‘Is that all you’ve got?’ he laughed. ‘I am a Kel of the Ekran, leeches. I was weaned on blood, and my lullaby was the clash of swords. I am war itself, and no creature, dead or alive, can stand against me.’

			‘Too much talking,’ the first vampire said, as she rose up behind him. Her sword slid easily between the plates of his armour and into his back. Ahazian bellowed and lurched forwards, ripping the weapon from her grip. His axe slipped from his hand. A blessed agony ripsawed through him, setting his nerves alight. Pain was a warrior’s reward, and he welcomed it. He turned, hammer raised.

			The weapon crashed down, narrowly missing her. She leapt onto his back, her weight causing him to stagger. She clawed for the hilt of her sword. He twisted, snatching her from her perch and slamming her  flat against the floor. Holding her pinned with his hammer, he groped awkwardly for the blade. ‘Treacherous leech,’ he grunted.

			‘All’s fair in war,’ she hissed. Her fist cracked across his jaw, knocking him sideways. Her strength, while not equal to his, was still impressive. As he staggered, she lunged to her feet, set a boot against his back, caught the hilt of her sword and ripped it free in a spray of blood. He howled in agony. Breathing heavily, he cast about for his axe.

			Spotting it, Ahazian snatched it up just in time to block a slash from her sword. The other vampires circled them, waiting for an opening. Every fibre of his being demanded that he stay and fight – that he prove his superiority, or die in the attempt. But what was the point of such a small death? Khorne would barely notice. No, better to quit the field and seek a more glorious destruction. One worth his time.

			He rose to his feet, and they edged away. The wound in his back had already clotted and begun to scab over. It would take more than that to seriously injure a warrior of his pedigree. He laughed, low and long. ‘This has been amusing, pretty one. But I have more important matters to attend to than this dance of yours.’

			Ahazian jerked forwards, towards the closest of the blood knights. The vampire, unprepared, fell beneath a flurry of savage blows, and then he was past them. Before they could stop him, he caught one of the coal-black steeds by its rough mane and hauled himself into the saddle, thrusting his ­hammer through his belt as he did so. The animal twisted, trying to bite him, but a swift blow made it think twice. He jerked the reins, and slammed his heels into its flanks. The animal leapt forwards with a despairing shriek. He leaned low over its neck, urging it on to greater speed.

			He burst from the mausoleum-citadel, riding hard. The dead waited for him, in the moonlit silence beyond. The bodies of his bloodreavers lay scattered about, in heaps and piles. Soon, they would rise and join their slayers, to fight eternally – a fitting reward for them. Ahazian Kel laughed as he readied his axe. He would chop a path to freedom, before the vampires could follow. Let them pursue him, if they would. Let all of the dead souls in this realm muster against him. It did not matter.

			One way or another, the Spear of Shadows would be his.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO
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			VOLKER

			It was not the first time that the skaven had attacked the City of Secrets. Nor, sadly, would it be the last. Excelsis attracted enemies the way dung attracted flies. And the only way to deal with flies was to swat them. Luckily, in his time in the Realm of Beasts, Owain Volker had become quite adept at swatting flies of all shapes and sizes.

			The gunmaster stood in one of a handful of hastily dug trenches that sprawled between the skaven and the half-finished walls of Excelsis. The trenches, dug in the hard earth by duardin picks, were reinforced by sandbags and wooden duckboards. Firing steps marked the rearmost trenches, allowing the handgunners of the Freeguilds – the city’s mortal defenders – to ply their trade in relative safety. Volker’s trench was farther back from the front line, where the artillery crews of the Ironweld could deliver their munitions without fear of immediate reprisal.

			He let out a slow breath, and pulled back on the trigger of his long rifle. He had compensated for windage and elevation, and calculated the powder load accordingly; all second nature to him now. Preparing a shot was an instinctive act rather than a conscious one, and accomplished with impressive speed.

			The ball traversed the rifle-bore and spiralled along a swift, stable trajectory. By the time he felt the kick of the shot through the ironwood stock, the ball had already found its target. The skaven, a black-furred brute clad in red war-plate, with a wooden back-banner heavy with skulls, snapped backwards, snout first.

			Nearby ratkin scattered in all directions, seeking cover, before the body completed its journey to the ground. Volker frowned. Normally, there was precious little of that on the wild plains of the Coast of Tusks. But the skaven were inveterate builders, despite lacking any sense of craftsmanship. They had swarmed over the pitiful shanty towns that clustered like barnacles in the shadow of the Bastion – the great wall that nominally protected the city – tearing them apart and putting the wood and stone to use as crude defensive works.

			Now, in the ruins of those wretched slums, the vile ratmen and their loathsome kin readied themselves for the next push. He lifted his rifle and stepped back. ‘What do you think?’ he asked his companion.

			‘A fair shot, lad.’ The speaker was a duardin, heavy-set and round-faced beneath his carefully groomed beard. Makkelsson was a paragon of duardin virtues – gruff, observant and stubborn beyond reason. All of which made him a natural artillery engineer. The cannon he oversaw sat behind and just above them, on a carefully constructed wooden firing platform. To the side of the platform, at the foot of the steps and stacked carefully behind a protective pavise, was a small hill of powder barrels and shot.

			The cannon was an old weapon, a survivor of the Great Exodus, and its age-blackened barrel was marked with scenes from long-forgotten wars. Makkelsson’s gunners, human and duardin alike, sat on the platform and spoke loudly in Khazalid – the ancestral tongue of the Dispossessed. The first thing all members of the Ironweld had to learn was the duardin language. It just made things easier in the long run.

			Makkelsson clapped Volker on the shoulder. ‘The ratmen will be scurry-ing around like mad until one of them gets up the minerals to take command.’ He leaned against the trench wall and offered Volker the flask he’d been sipping from. Volker took the flask gratefully and washed the taste of powder and smoke out of his mouth.

			‘I hope it takes longer than last time.’ Volker took the range-finder from his eye. The monocular goggle, composed of half a dozen gold-framed glass lenses of varying sizes, helped him to focus on the target, no matter the range. He’d painstakingly cut and fitted the lenses himself, in his first year as an apprentice to the engineers of the Ironweld Arsenal.

			‘The miners say they can hear things scurrying, down in the dark,’ Makkelsson murmured, tapping the duckboards with a foot. ‘The rats are digging down even as they hold us here. Spend too long killing them up here and we’ll never find them all below.’

			‘And so? There’s not a rat living that can gnaw through the Bastion’s roots.’ Volker offered Makkelsson his flask back. ‘If only the perimeter walls had been completed, they’d never have dared show their whiskers in the open like this.’ He glanced back towards the city.

			The thick, high walls of the Bastion loomed over the southern plains, square and imposing. Its towers were lined with siege-cannons, their focal lenses glinting in the ochre light of the setting suns. Above the walls, Volker could make out the vast cloud-wreathed shape of the Spear of Mallus – a broken chunk of the world-that-was, cast down into the Sea of Tusks generations past. The city had grown up around it, spreading outwards from the bay thrown up by the Spear’s tumultuous arrival. From its sprawling docklands to its floating towers, Excelsis offered opportunity and sanctuary to all.

			But while the offer was for all, not everyone enjoyed the largesse equally. Before the Bastion and stretching well past the line of defensive trenches were ramshackle slums, stacked atop one another like teetering cages; a stifling network of rookeries and tangled, ­uncobbled streets, at the mercy of the elements and worse, until such time as the Bastion could be extended to encompass them.

			The city was growing swiftly. Too swiftly, according to some. And the city’s walls had to be broken down and reconsecrated with every new district added. The last consecration had begun almost thirty years ago, and still wasn’t complete, thanks in part to the too-frequent earthquakes that rocked the region. And while parts of the Bastion remained unconsecrated, the outer city was vulnerable to attack.

			The skaven had chosen their moment well. Only the warnings of the Collegiate Arcane had given the city’s guardians time to prepare a suitable defence for those unconsecrated areas. Even then, they’d lost an entire district of the slums to the skaven. If the ratmen managed to retain their foothold here, they’d be almost impossible to root out. Volker was determined to do his part in seeing the loathsome creatures eradicated. While he’d come of age in holy Azyrheim, amid the wonders of the Ancestral City, Excelsis was his home now.

			The traditional leather coat of a gunmaster wasn’t his only protection. An intricately wrought breastplate, decorated with a stylised representation of Sigmar’s thunderbolt, protected his torso, and he wore thick leather gauntlets and reinforced boots. An artisan pistol was thrust through his belt and two repeater pistols were holstered at the small of his back. A satchel of shot-cylinders and powder-loads sat beside him on the ground, within easy reach. A weapon’s use was in direct proportion to the availability of ammunition. Words of wisdom from his mentor, Oken.

			The old duardin had taught him everything he knew about the art of gunsmithing and more besides. Oken had shown him what it meant to be a member of the Ironweld Arsenal, and the burden of responsibility that came with it.

			To be a member of the Ironweld was to be heir to the triumphs and losses of two nigh-extinct cultures, to walk the line between two fallen worlds, and pay homage to both, in word and deed. The masterwork long rifle he held was a thing of precise beauty, crafted according to these tenets. It had never failed him, even as he had never failed to care for it. Care for your weapons and they care for you – another bit of insight from Oken.

			Volker smiled, thinking of the irascible ancient. The duardin was old, even by the standards of the Dispossessed. But like many duardin, age had only made him that much tougher. He remembered the first time they’d met, over a blacksmith’s anvil. He’d been a child then. He recalled the way Oken had deftly repaired a broken toy, thick fingers moving with surprising delicacy. ‘Do you want to learn how?’ he’d asked, after he’d finished, his voice like stones rattling in an iron bucket. And Volker had.

			His smile faded. He wished Oken were here now. The old grouch was a comfort to have around, though Volker would never dare say so aloud. Comfort was something he sorely needed at the moment.

			He was the youngest gunmaster in the Ironweld, barely thirty winters. Once, he’d thought that might buy him the respect of his fellows. Instead, it had only made things harder. Herzborg and the other gunmasters resented him, and their influence counted for more than his, here on the fringes of civilisation. Not that he had any influence, really.

			Volker had no aptitude for politicking, only for weapons. He could pluck the wings from a rotfly with an artisan pistol, but couldn’t navigate the sullen currents of influence within the Ironweld without three guides, a map and several torches.

			Case in point – his current position. Acting as a glorified ­handgunner, rather than among his fellow officers crafting strategy back in the Bastion. Or even in command of his own artillery detachment in the field. It stung. Makkelsson noticed the look on his face and chuckled. ‘Better off out here, lad. Fresh air. Powder in your lungs. Healthy.’

			‘Healthier for who? I – ah. Look who it is.’

			Makkelsson turned and frowned. ‘Now I know we’re in trouble.’

			Volker laughed. Old Friar Ziska stumped towards them, his profusion of bells and chains creating a mighty racket. The Sigmarite priest wore threadbare robes, which did little to conceal his muscular form. An abundance of prayer scrolls flapped about him, sewn into the robes. Select passages from the Book of Lightning had been tattooed on his bald head and chest, and his bare feet stamped on the duckboards. Ziska was one of the Devoted of Sigmar, and about two charges light of a load. If he’d been let loose to inspire the men, someone was expecting an attack soon.

			‘And thus did Sigmar smite the perfidious realms with his storm, and cast his bolts of blessed fury, to free these lands from wickedness,’ the priest bellowed, ringing the largest of his bells for all he was worth. ‘Thus are served all who challenge Azyr, and the might of the Heavens.’ He strode down the gun line, his chains rattling and his bells jangling. He carried no obvious weapons, but Volker had seen the good friar crush an orruk’s skull with the bell he held. It was crafted from meteoric iron, and as deadly as any blade.

			Makkelsson shook his head. ‘Manlings,’ he muttered.

			‘We are a devout folk,’ Volker said, smiling.

			‘You’re devout,’ Makkelsson said. ‘He’s bakrat.’ He tapped his head. ‘Got a bad seam running through him.’

			‘Inspiring, though.’ Ziska had begun to sing a somewhat bawdy hymn, and the cannon crews were clapping and whistling in time. ‘In his own fashion,’ Volker added, lamely. He turned back towards the enemy lines, watching as black shapes mustered in the ruins. ‘They’ll be making another push soon.’

			‘Aye. They’ve been gathering their courage for the past hour.’

			‘Too much open ground out there,’ Volker said. ‘They’ll have the advantage of numbers, and the space to use them.’

			‘Better a rat in the open than in the tunnels,’ Makkelsson said. ‘At least this way we can see how many we kill.’ The duardin tugged on his beard, expression thoughtful. ‘I wonder what the bounty is on skaven tails, these days?’

			‘If I thought the Small Conclave would actually pay it, I might find out.’

			Makkelsson snorted. ‘True. Never met a more tight-fisted bunch.’

			Volker looked at him. Makkelsson shrugged. ‘Tight-fisted for humans, I mean,’ he clarified.

			Volker chuckled, and sat back against the wall of the trench, his long rifle leaning against his shoulder, the stock braced between his knees. He pulled a rag from his sleeve and began to wipe the rifle down, removing excess powder from the firing mechanism. ­Makkelsson sank to his haunches, watching Volker work.

			‘You treat that rifle like a rinn,’ he said, approvingly. He fished a pipe from his smock, filled it, and lit it with a spare fuse. A smell like the sour shadows of the deepest coastal caverns rose from the bowl. ‘Oken taught you well.’

			‘That’s the only way to do anything,’ Volker said. ‘Or so the old grump says.’

			Makkelsson laughed, a deep sound, low and rumbling. ‘Aye, he is that.’ He looked around. ‘He’ll be sorry he missed this.’

			Volker paused. ‘Really?’

			Makkelsson frowned, considering. ‘Probably not.’

			A single, winding note filled the air. Volker looked up. ‘I guess someone took charge,’ he said, gathering his feet under him and standing up, as Makkelsson hurried back to his cannon. Warning bells began to ring, up and down the line. The duckboards reverberated with the tread of armoured demigods, as the hulking, black-clad shapes of the Sons of Mallus moved through the travel trenches towards the front line.

			A retinue of the black-armoured Stormcast Eternals took up positions in the gunners’ trench, ready to defend the Ironweld’s precious artillery from any skaven who managed to get this far. Volker eyed the gigantic warriors surreptitiously.

			It had been almost a century since the Gates of Azyr had been flung open and Sigmar’s storm had raged forth to reclaim the mortal realms. Volker could remember his grandmother’s stories of those first, harrowing days and the demigods who had marched into the maw of Chaos, carrying with them the hopes of the free peoples. The Stormcasts had fought battle after battle against the enemies of Azyr, and forged alliances with old allies and new. Only when the Realmgate Wars had at last ended had those first courageous colonists been allowed to step forth and claim their ancestral birthrights.

			Now, with time and tide behind them, Excelsis and the other Founding Cities were permanent footholds in the mortal realms. And so long as men like Volker manned the guns, they would remain so, whatever the cost. But it helped to have allies such as the Stormcast Eternals. Excelsis was home to no less than three Stormkeeps, manned by warriors from three Stormhosts, including the Sons of Mallus.

			The roar of war-machines split the air. Volker heard Makkelsson snarl a command, and the cannon belched death, adding its bellow to that of the rest of the artillery detachment. From further back he heard the shrill shriek of a rocket battery. The rockets soared overhead, racing to meet the advancing skaven.

			Volker laid his rifle against the edge of the trench and flipped down his range-finder. He flicked through the selection of glass lenses until he found the correct one and leaned forwards, the rifle’s stock braced against his shoulder. He selected a target and fired – another pack-leader. Pick off the leaders, and the rest of the rats would scurry back into their holes. Without waiting to see whether his shot had hit, he began to reload.

			Around him, the Stormcasts had moved into position, shields raised and warblades ready. He prayed they wouldn’t be needed. If the skaven got this far, there’d be little chance of stopping them. The firing platforms shook to their struts as rocket batteries and cannons fired. Handgunners opened up as well, filling the air with powder smoke. A solid wall of shot met the skaven, and tore those at the front of the advance to shreds.

			The skaven that reached the front line of trenches found themselves face to face with Freeguild guard, bolstered by retinues of Stormcasts. Those who weren’t slain out of hand scrambled back across the wasteland between the slums and the trenches. In the forwards trenches, duelling war-cries sounded, as the men of the Iron Bulls and the Bronze Claws regiments celebrated.

			Volker lifted his rifle. ‘They’re retreating,’ he said.

			‘They always retreat,’ one of the Stormcast said. Her voice thrummed through him like the echo of fading thunder, familiar and welcome, though her accent was strange. Her name was Sora. He’d got to know her somewhat in the weeks since the skavens’ arrival. ‘It is their primary strategy.’

			Volker laughed. ‘And a masterful one it is. Let’s hope they stick to it.’

			She looked down at him. ‘If they run too far, we will not be able to kill them.’

			Makkelsson piped up. ‘They won’t be able to kill us, either. That’s the important bit.’ Murmurs of agreement rose from down the line. The Stormcast looked around, as if puzzled.

			‘I would not let them hurt you,’ she said. She removed her helmet, and inhaled deeply. With her close-cropped silver hair and bright blue eyes, she put Volker in mind of some hill-country matriarch. Which, like as not, she had been, before Sigmar had chosen her to fight in his name. He couldn’t help but wonder who she had been, before the blessed lightning had carried her to Sigmar’s side so long ago.

			Volker smiled. ‘Good to hear, Sora.’ Sometimes, he wondered how she felt about being referred to as a ‘son’. Then, given what he knew of her, he doubted she thought about it much at all. Sora was a pragmatic soul.

			She stared at him for a moment, and then chuckled. She rubbed his head, nearly knocking him from his feet. ‘Sometimes you remind me of my grandson, Owain.’

			‘Oh?’

			‘Then I remember that he’s dead, and I am sad again.’ Sora was the friendliest of the Iron-sides, though that wasn’t saying much. She shook herself, as if to banish the old hurts, and said, ‘They will return.’

			‘They always return, sister. That, too, is a constant of their foul race.’

			The newcomer’s voice was deeper than Sora’s by a distinct magnitude. It did not echo so much as simply crowd out all other sound. The Stormcasts turned as one, and bowed their heads in respect. Volker turned as well.

			The Lord-Celestant had come. He stalked down the trench line, one palm resting on the pommel of his sheathed runeblade, his ­hammer held low by his side. His sigmarite war-cloak was immaculate, despite the mud, blood and soot that stained everything else. His black war-plate seemed to soak up the light of the lanterns. If Sora was a giant, then Lord-Celestant Gaius Greel was a giant among giants.

			His broad frame barely fitted in the trench, and he had to step carefully to avoid cracking the duckboards. As he approached, men and women sank to their knees or bowed their heads reverentially. It wasn’t often that one of Sigmar’s chosen walked among them. ‘Are you well, sister?’ he rumbled, looking at Sora.

			‘I still stand, Lord-Celestant.’

			‘So I see. And you, gunmaster?’ The black gaze slid towards Volker. Greel’s eyes were like chips of obsidian flecked with silver. His gaze was a solid weight on Volker’s soul. The gunmaster fought the urge to kneel.

			‘I am unhurt, thanks to Sora,’ he said, fighting to keep his voice even. ‘Thanks to all of you. The Ironweld owes you a debt.’

			Greel reached up and unclasped his helmet, pulling it off with one hand. ‘It is good of you to say, son of Azyr.’

			‘He is a considerate boy,’ Sora murmured.

			Greel snorted. ‘As you say, sister.’ His features were the colour of marble, beneath a shock of night-black hair. He looked like a statue that had come to life, rather than a man. Volker had heard the whispers – Greel had fallen in battle more than once, and had returned twice over. Each time, he had come back… changed. Less than human, more than mortal. Even his own warriors seemed uncomfortable in his presence at times.

			Greel himself was the very image of gloom; a permanent scowl was etched into his pale features. Up close, Volker could see that his black armour was pockmarked with impact craters and the marks of enemy blades. Twists of hair bound in silver and other trinkets hung from his gorget and shoulder-plates. Volker had heard from others among the Ironweld that these items had been collected from the innocent dead, as if Greel sought to make himself into a walking memorial for those whom war had unjustly claimed.

			A shout from the outer trenches drew Volker’s attention. He turned, lifting his rifle. ‘Another attack?’

			‘Refugees,’ Makkelsson said, peering through a telescope. ‘Looks like they’re trying to run the gauntlet.’ He frowned as he said it. ‘Poor fools. The Freeguild won’t let them through.’

			Volker cursed. There were more than a few people left out there, in the slums the skaven had claimed. Sometimes, after an attack, they made a run for it. They rarely made it. ‘Are they turning them back? That’s tantamount to murder!’ He whirled, glaring up at Greel. ‘Tell your warriors to help them.’

			‘I will not.’

			‘They’ll die.’

			Greel nodded. ‘Perhaps.’

			Volker stared at him. ‘The skaven will kill them. Or worse.’

			‘Your concern does you credit, though it is foolish.’ The Lord-Celestant of the Iron-sides loomed over him, his expression mild.

			‘Better a fool than heartless,’ Volker retorted.

			Greel stared at him for a moment, before turning away. ‘Perhaps you are right,’ he said, simply. ‘But it is a discussion for another time.’ Shouts from the forwards trenches filtered back. Volker heard the crash of guns. Greel pulled his helmet back on. ‘Eyes front, Iron-sides. The enemy is upon us.’

			Through his range-finder, Volker watched the skaven advance once more. This was the largest assault yet, and the refugees scattered, seeking their hiding places. With a start, he realised the previous assault had just been a probe, testing the strength of the forwards trenches. The skaven swept forwards in a great, chittering swarm, thousands of fur-covered figures packed so tight that Volker had trouble telling where one ended and another began. The front ranks carried crude wooden shields, marked with ruinous sigils, and cruel spears.

			Behind the ranks of spear-rats marched a line of armoured ­overseers, who cracked barbed whips over the heads of the scuttling warriors and shrieked orders. Around them flowed a tide of less uniformly equipped skaven – malnourished beasts, wearing little more than rags. These frothed and squealed shrilly, and the resulting cacophony rolled ahead of the advance, washing over the trench line.

			Volker didn’t bother to pick his targets. He couldn’t miss at this range. And every dead skaven was one less that could kill him. The artillery detachment spoke eloquently, sweeping the front ranks of the enemy from existence. But still the skaven came on, desperate now to get under the range of the guns. They scrambled over the dead and dying, flinging themselves into the forwards trenches, attacking the volley gun crews and the Freeguild soldiers. Men died beneath wave after wave of hairy bodies.

			The Stormcasts stationed in the trenches moved to cover the mortals’ retreat. But even fighters as doughty as the Sons of Mallus could be dragged down by sheer weight of numbers. The crackle of ascending lightning marked the death of more than one of Greel’s warriors. Volker whispered a prayer as another bolt of azure lightning arced skywards.

			The skaven weren’t stopping this time; even a barrage of rockets wasn’t enough to dissuade them. Worse yet, they were bringing up their own guns. Volker spotted jezzail teams moving into position, setting up their heavy pavises to best take advantage of the Freeguild’s own defences, as the rest of the horde scurried on.

			Wounded men were carried through the travel trenches, back towards the city. Fresh units of handgunners and Freeguild guard from the Stormblessed regiment moved to bolster the defences. A powder barrel went up nearby, filling the air with smoke and dirt.

			Volker’s hands ached, and his eyes stung from the heat and powder. He continued to load and fire, his actions automatic and unconscious. He could hear little save the roar of the big guns and the screams of men and skaven. Then, there was a roll of thunder. He paused and turned. The Sons of Mallus thumped their shields again.

			‘Remember Hreth,’ Greel rumbled, as he clambered over the lip of the trench. His warriors echoed his words as they followed him into battle. Even Sora. They advanced towards the oncoming skaven, hunched behind their shields, swords extended through the gaps. ­Warplock jezzails cracked as skaven claimed the trenches for their own. Several Stormcasts were punched backwards as warpstone ­bullets tore through their shields.

			Volker concentrated on picking off the skaven gunners. His fingers grew numb, so swiftly was he reloading. The Sons of Mallus crashed into the enemy like a battering ram. The skaven broke and flowed around them, racing towards Volker’s trench. ‘Makkelsson,’ he called out, ‘they’re still coming!’

			‘I see them, lad,’ the duardin roared. Besides the pistol shoved through the engineer’s belt, he and his crew were armed only with their tools. It would have to be enough.

			Volker set his rifle aside and drew one of his repeater ­pistols. The skaven were too close now. The Freeguild were falling back – regrouping, he hoped, rather than retreating. The skaven swept forwards in a red-eyed wave, their chittering filling the air. Volker backed away from the edge of the trench, the heavy pistol levelled.

			He pulled the trigger as the first pointed snouts appeared. Skaven shrieked and fell, but more poured into the trench. He dropped the emptied pistol and clawed for the second. He was forced to use it to parry a spear thrust. His fist snapped out, catching his attacker in the snout. The skaven tumbled backwards. Another darted past it and he readied himself, but it wasn’t him it was after.

			The skaven raced towards the stack of powder barrels, its eyes ­bulging in terror or frenzy, or both. It was carrying a hissing, crackling device in its paws – an explosive of some kind. Volker turned, too slowly. He fired. The skaven pitched forwards, but the explosive kept going. Volker looked up, a warning on his lips. He saw ­Makkelsson’s eyes widen. ‘Oh, kruk,’ the duardin said, in the moment before the barrels went up and the world went white. Time seemed to shatter, and Volker’s perceptions with it. For an instant, everything stopped.

			Then the force of the resulting explosion slammed Volker backwards, into the wall of the trench. He collapsed, wheezing, his skull echoing from the explosion. Dazed, he searched for Makkelsson. The barrel of the ancient cannon had split open. Fire raced along the trail of spilt powder and oil, filling the trench with smoke. Volker pounded on his head, trying to clear it. He spotted Makkelsson lying nearby, a look of surprise on what was left of his face. The rest of the cannon’s crew had suffered the same fate as their engineer. They lay where the force of the explosion had hurled them, flames crawling across their broken forms.

			His vision blurred. Pain stretched across his scalp, and he reached up. His fingers came away red. Unable to focus, he stared into the flames. Something took shape within the flickering haze of oranges and yellows. At first he thought it was a cannonball. But then he realised that it was a head – a duardin head, but stretched and swollen. It twisted in the flames. No – it was the flame, and the smoke as well. A face made from heat and cinders. A face he recognised, for it was emblazoned on every forge, and on the memory of every mortal who’d ever picked up a rifle.

			Grungni. God of Metal. The Master-Smith.

			A voice thrummed through him. It did not speak in words, but in sound: hammers striking hot metal, the hiss of molten gold, the roar of the forge. Volker sagged back, clutching his head. It was too loud, too much. He screamed.

			His cries were answered by chittering laughter. Dark shapes sprinted along the trench line, their blades gleaming in the firelight. Skaven. He fumbled for the artisan pistol in his belt, but his hands were numb. His panicked breath thundered in his ears. He didn’t want to die this way, in front of the god.

			Grungni turned. Flames roared up, sweeping down the line. The skaven went up like torches, without even a squeal to mark their passing. The god turned back, his forge-spark eyes fixed on Volker. He nodded, his mane of smoky hair swirling. Then he was gone, as if he had never been. Volker lay back. He heard a voice call his name. Dazed, he turned. Sora clambered towards him.

			Volker blacked out before she reached him.

			Kretch Warpfang, Grand High Clawmaster of Clan Rictus, studied his lieutenants through slitted eyes. They were nervous, which was good. The fear-musk rose from them in pungent waves. They had failed to take the enemy trenches, and knew well the consequences of failure. He was in no hurry to pass that judgement, however. It was more ­satisfying to let their fear build to a crescendo – sometimes, the weaker ones even went insane.

			He slumped on his throne, shrouded in war-plate that was now too large for his shrunken shape. The throne, once the skull of some subterranean monstrosity, was now a conglomeration of bone and scrap metal, covered in jagged runes, carved by the hands of slaves. Those hands now decorated the top of the throne, their fingers sealed in animal fat, and made over into candles. The light they cast was sufficient to fill his command-burrow.

			The dim glow played across the plunder of a thousand campaigns – the barest scintilla of a grand collection. The light was reflected, too, in the eyes of the dozens of mutated plague rats that squirmed noisily in the tall iron cages hanging from the ceiling of the burrow. The cages were strangely formed, with esoteric mechanisms built into the underside of each.

			Warpfang was old by the standards of most mortal races. By the standards of the skaven, he was impossibly ancient. For more than a century he had crouched at the top of the bone-heap that was Clan Rictus, sustained by potent magics and an enduring savagery that had not dimmed with age. His fur was the colour of dirty snow beneath his war-plate, and old scars ran through its thinning follicles, twisting and turning on themselves. They were a map of a life violently lived.

			There were more than scars marking his withered limbs, however – his body was shot through with flickering veins of eerie green light. An oily jade miasma seeped from his pores and stained the edges of his armour black. Part of his splotched muzzle had calcified into a scar of shimmering warpstone. The replacement fang that had earned him his name had set strange roots within him. The warpstone fed on him, even as it sustained him.

			It had changed him, somehow. Made him stronger. Smarter. It had given him the strength to claw his way up through the clan hierarchy, until he found himself at the top – alone and unchallenged. A good place to be, for any skaven.

			A sure sign of his status were the guards who surrounded his throne. Few skaven leaders were brave enough to allow large bodies of armed underlings in their presence. Especially guards like these – the deathvermin. Greybacks, larger even than the black-furred skaven who filled the ranks of the stormvermin. They wore slate-coloured armour over thick crimson robes, and razor-crested skull helms, which concealed all but their fangs and whiskers. Each was armed with a heavy, ­serrated blade, taller than a clanrat, and hooked at the tip. The hilts of these blades were wrought to resemble the face of their god, and at its core, each weapon had a hair plucked from the mane of the Horned Rat himself.

			The deathvermin were no more loyal than any other skaven, but they were far more impressive-looking than most. And even in his decrepitude, Warpfang had few doubts as to his supremacy as a warrior. Had he not earned a place of honour in the councils of the Scarlet Lord? Had he not collected the beards of the Firewalk Kings, to make himself a cloak? Even now, he could throttle any who dared challenge him.

			Warpfang lifted his paw and flexed it. He felt the strands of warpstone grind against his bones. Green light flared briefly beneath his skin, and his lieutenants drew back. Warpstone was valuable, but deadly. It could make a skaven’s fortune or kill him stone-dead. Warpfang chittered in amusement. The braver lieutenants were quick to join in, eager to ingratiate themselves. He silenced them with a gesture.

			‘Well, what have you to say for yourselves?’ he growled. His voice had assumed a particular resonance since the warpstone had spread to his larynx. It was deeper now than any skaven could hope to replicate. At the sound of it, the quicker-witted lieutenants flung themselves to the floor, grovelling for all they were worth. The rest followed suit a moment later. Warpfang took note of the last to do so, and twitched a talon at the clawleader of the deathvermin. The big skaven hefted his serrated blade and stalked forwards.

			The offending skaven, realising his mistake, squealed and attempted to flee, but too slowly. The deathvermin pounced, heavy sword sweeping down with finality. The lieutenant dropped, skull cleaved, legs twitching. Warpfang grunted in satisfaction. ‘Either be better fighters,­ or quicker, yes-yes?’ he rasped, studying the surviving lieutenants.

			The lieutenants nodded agreeably to this wisdom. The stink of fear filled the burrow. He gestured to one of the lieutenants. ‘Skesh – stand. Report-explain, yes?’

			Skesh stood, hesitantly. The melted remains of numerous candles clotted the bridge of his helmet and the grooves of his shoulder-plates. Dirt stained his armour and he stank of machinery. His dark paws clenched and relaxed, just above the hilt of the war-pick hanging from his belt. ‘We have made greatly-much progress, Clawlord, yes-yes.’ He began to rub his paws together. ‘Much tunnelling and digging and gnawing, oh most savage of potentates.’

			‘Yes,’ Warpfang said. It was an obvious lie. Skesh’s scroungers were in charge of the sapping efforts. They’d gnawed hundreds of tunnels since the beginning of the siege, few of which had proven to be of any use. The cursed duardin had tunnels of their own beneath the city, and they were prepared for such efforts. Skesh was a veteran tunnel-sneak, but he had his limits – and he was out of his depth here. Warpfang considered killing him, then decided to allow the lie to stand. Skesh would repay his mercy by redoubling his efforts. ‘Good-good. You please me, Skesh.’

			Skesh twitched in surprise. The other lieutenants glared at him murderously, even as they murmured in unctuous agreement. Warpfang fastened his gaze on another – a scar-faced starveling called Kleeskit. ‘The latest attack failed. Explain.’

			Kleeskit voided his bowels.

			Warpfang leaned forwards. ‘Was that an apology?’

			Kleeskit shuddered, causing his war-plate to rattle. Up until the bowel-voiding, it had been suspiciously clean. Warpfang had no patience for warriors who did not fight. He leaned further, crooking a claw beckoningly. Kleeskit stumbled forwards, whining. Warpfang’s paw snapped out, catching him by the muzzle. With a sharp jerk, he snapped the other skaven’s neck. The body collapsed at the foot of his throne. ‘Krizk – you are clawleader now. If you fail-disappoint me, I will gorge on your innards, yes-yes.’

			Krizk, a heavy-set skaven, clad in the scavenged remnants of what might once have been duardin war-plate, grovelled in thanks.

			Warpfang sat back. He pounded a fist against his throne. ‘I want the man-things driven back. I want the storm-things driven back. I want the duardin-things driven back and then slaughtered. I want-need this now-now.’ He pointed at the huddle of lieutenants. ‘You will do this thing, yes-yes. And soon.’

			They scrambled out of the burrow, fighting and shoving to be the first. Warpfang sighed. They would not do the thing. It was beyond them. But they would keep the enemy occupied and penned in, until his allies got under way.

			He glanced up as the rats in the hanging cages began to squeal as one. The animals stiffened, their throats bulging, jaws wide. Thin arcs of emerald energy billowed from the mechanisms beneath each cage and sparked between them, until all were limned in a shimmering glow. The squealing rose in volume and stretched into a new sound – a voice.

			‘–hear me?’

			‘I can hear you, Quell,’ said Warpfang. ‘Your farsquealer works better than I expected, renegade. Perhaps you are as much the engineer as you claim to be.’

			‘Many thanks, oh most brutal of despots. This humble skaven is pleased that you are pleased, and grovels at your feet.’ Quell snickered. ‘Or not.’

			Warpfang restrained a growl of anger. The renegade warlock engineer could be infuriating, when he put his mind to it. It was no wonder the arch-warlocks of Skryre had put a price on his mangy head. But so long as he produced results, Warpfang would refrain from collecting it. ‘Is your war engine ready, renegade?’

			‘Yes-yes, most esteemed Clawlord. A few more tests – hardly any – and then we will crush the man-things, yes-yes. And you will be adjudged as a most puissant warlord, most astute, most brave-fierce, yes.’

			Warpfang snorted. The renegade had promised him a weapon ­capable of smashing down the immense Bastion that protected the City of Storms. But as yet, he’d seen no evidence of any such thing. ‘I care only about the walls, Quell. Smash-shatter them for me, or I will make sure your masters know where to find you.’

			Quell chittered in amusement. One of the rats burst into flames and slumped, consumed by the energy flowing through it. Another followed, and then another, until all of the strange cages were full of dying, burning rats. Quell’s chittering broke apart and faded away, lost in the crackle of flames.

			Warpfang grunted in annoyance. Much as it irked him, he would have to trust that Quell knew his business. Excelsis would fall, and its treasures would be his.

			He signalled one of the deathvermin.

			‘Get more rats for the cages.’

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE
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			THE GREAT MAKER

			Volker turned Makkelsson’s flask over in his hands. It was still intact, though blackened by the heat of the explosion that had claimed its owner’s life. Carefully, he unscrewed it and held it up. ‘May your soul ever descend, and find comfort in the deepest glimmering, my friend,’ he said, saluting Makkelsson before taking a swig.

			He sat on the edge of the unconsecrated section of the Bronze Claws Bastion, looking out over the battlefield. Wildfires swept the plains, putting a halt to all hostilities for the moment. Both sides were regrouping. The skaven seemed to have no intention of leaving. Fresh Freeguild troops filed through the trenches below as their battered comrades trudged back into the city. The Sons of Mallus, inured to war, remained at their posts. Greel and his Iron-sides would hold that savaged patch of ground until there was nothing left to defend, and even then they would not retreat unless ordered to do so.

			Volker took some small comfort in that. Not much, but some. Flesh tore and bone broke, but sigmarite held firm. He raised the flask again. ‘To Sigmar’s storm. May the rain fall on the just and unjust alike.’ Another swig. The liquid burned going down.

			Nearby, a raven croaked, as if in agreement. Dozens of the black birds perched on the edge of the Bastion, watching the trenches below with the keen interest of carrion eaters. As one, the birds swept into the air and away, towards the sea.

			He glanced over his shoulder, watching them vanish into the dark. This part of the Bastion lay in the shadow of the Spear of Mallus. The mountain of rock rose high into the air, a jagged reminder of the world-that-was. A tombstone for a dead world, consumed by Chaos and spat out. Or so the stories went. Volker didn’t know how much of it he believed. There were so many stories, and seemingly so little truth to any of them.

			What he did know was that without the Spear, Excelsis wouldn’t exist. The Spear bled secrets and prophecies into the aether. If you stood on the docks at midnight, it was said you could hear the wind whispering answers to questions no one had asked. He wasn’t sure how it worked – no one really was. Not even the mages and would-be prophesiers who’d flocked to the spear, looking to profit from its incessant auguries.

			He glanced up, at the floating towers and observatories of the Collegiate Arcane, which circled the Spear in a slow, unending gavotte. They had been there almost since the beginning, cast into the air not long after the Stormcast Eternals of the Knights Excelsior had raised the wedge of black iron and dark stone they called the Consecralium. The Stormkeep crouched amid the western districts like a hungry ghyr­lion, its ramparts studded with trebuchets and ballista.

			Not all of those celestial engines were aimed outside the city walls. Volker had heard the stories – whispers of brutal pogroms and mass executions. Of thousands put to the sword or drowned in the ­rising tides of the harbour, on suspicion of heretical worship. Of the great crypts beneath the Consecralium, where the bones of suspected dissidents were held and, on occasion, questioned by a gathering of Lord-Relictors and the amethyst mages of the Collegiate Arcane. Even death was no escape from the justice of Azyr.

			Volker shivered and took another slug from the flask. Sometimes he wondered what he’d hoped to find by coming here, to the edge of civilisation. Not that there had been anything for him in Azyrheim. A life spent in the smoky halls of the Ironweld, fiddling with broken mechanisms. Perhaps a high rank would have come his way eventually. More likely he would have remained a minor engineer, with nothing to show for his efforts but a bad back, weak eyes and a beard in need of a good combing.

			He rubbed the stubble on his chin, suddenly aware that he needed a shave. More than that, he needed food. His stomach gurgled encouragingly. He could smell cooking fires and roasting meat, wafting up from the Veins. The outer city was waking up, as the sun set.

			‘I thought I’d find you up here.’

			Volker turned. ‘Master Jorik,’ he said, politely.

			Jorik Grunndrak was the most senior member of the Ironweld Arsenal in Excelsis – the Master of the Arsenal. It had been Grunndrak who’d assigned him to the trenches. Not out of any malice, Volker knew, but to keep him out of the way of Herzborg and his cronies.

			The cogsmith was old. Older even than the Warden Kings who held council in the deep citadels below Excelsis. Rumour had it that he’d seen Sigmar close the last Gates of Azyr, and helped craft the runes that kept the Three Brethren inviolate for five centuries.

			Jorik stumped along the edge of the Bastion, unlit pipe clenched between his teeth. He wore heavy, rune-marked armour over thick robes, and had his thumbs tucked into his belt. He carried no ­visible weapons, but that didn’t mean he was unarmed. ‘Feeling sorry for yourself?’ he growled.

			‘I’m toasting the memory of a friend.’ Volker sloshed the flask.

			Jorik nodded sombrely. ‘Makkelsson. I heard. A good engineer. His name will be inscribed beside those of his predecessors, once the cannon is repaired.’

			Every artillery piece in the Ironweld was marked with the names of those who had died overseeing its function. Volker knew of at least one volley gun that had so many names inscribed on each of its barrels, there was no room for any other decoration.

			‘Herzborg wants your head,’ Jorik continued. ‘He’s decided you’re to blame for it all.’ Claudio Herzborg was currently the highest-ranking gunmaster in Excelsis, and a scion of the ancient Houses of Thunder. His blood was of the purest Azyrite stock, as he took pains to remind others at every available opportunity. He surrounded himself with a circle of similar minds and they spent most of their time attending the galas and balls that seemed to occur daily in the stormstone halls of the city’s Noble Quarter.

			Volker nodded. He’d expected that. ‘Going to give it to him?’

			Jorik laughed. ‘No.’ The old cogsmith sat down beside Volker with a grunt. ‘It wasn’t your fault, you know. I’m told you performed your function with all due efficacy.’ He smiled grimly. ‘Lord-Celestant Greel was very complimentary.’

			‘It wasn’t enough.’

			‘You’re young yet, to carry those tools,’ the cogsmith said. He gestured, and Volker handed him the flask. The duardin drank. ‘They weigh heavy on you.’

			‘I oversaw the rifling of those handguns myself,’ Volker said, absently. He gestured to the trenches below. ‘A good job, that. Imparts just enough spin to keep the ball on track.’ He tapped his head. ‘I did the calculations up here.’

			‘And that reason, among others, is why you hold the rank of gunmaster.’

			‘Herzborg wouldn’t agree.’

			‘Herzborg is a fool,’ Jorik said. ‘He’s here because of his blood, not his brains. He’s aggravated every real officer in the city, according to General Synor.’

			Volker frowned. ‘The same might be said of me.’ He’d heard the whispers throughout his career – mostly from men like Herzborg – that his mother had used her position on the Grand Conclave of Azyrheim to place him in the Ironweld, so that she might influence it through her son. But then, such rumours flew thick and fast in Azyrheim.

			‘Possibly. But the Arsenal knows its own. That you’re here is proof enough.’ Jorik handed the flask back.

			‘Herzborg doesn’t think so. Nor do many of the others.’

			‘And so? I do not see Herzborg here. I did not see him in the trenches. That is what counts here, lad, not words.’ Jorik scraped at the bowl of his pipe with a flat knife. He tapped the blade against the bottom of the bowl, emptying it. ‘Besides, it’s good to have influential kin. No duardin worth his beard would look down on a man for that. It’s only sensible, after all. Kin are the only ones you can trust.’ He put his pipe between his teeth. ‘A saying my cousin Oken is fond of.’

			Volker looked at him, startled. ‘Oken…?’

			Jorik nodded. ‘An old clan, ours. Venerable even when the world was young. We dug our way out of one world and into another, ahead of an all-consuming fire, or so the story goes. We left a lake enclosed by mountains, and came to new waters and new mountains. Formed a new clan from the ruins of the old.’

			‘Oken never talked about it much.’

			‘That sounds like him.’ Jorik concentrated on packing his pipe. ‘Haven’t seen him in some time. Not like him, to go so long without sharing a drink.’

			Volker shook his head. ‘No, it isn’t.’ He sighed. ‘I wish he was here.’

			‘I suspect he does as well.’ He lit his pipe carefully, scra­ping the edge of the blade across the rim of the stone bowl. He puffed contentedly. ‘You know where he is?’

			‘No.’ Volker peered at the cogsmith. An odd line of questioning. What was Jorik getting at? ‘Do you?’

			‘No,’ Jorik said. He puffed more fiercely, and sparks danced above the bowl of the pipe. ‘But I know someone who might.’ He turned, smoke curling about his face. ‘And they want to speak to you, lad.’

			Volker felt a chill at the cogsmith’s words. The chill only grew as he noticed the shape the smoke was taking.

			A face. The same face he’d seen in the fires of the destroyed cannon. A face he’d half convinced himself was nothing more than a hallucination, brought on by the stress of near death. A face that was as familiar to any member of the Ironweld as their own.

			Volker shot to his feet, heart hammering. ‘The Great Maker,’ he whispered. The Smith-God had not been seen in the mortal realms for nearly a century. Some said he had followed Grimnir into whatever darkness awaited fallen gods. Others, that he had simply grown tired of serving as Sigmar’s armourer, and had struck out on his own. A few claimed that the runelords of the Dispossessed knew, but if they did, they weren’t telling.

			Eyes like sparks met his own and the mouth moved. There was no sound, but he heard what the apparition said nonetheless. A time. A place. The location stretched across his mind like smoke. It was somewhere in the outer city – what folk called the Veins. He knew, without knowing how, that once he started walking he would find where he was supposed to go. He hesitated. ‘Is it – is it really him?’

			Jorik puffed contentedly on his pipe. ‘I wouldn’t know about that. I merely pass along the message.’ He cocked an eye at Volker. ‘I’d ­suggest doing as he says, though.’

			Elsewhere.

			In his dark cave, Volundr, Forgemaster of Aqshy, crushed embers between his fingers and read futures in the trickling soot. Not the future, or even a future, but many different ones. Paths and destinies untaken and unfulfilled. In the fires of his forge could be read the life of all the realms, for good or ill.

			He turned, gesturing. ‘Bring him.’

			His assistants lurched forwards, dragging the slave between them. They were large brutes, descendants of the Raxulian herds that had once haunted the crater rim of Klaxus. Shaggy and crimson, the beastmen wore muzzles of brass and leather wired to their skulls, and their horns had been shaved and capped with gold. Their smocks were stiff with years of bloodstains, and scars left by fire and lash cut deep trails through their flesh.

			The slave was new – a recent capture, from some minor battle­field. A hundred warlords owed Volundr a tithe of flesh and bone for every victory earned with the weapons he crafted. Most of the slaves were put to work in the quarry pits and bone fields, but some were fit for a more important purpose.

			The man struggled, even now. Limbs broken, flesh scarred, he ­struggled. His breath came in tortured gasps, through ragged lips. The stink of the battlefield was still on him, the blood of friends and enemies alike still fresh on the tatters of his clothing and armour. He gargled curses in a liquid tongue – some hill dialect from Chamon, Volundr thought. ‘The anvil,’ he said, stepping back.

			His assistants did as he bade, forcing the captive’s head and shoulders down on the scalding surface of the anvil. The man screamed and thrashed. Volundr lifted the chains he held, and the second, smaller anvil that dangled from them. ‘You were brave,’ he intoned. ‘And thus does Khorne reward brave men.’

			His assistants leapt back with bestial speed as he swung the anvil up, and brought it crashing down on the slave’s head. Bone splintered and flesh tore as the wounded man’s skull ruptured at the point of impact and was reduced to shivering fragments. The blood seeped into the surface of the anvil, causing the pitted metal to grow white-hot. Volundr carefully gathered the bone fragments up, and dropped them into the fire pit.

			One of his assistants whined eagerly. Volundr grunted and gestured. ‘As you will.’

			The beastmen fell upon the body ravenously, tearing at it. They stuffed gobbets of cooling meat through the grilles of their muzzles, and painted their fur and manes in blood. Volundr watched the creatures for a moment. He almost envied them such simple pleasures. But such was not for him. Not any more.

			He touched the scarred surface of his chest-plate. He could still recall the feeling of the lightning coursing through him. The hammer blow of Sigmar’s wrath, called down on his head by a dead man, shrouded in iron. One of Sigmar’s chosen.

			The sky-god had returned with a vengeance. And war had come with him. Not the little wars of the Age of Blood, but a conflagration unlike any other. A fire so great that it had spread to every corner of every realm, and drawn every eye to its glow. For the first time in a long time, Khorne knew the peace of total war.

			His champions had grown fat and lazy, barring a few. Now, those who remained were lean and eager to prove themselves. They cast themselves into the fire, heedless of the risks. That was all Khorne asked of most of his followers: that they show courage, and leave a river of blood in their wake.

			‘But he asks more of those of us with the wit to hear,’ he murmured. All of the blood had seeped into the anvil now. In the resulting steam, he saw Ahazian Kel riding hard across the dusty plains of Shyish. Dark shapes pursued him – the servants of a dead queen. Volundr growled, low in his throat.

			Unacceptable. But there was nothing to be done, save hope that he had chosen well. Ahazian knew where to go, and would have to reach it on his own. The iron-oath prevented him from doing anything more to aid his champion.

			Not that Ahazian Kel needed aid. The Ekran had only been defeated, in the end, by their own ferocity. They had resisted every army sent against them, until Khorne, at last, set his hooks in the kel – the warrior princes who’d ruled the Ekran. Slowly, surely, working with a subtlety only rarely displayed, Khorne had twisted their martial ­honour into something savage. Their empire had collapsed in an orgy of violence, leaving behind only ruin.

			Ahazian was not the only kel to survive, whatever he claimed. But all were like him – unfit for command, desirous only of battle. They would never rise to lead great armies in Khorne’s name, but their services were highly sought after by those who did. As warriors they had few equals. But would skill alone prove enough for the task ahead?

			That the Eight Lamentations were stirring now was a portent worth heeding. The weapons scented war the way a hound scented prey. Though the battle for the All-Gate was at a standstill, the realms still thundered with the cries of the slain. The Three-Eyed King stirred in his keep, making ready, and the Chaos gods watched him, and plotted.

			As his fellow forgemasters plotted. They had all gone their own ways, seeking the advantage. The iron-oath was coming to its end and soon they would be at each other’s throats once more. Whichever one of them succeeded in this quest would face an alliance of the others. They could not allow one of them to stand above the rest. Better death than subservience. Thus did the Blood God control the hearts and minds of his servants. Even those whom he clearly favoured.

			Volundr frowned. Khorne had spoken to him in a dream. His thunderous whispers had drawn him from the haze of pain that had been his constant companion since Klaxus and the shattering of the Black Rift. Khorne had spoken to him then, as well.

			In his dream, the god had shown him things – impossible things. Nurgle huddled, blinded and injured, in his manse, his servants in disarray. Tzeentch spreading his wings, ready to ascend when the Blighted One descended – as Khorne had ascended when his rival Slaanesh had vanished. The ancient pacts were undone, the old balance askew. Where there had been Four, there might now be Two, if Nurgle succumbed.

			And perhaps soon, only One.

			Khorne would be that one. For was Khorne not the strongest of the Four, and the eldest? All that was had been his in the beginning, and would be again. And to that end, as mightiest of the Four, was it not fitting that his strongest champions carried those weapons forged at his command?

			Thus had Khorne commanded his forgemasters to find those things that had been lost, and lay them at the foot of his throne of skulls. Even now, somewhere in the black seas of infinity, those who were worthy enough to wield the Eight Lamentations in Khorne’s name were being gathered. And so Volundr would find the eight weapons and become Master of all Forges, rather than simply one.

			Something croaked.

			Volundr looked up, alert. A raven sat perched high above him, watching him with its glittering black eyes. The bird cocked its head and croaked again. It almost sounded like laughter.

			‘A spy, then?’ Volundr hefted the chain, and the war-anvil that ­dangled from it. The bird leapt away, in a skirl of loose feathers. Volundr watched it sail away, into the depths of the cavernous forge. Unease gnawed at him.

			‘Ride swiftly, Ahazian Kel. For both our sakes.’

			Volker strode through the folds of the salt-mist that permeated the Veins, one hand on the pistol in his belt, his rifle leaning across his shoulder. The mist slunk in from the sea every evening, to curl through the knot of rickety buildings that rose about him, inundating every nook and cranny.

			The quality of the structures that lined the cobbled streets declined steadily the further away from the city centre one got. Here, it was a warren of cramped wooden cages, one set atop the next. Shadows pooled thickly in arterial alleyways, and gas lamps cast a hazy glow across the misty streets. Pools of stagnant water occupied dips in streets slick with night soil and tallow. This effluent clumped against the edges of the gutters, alongside the beggars and the drunks, and worse things besides.

			As he passed an alleyway, someone coughed discreetly. He caught a glint of steel out of the corner of his eye and paused. They’d been following him for a few streets now, he thought. Not surprising. Good-quality weapons fetched a high price on the docks. No one was safe in the Veins – roof runners and alley-men took their prey with impunity. He swung his rifle down, into the crook of his arm, his thumb on the hammer. ‘Think carefully, friends,’ he said. ‘How much are you willing to pay, to take what I have?’

			Moments passed. He considered a warning shot, and then discarded the idea. It would be a waste of a bullet he might otherwise need. He was just about to speak again when he heard the splash of retreating footsteps. The alley-men had chosen to seek less well-armed prey. He sighed, shouldered his rifle and continued on.

			Besides the ever-present smell, the tangled streets were full of sound and colour, beneath the muffling folds of the salt-mist. Even with the skaven scratching at the gates, life went on. It was the nature of the realm, and the city raised on its soil displayed that savage zest for life in every aspect of its function.

			Here in these streets, the descendants of the lowborn fisher folk who’d made the Coast of Tusks their home rubbed shoulders with off-duty Freeguild guardsmen and glowering duardin. The majority of the city’s population lived and worked in the Veins, whether they wanted to or not.

			Market stalls occupied every corner and crossway, with merchants from as far away as Vindicarum hawking their wares. Meteors and motes readily changed hands, the coins of meteoric iron being among the most commonly traded currency. But there were more esoteric forms of legal tender on display – quicksilver ingots, crudely shaped coins of ur-gold, iridescent scales harvested from dragon hatchlings. But above them all were the glimmerings – crystal vials of vaporous secrets and prophetic whispers, gleaned from the shard of Mallus occupying the bay. Some hoarded these to trade later, while others consumed them for their own illumination.

			Volker paused to watch as a swarthy man in cerulean robes pried loose the stopper on one such vial and inhaled the contents. The coloured vapour seeped into his lungs and the man doubled over, coughing. When he straightened, he had a horrified expression on his face. He screamed and staggered, clawing at his head. His friends rushed to help him as he sank to the street, weeping. Not every secret was worth knowing. Volker quickly moved on.

			Grungni’s message pounded in his head like a drumbeat. The shock of it was beginning to wear off, and Volker felt a twinge of trepidation. It wasn’t every day that one met a god. Especially a god not one’s own.

			A doorway lantern crackled and Volker tensed. It had sounded like laughter. Overhead, a raven croaked. He looked up, but the bird was nowhere in sight. He realised that he’d turned down a blind alley and stopped. The lanterns here were crude things, barely flickering. But they blazed to impossible brightness ahead of him, as if to light his way.

			A chill ran through him as he caught sight of a shadow on the wall. It hunched forwards in the light of the lanterns, shaggy and huge. Eyes like sparks fixed on him as the shadow turned, one massive paw beckoning him on.

			The ground trembled beneath his feet, echoing with strange reverberations. Unthinking, he clasped the hammer-shaped amulet that hung around his neck. Normally he gave it no thought, but here, now, he desired nothing more than the comfort the sigil of Sigmar offered. The rumble receded. The glow of the lanterns had faded to a soft radiance. In the luminous haze, he thought he saw a face – Grungni’s face. The god spoke, as he had on the battlefield, without sound.

			Volker nodded slowly. When the gods called, a man had little choice but to go. He continued on. The lanterns flickered out behind him as he passed them. There was a strange glimmer ahead, and a new, more tangible unease rose in him. The way forwards was blanketed in thick webs. As the lights played across them, strange colours rose from within their patterns. It was almost hypnotic.

			Dream-spiders. Volker grimaced in disgust. He eased through the webs of unfulfilled prophecy, ignoring the whispered promises and half-glimpsed visions that rose up whenever he tore a strand. To give in to the colourful lure of the webs was to risk winding up just one more smiling, blood-drained corpse in the back alleys of Excelsis. Spiders the size of rats scuttled from his path, their iridescent bodies glinting eerily in the dark.

			A strand of web brushed against his cheek, and visions danced before his eyes. He saw himself falling from a great height, something black and terrible swooping towards him. His heart jumped with the ­echoes of a phantom pain, and he staggered. His mouth tasted of ashes. He thrashed his way free of the webs using his long rifle to tear them, and ­stumbled towards the end of the alley. There was a door there, set into an incongruous stone frame.

			A massive hand reached out of the dark and caught him.

			‘No go,’ a deep voice rumbled. Volker looked up. The ogor looked down. The brute was twice his height, and clad in crudely beaten plates of iron, over threadbare trousers. He was bald, save for a tightly wound scalp lock, and flowing moustaches that hung to either side of a toothy grin. Indecipherable brands marked his grey flesh – most were primitive in design, but one was immediately recognisable as the duardin rune for ‘forge’.

			‘I’m expected,’ Volker said, hesitantly. He kept his hand away from the pistol in his belt. The ogor held a hammer in his other hand, and one swing of it would be enough to pulp Volker’s skull, if he wasn’t careful.

			The ogor said nothing. Instead, he lifted the hammer and gave the door a resounding tap, shaking it in its frame. Then he set the weapon lightly against Volker’s shoulder. ‘We see,’ the brute said, almost cheerfully. ‘If no, I smash your skull, yes?’

			Volker swallowed thickly, and nodded. ‘That seems entirely reasonable.’

			They didn’t have to wait long. The door opened and a wizened, bearded face peered out. ‘What?’ a thin voice wheezed, from within the bramble of white hair.

			‘He is expected,’ the ogor growled, peering down at the newcomer.

			‘Is he?’ The face turned to Volker. ‘Are you?’

			It was a duardin, Volker realised. But a very old one. Older even than Jorik or Oken. So old that all that wasn’t absolutely necessary had worn away, leaving a narrow blade of a duardin. Axe-sharp eyes studied him warily.

			‘I am.’

			‘He is,’ the newcomer said, glaring at the ogor. ‘Why’d you stop him?’

			‘I guard door,’ the ogor said, patiently.

			‘Yes, but he’s expected.’

			The ogor shrugged. ‘So I knock, yes?’ He grinned and shoved Volker towards the door, nearly knocking him off his feet. ‘You are expected.’

			Volker looked back and forth, trying to make sense of the exchange. The newcomer grumbled impatiently. ‘Are you coming in or not?’ The door swung inwards. Volker had to duck to enter. It was smaller than it looked.

			Heat enveloped him as the duardin shut the door. The red glow of firelight stained rough-hewn stone walls. From outside, the building had merely been another wooden tenement, but inside it was something else again – larger than it ought to have been, impossibly vast. He turned, and saw strange runes carved into the stone frame of the door. They shone with an orange light, and he quickly looked away.

			‘A realmgate?’ he asked softly. His voice echoed, even so.

			‘No,’ the old duardin said. He was scrawnily built, beneath the thick furs that draped his form. His hair was wild and unkempt, as was his beard, and old scars marked his hollow cheeks. ‘Don’t be daft. Realmgates are big things. Loud.’ He turned and beckoned Volker. ‘Now, be silent and follow me.’ He limped away, moving as if the very act of walking pained him.

			Volker looked around, trying to pierce the haze of smoke that clung to everything. He had the impression of immense pillars rising along curved walls. The runes etched into their circumference glowed with heat, and red cracks ran through the dark stones of the floor. He could hear the sound of hammers ringing down on steel and stone, and the quiet murmur of voices, somewhere beyond the pillars. But he could see nothing save vague shapes and the scarlet glow of forges. Sweat ran down his face and neck. What was this place?

			The old duardin led him along an uneven path. Volker ­stumbled more than once, and nearly fell after colliding with a hunched shape. He backed away, apologising to the grumbling figure. The old duardin grabbed him by the coat. ‘Stop bothering them, you daft fool. Can’t you see that they’re working?’

			‘I can’t see anything,’ Volker protested.

			‘Umgi,’ the old duardin said, derisively.

			Volker jerked free of his grip. ‘I know what that means.’

			‘Then you are not wholly ignorant.’

			‘Why am I here? What is this place?’

			The old duardin flushed, and jabbed a thick finger in Volker’s chest. ‘This place is sacred, umgi. A place only for those who seek it. That is not you.’ The vehemence in the duardin’s voice startled Volker.

			‘I meant no offence,’ he began, in halting Khazalid.

			‘Do not sully our tongue with such inferior pronunciation,’ the duardin growled, eyes narrowed. Spittle flecked his beard. ‘If you must speak, use your own language. You would not borrow the tools of another – why do you feel free to borrow words?’ He poked Volker again. ‘Are you a thief, then?’

			Volker shook his head. Before he could reply, a deep voice did so for him. ‘He is no thief, Vali, my son. No more than Sigmar is a thief, or the Six Smiths. No more than any of those who seek this place out, to learn what I have to teach them.’

			The old duardin – Vali – stepped back. He bowed his head, a disgruntled look on his face. Volker turned slowly. He could feel the power of the being standing behind him, like warmth blasting from a furnace. Driven by instinct, he sank to one knee, head bent, before he could get more than a glimpse of the squat, massive shape.

			‘Rise, son of Azyr,’ the god rumbled. His voice echoed through Volker like the reverberation of a hammer striking metal, dragging him to his feet. He felt at once scalded and frozen, like a chunk of metal thrust first into flame and then into water. Malleable, and yet brittle, as if the god broke and reshaped him with every word.

			There was warmth there, and kindness. A craftsman’s consideration. But also a lurking ferocity that sent a thrill of primal fear shooting through the roots of Volker’s soul. He tried to push it aside, to concentrate on what he could see. He had never met a god before, and woven in amid the fear was a faint thread of curiosity.

			Grungni was clearly a duardin, but a duardin the size of an ogor. He reminded Volker of one of the great statues that lined the deep paths the Dispossessed had carved beneath the city. He was dressed in a stained, much-patched smock over his bare torso. His thick arms were crossed over a chest like a powder keg, and bandy legs supported his bulk.

			It was the last thing that most struck Volker about the god’s appearance, even more so than his beard of smoke and mane of fire. It was impossible to believe that those small, bent legs could support such a massive frame.

			Grungni chuckled. ‘They were broken, long ago.’ He reached down and patted his thigh. ‘By my own hammer, no less. An insult I spent an eternity attempting to repay.’

			‘Did you?’ Volker asked, before he could stop himself.

			Grungni smiled. ‘It depends on your perspective. One could say that I am even now in the process of paying it back.’ His smile widened, displaying teeth like hot cinders. ‘Some grudges are best nurtured.’

			Volker shuddered. The god’s smile put him in mind of a cannon’s muzzle in the moments before it belched fire and smoke. ‘You summoned me here.’ It wasn’t a question. The duardin did not question their gods. They spoke, and the gods replied, or not, as they wished. He wasn’t a duardin but he knew that much.

			Vali growled something beneath his breath. Grungni’s smile faded. ‘Go, Vali. I would speak with our guest.’ The old duardin bowed low and retreated, still grumbling. Grungni sighed. ‘You must forgive him. Vali is old. I have kept him by my side for more years than I can count. Selfish of me, perhaps. But then I am old as well, and set in my ways.’

			Volker said nothing. It seemed rude to interrupt the god while he was talking. Grungni’s eyes twinkled and he held out his hand. ‘May I?’ Volker handed him the long rifle. Grungni took the weapon and examined it carefully, murmuring to himself as he ran his fingers along the rifle’s length. ‘A good weapon, this. Old technique – duardin?’

			Volker nodded.

			Grungni chuckled. ‘I can feel the memory of its shaping still clinging to the barrel. A light touch, but skilful. You should be proud.’

			‘I had help,’ Volker said, mouth dry.

			‘The best craftsmen do, whether they admit it or not.’ The god’s voice grew sad, and Volker felt it, in his heart. ‘Once I had the help of many like myself.’ He held out the rifle, and Volker took it gingerly. The wood and metal were warm, and felt somehow lighter, as if the god’s touch had changed the weapon in some indefinable way.

			‘We had a sister, Grimnir and I. Aye, and more than one. Brothers too. Sons and… and wives.’ He paused and shook his head. ‘Our voices shaped the realms of metal and fire, and the roots of more realms besides. Our song drew up the stones from the seas and our hands crafted the mountains.’ Grungni frowned. ‘Or maybe I misremember. I am old, as I said, and I have lived many lives. Older even than he who sits upon the throne of Azyr.’

			His voice grew soft, like the crackle of dying fire. ‘Sometimes, I think I am older than all that ever was. I see my brother marching into the snowy north, axe in hand, crafting a road of enemy skulls. Then I see him again, wreathed in fire and falling away into legend. Both are him, and yet not.’

			Volker said nothing. The words were not meant for him, he knew. That he was here was incidental. Grungni spoke to the shadows on the smithy wall, and the flames that roared in the unseen forges, not to him. Not to a human.

			The god laughed softly. ‘And what is a human, Owain Volker, but untempered iron, awaiting the heat and the hammer’s touch?’

			Volker stiffened. Had the god read his mind, or were his feelings so plain?

			‘Both and neither.’ Grungni reached out and caught him behind the head with one massive hand. Volker froze. The strength in that hand could crush his skull like an egg. The heat of Grungni’s palm blackened the ends of his hair. The god studied him with eyes like melted gold. Finally, he released Volker and stepped back, as if satisfied. ‘Yes. Oken was right. There is steel in you, son of Azyr. Good.’

			‘Oken? Is he here? What–?’

			Grungni smiled. ‘All in good time. But first, come. There are others you must meet. Time is short and we have much to discuss.’

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR
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			EIGHT WEAPONS

			Grungni led Volker deeper into the smoke and heat of the smithy. The god ignored his questions, and eventually Volker fell silent. He contented himself with listening to the sounds of industry echoing from the hazy depths. There were many such places in Excelsis, buried deep within the halls of the Dispossessed.

			But this place was something else again. A hidden smithy – or was it? Were they even in Excelsis any more? There were no windows, and he couldn’t hear the city; only the sounds of hammers striking metal, and voices murmuring in conversation. He caught snatches of those discussions drifting on the smoky air, and the strange accents of their participants. Deep, rough growls conversed with softer, silken tones, between the crash of metal on metal. Duardin voices, some of these, and human as well, but others were less identifiable.

			Was this a temple of some sort? Or was it a school? Out of the corner of his eye, Volker caught sight of a clockwork shape scuttling into the dark, its gemstone eyes winking in the firelight. More shapes, arachnid and gleaming, scampered along the walls, their gears clicking softly. He gripped his rifle more tightly.

			Unable to restrain himself any longer, Volker cleared his throat, trying to catch the god’s attention. ‘Why am I here? Does it have something to do with my – with Oken?’

			‘Oken is my servant. One of many.’ Grungni glanced at him. ‘Did you know that?’

			‘I – no. No, he never said.’

			‘And why would he?’ Grungni hooked his thumbs into his belt. ‘He served me loyally and well, for years without number. Not so long as some, but longer than others.’

			‘But what does that have to do with me?’

			Grungni stopped and fixed him with a level stare. ‘Oken is missing.’

			He ran his hand through his smoky beard, tearing some of it loose. He held it out to Volker, who watched in awe as the smoke shaped itself into a face – battered and old. Oken. The duardin was like a lump of granite someone had chiselled a face onto as a joke. ‘He was searching for something, at my behest. I believe he found it.’

			Volker looked up, and then away. He couldn’t bear to meet ­Grungni’s gaze for long. There was an awful weight to it, and a sadness that threatened to overwhelm him. Like the last fires of a dying city, or a beacon that would never be answered. ‘What – what was it?’

			‘Something dangerous.’

			Volker closed his eyes. ‘Is he alive?’

			‘That is what I wish to know. That is what I called you here to find out.’

			Volker frowned. ‘Why me?’

			Grungni shrugged. ‘Why not you?’ He gestured. ‘I saw your face in the fire, lad, and heard your name in its crackling. It’s a fool who doesn’t listen when such things speak. Especially a god.’

			Volker shook his head. ‘But–’

			‘Enough. It is time to meet the others.’ Grungni gestured. A doorway rose out of the haze, sloping and squarish. It was not a duardin door, with precise angles and tidy corners. Instead, the frame was composed of three massive stone slabs, one balanced atop the other two. The slabs were all different sizes and the frame was sloped hap­hazardly. A rough-cured curtain of leather hung within the frame, runes marked on its folds with soot and ash.

			Grungni swept the curtain aside and stepped within. Volker made to follow, but found that he had to duck to do so. Had their seeming magnitude been a trick of the light or had Grungni simply changed size? Nothing here was what it seemed.

			Confused, he stepped into the chamber beyond. The air was different here, clean and thin. Cold as well. His breath plumed before him, despite the fire that crackled in the forge built into one wall. The fire cast its orange light over a small stone chamber, rough-hewn but clean, with thick furs covering the floor. A round table occupied the centre of the room, with eight chairs set up around it. Three of the chairs were in use.

			The woman drew Volker’s eye immediately. She was tall and dark, with a mane of tightly bound serpentine black locks spilling across her shoulders and down her back. She wore battered war-plate the colour of tarnished gold over well-worn, if good quality, clothing. Leather gloves covered her hands, and vambraces made from hundreds of coins of all denominations protected her forearms. A golden helmet, wrought in the shape of a gryph-hound’s head, with a coif of bronze feathers, sat on the table in front of her.

			She grinned widely as Grungni showed Volker to the table. ‘He’s very fancy,’ she said. She bent sideways and studied Volker’s feet. ‘Good boots, though. I respect a man who knows the value of good boots.’

			‘Thank you?’ Volker said, uncertain as to the proper response.

			‘Zana,’ she said, as she straightened up.

			‘What?’

			‘Zah-nah,’ she elaborated, sounding out the syllables. Her accent was fluid. The Chamonian dialect of the celestial tongue was a liquid thing, harsh in some places, soft in others. ‘Mathos. Zana Mathos.’

			Volker blinked.

			She peered at him for a moment, then looked at Grungni. ‘Is he addled?’

			‘I’m not addled.’

			‘Oh good, I was worried. We’re already well stocked with addle-pated lunatics. Isn’t that right, Roggen?’ She looked at the burly man sitting beside her.

			He smiled genially. ‘You would know, Zana.’ He rose and extended his hand to Volker. His accent was coarse, as if he had only learned to speak Celestial a few days earlier. ‘I am Roggen, of the Ghyrwood March.’

			Roggen was heavy with muscle beneath his armour, and his thick, tattooed arms were bare from shoulder to elbow, showing off numerous serpentine scars. A similar scar bisected his right eye, and vanished within his thick beard. His bronze-coloured war-plate was decorated with curling vine motifs and what might have been sylvan faces, which seemed to study Volker with cool disinterest. The ragged tabard he wore over his armour was the colour of tree moss, and a helm crafted in the shape of a stag’s head, complete with curved, thorn-like ­antlers, sat on the table.

			As Volker took his hand, he realised that Roggen’s gauntlet wasn’t made of iron or bronze, but some sort of incredibly tough fibre. The big man noticed his look and chuckled. ‘Ironwood,’ he said. He knocked on his chest-plate. ‘Hard as metal, but it lives and breathes.’

			‘And in the spring, it sheds leaves everywhere,’ Zana said. She leaned back in her chair, legs crossed on the tabletop. ‘Burns easy, too.’

			Roggen shrugged. ‘At least I do not have to take it off when I fall in the water.’

			‘Do you fall in the water a lot, then?’

			‘Do you get set on fire often?’ Roggen retorted. Zana laughed.

			‘Maybe we should ask him,’ she said, jerking her chin towards the third chair. ‘Though he hasn’t so much as told us his name since he arrived.’

			The third chair was occupied by a scowling duardin. He was squat, thickly muscled and distractingly unclothed. His only concession to civilised sensibilities was a loincloth made from the black scales of some great beast, and a wide belt of the same, strapped tight about his midsection. He wore a helmet crafted in the shape of a rearing dragon, open at the top to allow a thick crest of crimson hair to spring forth. The plaits of his massive beard were bound in gold and capped by iron hooks that clattered dangerously with every turn of his head.

			A Fyreslayer, Volker realised. He’d never met one of the strange duardin before. He bowed low, as a gesture of respect. ‘Owain Volker,’ he said, simply.

			‘Lugash, son of no runefather, scion of no lodge,’ the duardin growled, scratching at one of the many golden runes hammered into his flesh. An abundance of short-hafted fyresteel throwing axes were thrust through the rawhide loops of his belt, and a cruelly barbed war-iron sat on the table before him, alongside a hook-bladed axe. His thick fingers traced the sigils carved into the axe’s haft as he stared a hole in Volker. ‘Another manling,’ he said, finally, looking at Grungni somewhat accusingly.

			‘Aye and what of it, nephew?’ Grungni chuckled. ‘Grandnephew, rather. Many generations removed.’

			‘You are not the god of manlings, Maker.’

			‘Am I not? Do you own me then, child of my brother?’ Grungni’s deep voice was even, but Volker could hear the undercurrent of warning in his words. ‘Who am I the god of, Lugash of the– ’

			‘Do not say it,’ Lugash roared, heaving himself to his feet. His runes flared, and Volker backed away as heat bled off the duardin.

			Grungni frowned and brought his hands together, almost gently. The glowing runes went cold and dark. Lugash staggered, as if all the strength had been wrenched from him.

			‘Who are you to tell me what I can, or cannot, say? You are the blood of my brother, and so I am oathbound to show patience – and yes, kindness, even. But my patience extends only so far. Do not let my brother’s fire drive you to rashness, as it did him.’

			Lugash fell back into his seat, his expression surly. Grungni shook his head. ‘Grimnir was much the same,’ he said, absently. ‘Always seeking offence where none was meant. He craved it, the way a drunkard craves ale. Insult was his milk and impatience was his meat. And now he is dead, and his children look to me.’ He sounded weary.

			‘Dead, but not gone,’ Lugash said.

			‘No. Not gone. And death is not the end.’ Grungni sighed. ‘But I did not bring you here to speak of my brother, fascinating as he was.’ He turned to the open forge and thrust his hand into the flames. He grasped a handful of hot coals and spilled them into the concave dip at the centre of the table. Fire roared up. Volker stared at it, seeing indistinct images in the crackling flames.

			‘Sit, son of Azyr. My story is long, and you are tired.’

			Volker suddenly realised that the god was right. He was tired, and had been for some time. Adrenaline and curiosity had kept him on his feet thus far, but it was fast wearing off. He took the empty seat and laid his long rifle on the table. Grungni nodded, pleased.

			‘Four children, from four realms. Enough to make a start, I suppose.’ He stumped around the table, waving a hand over the head of each of them in turn. ‘Chamon, Ghyran, Aqshy and Azyr. Metal, Life, Fire and the Heavens. I’ve made better from worse, and no mistake.’

			‘That almost sounds like an insult,’ Zana murmured.

			Grungni smiled. ‘No insult intended, Zana. As you well know. How long have you served me, daughter of Chamon?’ He set his hand on the back of her chair. Zana straightened.

			‘Years, my lord,’ she said, with no trace of her previous sarcasm.

			‘You were a vagabond when you came to me. An exile, worth more dead than alive. And now…’ Grungni gestured. ‘Now you are something better.’

			The god turned, trailing smoke from his beard and hair. It curled behind him, making strange shapes in the air. He traced his hand along the back of Roggen’s chair. ‘And you, son of Ghyran. How long have you fought under my banner?’

			Roggen knocked on the table. ‘Six seasons, Maker, and proudly. I am a Knight of the Furrow, and such was my oath upon taking up the sword.’

			Grungni nodded, and looked down at Lugash. ‘Lugash, blood of my brother. We know our bargain, don’t we? No more need be said of that.’

			Lugash closed his eyes and muttered something. He looked as if he were praying.

			At last, Grungni turned to Volker. ‘These others have served me for some time. Will you join their number?’

			Volker hesitated. What was being asked of him here? His hands found the hammer-shaped amulet again. Grungni shook his head. ‘Fear not. I am not a greedy god, lad. I ask only your sweat, not your soul. Roggen’s first fealty is to the Lady of Leaves. Lugash serves the memory of my brother. And Zana…’ He paused. ‘Who do you worship, lass?’

			Zana shrugged. Grungni laughed, and the room shook from his mirth. ‘Maybe it’s me, eh? No shame in it.’ He looked at Volker. ‘You see? Sigmar still has first claim on your spirit, but I need your steady hand and keen eye, gunmaster. And Oken does as well. What say you?’

			Volker stuffed the amulet beneath his chest-plate and nodded. If Oken was in danger, there was no choice. The old duardin was a friend, and a Volker never turned their back on a friend. Whatever the consequences.

			Grungni smiled. ‘Good.’ The god reached into his smock and retrieved a lump of black iron. It was streaked with raw, red veins and Volker thought he glimpsed what might have been a face on one facet. Grungni bounced it on his palm, and then tossed it into the fire at the centre of the table. There was a sound like tearing sailcloth, and something rose from the flames. It had no shape, but was of all shapes – as if it were a thing of potential, rather than certainty. Monstrous mouths screamed silently, as chains of embers held it trapped in the bowl. Its elemental shape convulsed, glaring in all directions at once.

			‘What in the nine glorious ores is that?’ Zana hissed, making the sign of the hammer over her heart. Volker did the same, feeling the weight of his amulet around his neck.

			‘A daemon,’ Lugash said, fingering his axe. ‘Or it was.’

			‘It was a message,’ Grungni said. ‘Or a warning, though the sender did not intend it so. Look – see.’ He gestured, and the fiery entity writhed as polished facets of red glass blossomed from its semi-liquid shape. In the glass, Volker could see faces, movement, people and places. Grungni caught his questioning look and nodded. ‘A daemon is more than its form. It is sorcery itself, hammered and shaped by the summoner’s mind. Those drawn into these realms by mortal hands take on something of their master – a bond of memory binds them together. And in that bond are the seeds of intent and cause.’

			He raised one wide hand, and the shape in the bowl stretched with agonising slowness. Volker could not hear the daemon’s screams, but he could feel them in his teeth and in his joints. As the entity stretched, more facets surfaced in its roiling substance. Images swam within them. Scenes of antediluvian destruction, as monstrous warriors ­battled among themselves across broken, bloody ground.

			Volker heard the clash of weapons – not normal ones, these, but something else. A great, iron-banded mace, gripped by a slab-muscled giant, connected with a massive gate of bone and iron, and shattered it into a thousand flinders. Volker jerked back instinctively. He’d felt the resonance of the blow, somehow. ‘Sharduk, the Gate-Smasher. Forged from the remains of the last great gargant-kings of the Golden Peaks. No portcullis or doorway can stand against it, whatever its thickness or the magic warding it.’ Grungni’s voice came from somewhere behind him.

			A second facet. An emaciated creature, covered in runic brands and scarification, swung and snapped a chain-whip. Men and women in amethyst armour died, their souls torn from the withering flesh by the barbed links. ‘Charu, the Soul-Lash. Each link crafted with a ­single, ruinous purpose. To hook the soul, and bind its strength to that of the one who wields the Lash.’

			Lash and wielder faded, replaced by a brawling barbarian chieftain clad in furs and crude armour. A stiff crest of hair rose from his shaved pate, giving him a bestial appearance. The strange, ridged cestus gauntlet he wore only added to this impression. The gauntlet flexed, the hooked talons tipping each finger glowing with a savage heat. ‘Sunraker, the War-Claw. A crude thing, built by crude hands, but no less deadly than the others. The heat of its touch is enough to melt stone, or even the scales of a dragon.’

			Another facet rose, replacing the barbarian and his fiery claw, revealing instead a shadowy warrior clad in armour made from some tarry substance. The warrior hefted a spear with a wide, leaf-shaped blade. Grungni’s voice became hard. ‘Gung. The Huntsman. The Spear of Shadows. But whisper a name or hurl it at a target and it shall seek them out, wherever they are, whatever the distance. Even the membrane between realms is no barrier to its murder-lust.’

			Grungni reached over Volker’s shoulder and clasped the facet. He twisted the substance of it, the way a blacksmith might twist a length of hot iron, trapping the flickering image and making it larger. ‘These weapons, and four more like them, each equal in power and malevolence, were – are – called the Eight Lamentations. They were forged in the fires of Khorne’s wrath by his chosen forgemasters.’ The god growled as he spoke, and Volker sensed an abiding rage there. One he was glad was not aimed at him.

			‘Eight forgemasters, one for each of the mortal realms, crafted eight weapons from the raw stuff of Chaos, which infused existence. Eight weapons fit for a god, or the champion of a god. But these weapons were lost amid the madness of the Age of Blood, when the Dark Gods made war upon one another, and the Gates of Azyr were shut.’

			Grungni continued to twist and mould the facet of daemon-substance, smoke rising from his hands as he worked. ‘Some were hidden by the Dark Gods themselves, for such weapons, in the right hands, could harm even them. Others were passed from vanquished to victor, until they were dropped on some nameless battlefield and forgotten. And a few were found by those who sought only to contain them – my children and my children’s children.’

			The daemon essence squirmed in Grungni’s grip, bubbling like molten metal. But the god continued his work. ‘In those bleak final days, as the Khazalid empires crumbled, several of the Eight were found and hidden away where their creators might never find them.’ Grungni sighed. ‘But nothing lasts forever. The drums of the ur-war, the all-war, beat anew and those terrible tools stir in their slumber of ages. They call out to be wielded, and their calls will be answered.’

			He held up the facet. It resembled nothing so much as a tiny city. Excelsis, Volker realised with a start. The god had shaped it in miniature, from the daemon’s boiling essence. ‘The foundations of Excelsis were old when this realm was young,’ Grungni said. He laid his smoking creation on the table, his eyes closed. ‘It was a ruin, even then. Some ancient cataclysm, perhaps. That was always Grimnir’s contention. I had my own theories.’

			He looked at Volker. ‘The realms were born from the life blood of a dying universe. And in that blood were impurities. Things that should not, could not be, but somehow were.’ As he spoke, his voice grew distant and deep. The flickering light of the forge became star-motes, swirling in the black between worlds. Grungni’s form, so solid a moment ago, seemed to stretch and thin like smoke, until Volker found himself somehow standing in the palm of the god’s hand. He looked up, his heart thundering in his chest.

			Grungni returned his gaze with eyes like twin suns. His beard and hair were a celestial inferno, growing brighter with every passing moment. Volker raised a hand to shield his eyes. He could barely breathe.

			‘That is what the Eight Lamentations are. Not just weapons, but impurities – motes of cosmic filth, honed and sharpened to a killing edge.’ The god’s voice came from everywhere and nowhere, echoing up from within him, and roaring down from on high. A hammer striking iron. Volker sank to one knee, lungs straining against the heat.

			‘But I will reforge them. I will break them and reshape them to a more pleasing purpose. I will make ploughshares from them, if I must. All these things I will do. And you will help me. You will be my ­hammer, and the realms my anvil.’

			Abruptly, the heat vanished, replaced by a cool breeze. Volker opened his eyes. He was still sitting at the table. The others looked as dazed as he felt. The daemon essence rising from the centre of the table had hardened into a tree of black iron. Smoke seeped from it. As he watched, cracks appeared. All at once, and very quietly, it crumbled to pieces. He glanced at the miniature Excelsis and saw that it too was gone, reduced to a pile of black dust by his elbow. He looked at Zana, who was staring at the dust.

			‘Vindicarum,’ she said, softly.

			‘No, it was Phoenicium, I am certain,’ Roggen said, intently. He looked at Volker. ‘Was it not?’

			Volker shook his head. Before he could reply, Lugash said, ‘You wish us to find these weapons, then.’ His voice was harsh, and Volker wondered what he’d seen. Why had Grungni showed them the Founding Cities? Questions heaped themselves at the back of his mind, but he could not give voice to them.

			‘No, nephew. Just the one, for the moment.’ Grungni, back to his normal size, circled the table, hands clasped behind his back. ‘My servants search for any sign of the others, even now. But one is here – in Ghur.’ He traced the shape of a spear in the air, using smoke from his beard. ‘The Spear of Shadows. One of my servants was on its trail–’

			‘Oken,’ Volker interjected, before he could think better of it.

			Grungni looked at him, and nodded.

			‘Yes. He sent me a message some days ago, saying that he’d found the location of the spear, and intended to recover it. But since then… nothing.’ He gestured, and the fire in the forge blazed brightly. ‘I can see all of my children in the flames. But not him. He is not dead, for I would know it. So, you will find him.’ He swept the table with his fiery gaze. ‘And with him, the Spear of Shadows.’

			A moment of silence followed Grungni’s words. It was broken by a laugh from Lugash. The duardin slapped the table. ‘Find him? Where do we even begin? The trail must be long cold.’ He shook his head. ‘Best find a death-mage, Maker.’

			‘He sent a message,’ Volker said.

			Lugash peered at him. ‘So?’

			‘So where did he send it from?’

			Grungni smiled, obviously pleased with Volker’s logic. ‘A library. The greatest library in all the lower realms – the Libraria Vurmis, in the city of Shu’gohl.’

			Zana whistled. ‘The Crawling City.’

			‘What is this “crawling city”?’ Roggen asked. ‘Is it dangerous?’

			‘Depends on how you define dangerous.’ Zana scratched her chin. ‘It’s on the back of a bloody great worm, I know that.’

			Volker had never visited the city of Shu’gohl, but he’d heard plenty of stories. Mostly from Oken, who had visited it often, though he’d never said why. It had been freed from the grip of the skaven early in the wars and had slowly regained prominence as one of the great trading hubs of the steppes. Thousands of merchants, pilgrims and travellers of all sorts arrived every day, seeking passage on the ancient basket lifts, which connected the worm’s back to the ground far below.

			Zana frowned. ‘It’ll be hard to reach. Especially from Excelsis. The Amber Steppes are several days’ hard riding from the coast, and most of that’s orruk territory.’

			‘There are duardin roads, but they’re no safer than the overland routes,’ Volker said. ‘More dangerous, some of them.’

			‘You speak as if you are afraid, manling,’ Lugash sneered. ‘Does your courage shrink at the thought of facing enemies closer than a cannon’s range?’

			‘Only a fool lets an enemy get so close,’ Volker said.

			Lugash flushed, but Grungni silenced him with a curt gesture. ‘Hush, nephew. You’ll have plenty of opportunities to wet those blades of yours.’ The god frowned. ‘I am not the only one searching for the spear. There are others, even now, who are on its trail.’

			‘Could one of them have something to do with Oken’s disappearance?’ Volker asked.

			‘It is possible.’ Grungni idly sketched smoky shapes on the air. Weapons, Volker thought, though the shapes dissipated almost immediately. ‘The portents are no more clear on this subject than any other.’

			‘Maybe we should visit the Prophesiers’ Guild,’ Zana said.

			Volker laughed. The Guild house stood at the heart of the trade quarter, and was the most heavily defended building in the city. Every augury wrenched from the Spear of Mallus, no matter how large or small, passed through the Prophesiers’ Guild. There they were refined and codified, before being auctioned off to the highest bidder.

			Grungni made a dismissive gesture. ‘The secrets and lies they ­peddle are no true prophecies. More like hints and glimpses. Useless to one who can hear the voice of the fire. Worse than useless, for they muddle otherwise clear perceptions.’ He shook his smoky head. ‘No, the gunmaster has the right of it. You must follow the trail wherever it leads.’

			None of them argued. For all of his informality, Grungni was still a god, and when a god commanded, mortals could not help but obey. Zana sighed. ‘I do know of a way we can get there, and quickly. It’ll take some haggling, though.’

			‘And that is why I chose you, daughter of Chamon,’ Grungni said. ‘You are the only mortal I know of to bargain with death itself, and come out the better.’

			Zana laughed. ‘That was easy, compared to what I have in mind.’ She sat back. ‘The Kharadron have a berth in Excelsis, near the docks. One of their captains owes me a favour.’ She frowned. ‘Just the one, though.’

			Volker blinked, surprised. The aether-vessels of the Kharadron were a common sight these days, but the sky-borne duardin were still something of a mystery. Despite their shared origins, they had little in common with the Dispossessed clans, and indeed, seemed to regard them as little more than penniless vagabonds. The Dispossessed, for their part, seemed to hold their cousins in similar distaste.

			From his expression, Lugash shared their opinion. ‘Aether-swilling cowards,’ Lugash muttered. ‘What sort of duardin forsakes stone for sky, I ask you?’

			‘Wise ones, given the ground was crawling with Arcanites and Bloodbound,’ Zana said. ‘At least in the sky they only have to worry about harkraken and the like.’ Volker shivered, thinking of the immense, tentacled nightmares that haunted the upper aether of most realms. Even the skies of Azyr were not free of the predacious aerial monstrosities. ‘Old Captain Brondt will take us, and complain the entire way.’

			Grungni nodded. ‘I will make it worth your while, lass. And his as well, if I must.’ That last was said with some reluctance. A duardin was a duardin, all divinity aside, Volker mused.

			Zana bowed her head. ‘You always do, Maker.’ When she looked up, she was grinning. ‘But I’ll hold you to it, nonetheless.’

			Grungni gave a rumbling laugh and clapped his big hands. In his mirth, the god seemed to fill the room, and his fiery mane blazed as brightly as the flames in the forge. ‘I wouldn’t have it any other way. When you find Oken, you will find the Spear of Shadows. Or so the flames say. Return both to me, if you can.’

			He gestured, and a door Volker hadn’t noticed before swung open. It was an old door, battered and swollen by damp. A sea breeze ­whistled through the opening. Volker could hear the creak of rigging and the squalling of seabirds. Grungni rubbed his hands together. ‘You said this Captain Brondt’s berth was near the docks, yes?’

			Zana nodded. Though they were obviously no strangers to Grungni’s power, she and the others appeared somewhat taken aback by such a casual display. Like his people, Grungni seemed to have little time for mystery or enigma. Even so, Volker couldn’t help but recall that he’d been nowhere near the docks when he’d arrived.

			‘How far does this place extend?’ he asked, in awe.

			Grungni shrugged. ‘As far as it needs to.’ His smile faded. ‘Be watchful and wary. There are spies abroad in every realm, seeking word of the Eight. Trust no one, save that you must.’ At this sobering dismissal, the others rose from their seats and headed for the door. Roggen said something, but Volker wasn’t paying attention. Instead, he was thinking about all that had happened. Things were moving quickly. Too quickly to process. A day ago, the skaven had been his biggest concern. And now–

			‘Life comes quickest when you least expect it,’ Grungni said, study­ing him. ‘It has always been thus. An agile mind will adapt, while others are overwhelmed.’ He sighed. ‘The world is not in the habit of waiting for permission before it changes.’

			‘I never thanked you for saving me,’ Volker said. ‘From the skaven, I mean.’

			‘You’ll repay that debt, I have no doubt.’ Grungni’s eyes narrowed. ‘You have a question. Speak. I will do my best to answer it, before I send you on your way.’

			‘Why did you abandon Sigmar?’ It wasn’t the question Volker had intended to ask. Somehow, he thought the god knew that.

			Grungni smiled. The expression came easily to him, but like a gemstone it was a multi-faceted thing. Every smile was different, with a different meaning. From his studies, Volker knew that there were whole volumes of metal-bound books in the deep libraries of the warden kings, devoted to translating the expressions of the gods. The duardin took such things seriously, as they did most things. ‘Did I? Is that what he claims?’

			‘I – no. I don’t know. People say…’

			‘Oh, well, people. Very informed, people.’ Grungni tapped the side of his head. ‘Mortals, lad, are creative things. And stories are tools, like any other. Sigmar and I are allies. I am no more his servant than he is mine. I swore an oath to aid him, but it is up to me to fulfil that oath how I see fit.’

			‘The Eight Lamentations,’ Volker said, grasping the god’s point.

			Grungni nodded. ‘Sigmar seeks to reforge men, to purify souls and minds. I’ve never been one for that sort of thing. But weapons, now… weapons are meant to be reforged. To be repurposed.’ Sparks danced in his eyes. ‘You know this as well as I.’

			Volker nodded. ‘I will find Oken, Maker, and the spear,’ he said, in Khazalid.

			Grungni clapped him on the shoulder. Volker tensed, but the god’s touch was surprisingly light. ‘I know. That is why I chose you, Owain Volker.’ Something in the way he said it sent a chill down Volker’s spine, and suddenly the image he’d seen in the dream-spider’s web – of something dark, seeking his life – rose up in his mind. 

			Before he could ask Grungni about it, the god produced a familiar satchel from nowhere – Volker’s ammunition bag. It bore the seal of the Ironweld, and contained his extra shot-cylinders and powder. But like his long rifle, it somehow felt lighter than before. He hefted it wonderingly, noting the golden threads that now ran through the thick burlap. ‘A weapon’s use is in direct proportion to the availability of ammunition,’ Grungni said. ‘And I have seen to it that your powder will always be dry, and never run low. Use it wisely.’ The god stepped back, arms crossed. ‘Go. The others are waiting.’ Volker slung his satchel across his chest, bowed and turned towards the doors.

			He felt the weight of Grungni’s gaze on him the entire way.

			Elsewhere, in the Realm of Beasts, a long-sealed gate was opening.

			The Jaws were simply named and crudely formed. They had stood inviolate for untold centuries, sealed by the hands of Gorkamorka himself, or so the shamans of the great orruk clans claimed. The ancient realmgate was nothing more or less than the jawbone of some long-dead monstrosity, thrust into the earth and split open by the axe of Gorkamorka so that his favoured children might have a road to fresh conquests. But those conquests had proven elusive, and the dead made for poor sport, especially when they had the advantage of numbers. So the two-headed god had sealed that which he had cracked open. And sealed it had remained, for years without counting.

			Until today.

			The bone gateway, its binding sigils worn smooth by time and weather, began to glow with a pale, amethyst radiance. Crackling strands of light stretched like a new-spun web between the edges of the gateway as it began to swing wide. There was a sound like an animal’s roar, and then the light blazed upwards. The air took on the consistency of water, and strange, spectral shapes raced from the depths of the light, screaming hideously.

			In the sprawling, ramshackle camp that had grown up around the Jaws, orruks brawled cheerfully among themselves, ­unaware of the light or what it brought. Greenskin tribes from all across the Amber Steppes made an annual pilgrimage to the Jaws, awaiting the day Gorkamorka would see fit to reopen the realmgate. Only the most devout – and violent – were allowed to make camp there, and as new tribes arrived, fights inevitably broke out. Entire wars had been fought for the honour of camping close to the Jaws for a single night. But as the first of the screaming wraiths sped through the camp, all internal hostility was set aside, replaced by sudden and intense interest.

			Bosses bellowed and mobs of boys scrambled out of the camp and up the slope leading to the Jaws, waving their choppas joyfully. Something was coming out of the gate, and every orruk wanted to be the first to meet it.

			The black horse and its red-armoured rider burst from the pulsing light. Ahazian Kel gave a wild, whooping laugh as his vision cleared and he spotted the orruks barrelling towards him. The orruks roared in response. Ahazian released the animal’s reins and snatched his ­hammer from his belt.

			He had ridden hell for leather across the lowlands of Shyish, through storms of bone dust and howling maelstroms of feral wraiths. Several times he’d been attacked by flying shapes or dark-clad riders. He’d allowed none of it to stop him.

			The splinter of Gung hung from a rawhide thong about his neck. It was almost painfully cold, the chill radiating through his armour and into the flesh beneath. The discomfort was good. It kept him focused. He leaned forwards in his saddle, arms extended. The first orruk died quickly, skull cracked open. The second lived, but lost its hands and the choppa it had held. The black horse shrieked angrily and lashed out with its hooves. Ahazian laughed and followed its example, striking again and again. The orruks swirled like a green tide, but soon enough the horse broke away from them and pelted down through the camp. More orruks sought to bar his way, and he urged the horse to run them down.

			The blood sang through his veins, hot and swift. He wanted to turn, to drop from the saddle and meet the greenskins in battle. His weapons howled in his mind, desirous of death. They yearned for murder, the way a man might yearn for the love of a woman. But there was another sound in his mind, warring against the whispers of his weapons. A soft crooning, like the voice of some distant singer.

			He knew, without understanding how, that the voice belonged to Gung. The Huntsman was singing a killing song, one that echoed across the realms. A song that he could hear, thanks to the piece of it in his possession; a song that would lead him right to it.

			So distracted was he by the song that he failed to notice the orruk charging to intercept him. The brute roared and leapt, landing on the back of the horse. The animal staggered, nearly falling. But the black horses of Shyish were made of sterner stuff and instead of falling it began to buck and kick. Ahazian fought to remain in his saddle, even as the orruk attempted to twist his head off. The creature snarled. It had lost its axe, and now gripped the horns of his helmet. Ahazian drove the haft of his goreaxe into the orruk’s belly. The spiked pommel punched through the creature’s crude armour and into its stomach.

			If it felt any pain, it didn’t show it. Instead, its grip tightened. ­Ahazian’s neck began to ache. Spots danced before his eyes. He twisted and flung himself from the saddle, carrying his opponent with him. They struck the ground hard and rolled over and over in a bone-crushing tangle. When they slid to a dusty stop, Ahazian shoved himself to his feet, weapons in hand. The orruk lurched after him, bloody froth coating its tusks. Ahazian swung his skullhammer. The creature ducked and tackled­ him. He drove the pommels of both weapons into the orruk’s hard skull, again and again. The orruk drove him back, his heels digging a trench in the dirt. He struck it again and again, until the thick bone of the brute’s skull at last crumpled. The orruk slumped with a gurgle.

			Ahazian stumbled back, breathing heavily. He stared down at the creature. A worthy foe. Slowly, he lifted his hammer in salute. ‘May Khorne grant your soul the battle you crave,’ he murmured. He turned, and saw his horse standing nearby. It glared balefully at him, but made no attempt to flee when he moved to recapture it.

			He began to mount, stopped, and looked back at the orruk. His stomach rumbled. It had been some days since he’d eaten. ‘Waste not, want not,’ he murmured, as he led the horse towards the body. It had been some time since he’d tasted orruk.

			He wondered if it was as good as he remembered.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FIVE
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			CAPTAIN BRONDT

			The harbour district of Excelsis was very much the nerve centre of trade in the city. Bustling and vibrant, it seemed worlds removed from the shabby squalor of the Veins, or the elaborate styling of the noble districts.

			Instead, as befitted the oldest district of the city, it had been constructed in the style of the tribes who’d fished the waters of the bay for generations. Structures made from the calcified bones of leviathans, fused together with a mixture of sun-baked mud and animal dung, predominated among the stalls and shacks of the harbour.

			Grungni’s door had opened off the back of a fishmonger’s, in Go-By Street. No one had paid them any mind as they trooped out. But then, the wharfs were the sort of place where one kept one’s eyes on one’s own business. The sight of freshly slain corpses, either in the gutters or dangling from a signpost as a grisly warning from one of the many street gangs that plagued the harbour, weren’t uncommon.

			The air was thick with the smells of salted fish and exotic spices, not to mention the more lingering aroma of overflowing gutters. Beneath it all, Volker could detect the tang of the oldest Ironweld armouries in the city, still crafting arms and armour after a century. Everything that was Excelsis had grown outwards from the bay and the Spear. Here in the docklands, the first adventurers from Azyr had arrived, seeking a new life. A variety of languages and dialects hummed through the air like music, including the rough growl of Ghurdish tribesmen and the harsh rasp of natives of the Hot Seas, in Aqshy.

			They passed a trio of light-weavers, crafting shapes in the air with the aid of small, concave mirrors in order to entertain a growing crowd. The shapes were part of a story – one of the heroic deeds of the god Tyrion. The light-weavers all wore the symbolic blindfold, marked with the device of the daystar, and sang softly as they manipulated their mirrors. The crowd cheered and whistled as the image of Tyrion lopped the head from some monster.

			Elsewhere, merchants hawked their wares to sailors and fisher­folk, as tattooed members of the Fate’s Favoured patrolled the streets, on alert for any sign of rival gang members. Volker eyed the latter, noting the lines of tiny script that covered their faces and shorn scalps. It was said that they tattooed themselves with their own fates, as whispered by the Spear, and that the hand that wielded the needle was always that of the Burning Man, the gang’s mysterious leader. Few had ever seen him, and fewer still admitted that he actually existed. Certainly not the officers of the Freeguild or the worthies who made up the Small Conclave.

			The gang members gave Volker and the others a cursory inspection, but showed no sign of further interest. Indeed, they gave the group a wide berth. Volker suspected that it was mostly due to the way Lugash glared at them. The Fyreslayer looked in the mood for a fight, and wasn’t picky about his opponents.

			Lugash grunted softly. ‘Look. Up there.’

			Volker looked. Several ravens were perched on the overhanging edge of a roof. ‘The birds?’ he asked, confused.

			‘Yes,’ Lugash muttered. ‘I’ve seen those carrion birds before.’

			‘There is a siege going on.’

			‘Not here. In Aqshy. The Felstone Plains.’ Lugash narrowed his eyes. ‘Same birds, I’m certain of it.’

			‘Are you sure?’ Lugash looked at him. Volker raised a hand in surrender. ‘Very well. But there’s nothing to be done about it now. Unless you want to throw a cobblestone at them.’ The duardin glanced down, as if considering, but shook his head.

			‘No sense alerting them,’ he growled. He looked at Volker. ‘Next time, though, you put that fancy handgun of yours to use, manling.’

			‘Point and I’ll shoot,’ Volker said. Lugash grinned, and Volker immediately regretted the promise. He glanced up, but the ravens were gone. Idly he wondered if they were the same birds he’d seen before, on the Bastion. He pushed the thought aside and inhaled, trying to clear his lungs of the lingering weight of forge smoke.

			That proved to be a mistake. He coughed as the wind shifted, and the stink of the tanneries enveloped him. Eyes watering, he turned to the others. ‘The aether-berth is closer to the bay, I think.’ He’d rarely had call to visit the docklands after his arrival. Even the Freeguild stayed away if they could help it. It was left to the captains and local merchants’ associations to police themselves, for the most part.

			‘We must retrieve my steed first,’ Roggen said. He looked around, clearly bewildered. ‘There was a stable, near the harbour. After I came ashore I left her there.’ He carried a set of bulky saddlebags over one broad shoulder.

			‘There’s a stable on Hookjaw Street,’ Volker said. ‘Has a shark on the sign?’

			Roggen nodded eagerly. ‘Yes, that is the one. We must get her.’

			‘No, we mustn’t,’ Zana said. ‘It’ll still be here when we get back, provided no one sells it while we’re gone.’ Like Roggen, she travelled light. She had a wool blanket bundled up and tied across her chest with leather straps, in the manner of the Freeguild. Inside the folds of the blanket would be food and kit, as well as any valuables she carried.

			‘Sell her?’ Roggen looked aghast. ‘But she is mine!’

			‘So?’ Zana shrugged. ‘Property is for the rich and the careful.’

			Before she could continue, the air was split by a crack of thunder. It echoed through the streets, silencing the merchants in their stalls, and the bawdy songs of drunken sailors. The thunder was followed by the piercing crash of artillery. Zana and Roggen both spun towards the sound, their hands on their weapons.

			Volker chuckled. ‘Those are the primus line batteries – volley guns, mostly. The wildfires must be dying down.’ The skaven attacks were like clockwork, on a clear day. They’d probe the trench line, fall back and come again, when someone new took charge.

			‘You can tell what kind of gun it is by the sound?’ Roggen asked, baffled.

			‘Can’t you?’

			‘His people don’t use them,’ Zana said. ‘The Lady of Leaves doesn’t care for flint and steel. She prefers creeper vines and poisonous thorns.’ She shuddered. ‘And those bark-kindred of hers are worse.’

			‘The Sylvaneth?’ Volker asked. ‘I’ve never seen one,’ he added, somewhat wistfully.

			‘Oh, you have,’ Lugash grunted. ‘You just didn’t know it. Sneaky sorts of things, trees. Always where you least expect or want them.’ He frowned. ‘Like the sea. Water – pfah.’ He spat on the ground. ‘What sort of thing is that, to make an ocean out of?’ He sniffed. ‘Lava. Now there’s a proper liquid – so hot it’ll scald your eyeballs.’

			Zana rolled her eyes. ‘So why did you leave home, if you miss it so much?’

			Lugash glared at her. ‘None of your concern, woman. I am oathsworn to the Maker, same as you manlings. Though why he needs you, I don’t know.’ He looked away. ‘Maybe he’s getting senile.’

			‘Do gods get senile, then?’ Zana prodded.

			Lugash ignored her. Volker shook his head.

			‘The stables are this way from here,’ he said to Roggen, catching the thread of conversation before it could escape entirely. He gestured, ‘We’ll cut through Jaeger Lane.’ Jaeger Lane was a cramped artery connecting the Veins and the docklands. It was a rowdy patch of alehouses and cheap eateries, where young blades from the Noble Quarter went to indulge in licentious behaviour, and would-be ­revolutionaries plotted against the Grand Conclave. A statue weathered to featurelessness marked the largest crossing – the Jaeger for whom the area had been named, possibly.

			‘Just leave the beast here,’ Zana said, as they followed the winding lane. ‘It’ll be no use where we’re going. More of a hindrance, in fact.’

			‘I go nowhere without my steed,’ Roggen said, stubbornly. ‘She grows anxious without me. She is very sensitive.’

			‘I’m not sure we should be taking an anxious horse with us,’ Volker said. ‘Or a sensitive one.’ He’d never been a fan of horses, even the clockwork ones the Ironweld used to haul its artillery trains on occasion. They were temperamental beasts, with a tendency to snap at unprotected flesh.

			Roggen looked confused. ‘Horse?’

			The doors of the stable slammed open, stirring the hay scattered across the ground. An ear-splitting screech echoed through the courtyard as half a dozen stable hands spilled out, shouting and cursing. They were clad in padded armour and masks, and they stumbled out into the courtyard, dragging a massive shape in their wake with heavy chains and straps.

			The beast was hooded, in the same way a falconer might do for his birds. Even so, its thrashing sent the stable hands floundering. It clawed at them, tearing gouges in their quilted vests. They scrambled from its path as Roggen whistled sharply. The heavy shape lunged towards him, and he sidestepped it, tearing the hood from its head as he did so. ‘Oh hell,’ Volker murmured, as he realised what the thing was.

			‘Yes,’ Zana said.

			The demigryph shrieked in what Volker hoped was recognition as it swung around to face Roggen. The big beast was covered in brownish, shaggy fur and vibrant green feathers. Dark ironwood armour covered the creature in places, and it wore a heavy saddle. With a sinking sensation, he suddenly realised just what sort of knightly order Roggen belonged to. He looked at Zana, his eyes wide. ‘You could have warned me.’

			‘Why? No one warned me, the first time.’ She sighed and shook her head. ‘And he’s such a mild sort, too. Never saw it coming.’

			Volker turned back to the reunion of beast and rider. He had seen the carnage a squadron of such creatures – and their riders – left in their wake. The mountains and forests of Azyr were home to a sizeable population of demigryphs, and many of the ancient chivalric orders of Azyrheim, such as the Myrmidites and the Sons of Breton, sent their aspirants to stalk and break the beasts to their will.

			Most failed. Only the most determined of warriors could tame a demigryph. And even then, they’d bear the scars for the rest of their life. The massive creatures were larger than any stallion, and far more bloodthirsty. They could dismember a fully armoured warrior with ease, and made little distinction between friend and foe.

			The beast rose up on its heavily muscled hind legs and landed its fore claws on Roggen’s shoulders, nearly knocking the big man to his knees. It stood twice again as tall as its master, though Roggen seemed used to such displays. He caught the tip of the hooked beak and bent it away from his face. ‘Easy, Harrow. There’s a girl.’ Harrow shrieked again, and followed it with a dull clacking as her mad, amber eyes noticed Volker and the others. The brown tail began to lash as the demigryph shoved away from her rider and fell onto all fours with a ­rattle of armour.

			‘Keep that beast away from me,’ Lugash growled. He raised his war-iron menacingly. ‘Else I’ll crack its skull. See if I don’t.’

			The demigryph hunkered down, head tilted, beak half-open. She hissed, her claws scraping the street. Roggen caught the scruff of her feathered neck. ‘Well, stop waving weapons at her. I told you – she’s very sensitive.’

			‘It’s a bloody great murder-cat is what it is,’ Zana said, eyes narrowed. ‘Why’d you even bring it? Or have you forgotten what happened last time?’

			‘That was an accident,’ Roggen said, defensively. ‘She didn’t mean any harm.’

			‘It ate Capollino!’

			‘Only his leg.’ Roggen stroked the demigryph’s neck, and murmured soothingly. ‘And the Maker crafted him a new one, didn’t he?’

			‘Who was Capollino?’ Volker asked.

			‘A very unlucky fellow,’ Roggen said, somewhat apologetically. ‘She was just playing, really, but he started screaming and… well.’ He knocked on Harrow’s beak. ‘She gets excited easily. Instinct, you see.’ The demigryph snapped at his hand. Roggen frowned and pried the hook of her beak out of his gauntlet. ‘You are not making a good first impression, Harrow. Be polite.’

			‘That ship has sailed, I’m afraid,’ Zana said, one hand on the hilt of her sword. ‘It’s not coming with us, Roggen. I refuse to be in a confined space with that thing.’

			Roggen frowned. ‘You would not separate a knight from his steed?’

			‘Cheerfully.’

			Roggen opened his mouth. ‘She could come in handy,’ Volker interjected. ‘Provided you can keep her under control?’ He glanced at the knight, who nodded.

			‘I can try,’ Roggen muttered, looking mulish. Seeing the look on Zana’s face, he quickly added, ‘She will be on her best behaviour.’

			‘That’s what he said last time,’ Zana growled. ‘But fine. Your funeral. It goes in the hold, and gods help you if it eats something it’s not supposed to, because they’ll pitch it and us out of the ship. Without landing first.’

			That settled, they followed the winding streets down to the docks, Harrow padding beside Roggen, the big knight tightly gripping her reins. Excelsis harbour played host to countless vessels. A forest of masts and sails rose over the waters from merchant fleets and the warships of a hundred fledgling empires, flourishing in the wake of Sigmar’s return.

			The aether-berth rose above them all. It was the single new structure amid the old. A tower of bone and wood, higher than any ship’s mast, surmounted by a structure of the Kharadrons’ own design – a wide platform, easily the size of one of the larger streets below, topped by a globular watch-station, crafted from bronze and steel. Anchor-jetties extended in seemingly haphazard fashion from the curves of the station.

			Aether-frigates and ironclads, the mainstays of the Kharadron fleets, occupied these aerial wharfs, their bulky, blade-like proportions out of place next to the sleek towers and ­magical vessels of the Collegiate Arcane. The vessels were heavy lengths of riveted metal and bulbous aether-endrins, resembling nothing so much as the seagoing ironclads some clans of Dispossessed made use of, save that they sailed above the ground, rather than on the water.

			Duardin clad in aeronautical gear and weatherproof uniforms ­busied themselves about the base of the tower, overseeing the loading and unloading of cargo or arguing loudly with harbour officials. Others clad in the heavy war-plate the Kharadron called arkanaut armour, their faces hidden behind stylised masks, stood guard, aethershot rifles held across their chests.

			Volker stared up at the docked vessels in awe. He’d seen the aether­craft of the Kharadron at a distance, but seeing them this close was something else again. Whereas the duardin he was familiar with preferred to dig down, these had soared upwards. ‘Magnificent,’ he murmured.

			‘Unnatural is what it is,’ Lugash said, glaring upwards. ‘Floating in the air. Like birds. Or worse.’ He spat. ‘No way for a proper duardin to live.’

			‘You mean half-naked, in a volcano?’ Zana asked.

			Lugash looked at her. ‘It’s not my fault your thin manling skin can’t handle the weather,’ he said, huffily. ‘You should grow thicker skin.’

			‘And then hammer gold into it.’ Zana looked up. ‘Brondt’s vessel is the larger one – not the usual frigate or ironclad. It’s a long-distance hauler. He had some bright spark of an endrinrigger make modifications, last I heard, to improve the old scow’s speed.’

			‘It’s called the Zank, as you well know, woman,’ someone growled, in a voice like wind rushing through a metal tunnel. Volker looked down and saw a broad form stumping towards them. The duardin was dressed in battered, midnight-blue aeronautic gear, over a tan uniform. He wore a dark coat of some slick-looking material, with thick fur cuffs and collar. What little of his face could be seen within the bristly thicket of iron-grey hair and beard was burnt bronze by the wind and weather. He clenched a smouldering cheroot between thick, yellow teeth. ‘She’s the finest Makaisson-class hauler in the fleet, and don’t you forget it.’

			Zank meant cleaver, or thereabouts, Volker thought. An appropriate name for such an ominous-looking vessel. It had the curved hull common to Kharadron vessels, but it was twice again the length of the frigates moored above and around it. Strange weapons lined its decks, and studded its armoured hull. An ancestral figurehead of dark gold glared down from the prow. It reminded him of Grungni, with its billowing beard and wide face, and for a moment, it almost seemed to be looking down at him…

			‘Gunmaster.’

			Volker started. ‘What?’

			‘I’m introducing you,’ Zana hissed. ‘Apologies, Brondt. He’s a bit deaf.’ She tugged on her ear. ‘Artillery is loud. As I was saying, meet Captain Njord Brondt.’

			‘I’m well aware of the noise the ground-pounders make.’ Brondt eyed them with ill-concealed displeasure. As Zana spoke, he extracted his cheroot and tapped ash onto the ground. ‘Give me one good ­reason I shouldn’t have you tied to a skyhook and fired out over the bay, woman,’ he growled.

			‘Two reasons,’ Zana said, fingers held up. ‘One, I saved your stumpy rear from that harkraken – remember? And two, we’re on a mission from a god.’

			Brondt frowned. ‘Which god?’

			‘Does it matter?’

			‘It does to me.’

			‘I thought you Kharadron didn’t believe in gods,’ Zana said.

			‘We don’t. That doesn’t mean we’re foolish enough to annoy the wrong one without cause. Which one – Sigmar?’ He hesitated. ‘Nagash?’ he asked, more softly.

			‘The Great Maker.’

			Brondt examined the glowing tip of his cheroot. ‘Fine. What do you want?’

			‘A ride.’

			‘Where?’

			‘Shu’gohl. I know for a fact it’s on your route.’

			Brondt looked past her, at Volker and the others. ‘All of you?’

			‘Yes.’

			Harrow screeched.

			‘And that thing?’

			‘Yes,’ Roggen said, frowning.

			Brondt grinned. ‘That’s worth two favours.’

			Zana cocked her head. ‘One.’

			Brondt puffed on his cheroot. ‘Two.’

			‘One and a half.’

			‘Deal,’ he said. He spat on his hand and held it out. Zana did the same, and they shook hands. ‘There’s room in the hold for livestock. And passengers, come to that.’

			Zana’s face fell. ‘No cabins?’

			‘Not for one and a half favours.’ Brondt’s grin never wavered. ‘It’s dry and warm. Better than sleeping above decks.’

			Zana sighed. ‘Fine, you old grumble-miser. But you still owe me half a favour, and don’t you forget it.’

			Brondt’s grin slipped. ‘I never forget a debt,’ he growled. ‘Artycle six, point three of the code states–’

			Zana shook her head. ‘I know, I know.’

			Brondt frowned, then turned and bellowed to several of his crew. They ambled over, in no particular hurry. Brondt growled at them in rapid-fire Khazalid, then turned back to Zana. ‘They’ll show you to your quarters.’ He puffed on his cheroot. ‘It’ll take a day or thereabout to get to the Crawling City. Barring any difficulties. Like last time.’ He looked closely at Zana as he said it.

			‘That was an accident,’ she protested.

			‘The cost of repairs alone–’ he began, stabbing the air with his cheroot.

			‘I didn’t hear you complaining at the time,’ she snapped. ‘Besides, you beat Brokrin to the find, didn’t you? And the Drak Ang took twice as much damage as the Zank…’

			Brondt turned away, dismissing her. ‘Get on board before I change my mind.’

			As they allowed Brondt’s crew to guide them into the aether-berth, Volker looked at Zana. ‘What happened last time?’ he asked, quietly.

			Zana ignored him, her face set. He exchanged glances with Roggen. The big knight grinned and patted Harrow’s beak. ‘I am very excited, whatever happened. It will be my first time flying.’

			Volker nodded. ‘Yes. Let’s just hope it’s not our last.’

			Ahazian Kel sat before a crackling fire, cooking his evening meal. His seat was what was left of the body of the orruk that had leapt on his horse. The rest of it was impaled on sticks and slowly roasting over the fire. He’d acquired a taste for orruk-flesh in the Ashdwell, in his youth. The beasts were best cooked alive, but even dead they had a decided tartness.

			His weapons sat within easy reach, and his helmet was at his feet. His scarred features were relaxed as he stared into the fire, imagining the glories to come. Idly, he toyed with the fragment of Gung, rolling it between his fingers. He reached for a chunk of orruk, snatching the smoking meat from the fire. 

			‘You are close.’

			Ahazian looked up from his meal. The hank of orruk flesh bubbled on the bone, roasted to perfection. He finished chewing and swallowed. ‘I know.’ He flicked the fragment, where it dangled. ‘It… sings.’

			Volundr nodded. ‘Qyat of the Folded Soul sang an ancient song of murder as he shaped Gung. The echo of that song still reverberates through the spear, giving it life. The song will grow louder, the closer you get to the weapon.’

			Volundr’s shape wavered in the firelight. He was not truly there, ­Ahazian knew. Just a sending, cast into the realms by the Skullgrinder’s will, and the daemonic fires of his forge. Volundr sat, hands dangling between his knees, head lowered. He looked tired. The fires of his gaze burned low. Ahazian peered at him, and took another bite of orruk. ‘Are you well, Skullgrinder?’

			Volundr gestured dismissively. ‘It is of no matter.’ He straightened and passed a hand over the fire. ‘You are being followed.’

			‘I know.’ Ahazian cracked the bone and scraped at the marrow with a finger. ‘I keep hoping they will catch up with me, but no luck so far.’

			‘Arrogance is healthy in a warrior. But it must be tempered by wisdom.’

			Ahazian licked marrow from his finger thoughtfully. ‘As you say.’

			Volundr grunted, visibly annoyed. ‘Our enemies are not solely mortal. You must be cautious. The Crippled God is not to be trifled with.’

			‘You speak as if you know him.’

			Volundr fell silent. Ahazian waited. The Skullgrinder would speak when it suited him, and not before. After long moments, the warrior-smith said, ‘I was born a slave. In the chattel-pens of the Furnace Kings. You know of them?’

			Ahazian nodded. ‘They forged weapons and armour for the servants of the Dark Gods, before the Azyrites cast down the Bale-Furnace and scattered its rulers. Stunted brutes. Like duardin, but twisted and cruel.’ He grinned around a mouthful of orruk. ‘They made good blades, though. There are warlords who’ll trade a thousand slaves for just one axe forged by the Furnace Kings.’

			‘They deserved their fate,’ Volundr rumbled. ‘They were weak. Decadent. I saw as much, the day the Crippled God came and cracked the Bale-Furnace.’ He stared at his hands. ‘They had stolen his secrets, and turned them to bitter ends. He arrived in an explosion of heat and fire, roaring curses and wielding a great hammer. Not a warhammer, but a blacksmith’s hammer. And with it he shattered our chains and cracked the great furnace. The Furnace Kings fled into the depths of their mountain, rather than face him.’

			Ahazian blinked in surprise. ‘He… saved you?’

			‘More than that. He taught me his arts. Some of them, at least.’ Volundr looked up. ‘And those lessons served me well, in the trials that followed.’ He laughed harshly. ‘He was quite angry, when he learned of my betrayal.’

			‘Why did you betray him?’ Ahazian asked the question before it occurred to him that it might be wiser not to.

			Volundr’s gaze grew hot and bright, like a fire newly stoked. ‘Your purpose is not to ask questions, Ahazian Kel. Yours is but to seek out that which I desire, and bring it to me.’

			Ahazian bristled at the Skullgrinder’s tone. ‘And so I have sworn, warrior-smith.’ He cast the bone he held into the fire. ‘And the oath of a kel is as iron itself.’

			Volundr laughed again, but softly this time. ‘And that is why I chose you, son of Ekran. Do not fail me.’ 

			His form flickered and faded, like smoke on the wind. A moment later, he was gone. Ahazian grunted and reached for another piece of orruk. He was still hungry, and he had a feeling he would need all of his strength in the days to come.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SIX

			[image: ]

			TOOLS OF THE MAKER

			Volker woke suddenly. Heart hammering, eyes bleary, he was uncertain for a moment of where he was. He looked around the relatively clean, dry confines of the aft hold of the Zank, lit as it was by aether-lanterns hanging from the support beams. These cast a soft, ruddy glow over the crates, casks and sacks that filled the hold.

			Despite the cheery ambience, it was cramped, especially with the demigryph, Harrow, occupying a third of it. Volker sat up carefully, still unused to the ship’s swaying. He could feel the hum of the vessel’s aether-endrin through the crate he sat on. His nose was full of demigryph stench. It smelled a bit like he imagined a chicken coop full of wet cats would.

			Zana sat across from him, sharpening her blade with slow, practised strokes of a whetstone. She smiled as he stirred, but said nothing. Lugash lay nearby, his helmet’s brim tipped so that it covered his eyes, his weapons crossed beneath his head as a makeshift pillow. He snored noisily. Roggen had claimed the only clear part of the hold for himself, and now moved slowly, practising his blade work. None of them seemed particularly bothered by the stink of the restive animal sharing their space.

			Volker watched Roggen, trying to recall what had woken him. His dreams had been tangled knots of unease that prevented total rest. There had been something dark pursuing him down a corridor of sound and light. A malign force, singular in its purpose and resolve. But his dreams hadn’t been all bad – he’d dreamed of Oken as well.

			More a memory, that, perhaps. Not of the duardin himself, but of his voice, deep and rough, as he conversed quietly with Volker’s mother. Catrin Volker had not been amenable to her son’s apprenticeship with the Ironweld at first. But Oken had convinced her. Volker remembered that they’d spoken often, that tall, brittle woman and the short, sturdy duardin. They had known each other since her childhood, at least.

			In truth, he didn’t know how long Oken had been acquainted with his family. Once, the old duardin had let slip that his clan owed the Volker family a debt, one older even than Oken himself, though he’d refused to elaborate further. But then that was the duardin way, at least among the clans of the Dispossessed. Debts were shameful things, to be honoured but never spoken of in polite society. He wondered if that debt had anything to do with why Grungni had chosen him.

			That only brought more questions, however. What prevented Grungni from simply finding these Lamentations himself? Why use mortal servants at all? Divine prerogative, or something else? Then the same might be asked of Sigmar – why didn’t the God-King lead his armies to war personally, as he had in ages gone by?

			Uncomfortable with that line of thinking, Volker distracted himself with exploring the satchel Grungni had given him. He hadn’t thought to do so before he’d succumbed to the fatigue that had been dogging his trail since the battle.

			His suspicions were proved correct; the satchel was his, but subtly changed somehow. He could feel rune magic radiating from it, though he could see no markings save the insignia of the Ironweld, picked out in gold and crimson. Grungni had done something to it, though what, Volker couldn’t even begin to guess.

			He checked the powder-loads and shot-cylinders for signs of tampering, but found none. Normally, he carried half a dozen reloads for the repeater pistols and a small quantity of shot and powder for the rifle and his artisan pistol on him at all times, but the satchel would keep him supplied for weeks, if he were sparing. He had the alchemical tools and training to make more powder and shot if necessary, too.

			‘How can you stand carrying all of that?’

			He looked at Zana. ‘You’ve carried a field kit before, surely?’

			‘Yes, but my field kit doesn’t clatter like an ironmonger’s wagon.’ She tossed him something. ‘Brondt sent down food while you were snoring.’

			Volker caught the chunk of hard brown bread and took an eager bite. He chewed carefully, eyes closed, enjoying the acrid tang and coarse texture. When he opened his eyes, Zana was watching him closely. ‘Not many men can get past the first bite of duardin bread,’ she said. ‘Not without a lot of wine.’ She held up a wineskin.

			‘It’s an acquired taste,’ Volker mumbled around a second mouthful. He swallowed. ‘Goes well with a bit of chuf.’ He looked around hopefully. Zana snorted and took a swig of wine, before tossing him the skin. He washed his mouth out and turned at a sudden shrill screech. Harrow was turning about in her stall at the far end of the hold, tapping at its sides with her beak and paws. There were bloodstains on the slats, which Harrow had been investigating eagerly since the Zank had hauled anchor and departed Excelsis.

			‘They bring cattle, sometimes,’ Zana said, as they watched the demigryph snuffle at the stains. ‘Use them as bait for the megalofins. Brondt sells the meat in Shu’gohl. The worm-folk don’t get much meat that doesn’t come with feathers or too many legs.’

			‘You sound like you’ve travelled this way before,’ Volker said. He tossed the bread back to her, followed by the wine. Zana caught them easily.

			She laughed. ‘More than once. It’s cramped, but quick. And the Khara­dron can always use another quick hand with a blade, whatever they claim. Speaking of which…’ She gestured towards Roggen with the bread. ‘That’s enough practice, sir knight. Come eat before you fall over.’

			Roggen let his sword dip and turned. However long he’d been at it, the Ghyranite seemed none the worse for wear. Nevertheless, he gratefully accepted the offer of food and drink. He tore off a hunk of bread, made a face, and swallowed cautiously. ‘Did they make this with stones?’ he mumbled.

			‘Probably. Your sword… it’s wood as well?’ Volker asked after a moment, studying the blade the other man held.

			Roggen nodded, still chewing. ‘Made from the seedpod of a devourer plant.’ He turned the dark sword over so that Volker could see. Thick, vein-like undulations connected the sharpened blade to the leather-wrapped hilt. The pommel stone was a pearlescent gem, uncut and heavy. ‘You have to whittle and scrape away the excess sap and fibres after you shatter the pod. Then you layer the pieces, one atop the other with a slather of the sap between them. You have to press on it for days, squeezing and leaning, until it’s flat enough to begin carving away all that is not blade.’ He held up the sword. ‘It takes weeks. But when you are finished – ha!’

			He pivoted, bringing the blade down. It hissed as it parted the air. He turned, holding up the blade. ‘It will cut through metal as easily as it does wood.’ He looked at the bread he held. ‘Though maybe not this.’ He handed it back to Zana ruefully.

			‘You wouldn’t catch a duardin using a blade of wood, no matter how sharp,’ Lugash grunted. The Fyreslayer still lay on the deck, eyes closed.

			Roggen smiled. ‘Who do you think taught us how to make these?’

			‘There are duardin in Ghyran?’ Volker asked, somewhat taken aback. He’d heard stories, but never paid them much mind.

			‘Some,’ Zana interjected. ‘The root-kings. A proud folk, but shy. They delved deep, and rarely surfaced, and then only to trade.’

			Roggen nodded, a sad look on his face. ‘Some say they abandoned the world when the Lady of Leaves vanished into the Athelwyrd.’ He sighed. ‘Perhaps they will return one day, just as she did. I should like to meet them, just once.’ He sheathed his sword, picked up a nearby bucket and went to tend Harrow. Brondt had grudgingly provided fodder before their departure, after Zana had pointed out that a hungry demigryph was bound to be troublesome. Roggen pulled a hunk of scaly meat from the bucket and tossed it to the demigryph, which chirped in pleasure. The meat glistened strangely in the lantern light as the creature tore at it, and Volker felt his stomach twist.

			‘Megalofin,’ Zana said. ‘It’s quite good, if you cook it properly.’

			‘You seem to have an opinion on everything,’ Volker said, smiling. Zana laughed. She had a rough laugh, like something worn thin. Everything about her spoke to a life hard lived. He’d met her sort before – sellswords and coinspinners. They fought for anyone who could pay their fee. Most had served in one army or another, even the Freeguilds of Azyr. Some Freeguild captains hired entire companies of such war-dogs to fight the battles they didn’t want to waste other troops on.

			Volker had fought alongside such troops more than once. They were brave enough, but they had a distressing tendency to value their own lives over whatever cause they had pledged themselves to. And yet, this one had pledged herself to a god. And not just any god, but one whose oaths were as iron.

			‘It’s one of the drawbacks of an interesting life, gunmaster. I expect I could say the same about you.’ She eyed him. ‘You’re young for your rank. Are you a hero, or just lucky?’

			‘I hunted megalofins, once,’ Volker said, avoiding the question. ‘From a blind. They feed on mountain goats and the like, in the high places of Azyr. Dive down and snatch up anything they can get their teeth in.’ He frowned, thinking of the immense shark-like beast as it had pierced the clouds and swum down through the snowy air, jaws impossibly wide. He hefted his rifle and peered down its length. ‘Never doing that again.’

			Zana smiled. ‘Easier from the deck of an aether-ship, but probably not by much. Brondt has it down to an art – hook them quick, let them tire themselves out, and then pummel them senseless. Once they’re dead, it’s just a matter of cutting them up and salting the meat. It keeps practically forever, or so I’m told.’

			‘You have lived an interesting life,’ Volker said. He hesitated. ‘What were you before?’ he asked.

			‘Before I became a sellsword, you mean?’

			Volker flushed. ‘Yes.’

			‘I served in the Freeguild, in Vindicarum,’ she said, running the stone along the length of her sword. ‘Gold Gryphon regiment. Got promoted to captain, eventually.’

			‘What happened?’

			‘What makes you think something happened?’ She laughed at his expression. ‘You’re not wrong, though – something did.’ She laid her sword across her knees. ‘And I’d wager that it’s the same thing that caused you to be here, rather than standing in some draughty chamber, poring over maps and arguing strategy.’

			‘Politics,’ Volker said.

			She tapped the side of her nose. ‘Got it in one. Maybe you’re as smart as you look.’ She took off her glove and ran her thumb along the edge of the blade. ‘I made enemies. Highborn Azyrite brats, with comfy positions bought for them by their mothers­ and fathers.’

			Volker frowned. That described him as well, though he didn’t think it prudent to admit as much. He continued wiping down his long rifle. ‘They forced you out?’

			‘Eventually.’ She squeezed her thumb. Volker watched as a bead of blood welled up. She sucked on the injured digit for a moment before continuing. ‘One too many duels, even for Vindicarum. Too many dead Azyrites. And a price on my head, besides.’

			‘A price…?’

			Zana grinned. ‘Like I said, I made enemies. What about you, gun-master?’

			Volker paused, rag in hand. ‘No, no enemies. No friends either.’ He suddenly felt the weight of Makkelsson’s flask sitting in his coat, and touched the pocket it rested in. ‘Not any more, at least.’

			‘Count yourself lucky,’ Lugash growled. ‘Friendship is a chain of obligation that weighs heavily on the weak.’

			Volker glanced at the doomseeker, uncertain how to respond. The Fyreslayer was worryingly volatile, and they were trapped in a confined space. Lugash glared at him, as if daring him to reply.

			‘Spoken like a doomseeker,’ Zana said. ‘No wonder your lodge kicked you out.’

			‘They didn’t kick me out,’ Lugash said. ‘My lodge is no more. Their name is dust, and their deeds nothing more than ash.’

			Zana nodded. ‘Maybe you should’ve died with them.’

			Lugash was on his feet, weapons gripped tightly. ‘What was that?’

			Zana stood. ‘You heard me.’ She pointed her sword at him. ‘Did you run? Or maybe you simply weren’t worth killing.’

			Volker exchanged worried glances with Roggen, and let his hand drift towards the grip of his artisan pistol. If Lugash made to harm her, he might have no choice. Duardin were tough though – a single shot, carefully placed, wouldn’t kill him. And Sigmar only knew what would happen if he shot the doomseeker and didn’t kill him.

			Veins of ur-gold glimmered on the duardin’s heavily muscled form, like cracks in some ancient statue. His beard bristled, and his eyes were wide and staring. ‘Say it again,’ he snarled. ‘Say it to my face.’

			‘I thought I had. But then it’s hard to tell with you duardin, misshapen lumps that you are.’ Zana twitched her sword, as if in invitation.

			Lugash stared at her in silence for long moments. Then he gave a gap-toothed grin. He threw back his head and laughed. It was not a pleasant sound, and Volker didn’t remove his hand from his pistol. But it appeared that Zana’s baiting had had the intended effect. The Fyreslayer shook his head, still chuckling. ‘You are brave, umgi. If your folk had more like you, they wouldn’t need us to fight their battles for them.’ He paused. ‘Then maybe that’s a good thing.’ He turned and made for the bulkhead hatch. ‘I’m going to get some air. It reeks of demigryph down here.’

			Roggen paused in his exercises to sniff the air. ‘She doesn’t smell that bad.’

			Zana chuckled and shook her head. ‘You took quite a risk, there,’ Volker said. ‘He might’ve killed you.’

			‘No, he wouldn’t have. He wanted an argument, so I gave him one. Fyreslayers are like that – prickly. They need conflict the way we need food and drink. Without it, they go a bit crazy.’ She frowned. ‘Crazier, I should say.’ She looked at Volker. ‘Speaking of crazy duardin, known Oken long, then?’

			Volker smiled at the segue. ‘He taught me everything I know.’ He gestured to his weapons. ‘Everything I am, I owe to him. Without him, I wouldn’t be anything to speak of.’ He chuckled. ‘Just another highborn Azyrite brat.’

			Zana blinked. ‘Ah. That’d have been a waste.’

			‘I like to think so.’ Volker set his rifle aside and retrieved his artisan pistol. Oken had taken his education in hand, though he’d never said why. And if his mother knew the reason, she hadn’t shared it with him. One more secret. Catrin Volker was good at keeping secrets. But then that was practically a way of life in Azyrheim.

			He hadn’t seen her in years. Not since he’d decided he was more suited to a life in Ghur. For better or worse, she’d abided by his decision. He frowned and tried to concentrate on disassembling the pistol. Normally he could do it blindfolded. But he’d been rattled since Grungni had first appeared to him.

			Being a gunmaster was to ritualise routine. Weapons had to be oiled and cleaned, calculations made and adjusted. Not just his, but those of the men nominally under his command. Artillery pieces required constant supervision to keep them in working order. Granted, you could fob it off on to your assistants – if you could afford assistants – but there was no substitute for doing it yourself.

			‘He might be dead, you know. Grungni didn’t say it, but…’

			Volker paused. ‘He might,’ he said finally, completing the reassembly. ‘Then, he might not.’

			‘Is that why you came?’

			He looked at her. ‘Is that so strange? He’s my friend.’

			She leaned back. ‘Strange? I suppose not. Everyone knows you Azyrites are touched in the head. Too much time spent with your god shouting at you, I suppose.’

			‘I’ve never seen Sigmar, let alone been shouted at by him.’

			‘Maybe Grungni will introduce you.’

			He studied her. ‘Why do you do that?’

			‘What?’ She looked at him, her expression unreadable.

			He shook his head. ‘I think Lugash had the right idea. I’m for some air. Excuse me.’ He stuffed his pistol into his belt and left the hold, angry at himself. She was right, whether he wanted to admit it or not. Oken might very well be dead. And this would all be for nothing. The thought resonated through him like a sour note.

			As he followed the cramped stairwell to the upper deck, something else occurred to him. Zana had spoken of Oken as if she knew him as well. He paused, wondering if he should go back down and ask her. He dismissed the idea a moment later; it didn’t matter. He was forced to flatten himself against the wall several times on his ascent as Kharadron bustled past him, going about their business. The duardin paid him little attention, and the few attempts he made at striking up conversation were ignored.

			Volker climbed to the deck, and was immediately struck by a cold wind. The glow of the aether-endrins kept the vessel free of frost, but that was about it. The wind whistled, coiling around the struts and across the rails. Night had fallen, and the savage stars of Ghur gleamed like the eyes of immense beasts, out in the dark.

			The deck curved upwards at the prow, and everywhere he looked, hoses, ropes and stiff iron struts rose to meet the globular aetherendrins. It was a forest of esoteric machinery, and the engineer in him wanted nothing more than to begin taking it apart, then and there, to figure out the secrets of its function.

			The deck rolled strangely beneath Volker’s feet. It wasn’t like walking on a sea-going vessel. It was smoother, somehow. He found an out-of-the-way spot near the starboard rail and turned to study his hosts. The duardin were hard at their various duties.

			He knew next to nothing about the Kharadron. What little he’d heard made them out to be as different from the Dispossessed as the ­Fyreslayers were. All three shared a common ancestor in the Khazalid empires, which spread across the mortal realms during the Age of Myth. But all three had diverged greatly from the course set by their ancestors.

			The Dispossessed venerated tradition above all else. They clung tightly to half-remembered rituals and centuried grudges, as if they could hold onto the last glimmerings of their former greatness through sheer will. The lodges of the Fyreslayers, on the other hand, had developed their own rituals and a greatness all their own in their isolation.

			And the Kharadron, from what little he knew of them, seemed to have shed the oldest Khazalid traditions in favour of survival. They had abandoned all that made duardin duardin, and become something other, yet familiar. A strange folk, with strange ways.

			He turned, and spotted a solid form crouched on the curved snout of the prow. Lugash hunched there, a fingerbreadth from falling, staring out into the dark. He wondered what the Fyreslayer was thinking about. It was probably best not to ask.

			Volker sighed and leaned over the rail. Startled, a raven took wing from a dip in the hull, and sailed away with a croak of recrimination. Far below him, the grassy expanse of the Amber Steppes stretched from horizon to horizon. Occasional tumble­down hills and craggy expanses of stone jutted from the grasslands like tombstones, marking the last resting places of fallen empires. The Ghurlands were full of forgotten kingdoms. The great Waaagh!s of Gorkamorka had broken them, and the servants of Chaos had finished off those that remained. Now, only a few nomadic tribesmen called the grasslands home. He could see the glow of their campfires from this height, dozens of them, many hundreds of leagues apart. Tiny motes of humanity, adrift in the dark.

			In the end, that was what it was all about, Volker thought. That was perhaps why cities like Excelsis had been founded. For all their flaws, they would serve as beacons to the ­scattered children of men, calling them home. Excelsis and the other Founding Cities were the seeds of a new beginning. One for all mortals.

			He blinked as something glimmered in the dark. Not starlight, or the glare of a fire down below, but something almost… metallic. He leaned forwards. The clouds had thickened, and faint seams of glittering radiance ran through them.

			‘Star-dust,’ Volker murmured. He had seen such motes before, as a child. They swirled about the highest peaks in Azyr and collected in the thickest clouds.

			‘Is that what they call it where you’re from, then?’

			He turned. Captain Brondt stood behind him, chewing on his ever-present cheroot. The duardin joined him at the rail. ‘Surprised you’re able to breathe, manling. Usually your kind can’t tolerate these altitudes.’

			Volker inhaled. He hadn’t even thought about it. ‘This? This is mild, compared to where I was born.’ He looked up. ‘I could almost touch the stars from my crib.’

			Brondt grunted. ‘Could you now?’ He swept his hand out, and caught a fistful of the sparkling motes. They clung to him like dust. ‘Aether-gold – the breath of Grungni, some call it. Rich seams run through these clouds. Through the whole realm, really.’

			‘It’s beautiful,’ Volker said.

			‘It’s more than that. Without it, our ships wouldn’t fly. Our cities would fall from the skies. Our people – our society – would crumble, as that of our ancestors did.’ Brondt stared at his hand. ‘It’s everything.’

			‘Are you a miner, then?’

			Brondt chuckled. ‘A speculator, let’s say. I come before the miners. To see what there is to see.’ He sighed. ‘A good life, if you’re of a certain turn of mind.’ He gestured to the clouds. ‘We’re not the only ones who hunt it. The harkraken and other, worse things, eat it. No idea why, since they prey on flesh as well as aether. They can smell it for leagues and they’ll go after a ship carrying it quicker than you can spit. Case in point–’

			He reached and caught a handful of Volker’s coat as something monstrous surged up through the clouds below and rose towards them with a sound like an avalanche. Volker had an impression of thousands upon thousands of triangular teeth, each the size of a man, lining jaws as wide as the Bastion, before a wall of pebbled flesh rose past the rail for what seemed an eternity. The Zank rocked, its aether-endrins groaning with strain as it was displaced by the sudden arrival. Klaxons blared and shouts of alarm rose from the crew as the force of the entity’s passing sent a reeking torrent of wind crashing across the deck.

			Brondt shoved Volker back, and turned. ‘All hands to the guns,’ he roared. ‘Man the belaying valves! It looks like we’re not the only ones in the sky tonight!’

			Volker stared upwards as the monstrosity continued to rise past the aethercraft. Hillocks of aether-barnacles dotted its belly, and he thought he saw the shattered remains of other craft dangling from its immense flanks, their hulls crushed and splintered. ‘What is that thing?’ he shouted, a burst of primitive fear coursing through him. Nothing could be that big and still fly – it defied all logic.

			Brondt laughed. ‘Not a what, manling – a who!’ He grinned fiercely. ‘It’s the Great King himself, come to see who’s invading his territory!’

			Elsewhere on the Amber Steppes, the Jaws sagged open for the second time in as many days. Amethyst lightning frenzied forth, causing the corpses that lay about it to jerk and dance. Those orruks who had survived the deathbringer’s arrival had soon after plunged into the open realmgate, seeking a fight.

			They’d got one. And paid a high price for it.

			The monstrous shape that burst forth from within the Jaws issued an ear-splitting shriek of challenge as it entered this new realm. It had been a bat, once. An enormous bat, larger than any such creature should have been, but a natural creature nonetheless. Now, it was anything but.

			The terrorgheist screamed again as it hauled itself out of the realmgate. Folded wings gouged the bloody soil as the rotted remains of its spear-blade nose twitched in phantom hunger. It wore the tatters of a once-fine livery and war-plate, as befitting a beast that had, in life, been ridden to war by one of the long-dead dukes of Gheist.

			Now its rider was like it, a thing cold and dead.

			Adhema, last noblewoman of a fallen kingdom, did not think of herself as such. Blood still pumped in her veins after all, stolen though it was. Heat filled her, at the thought of battle, or the hunt. That was life enough for now.

			Her armour and blade were spattered with the tarry blood of orruks, and her nose full of their rancid scent. They had come boiling out of the gate like hungry insects, and she’d been forced to carve herself a path through their ranks. An amusing diversion, but one she’d had little time to indulge in.

			She jerked the reins, bringing her monstrous steed to a lumbering halt. The massive chiropteran hissed in protest and squirmed beneath her. It smelled blood. And where there was blood, there was prey. Leaning over the pommel of her saddle, she studied the crude encampment. It was empty now, abandoned by the living and occupied only by the bodies of the newly slain.

			She clambered from the saddle and dropped to the ground. The terrorgheist grunted, but a single gesture was enough to calm it. She knew little of the necromantic arts, but enough to control such a simple spirit. Carefully, she moved through the camp, stopping to taste the air every so often.

			Her quarry had come this way. His particular scent – like hot iron and roasted meat – hung heavy amid the greenskin miasma. But she had no idea which way he’d gone. She sank to her haunches, and traced the faint indentation of a horse’s hoof. The hard soil did little to capture the tracks of those who trod it.

			Adhema.

			The voice echoed like soft thunder in her mind. Adhema rose from her crouch. Dead orruks littered the ground in all directions; they had been killed recently, and with great violence. Her quarry had definitely come this way, and not long ago. ‘I hear, my lady, and I await your command,’ she murmured, still studying the battlefield.

			He was sloppy, this deathbringer. All force and no artistry. A whirlwind of carnage, lacking even the barest subtlety. Yet even so, he fought with cunning. There was a mind there, beneath the muscle and brass. That made him dangerous. Behind her the terrorgheist gave a ­rumble of impatience. The hungers that had driven it in life had grown doubly fierce in death, though it no longer required meat in its belly.

			Have you found him yet? Neferata’s voice was like the rustle of dark silk. It sang through Adhema’s blood, as it had done many times throughout the centuries. Her blood was Neferata’s, and Neferata’s hers, and wherever she went in the realms, her mistress was there with her. Like a shadow on her mind.

			‘No, mistress. He was here, but I have lost his trail.’ She looked up, shading her eyes against the light of the pale, reddish moon. She felt the flicker of Neferata’s anger and hurried to excuse her failure. ‘It’s one of your own stallions he’s riding. No faster steeds exist than those bred in Nulahmia.’

			And who let him take that steed, sister?

			Adhema winced. ‘He killed her before he took her horse,’ she murmured. 

			A dark chuckle tumbled through her mind. Her mistress was amused, at least. That counted for something. ‘I can track him, but it will take time.’

			Something we do not have.

			Adhema frowned. ‘We are immortal. Surely that is the one thing we do have.’

			Neferata sighed. We are not the only wolves on this trail, sister. My agents in the courts of the great powers send warning – the Eight Lamentations are known now. Vast mechanisms have begun to turn, and spies slink forth from the Varanspire and the Inevitable Citadel, to seek the weapons out.

			Adhema felt an elemental chill slither down her spine. If the Three-Eyed King had dealt himself into this game, could the Great Necromancer be far behind?

			But he is, dear sister. We are his hand in this endeavour, though I grant we move without his acknowledgement. In any event, it is not Archaon himself who strides forth, but one of his courtiers. This is, as yet, a game for pawns, not kings and queens.

			Adhema frowned. She had no illusions as to her importance in the scheme of things, but it rankled nonetheless. ‘As you say, mistress.’

			Ah, my dear, sweet, Adhema. So fierce, so eager to spill blood. But I need you to think like a player of games, not a warrior. He is ahead, yes, yet the solution is not to pursue him, but to anticipate him.

			‘He has the fragment,’ Adhema protested. That she’d failed to acquire the fragment herself still stung her pride. She’d been unprepared for the deathbringer to flee, as he had. Usually they fought to the death – theirs.

			Which he follows blindly. He is a blunt object, stampeding in whichever direction the wind takes him. But you, my dear, are a swordswoman. Think like one!

			Adhema paused, considering. ‘If I follow him, I risk a confrontation. But there must be some other way of telling where the spear rests – some other source of information.’

			The servants of the Crippled God obviously think so, for they ­hurtle southwards across the Amber Steppes even now. Neferata laughed. Such clever creatures, the sky-duardin, to build such magnificent vessels. Look, sister – see!

			Adhema gasped as her vision was overridden by that of another. The world spun crazily, erratically, and her skull echoed with the high-pitched squeal of bats. Through their manifold eyes she saw a strange armour-plated craft cut smoothly through the clouds, travelling south. The world returned to normal a moment later and she staggered, clutching at her aching head.

			My apologies, sister, I often forget how difficult some find it, looking at the world through different eyes. Still, you saw?

			‘More than I realised. I know where they’re heading.’ Adhema straightened. ‘The Crawling City.’

			And why might they do that? Neferata’s purr said she knew the answer already.

			‘Something is there. Something that will lead them to the spear.’ Adhema turned and hauled herself up onto the ­terrorgheist’s neck. The monstrous bat-thing emitted a shriek of eagerness as she slammed her heels against its tattered flesh and hauled on the reins. It leapt into the air with a single beat of its ragged wings.

			‘And I will find it first.’

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SEVEN
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			THE GREAT KING

			The Great King.

			The words sent a tremor of fear through Volker. There wasn’t a soul in Excelsis that hadn’t heard the stories of the mountainous megalofin – a shark-like beast that swam through the skies of the realms and even the void itself, as easily as its smaller, aquatic cousins did the water. The megalofins were immense – easily the size of Kharadron aethercraft, or larger. But the Great King was larger still.

			It was the king of all megalofins, a vast monster that had hunted the skies of Ghur since the realm had first congealed. Some whispered that it had been trapped within the realm by some ancient force, seeking to be rid of it. Others that it was one of the fabled god-beasts. All Volker knew was that the mere mention of it could cause even orruks to flinch in primordial terror.

			The passing of the megalofin caused the Zank to tumble awkwardly off course. Endrins moaning with effort, the vessel righted itself. Kharadron in heavy arkanaut armour hurried to the rails, manning the aethershot carbines and sky cannons. Belaying valves howled as the craft heaved to. The shadow of the megalofin draped over them like a second night. Brondt squinted up at it as it rose high above them.

			‘Always forget how big the bastard is,’ he muttered. ‘Like one of those flying islands in Ghyran, only angrier.’ He turned and bellowed an order. Aethershot carbines swivelled on their ­firing stands, following the beast as it began to circle back. Given its size, Volker estimated that they had several minutes before it got close again.

			‘Surely we’re not going to try to fight that thing.’ Volker’s palms itched. He wished that he hadn’t left his long rifle in the hold. 

			‘Don’t be daft. We’re making a run for it.’

			‘To where?’

			‘There.’ Brondt pointed. Volker followed his gesture and saw a ­bobbing light in the distance. ‘Zonbek,’ Brondt continued. ‘A glowbeacon lighthouse. We establish them along the better trade routes. Keeps the harkraken and megalofin at bay. Mostly.’ He flicked ash from his cheroot. ‘More beasts in these skies than stars above.’ He peered at Volker. ‘You’re not from here. Got the look of Azyr about you. Something about the eyes.’ He gestured with two fingers for emphasis.

			‘I am.’

			‘I hate Azyr. The air is too clean. Too cold.’ Brondt grinned. ‘You seem all right, though. Bit dull, but that’s what comes of clean air.’

			Volker snorted. ‘And where do you come from, then?’

			‘Barak-Mhornar.’ He reached into his coat and extracted a curious mechanism. It resembled a compass or a pocket watch, or both. He flipped it open and studied the spinning dial, keeping one eye on the massive shape of the Great King circling above. ‘Above the Straits of Helsilver, somewhere near the Brasslok Mountains, depending on the aether-currents.’ He closed the mechanism with a click and stuffed it back in his coat. ‘A profitable enough port.’

			‘As profitable as a place called the City of Shadows can be,’ Zana said. Volker turned as she joined them at the rail. ‘What’s going on?’ she asked, checking the buckles on her armour. ‘Are we under attack?’

			‘Of sorts.’ Brondt craned his neck.

			‘Where’s Roggen?’ Volker asked.

			‘Still below, trying to keep his beast calm. If she gets loose, excited as she is, things will turn very unpleasant very quickly.’

			‘One monster is more than enough,’ Brondt said. He pointed. ‘Crafty bugger. Those were skyhooks rattling from his carapace. He knows us well, the old devil. I heard Brokrin almost downed him, a year back, but that was likely just wishful thinking on his part.’

			Zana stared at the distant form of the megalofin and cursed. She glared at Brondt. ‘Can’t this heap of yours go any faster? Outrun him?’

			‘Maybe. If we get to the zonbek, he’ll peel off and go bother someone else. Sensitive eyes, the King. That’s why he only hunts at night usually. I’d heard he was sighted in other skies of late, or else I’d have been better prepared.’

			Zana frowned. She looked around. ‘Where’s Lugash? Wasn’t he up here?’

			Volker turned. ‘He was on the… prow…’ The prow was ­unadorned by the hunched form of a Fyreslayer. He turned to Brondt. ‘Did you…?’

			Brondt didn’t look at him. ‘Don’t ask me. I’ve been a bit preoccupied, what with the giant megalofin trying to eat us. If you’ve lost one of yours, I’m not liable. Artycle eight, addendum three of the code clearly states–’

			‘Hang the code, and hang you, if he’s dead,’ Zana hissed.

			‘He’s not dead,’ Volker said, leaning over the rail. He caught a flash of red on the side of the aether-endrin. ‘He’s up there.’

			Brondt paled. ‘What in the name of the Maker is he doing up there?’ He rushed to the rail and craned his head. ‘Come down, you hot-blooded idiot,’ he shouted. ‘You’ll crash us for sure!’ A string of expletives followed as Brondt shook his fist at the Fyreslayer.

			Volker saw Lugash’s sturdy form scuttle onto the top of the spherical endrin. He could hear the duardin laughing, and wondered if he meant to hurl himself off the ship and onto the beast. He glanced at Zana. ‘One of us should go after him.’

			She held out her fist. ‘Gold, silver, copper?’

			‘What?’

			A sound like a typhoon swept over them. The Great King was making its approach, tatters of cloud trailing from its teeth. Volker cursed. ‘Never mind.’ He gripped the rail, ready to haul himself over, wishing once again that he had his long rifle.

			‘What are you doing, Azyrite?’ Brondt snapped, catching him by the arm. ‘Are you mad? There’s no way I’m letting you climb out there.’

			‘What about Lugash?’

			‘What about him? Let the maniac look after himself.’ Brondt turned as one of his crew shouted something. He spun back and shoved Volker towards Zana. ‘You two – stay out of the way. This is company business and I’ll not have you mucking it up.’ He stumped along the rail bellowing orders. ‘All ahead full, batten the hatches and ready the belaying valves. Njord, Bron – I want those carbines aimed down his bloody throat. He wants a piece, let him earn it.’

			He turned back to the approaching megalofin. Its jaws widened, as if it would swallow the vessel whole. ‘Fire,’ Brondt roared. There was a harsh grumble as the ship’s weapons spat aetheric fire across the sky. The approaching monster shuddered, more in surprise than pain, Volker thought. He lifted his artisan pistol, though he knew it would do little good, and saw that Zana had half-drawn her own blade. She smiled ruefully at him, but before either of them could speak, a beam of impossibly bright light enveloped the Zank.

			There was a thunderous rumble as the Great King twisted in mid-lunge, rolling away from the light and the hammering guns. The great beast cannoned past the aethercraft, ­shaking it to its rivets, and dived away into the clouds with a flick of its massive tail. A bow-wave of air buffeted the ship, but it remained on course. Brondt shouted triumphantly and pounded the rail with his fists. ‘Ha! Don’t like that, do you, your majesty?’ He turned to Volker. ‘Zonbek, just like I said.’

			The glowbeacon lighthouse rose opposite them, piercing the clouds like a ray of sunlight caught in amber. It was a tower of sorts, balanced on an array of aether-endrins, which served to keep the edifice afloat. Jetties extended out from its base in a wide circle and high, fortified walls enclosed the central structure. As they passed it, Volker could see that both the walls and lighthouse behind them were bristling with weapons, and duardin.

			Brondt waved cheerfully to the Kharadron on the walls. ‘They’ll keep us in the light until we reach port.’ He hooked his thumbs into his belt and let out a long, slow breath. ‘That was a close one – thought he almost had us there.’

			‘So did I. Why did you chase the bugger off?’ Lugash growled, as he clambered over the rail. The Fyreslayer’s runes were glowing red-hot, as were his eyes. He had his axe in his hand and a murderous expression on his face.

			Brondt glared at the other duardin. ‘Because I didn’t fancy being eaten today, doomseeker. Unlike some.’

			‘Coward,’ Lugash spat.

			‘Practical,’ Brondt countered, eyes narrowed. ‘There’s no honour in a profitless death. Especially against a monster like that. It’s not an enemy to fight, it’s a storm to outrun.’

			‘So you say,’ Lugash said. He took a threatening step forwards, but halted as Volker stepped between them. ‘Out of the way, manling. This wazzock and I have business.’

			‘The only business we have can be conducted in the length of time it takes me to throw you off my ship,’ Brondt snarled, reaching for the cutlass-like blade sheathed on his hip. Zana caught him and pulled him back. Volker raised his pistol. Lugash grinned.

			‘Found your courage, then?’

			‘I never lost it. I just don’t like wasting resources.’

			Lugash snorted. ‘Is that a threat?’

			Volker cocked the pistol. ‘Yes.’

			Lugash hesitated. Then he stepped back, and spat at Volker’s feet. ‘I could smell ur-gold in that thing’s belly. It sang through my blood.’ He turned away, and Volker lowered his weapon. That was all the explanation they were going to get, he suspected. He holstered his pistol and let out a shaky breath.

			Zana whistled. ‘I’ve seen Fyreslayers march through balefire without flinching. Think that toy of yours would’ve done anything to him?’

			‘No. But it would’ve bought me enough time to get out of the way.’ Volker bowed low to Brondt. ‘My apologies, captain. Our comrade is… volatile.’

			Brondt sighed and waved Volker’s apology aside. ‘You mean he’s a doomseeker. He’s worse than that overgrown gryph-hound in the hold.’ He shook his head. ‘No matter, though. You’ll soon be off my ship, and good riddance.’

			‘Admit it, you’ll miss me,’ Zana said.

			‘You’ve got half a favour left,’ Brondt growled. ‘After that, we’re even.’

			A shout from one of the crew brought a smile to the grizzled duardin’s face. ‘Finally,’ he grunted. ‘Best get your other friend up here, Mathos. He might want to see this. It’s not every day one sees the Crawling City in all its monstrous glory.’

			Yuhdak of the Ninefold Path, last prince of the City of Tiers, slumped with a sigh, his head aching from the strain of his effort to control the great beast. Its mind was a reef of primeval desire and if the sorcerer were not careful he would batter himself to pieces against it. Greater souls than his had come up short in a duel of wills against the antediluvian monstrosity known as the Great King.

			The megalofin was ancient, even by the standards of one who had lived for centuries. It was the oldest thing in these skies and bore the scars of a lifetime of constant battle. It had devoured harkraken and chimera packs, and defeated all who sought to invade its territory – even Gorkamorka himself had failed to put a permanent end to the Great King, it was whispered. The enormous megalofin still hunted the sea of stars, so there was some truth to the tale, Yuhdak supposed.

			He looked up as its shadow passed over the outcrop he sat on and swam up through the clouds, back into the high darkness where it normally lurked. It was a beautiful thing, in its way. It defied complexity – a smooth mind, of simple hungers. ‘Well, a failure, but an honest one,’ he murmured. There would be other opportunities, and soon.

			Yuhdak smoothed his multicoloured robes with a graceful gesture. His armour was crafted from iridescent glass, each facet a different hue. His war-mask was carved from cracked crystal and mimicked the shape of a daemon’s leering face. It was open at the back, allowing his mane of thick hair to spill across his shoulders. The blade resting at his hip was curved, and its sheath richly ornamented.

			Though magic was his weapon of choice, he had been taught the arts of the blade early and well, as befitted a prince. He fancied there was no greater swordsman in all this brute realm than himself. And if there were, he scarce had wish to meet them.

			Yuhdak sank to his haunches and commenced drawing ritual shapes for a new working in the dirt. The Eight had surfaced often, in the centuries since their disappearance. The weapons would seek out wielders and be used, before vanishing once more. Rumours about the reasons for this sprouted fast and thick amongst the servants of the Ruinous Powers. Among the rows of chained tomes and stalking shelves of the grand libraries of the Forbidden City, the servants of chance whispered stories of the being known as the Daemoniac Conundrum.

			A trickster without equal, the Conundrum was pre­eminent even among such deceivers as the Queen of Foxes or the Changeling. Malevolent and treacherous, the entity had been banished from the Forbidden City – the only being to suffer such a fate – but that had not curtailed its love of japes and jests. Its favourite joke was to steal away some item of great value and hide it within a labyrinth of its own construction.

			Such structures, or the remains thereof, dotted the realms – folded citadels and furling castles. In Ghur, it had supposedly raised the Howling Labyrinth – a maze of amber and bone – to house the Lamentation known as Marrowcutter, the sword of fire. Yuhdak had been party to the discovery of the blade almost a century before, and witness to its loss in the final moments of the labyrinth’s destruction.

			Some said that the blade wasn’t the only one of the Eight that the Daemoniac Conundrum had hidden. Legend had it that he had snatched Starcracker, the black hammer of the heavens, from the hands of Sigmar himself, as the God-King sought to bend it to his will, in the wake of the theft of Ghal Maraz. The Conundrum was said to have secreted it somewhere deep within the shadowed reaches of Ulgu.

			Thankfully Gung, the Spear of Shadows, had been hidden by mortals rather than a daemon. That made things somewhat easier. He heard a flutter of wings and stood, as something alighted nearby. ‘You’re back. Good.’ He dusted off his hands. ‘Tell me, my lady, what does your flock see?’ he murmured respectfully, as he turned to the dark-clad woman now standing behind him on the rocky outcrop.

			She wore a narrow helmet shaped like the skull of a raven, from beneath which her hair spilled down across her shoulders and the black feathers of her cloak. Obsidian mail peeked through her dark robes, black on black. She had no name that he was aware of. The Ninety-Nine Feathers no longer thought as men, and names were considered nothing more than an affectation. She was simply the Daughter of the King of All Ravens, and the mistress of the cabal. That was enough.

			She turned, her dark eyes gleaming with ancient knowledge. ‘Many things,’ she said. Her voice was harsh, like the croak of a raven. ‘We see the wars that are waged in the hollows of the moons, and the great rivers that shape the roots of the mountains. We see the ratkin swarming towards the high walls of a city on the Coast of Tusks. And we see the servants of the forgemasters, racing to and fro.’

			Yuhdak nodded encouragingly. ‘And where are they racing to, my lady?’

			She cocked her head, birdlike. ‘Here and there.’

			Yuhdak laughed softly. He nodded again. ‘So I gathered. Could you be more specific? What of him whose trail we followed from Shyish?’

			She stared at him unblinking. Then, ‘The closest seeks the Spear of Shadows.’

			‘Which is somewhere in this savage realm, according to the auguries,’ he said, gesturing expansively. ‘But we know not where. And merely to follow him is to risk losing it, for he will not give it up easily. He is a Kel of the Ekran, and they are not known to be especially reasonable. Instead, we must anticipate him.’ He turned, considering. He had many auguries at his disposal – the cards that hung from his belt, encased in silver, the sands in their sigil-sewn pouch, or even the rune-marked bones, which rattled softly in their square case.

			But sometimes, a soul needed no augury to choose the right path. Instead, he merely needed to listen to the voices within, and heed them. He pointed towards what appeared to be a distant mountain range, moving slowly across the steppes. ‘There. Creeping across the Amber Steppes. Shu’gohl, the Crawling City. There is a great repository of knowledge there – the Libraria Vurmis. What we seek is there, if anywhere.’

			She looked at him in silence. He read the question in her body language. ‘The duardin,’ he said simply. ‘Grungni’s servant. That is where he went, before you lost track of him. The answer will be there.’ Several of the Ninety-Nine Feathers had followed the duardin for weeks, dogging his trail through ruins and over mountains, even as more members of the flock kept watch on others throughout the mortal realms.

			She nodded. In an eye blink, she was gone. A raven swooped away across the grasslands, in the direction he’d indicated. He sighed thoughtfully. She was a princess, and he a prince, yet their dalliance was but for a moment. An intertwining of two fates, soon to part. He would miss her, but such was the way of it.

			The services of the Ninety-Nine Feathers could only be bartered for or won. He had done the former, selling a handful of ill-tempered memories from his youth, for the loyalty of the raven-cabal. As war-mages they were without peer, and the bidding wars for their oaths were fierce indeed.

			For the moment they were his to command, and he would make full use of them. They were his eyes and ears in the realms of men, spying out those who would deny him his triumph. They had followed the airship, and its passengers, from the Azyrite city, and through their eyes he had seen the moment to strike.

			He had hoped to stymie the Crippled God’s servants by crashing the vessel they travelled on. And it was still possible that he might do so. They had bloodied the Great King, and the beast’s rage would smoulder for days. It had a long memory for such a simple brute. If necessary, he would point the monstrosity at the aethercraft and let nature take its course. But only if his servants found the information they needed. Otherwise, it would be necessary to follow these mortals, and hope that they led him to what he sought in a timely fashion.

			Despite these worries, the hunt was proving more entertaining than he’d expected. The Eight Lamentations were scattered throughout the mortal realms, hidden in some cases or else wielded by the ignorant. Eight weapons of great power, capable of turning the tide in the wars to come. Or so Archaon, the Grand Marshal of Chaos, thought. Why else would the Three-Eyed King send his chosen servants to seek them out?

			That it might simply be a game – a way for a bored potentate to pass the time – had crossed Yuhdak’s mind on more than one occasion. Even if such were the case, it did not diminish the pride he felt in being among those granted the honour of undertaking the quest. Whatever the true purpose of his search, he would complete it, and perhaps prove himself worthy of joining the Varanguard.

			Either way, the Eight Lamentations would belong to Archaon, and with them the Three-Eyed King would reap a great and terrible toll from his enemies.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER EIGHT
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			CRAWLING CITY

			Adhema clung to the side of the immense worm, her armoured fingers digging into its thick hide. It was like climbing some vast, breathing mountain. She had allowed her terrorgheist to fly free, and hunt the steppes as it willed. Entering the worm-city required more subtlety than the shrieking bat-beast could muster.

			So she climbed, hand over hand, moving more swiftly than a mortal – especially one in full armour – could have. It was no tricky thing to avoid the watch towers that clung like fungal growths to the worm’s flanks. More difficult were the sweeping beams of reflected light, which swept the grasslands below, and the worm’s flesh, searching for ­enemies. The worm-folk had been attacked too often to be entirely lax in their security measures.

			Often, she was forced to pause in her ascent, to wait for a searching beam to pass away. In those moments, she entertained herself with the thought of what she was going to do to the deathbringer when she finally caught him. The servants of Khorne could endure much before they expired. And she had learned the torturer’s arts during her time among the desert tribes of the Great Emptiness. Neferata insisted that her servants availed themselves of a well-rounded education.

			He had killed several of her sisterhood, and deserved a painful death as his reward. To kill a mortal was but to pay homage to death. To slay an immortal, however, was to do that which death had forbidden. Her foe had broken that law and thus must pay the price.

			Once such thoughts might have disgusted her. Then again, maybe not. In her youth, when her heart still beat, she had thought that the sum total of the world was her father’s kingdom, and that world was good. She remembered climbing into bed using the backs of her servants as a stool, and the archery lessons with screaming targets – peasants, mostly, and a few criminals. Her father had believed that blood was the best teacher of all and had schooled her accordingly. Such was the way her family had always ruled Szandor.

			Szandor the Proud. Szandor the Cruel. Where gibbet cages hung in every market square and the enemies of the aristocracy were impaled on short stakes so that their agonies might last for hours, if not days. Szandor, where hymns in praise of the Undying King were sung on high holy days and a tithe of flesh was offered up to his servants.

			Szandor, the last gasp of resistance in western Shyish. Neferata had seen to that. The Mortarch of Blood had wielded the might of Szandor as a swordsman might wield a blade, bleeding the enemy of days, weeks, months. Until at last the blade broke, and she cast it into her opponent’s face, to make her escape.

			But not alone. She took the firstborn daughters of the great families with her. She took them, and made them fit for purpose, full of spite and anger. Adhema grinned, and licked her teeth. Her fangs, like those of an adder, or a wolf, the better to bite out the throat of the enemy. Neferata’s catch were the orphans of a thousand murdered kingdoms, united in their hatred of the Ruinous Powers. But hatred alone wasn’t enough. Like anything, it had to be honed to a killing edge.

			Despite the intervening centuries, she could still hear the voice of their teacher as he schooled her and the others in the arts of war. The Blood Dragon himself, the finest warrior Shyish had ever seen. How Neferata had coaxed him down from his mountain, Adhema did not know. But she was grateful. By his hand had the lessons of her father been built on, and in some cases, discarded entirely.

			It was the nature of time that the old ways gave way before the new. Wit replaced weapons, and cunning became the anticipator of carnage. For her queen, war was a game of applied strategies. An artistic endeavour, equivalent to painting – every brushstroke another stratagem, every subsequent dab of colour a new factor applied to the problem. The realms were vast, and the war that raged across them was not a single conflict, but a thousand smaller ones, each one with its own purpose and peculiarities.

			Szandor had been one such. She paused, staring up at the yellow moons. In Shyish, they were silver and dead, scoured of all threat by the will and whim of the Undying King. Here, they swelled with obscene life. It was said by the liche-monks of the Dead Vaults that whole tribes of the Chaos-tainted prowled the lunar crags of the Beast-Moons, their forms warped into howling mockeries of wolves. She had fought such creatures before, and had enjoyed it immensely. They died as easily as any other living thing.

			Above her something cawed. She looked up, frowning. Carrion birds – ravens – circled overhead, their raucous cries trickling down towards her. To her eyes, far keener than those of a mortal, something about them seemed off. They left a stain on the air, as if by their very nature they offended the laws of this realm.

			She watched the ravens circle and dart down, into the city. A slow grin spread across her face. Those were not natural birds. Her mistress had been right. ‘Well, this has suddenly become more interesting.’

			She scuttled up the side of the worm, moving more quickly now, heedless of the beams of light that occasionally swept over her. Men in the watch-posts stared in alarm as an inky black shape clattered past, moving more swiftly than they could perceive, in fits and starts, between one eye blink and the next.

			And soon it was out of sight, and no more than a fading memory.

			Shu’gohl, the Crawling City, squirmed ceaselessly across the grasslands of the Amber Steppes. The immense, segmented form of the worm stretched from sunrise to sunset, carrying a city of several million on its back. It devoured all in its path with unthinking hunger, and some days great herds of beasts stampeded ahead of it, seeking safety.

			Shu’gohl was but one of ten – ten great worms, driven up onto the surface in aeons past by great rains. Someday they might descend once more into the cavernous depths of the realm, but for now, they were content to continue their mindless perambulations.

			Like Shu’gohl, many of the ten bore some form of metropolis upon their back, and had done so since before the Age of Chaos. The oldest stories claimed that the ancestors of the worm-folk had fled to those fleshy heights in order to escape Gorkamorka’s hordes. Isolated and ever-moving, they had ignored the tides of Chaos sweeping across the realm. Until the eyes of the Dark Gods had at last turned towards them.

			A few had fallen to Chaos, in those final fraught decades before the opening of the Gates of Azyr. Guh’hath, the so-called Brass Bastion, had carried tribes of Bloodbound in slow pursuit of Shu’gohl, as had Rhu’goss, the Squirming Citadel. Both ancient beasts had been cleansed by the efforts of the Stormcast Eternals, and the worms themselves continued their journeys, only dimly aware of the wars waged upon their backs.

			But Shu’gohl was the greatest of the worm-cities, despite all that it had endured in its centuried life. The Crawling City had flourished in the wake of its liberation from the skaven of the Clans Pestilens, and was now once more a major port of call for travellers from across the realms. Volker could believe it.

			His eyes were drawn to the ever-present storm that flickered across the great worm’s head – the Sahg’gohl. The Storm-Crown. A ­temple complex had been constructed there, aeons past, and a realmgate raised, connecting the city to the Luminous Plains in Azyr. That realmgate was open now and travellers passed through it freely. ‘May it always be so,’ Volker murmured, lifting his amulet and touching it to his lips.

			‘Gods below, it’s the size of a mountain,’ Lugash growled from nearby. He stared down at the vast, crawling shape with wide eyes. The wind caught at his beard, causing the blades woven into it to rattle and clatter. ‘What does it eat?’

			‘Everything,’ Zana said, leaning over the rail. ‘Anything. It once devoured an entire kingdom, bit by bit, over the course of a century.’ She pulled on her helmet. ‘Thankfully it’s slower than the day is long.’

			Volker shook his head. An odd saying. Maybe days were longer in Chamon. He peered over the rail. Shu’gohl was longer than he could take in at a glance. Even at this height, its distant segments vanished over the horizon. A slow, sonorous grinding marked its eternal journey, and an omnipresent dust cloud, thrown up by its undulations. The city on its back was a narrow strip of creation, rising up from within the bristles that coated the worm’s hide. Smoke rose from its highest towers, and beams of light, cast upwards by immense mirrors, swung across the darkening sky.

			The Kharadron vessel swooped silently towards a group of the tallest of the bristle-towers, where aerial docklands, built from hair, skin-plates and other assorted materials, stretched in the round. Like Excelsis, Shu’gohl had made the sky-borne duardin traders welcome. Docking was apparently a complex process involving venting the belaying valves and what seemed like a lot of shouting.

			When the Zank had subsided in its berth, boarding ramps were extended to the rough, spongy jetties. Brondt saw them off with a glower. ‘Goodbye, good luck, good riddance,’ he said, one hand resting on the pommel of his cutlass. He pointed at Zana. ‘Mathos – don’t bother me for at least a year.’

			Zana saluted him airily. ‘Half a favour, Brondt.’

			He sneered and turned away, to vent his frustration on his crew. ‘He likes me, really,’ she said, stepping aside so that Roggen could lead Harrow off the vessel. The demigryph snapped at an unwary Kharadron, prompting a flurry of curses. Roggen apologised profusely, and tried to hurry the demigryph towards the cunningly designed lift network. Volker sighed.

			‘Maybe you were right about the beast.’

			‘No. Roggen wouldn’t have abandoned her willingly.’ Zana clapped him on the shoulder. ‘Besides, as you said, she might come in handy.’

			‘Worst comes to worst, we can eat it,’ Lugash said, stumping past them.

			The lift – a platform suspended by pulleys and thick ropes of braided worm-hair – carried them to the streets far below, at a speed just short of ridiculous. Volker felt the bread he’d eaten trying to climb back up out of his stomach, even as they reached the bottom.

			The city was a forest of high, swaying setae towers rising above cramped, squirming streets. Bridges and walkways made from worm-scale and hair connected these towers to one another and the street. It was like looking up into some vast web, full of colour and sound. Mirror plates hung from the towers reflected criss-crossing beams of lantern light down into the streets, and up into the heights. Even at night, Shu’gohl was as bright as day.

			‘Do they fear the dark so much, then?’ Roggen asked, looking around. People moved to and fro across the cracked, uneven streets. The ground underfoot twitched tremulously. Volker stumbled more than once. It would take time to get used to.

			‘Not the dark, but what’s in it,’ he said. He shifted his long rifle onto his shoulder. ‘The skaven took this city once. They fear that happening again. And not without cause, I suspect.’ He gestured to the base of a nearby tower, where strange, hairy hides were nailed up. ‘There are still skaven, deep in the worm. Gnawing away at it, as they do everything.’

			‘We hunt them, in the bleeding season,’ a voice said. Soft but strong, with a strange guttural accent. Volker and the others turned. A woman clad in thick robes and a curious type of scale armour strode towards them. Coiling, worm-like sigils marked the hem of her robes, and the hammer symbol of Sigmar had been etched onto every scale of her armour. She was pale, as all the folk of Shu’gohl were, and her long hair was almost white, though Volker judged her as being younger than himself. ‘When the gut-shafts expand, and grow slick, we descend into Olgu’gohl and burn back the infestation for another year.’

			‘Olgu…?’ Roggen began, trying and failing to pronounce the odd syllables. Harrow chirped and rubbed his shoulder with her beak. Absently, he patted the beast.

			‘The Squirming Sea,’ the woman said. She bowed her head. ‘I am Nyoka Su’al’gohl. I have been expecting you.’ She pressed her fist into her palm and bowed. She wore heavy, ridged gauntlets, and silver bells were threaded through her hair. They made soft harmonies as she moved. ‘Sahg’mahr bless and keep thee.’ She straightened. ‘The Builder sent word. I am to escort you to the Libraria Vurmis.’

			‘The – Grungni, you mean?’ Volker said. Of course the god would have someone waiting on them. Grungni left little to chance, it seemed.

			She nodded. ‘The Builder, yes. Come. You must be eager to see it.’ She turned away. Volker and the others shared a look. He cleared his throat.

			‘See what?’

			She glanced at him. ‘The book.’ She spoke as if to a child. He wondered if all the worm-folk were so abrupt. Perhaps something was being lost in translation.

			Volker hesitated. Zana pushed him aside. ‘What book?’

			‘The duardin book.’ Nyoka frowned. ‘Why else would you come to a library?’

			Zana shrugged and looked at Volker. ‘She has a point.’ She gestured. ‘Lead on.’

			Lugash stepped between them. ‘Wait a moment – why should we trust her? She could be a spy.’ He glared at Nyoka. ‘Going to lead us into an ambush, then?’

			‘If I were, I would not admit it, just because you ask,’ Nyoka said.

			Lugash blinked. ‘Good point.’ He sniffed. ‘I’ll be watching you.’

			‘Good. That way you will not get lost.’ Nyoka gestured. ‘Stay close. The city is crowded this time of year, and outsiders can become easily disorientated.’

			As they walked, Volker studied his surroundings with an engineer’s eye. Shu’gohl had grown in the century since its liberation, upwards and outwards, or so he’d heard tell. The streets were almost as crowded as those of Excelsis, though it was far more peaceful. Freeguild warriors in grey uniforms patrolled the streets alongside the members of the infamous Setaen Guard in their dark robes and polished armour. The Guard wore full-face helms, wrought in the shape of writhing tendrils, and mail hoods, further lending them an air of subdued menace.

			Volker noticed a definite tension in the air between the two groups. Hostile looks and knots of discontent on street corners, swiftly dissipated by the attentions of the Freeguild. The city was by no means a powder keg, but it wasn’t especially friendly either.

			Like Excelsis, the narrow streets had their share of traders cluttering the path. Some worm-folk, but there were others as well, among them grim-faced duardin merchants, selling weapons and tools, and colourfully robed desert nomads, selling spices and salt. He saw a scar-faced ex-Freeguilder hawking strange jewellery, which still stank of the sea bottom, and a thin, hollow-cheeked woman handing out religious tracts. She pressed one into his hand before he could get away, and said, ‘Nagash is all, brother, and all are one in him. In death, all are equal, and all are safe…’

			Lugash spat a curse, startling the woman. She vanished into the crowd as they pushed away from her. Lugash shook his head. ‘You manlings have too many gods.’

			‘I only worship one,’ Volker said, feeling for his amulet. The Nagashites weren’t the only ones out in force. He saw white-robed and golden-masked Hyshites walking in single file, their heads bowed and their arms crossed, and a coven of wild-haired forest-brides singing eerie hymns in praise of the Lady of Leaves on a nearby street corner.

			Nyoka spotted his gesture and smiled, pleased. ‘You are one of the Devoted?’

			‘I – yes,’ Volker said. ‘You as well, I take it.’ He motioned to her armour. She nodded.

			‘I carry the hammer in his name, and proudly.’ Her hands flexed, and she cast a speculative glare at the forest-brides. They began to dance wildly, attracting a crowd. ‘I have made grist of his enemies, for the mills of heaven.’ Startled, Volker glanced at Zana, who smiled grimly. Nyoka was a war-priestess, then. Like old Friar Ziska, though hopefully she wasn’t mad as well. But then, perhaps you had to be a little mad to make your home on the back of a monster.

			Mad or not, Nyoka – or the trappings she wore – commanded respect. People made way for her, bowing and making the sign of the hammer. Even the Nagashites stepped aside, though with far fewer smiles. As in Excelsis, all faiths were welcome, but only one was truly honoured. That much was evident from the wayshrines that littered the streets.

			Volker wasn’t the only one interested in their surroundings. Roggen stared openly, clearly impressed. He held Harrow’s reins tightly, and when the demigryph suddenly lurched to the side, he was almost dragged off his feet. The beast padded towards a noisome stall, where a bespectacled trader hawked a bevy of exotic animals – infant mer­wyrms glaring out of their glass bowls, scaly peryton eggs and a chained ghyrlion were among his merchandise.

			The ghyrlion, its thorny mane clattering, snarled once at the demigryph before slinking away beneath the egg baskets. The colourful birds in their cages shrieked and squawked in growing panic as Harrow approached, but the demigryph had eyes only for a bevy of mangy wolf-rats, crouched in heavy wooden cages. The trader’s patter stuttered into silence as Roggen finally halted his steed’s advance.

			The wolf-rats screeched in their cages, lashing hairless tails as they bit at the bars. The feral rat-creatures were as large as gryph-hounds, and almost as vicious. Roggen gestured to the merchant, and reached for his coin purse. Volker couldn’t hear what they were saying, but given what he’d seen of Harrow’s appetites so far, he could guess.

			‘What is he doing?’ Nyoka asked. She watched the transaction in puzzlement.

			‘Buying his beast a treat,’ Zana said, in disgust. The merchant kicked the cage open and leapt back as the wolf-rat burst free. The slavering vermin darted towards Roggen, jaws wide. Harrow gave a scream of joy and swatted the animal from the air. The demigryph’s blow snapped the wolf-rat’s spine, and it flopped limply to the street. Harrow ducked her beak and lifted her prey easily. Roggen smiled and patted the beast.

			‘She was hungry,’ he said, when he noticed the stares of the others.

			‘She’s always hungry,’ Zana snapped. Harrow chirped at her as she swallowed a chunk of the wolf-rat’s carcass in that peculiar, avian fashion. Zana made a rude gesture.

			‘Best to keep her fed, then,’ Volker said, attempting to head off any argument. He’d been trying to keep a map of the route they were taking in his head, but it was proving impossible. The streets of the Crawling City seemed to change shape constantly, as the worm moved across the steppes. The towers and walls shifted position with frustrating regularity, and the only unchanging routes were the walkways and rope bridges high above. He turned to Nyoka. ‘Where is the libraria, exactly?’

			She pointed. ‘There. The Dorsal Barbicans.’

			The barbicans rose over the worm’s middle, separating the more affluent districts of the city from the lesser. The high walls were built from hardened ichor, fossilised hair and ironoak timbers, procured at great expense from Kharadron traders. Or so Nyoka claimed, as she led them towards the plaza that housed the barbican gates.

			The crowds were thicker here, and the noise and smell was almost overpowering. Nyoka dived into the sea of humanity without hesitation. Volker realised belatedly that this was the city’s main thoroughfare, as he narrowly avoided being flattened by an ironmonger’s cart. The woman pulling it only paused long enough to bark a curse before forging ahead. There was no order to things – you pushed in where you found room, and only kept your place with a judicious use of elbows and harsh language. Street performers threaded through the crowd, dressed in distracting colours, and adding to the confusion with their nonsense songs and acrobatics.

			‘Keep a hand on your gear, Azyrite,’ Zana murmured, from close behind him. ‘I’ve spotted at least two pickpockets.’ She elbowed someone in the chest, knocking the man out of line. His protests were swallowed up by the crowd.

			‘Have you warned Roggen?’

			‘No need. Only an idiot would try to sneak close to that beast of his. But you’re carrying enough hardware to earn a good thief a year’s wage.’

			Volker, no stranger to the perils of the urban jungle, nodded and dropped a hand to the grip of his artisan pistol. He thrust his rifle out like a cane, prodding people from his path. People glared at him, but no one spoke up.

			The plaza was made from dyed and polished setaen tiles, which had been placed to form an intricate mosaic, the meaning of which escaped Volker. Statues of the great heroes of the city’s history lined the edges of the plaza, gazing benignly down on the tide of people moving through the gates. A few guards, mostly Freeguild, stood watch, but they made no effort to impede the flow of traffic.

			As they passed through, Volker looked up and saw timber bridges passing between the outer walls and the inner. The inner walls spread outwards from a domed structure, like the spokes of a wheel. This central structure had been built around a great encrustation on the worm’s hide, and had only grown larger as the city swelled. High, square walls rose in a hexagonal shape towards a vast dome, covered in mirror-plates. Scattered among the mirrors were stone archways, each connected to one of the timber bridges.

			The whole edifice crouched on a dais of hardened and carved ichor, and slanted slab steps cascaded down each side. There were more guards sitting or standing on these steps, leaning on their weapons. They watched as tired and thirsty travellers collected water from the bronze taps of the great barrels scattered about the courtyard. The barrels were rain siphons, Volker knew. Rainwater built up in them, and they were communal property – they had passed dozens of them, coming from the aetherdocks. He knew there were similar barrels, though much larger, atop each of the setaen towers. The water from those was mostly filtered down to the fungal farms in the dorsal districts, and the breweries and steam-houses of the anterior. The people of Shu’gohl had adapted well to their curious environment.

			At the centre of the courtyard sat a statue. The crowd broke and flowed about it, like water around a rock. The statue was immense, and symbolic rather than realistic, carved from the hardened ichor of the worm. Vague shapes, standing in formation, spears and blades thrust out towards some approaching enemy. Other shapes lay as if wounded, or dead. Wreaths of hair and gold were set against the ­statue’s base, alongside bunches of strange, pale blossoms and piles of rolled parchments or folded papers. ‘What is all that?’ Volker asked, as they neared it.

			‘Prayers for the honoured dead,’ Nyoka said.

			Volker looked at her. ‘Who were they?’

			‘They are who I am – the Vurmite Order. The Order of the Worm,’ Nyoka said, looking up at the statue. There was something like awe in her voice as she spoke. ‘When the foe burst upon us, we Vurmites defended the holy segments, for the grace and the light of Sahg’mahr, as was our oath and duty. Under a guard of forty, we sent off the most valuable tomes in their possession. The rest fought here, and gave their lives on the steps of the Libraria Vurmis in the name of our Lord Sahg’mahr.’ She laid a hand against the base of the statue, where what appeared to be names had been chiselled. ‘Their names – as well as the names of those who’ve fallen since – are inscribed here, so that all who pass by might see them.’ She took a breath, and seemed to steady herself. She looked at Roggen. ‘Your beast will not be allowed in the library. It must remain out here.’

			Roggen frowned and stroked Harrow’s beak. ‘Will she be safe out here?’

			Nyoka smiled gently and made the sign of the hammer. ‘As if Sahg’mahr himself were watching over her.’ As Roggen tied Harrow’s reins to the statue, Nyoka led Volker and the others up the stairs, and out of the press of people. Volker checked his satchel, making sure every­thing was in place. When he looked up, he found that the Freeguild guards had snapped to attention and were blocking their way.

			Lugash stepped towards them with a curse. ‘I knew it. An ambush.’

			Nyoka glanced at him, startled. ‘Not of my doing, I assure you.’

			‘Then you’d best tell these fools to move, woman. Or I’ll help them along.’ He leered at the guards. ‘And I promise you, they won’t enjoy the experience.’

			‘Still yourself, fool,’ Zana hissed. ‘We’re not here to murder Freeguilders.’

			‘Then why are you here?’ The voice was sharp, and harsh. A man, older and clad in similar fashion to Nyoka, stood at the top of the steps, his hands resting on the haft of a warhammer. Old scars marred his grizzled features, and his scalp had been shorn smooth. A broad, bristling beard spilled down his barrel chest. He squinted at them through a gold-rimmed monocle. ‘Well?’ he continued. He hefted his hammer and pointed at them. ‘Speak now, or answer to a higher power. It matters not to me.’

			He waited for a beat, and then, with a shrug, said, ‘So be it. Take them into custody.’

			At his command, the guards levelled their spears and began to advance.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER NINE
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			LIBRARIA VURMIS

			Adhema slunk through the curved canyons of shelves that filled the Libraria Vurmis. Her nose wrinkled at the smells of dust and age. Even as a mortal, she had never liked libraries. If knowledge could not be held in the head, what good was it? Especially secret knowledge. But Neferata insisted that her handmaidens learn to read, and do so widely and often. The great libraries of Nulahmia had been things of beauty, before their destruction; ancient, lamp-lit vaults, filled floor to ceiling with the wisdom of untold ages.

			While this library was not so big as those, it was no less impressive. The central chamber accounted for most of the building’s space. The vast room was occupied by hundreds of curved, freestanding shelves, packed so close together that there was barely enough room to move between many of them. There were four levels, each one slightly smaller than the previous, rising towards the inner curve of the dome, connected by many spiral staircases. And every level was crammed with shelves.

			She suspected that on some of those shelves were volumes that Neferata’s agents were even now scouring the realms for. They sought particular volumes for their mistress’ pleasure, including books of verse written by the great poets of the Golden Age, and the alchemical texts of Chamonite philosophers. Her agents were even in Shu’gohl, haunting the book markets of the dorsal districts.

			The servants of Nagash – and by extension, Neferata – were everywhere. They had flooded from Shyish not long after the opening of the realmgates leading to Azyr. Thousands – millions – of souls, carry­ing the word of Nagash to the farthest reaches of the mortal realms. Those in Shu’gohl were mostly mortal. Simple death-worshippers seeking the peace of the grave. But they had their uses.

			She licked her lips. She could still taste the blood of the one who’d met her, and guided her to the libraria. He had offered it up ecstatically, and she had granted him that which he desired – oblivion, and oneness with the Undying King. His fellows would dispose of the body after the traditions of Shu’gohl. It would be tossed off the side of the worm, to feed the beasts that travelled in its wake.

			Of course, now that she was here, she’d found that she’d been anticipated. Or rather, Neferata had. She grinned, wondering if she should alert her mistress to that fact. She’d seen the first ravens as she’d slunk in through the open windows that lined the curve of the roof, while some sort of argument erupted in the courtyard. Too many, and too quiet, to be natural. They had the whiff of the unnatural about them – a staleness that was soul-deep. Like something drained of all vitality, but still alive. Their feathers were too clean, their eyes too shiny.

			Chaos, then. Only the servants of Chaos could so perfectly mimic the form of the thing and miss all the subtleties of its existence. The gods of Chaos were ruinous idiots, and their followers were little better than mad dogs.

			They’d been hunting something, those birds. So she’d hunted them in turn, slinking from shadow to shadow, quiet as an evening mist. Even in full armour, Adhema could be quiet. A trick of the blood. The Dragon had taught her to fight, but Neferata had gifted her with silence. She froze as an unwary scholar nearly bumped into her. The man was small, and his dark skin tattooed in the fashion of the Ghurean Sea-Kingdoms. He could not see her, for she did not wish to be seen, but he paused nonetheless. Some animal instinct compelled him to look around, eyes narrowed.

			Her hand clamped tight about the hilt of her blade, and her thirst, so recently sated, rose up again as his heartbeat thundered in her ears. She loomed over him, teeth bared, for just a moment. Then she was past him and striding away. The thirst raged within her, demanding satisfaction, even as she forced it back into its cage. It was a beast that could never be tamed, not fully. The soulblight grew worse with every year, hollowing her out and making her over into a thirsty ghost, haunting her own corpse.

			A fair trade, that. An eternity of thirst, for an eternity of revenge on those who’d humbled her people. An eternity to draw spite’s full measure from those who thought themselves blessed of the gods. An eternity of service, in return for an eternity of glory.

			And what glories they were. Skulking and hunting for ancient weapons, ones she wouldn’t even be allowed to wield, most likely. Neferata didn’t trust her that far. Ah well. ‘Thy will be done,’ she murmured, a slight smile curving her lips.

			She stopped, watching as the birds grew agitated. They flew swift and silent, gliding through the shelves on black wings. She followed, moving quickly.

			They’d found what they were looking for, and that meant she had as well.

			‘This place is a holy place, and one not meant for common rabble,’ the old priest growled, as he swept his warhammer out in a gesture of righteous anger, indicating Volker and the others on the steps. The Freeguild warriors formed up around him on the steps, the points of their spears glinting in the reflected light. They had a hard look to them, as befitting experienced soldiers. The campaign markers on their armour spoke to their status as veterans of some of the worst fighting this realm had seen – Lion Crag, Slothstone, a dozen others. All of them bore the sign of the hammer prominently on their gear, too, or in some cases tattooed on their flesh.

			Such open devotion was not strictly frowned upon in the Freeguilds, though it differed from company to company. Sigmar was their lord and master, but it was the opinion of many Freeguild captains that the God-King likely preferred his warriors to keep their minds on the battle­field, rather than worrying about questions of the soul.

			‘If you will not speak freely, perhaps it is best that you be put to the question,’ the priest continued, in a voice as hard and as cold as the wind. He raised his free hand, and Volker heard a clatter. Zana cursed.

			‘More of them,’ she muttered. Volker glanced back, and saw a knot of uniforms moving through the crowd towards them. So far, no one was paying much attention to the confrontation, but that would change if there was swordplay. Volker frowned. What was going on here? It was as if these men had been waiting for them.

			‘Lay down your arms, or brace your souls for judgement,’ the priest said. He lifted his hammer, preparing to order the soldiers to attack.

			Nyoka stepped forwards quickly, arms spread. ‘Wait – Lector Calva. They are here as guests of the Libraria Vurmis. I was asked to–’

			‘Yes, and by whom, I wonder.’ Calva’s metal-shod feet rang as they descended the steps. ‘Certainly not by me. Which is odd, as this place is my responsibility.’

			Nyoka stiffened. ‘It is the Vurmite Order’s responsibility, you mean.’

			‘Yes, but I am responsible for the Order. Ergo, the Order’s responsibilities are mine. Or do you disagree, acolyte?’ Calva’s stern gaze swept over the group as Nyoka bowed her head. Not in shame, but anger. Volker could see the muscles in her jaw tense. Calva’s lip curled slightly as he took in Lugash, who returned his sneer with interest. ‘What an odd grouping, this.’ Calva stopped as he came to Volker. His eyes widened slightly. ‘You are Azyrite.’

			‘I am.’

			‘From Azyrheim?’

			‘Third district,’ Volker said. He bowed. ‘Gunmaster Owain Volker, of the Second Excelsis Expeditionary Force.’

			Calva frowned. ‘Ironweld, are you?’

			‘I have that honour.’

			‘I would debate the use of that word.’ There was an undercurrent of disgust there. Volker winced. Not every Azyrite looked with favour upon the duardin. Just as many saw in the opening of the realmgates an opportunity to purify Azyr of what they considered to be impure elements. Calva studied him. ‘Sigmar, in his wisdom, sees fit to give your sort much leniency. But we are not in Azyrheim, and I am not Sigmar. Merely a humble servant of the Order of Azyr.’ He shook his head. ‘It has fallen to me to see that the Devoted of this city follow where the storm-winds blow, and not fall to the many heresies that plague these lower realms.’ He took another step towards Volker, resting his hammer in the crook of his arm. ‘What do you seek here, gunmaster? Why did this worm-girl scurry off to collect you, upon your arrival? Come to that, why come in such a secretive fashion?’

			Volker wasn’t sure how to answer. How did this man know so much? He glanced at Nyoka, whose face was flushed with anger. He recognised that anger, for he’d known it before, and felt a twinge of sympathy. He cleared his throat. Before he could speak, Lugash did so for him. ‘And what business is it of yours, manling?’ the duardin growled.

			‘I thought I had explained that – you must be as dim as you look, Fyreslayer.’ Calva smiled thinly. ‘I was sent by the Grand Theogonist herself to see to the reorganisation of the Order of the Worm. For too long have they flouted proper celestial doctrine, in favour of benign heresy. If the Church of Sigmar is to retake its place as the guiding faith of man, all must follow its tenets, as laid down in the Age of Myth. Though I do not expect you to understand that, given that your folk worship a broken deity.’

			Volker tensed, expecting an explosion of anger from the duardin. Instead, Lugash laughed softly. ‘Yes, we do,’ he said. ‘But that is neither here nor there. We have business in this hall of words, and you will not keep us from it.’ He drew his war-iron and scraped it against his axe. The runes stamped in his flesh began to glow, and Lugash’s grin widened. ‘Though you may try, if you like.’

			‘You willingly consort with this… creature, acolyte?’ Calva spat, glaring at Nyoka. ‘Perhaps you should have been purged from the Order, along with the others. It is becoming clear to me that your kind lack the spine to–’

			‘To what?’ Nyoka said, meeting his glare. ‘You have no cause to prevent them from going in. The Libraria Vurmis is open to all who seek knowledge, lector. That is one of the central tenets of our oath. We died to keep this knowledge safe for all, not to lock it away for a privileged few.’

			‘They died in Sigmar’s name,’ Calva said, stiffly.

			‘And now you dishonour their sacrifice,’ Nyoka countered, not softly. Her words rang out over the courtyard. People had stopped, noticing the confrontation for the first time. Now they began to huddle, and a murmur of discontent rose. Calva grimaced. Whatever his faults, the old priest was observant enough to recognise what was happening.

			It was becoming clear to Volker that the tension he’d noticed earlier hadn’t simply been his imagination. They’d walked into the middle of something that had been building for some time. It didn’t surprise him. The Grand Theogonist was well known for attempting to expand her influence beyond the Hallowhammer cathedrals of the devotional districts. She regularly harangued the Grand Conclave, attempting to bully them into allowing her witch-hunters greater freedom to act.

			‘You dare…?’ Calva said. But more quietly. ‘Perhaps you have more spine than I gave you credit for.’ He glanced back at the libraria, considering. Then, with a disgruntled sigh, he stepped aside. ‘I do not know what is going on. But if I discover that it is heretical in nature, I will see you burn in the fires of righteousness.’ He gestured sharply, and the soldiers stepped aside, allowing them to pass. Volker felt Calva’s eyes on them the entire way as they climbed the stairs and entered the library.

			‘Someone warned them we were coming,’ Zana murmured as they entered.

			Volker nodded. ‘So it seems. Has this happened before?’

			‘Once or twice. Factions within factions, gunmaster.’ She smiled crookedly. ‘An alliance is not a friendship, and you know as well as I do that even Azyrheim has its share of skulduggery.’ She laughed. ‘For all that he is a god, Grungni has never been very good at keeping his intentions secret. And there are many in his employ who serve two masters.’

			‘You don’t seem concerned.’

			She shrugged. ‘Should I be? I know who I serve.’ She eyed him. ‘What about you?’

			‘In this? I have no doubts.’

			‘Good.’

			‘Even so, if others are on the same trail…’

			‘More than likely what we seek is resting in some dusty tomb somewhere, lost and forgotten by everyone. That’s usually the way of it, in my experience. Tomb-robbery is something of a sport in my homeland.’

			‘I’m not here to rob tombs,’ Volker said. ‘I just want to rescue my friend.’

			Zana nodded amiably. ‘So you are. And I wish you luck with that. Myself, I’m here to earn a fee.’ She rubbed her fingers together. Volker couldn’t help but chuckle, despite the worry gnawing at him.

			They passed a number of robed acolytes in the entry hall, mostly worm-folk, with pallid skin and thin faces. But there were also several Azyrites, all bearing the star and hammer sigil of the Order of Azyr prominently somewhere on their person. All of them were engaged in quiet consultation or conversation, and barely noticed the odd group.

			At the end of the entry hall, a set of wide double doors marked the entrance to the central chamber. A pair of heavily armoured acolytes, armed with double-handed warhammers, guarded the doors. They allowed the group to enter without comment, though one smiled genially at Nyoka and murmured, ‘Well done, sister.’

			Volker glanced at the rounded walls as they passed through the doors and saw that they were decorated with carefully crafted bas-reliefs, depicting scenes he thought were from the history of the Vurmite Order. When he asked Nyoka, she nodded. ‘What is history, but a worm crawling through the soil of time?’ she said, with an air of recitation. ‘That is why this place was chosen. From here, we could see the past–’ she gestured in the direction of the worm’s tail, ‘–and the future, all at once.’ She motioned towards the worm’s head.

			Volker whistled softly, impressed. ‘It reminds me of the celestial galleries, in Azyrheim. Books and scrolls gathered in the final days, before the Great Exodus. Millions of them, more than anyone could read in a lifetime.’ He looked at her. ‘Will you be punished for aiding us?’

			‘No,’ she said. ‘Calva is lector, true, but he is also an outsider. We allowed him here, as we allowed the Freeguild, and they have only the authority the Setaen Council allow.’ She sighed. ‘We thought – my people thought – that it would be wise to show hospitality to those who risked so much in order to free us from our enemies. But gratitude has its limits.’ She shrugged. ‘We will abide, as we always do. The storm blows and we endure it. When he is gone, those he has expelled will return and take up their duties once more.’

			‘Here’s hoping there’s something for them to come back to,’ Lugash said. ‘A fool like that tears down more than he builds.’ The duardin had been silent since the confrontation.

			‘I am sorry,’ Nyoka said, looking down at him.

			‘Why? He’s the one who insulted me,’ Lugash said.

			‘I am sorry, nonetheless,’ Nyoka said again. ‘The Builder… has long been a friend to our Order. But there are some among the Devoted who see other gods as distractions at best and thieves at worst.’ She smiled, slightly. ‘They think Grungni wishes to steal us away.’

			Volker snorted. ‘That’s ridiculous.’

			‘Not so,’ Roggen said. ‘The Lady of Leaves seeks worshippers from all races and peoples. So too does the King of Bones. Perhaps the Thunderer’s servants are right to be afraid. There are many who remember the stories of the black days after the Gates of Azyr closed shut, and the God-King abandoned his people…’

			Nyoka frowned. ‘He did not abandon us. Not willingly.’

			‘And yet it happened,’ the big knight said. He shrugged. ‘It is no bark off me, for my folk have always held faith with the Lady of Leaves and her children. It is she to whom we pledged our swords in the days before Chaos came.’ He looked around. ‘I have never seen so many books. Are there words in all of them?’

			Nyoka blinked. ‘Yes.’ She shook her head. ‘There were more, once. Before the skaven took the city. They destroyed many priceless manu­scripts – knowledge that can never be reproduced.’ She reached up, and stroked the bindings of several books. ‘We have done what we could. The acolytes of our order scour the realm for lost wisdom, to bring here to safety. Where all might have the chance to learn.’

			Volker looked around. Though there was little room for them, there were a few heavy, oaken tables piled high with tomes. Scribes occupied them, hard at work, copying out the information within, for delivery to wealthy or influential patrons. Here and there, men and women with the look of mages or philosophers sat in quiet discussion of some ­grimoire or other. ‘You mentioned a book,’ he said.

			‘The one Oken found, yes.’ Nyoka smiled slightly at his look. ‘I heard you mention his name. I knew him, though not well. He was quite scholarly for a duardin. He came here many times over the years. Searching for this book or that scroll.’

			Volker opened his mouth. Closed it. She was right, now that he thought about it. Oken was more scholarly than the majority of duardin. Had that been why he came here so often? Just to make use of the library? ‘So he was,’ he said, finally. ‘You say this one he found?’

			‘Oken journeyed into the worm-sea with us, last bleeding season, seeking the ancient ruins there. He found nothing, save a bit of gold, marked with strange sigils. He claimed it was a book, and seemed very excited by it, though it was like no book I’ve ever seen.’

			‘Do you still have it?’

			Nyoka gestured. ‘Follow me. I had it brought out of the vaults, before I came to get you.’ She frowned. ‘Like as not, that is what alerted Calva.’ She led them through the labyrinth of shelves, nodding occasionally to this person or that.

			As they walked, Volker happened to glance up, and noticed a raven, hopping along the top of the shelves. He paused, wondering how it had got in. The bird eyed him as it hopped, as if trying to keep him in sight. He was about to dismiss it when he remembered the ravens in Excelsis. And then later, on Brondt’s craft. He felt a sudden chill. What if Lugash had been right earlier, when he’d claimed the birds were spies?

			Before he could say something, the first bird was joined by a few more. Ahead of him, Nyoka came to a halt. ‘What–?’ Volker looked over her shoulder and saw several heavy tables in a natural clearing among the shelves. On one was a peculiar standing rack, from which hung what appeared to be a series of golden beads, bound in leather. Examining it was a figure in black. Two acolytes of the Order lay on the floor, seemingly unconscious. Both had been armed, but their weapons lay nearby, out of reach.

			‘Who are you?’ Nyoka demanded. ‘What are you doing here?’

			The intruder turned. She wore a black helmet, shaped like the skull of a bird, and black mail and silks beneath her cloak of black iron feathers. Her hand slapped the hilt of the curved blade she wore on her hip as she spun. She drew it with a ­flourish. ‘Brothers – peck their bones,’ she called out, in a high, clear voice.

			The ravens perched on the shelves and archways leapt into the air as one. They swooped towards Volker and the others, croaking. As they drew close, the birds underwent a startling metamorphosis. Their forms expanded, stretching and twisting to become slim obsidian-clad warriors, bearing curved, talon-like blades. They attacked as one, in a flurry of loose feathers and harsh cries.

			Lugash cackled. ‘Guess I was right, eh, manling?’

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TEN
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			NINETY-NINE FEATHERS

			The black-clad warriors raced forwards, more swiftly than Volker had thought possible. He barely managed to draw one of his repeater pistols before the first of them was on him, blade flashing towards his head. He blocked the blow with the repeater pistol, but was forced back against a shelf. ‘Look out,’ he shouted.

			‘We’ve got eyes, manling,’ Lugash snarled as he bounded towards the warriors. The doomseeker roared as he drove a shoulder into one’s midsection, knocking him backwards. As the warrior staggered, Lugash whipped his war-iron out in a wide slash, opening his opponent’s throat to the bone.

			Volker drove the haft of his pistol into his foe’s head, gaining enough room to fire. The warrior exploded into a whirlwind of feathers, and the shots passed harmlessly through it. Volker twisted aside as a sword erupted from the whirlwind to chop into the shelf.

			To his left, Zana caught one of the black-robed warriors by his cowl and drove him head-first into a bookshelf. The former Freeguild captain turned and drew one of the long knives from her belt as another raven-man lunged at her. She whirled beneath his blow, her knife flashing up and across the gap between his helmet and his armour. The warrior staggered back with a strangled gurgle, clutching at his throat. Zana kicked his legs out from under him and stooped to finish the job.

			Volker lost sight of her as his own opponent swept towards him, moving in a swirl of feathers. The raven-warrior spat an incantation, and the black feathers shot forwards like arrows. They tore through his coat and nicked his flesh. He threw himself aside as his attacker hurtled by. The raven-warrior’s boots slammed into the side of a bookshelf and he propelled himself after Volker, who’d fallen to the floor. Volker rolled onto his back and levelled his artisan pistol. The warrior’s eyes widened as the pistol’s hammer snapped down with a flash. The ball punched through the black-clad killer’s skull in a spray of gore.

			Nearby, Roggen roared and upended a table, sheltering behind it as an arcane blast cascaded over its surface. The table began to warp and twist as the fossilised hairs from which it was constructed suddenly regained their plasticity. Tendrils of bristly hair writhed about the knight as he cursed and hacked at them. Volker scrambled to his feet and moved to help him, reloading as he went.

			Lugash barrelled past them, his weapons wet with blood. The ur-gold hammered into his flesh glowed with a hot light, burning to ashes the feathers that jutted from his flesh. He leapt up onto another table, and vaulted towards the black-clad woman. She gestured, and the doomseeker went flying into a shelf. Such was the force of the impact that the ancient shelf toppled backwards, striking another. Luckily, this one was more sturdy, and it stayed upright. Lugash fell to the floor in a cascade of books and scrolls.

			Volker heard Nyoka shout something and the writhing tendrils of the table abruptly went slack as a golden radiance suffused it. He glanced at the priestess, and she gave him a brief nod. He levelled his pistol. Her eyes widened and she dropped to the floor as he shot the raven-warrior rising up behind her. He helped her to her feet, as her attacker staggered back. ‘Are you all right?’

			‘Yes. But I wish I had brought my – ah!’ She stooped and snatched up a warhammer belonging to one of the fallen priests. She spun it easily, and struck the wounded raven-warrior as he tried to get to his feet. ‘Sahg’mahr provides,’ she shouted, cheerfully. Whirling the hammer, she confronted another. Volker turned and fired with his repeater pistol, clipping a shelf as his target vanished. Cursing, he began to reload.

			He saw Roggen and Zana, back to back, trading sword blows with raven-warriors. Elsewhere, Lugash was scrambling to his feet, and Nyoka was fending off a darting attacker with brutal sweeps of her borrowed hammer. He avoided a crackling bolt of eldritch energy as it seared the air black. He twisted and fired, forcing his attacker to duck away. He couldn’t tell how many of them there were. Four were dead, for sure. But there were easily twice that number left. He scanned the chamber, searching for their leader. If he could get to her–

			‘If you could get to her, what?’ a quiet voice murmured in his ear.

			Volker froze. The inner edge of a curved blade rested against his throat. ‘Your thoughts are as loud as thunder, Azyrite. And your intentions are as bright as day. I could not help but hear them.’ The blade twitched. ‘Drop your weapons.’

			Volker’s repeater pistol clattered to the floor. The raven-woman laughed softly. ‘All of them. No – wait.’ Volker hesitated. ‘Take that one in your belt, and shoot the duardin. He offends me.’ Volker frowned. Something about her voice insinuated itself into him, ­echoing strangely. Despite his attempt to resist, his hand twitched towards his artisan-pistol. Sweat beaded on his skin as he tried to stop himself. But her voice pulsed through him, chaining his will. His head was full of the sound of flapping wings and the harsh crying of ravens.

			Then, suddenly, it was gone. The pressure on his mind lifted and he tore his hand away from the pistol. The blade was removed from his throat and he quickly stepped away, turning as he did so and snatching up his repeater pistol.

			A second figure stood behind the woman in black, sword-tip pressed to the back of her neck. ‘Hello,’ the newcomer said. ‘My name is Adhema. What’s yours?’

			‘Death,’ the woman said, still staring at Volker.

			‘Mmm, no. No. That is a title which you may not claim, little sparrow. Though I encourage you to try, if only to see what will happen.’

			‘It is the only name that would mean anything to you,’ the raven-woman said. ‘It is the only name you will get.’ She smiled thinly. ‘Today, at least. Tomorrow, who is to say?’ She threw back her head and screeched. Volker dropped his weapon and clapped his hands to his ears. As the shrill cry reverberated through the chamber, the remaining raven-warriors leapt upwards, shedding mass, their forms twisting back into those of birds. The flock rose upwards in a screeching storm of feathers. Their leader joined them a moment later and the whole flock spiralled up and away, through the open windows set around the curve of the dome.

			‘There is something you do not see every day,’ Roggen said, ­staring upwards.

			‘If you’re lucky,’ Zana said. She pointed at the newcomer. ‘Her sort, I’ve seen too often for my liking.’ She laid the flat of her blade across her shoulder. ‘You are a bloodsucker, aren’t you?’

			‘And if I am?’ The woman was tall and dressed in black armour of a curious design, its ridged plates covered in baroque adornment. Her helm was also tall, and topped by a black crest of hair. She planted her sword point-first in the floor and rested her hands on the crosspiece.

			Volker spoke up before Zana could reply. ‘Thank you,’ he said.

			The vampire eyed him and then nodded.

			‘You are quite welcome…?’

			‘Volker. Owain Volker.’ He bowed slightly.

			She did the same. ‘Lady Adhema, late of Nulahmia and the court of the Queen of Mysteries.’ She straightened with a smile. ‘It was my pleasure, Master Volker. One must aid fellow travellers, mustn’t one?’

			‘Fellow travellers?’ Volker repeated.

			‘What else would you call us?’ the vampire said, blithely. ‘Given the path we walk, after all? And we are on the same path.’

			‘What do you think you know?’ Zana demanded.

			‘I know many things. An infinite array of things, in fact. Eternity is a good teacher.’ She pointed her sword at Volker. ‘For instance, I know who you serve. The Crippled God. Grungni.’

			‘Are we supposed to be impressed by that?’ Zana said.

			‘A little, yes,’ Adhema said.

			‘I suppose you serve him as well,’ Volker said, doubtfully. Adhema laughed. It was not a pleasant sound. Almost like the scream of an excited cat.

			‘Not even remotely, mortal. I serve She Who Illuminates the Eternal Night.’ Adhema shrugged. ‘Others of my kind might play coy in that regard, but as my mistress has reminded me on so many occasions of late, I am but a blunt instrument of her will. So, I share my secret freely.’

			‘And at length,’ Lugash said. ‘Do all vampires talk about themselves so much?’

			‘Only when we’re in need of stimulating conversation.’ She looked at him. ‘Feel free to go dig a tunnel, or whatever it is your folk do.’

			‘Enough,’ Volker said. He looked down at the corpses. ‘Who were they? What were they here for?’ He nudged one of the bodies with his long rifle.

			‘Nothing good,’ Nyoka said, holding up a feather. ‘They are members of the Ninety-Nine Feathers. Skinchangers and sorcerers. One of the war-cabals of the Sideways City. They serve the King of All Ravens, or so the stories say.’

			‘The–’ Volker began, confused.

			‘The Changer of Ways,’ Zana said, softly. She looked around warily, still holding her sword. ‘Are we sure they’re gone?’

			Nyoka nodded. ‘If they weren’t, we wouldn’t be alive.’ She dropped the feather she’d been holding and wiped her hand on her robes. ‘They don’t leave witnesses.’

			‘Then how do you know about them?’ Lugash said, eyeing her.

			‘They came once before. Many years ago, when they were sworn to the service of another. He sent them here to steal something. We – my order – stopped them. We captured one, and he bargained for his life, trading knowledge for release.’

			‘You let him go?’ Lugash growled incredulously.

			‘No,’ Nyoka said softly. ‘But we added his knowledge to our own, and gladly. Knowledge is power, master duardin. It is our bulwark against the darkness, even in these troubled times.’ She traced the image of the hammer etched into her gauntlets. ‘Even unto the end of the worm’s journey.’

			‘However you learned of them, they serve a new master now.’ Adhema rolled one of the bodies over with her foot. ‘More gods than Grungni desire the Eight Lamentations, and those gods have many servants. Indeed, I followed one such to this realm. I had assumed he might come here. Instead, I find these.’ She shrugged. ‘Still, lucky for you, eh?’

			‘Luckier still to kill you now, leech.’ Lugash raised his axe menacingly. ‘The dead can’t be trusted. Especially the kind that can talk.’ He took a step towards the vampire, but before he’d got very far she jabbed the tip of her sword to his nose. Lugash froze. The vampire had moved faster than any of them had been able to follow.

			‘And here I was speaking so sweetly,’ Adhema said, silky menace evident in every word. ‘I can speak more harshly, if you like. Perhaps I’ll cut you a third ear, to facilitate your listening.’

			‘Or you could forgive him, and join our company,’ Volker said quickly, ignoring the astounded looks the others gave him. Adhema glanced at him. ‘It’s clear you’re after the same thing we are. Why not pool our resources? We might get further working together than apart.’

			Adhema grinned. ‘And what about when the day is won?’

			‘Let us win it first, and then we can talk.’

			Adhema cocked her head, as if listening to something. Then her grin matured into a smile. She lifted her blade from Lugash’s nose and sheathed it with a flourish. ‘Wise words, from one so young.’ She pulled off her helmet and ran a hand through her tangled locks. She had a narrow face, aristocratic and hard. Red eyes met his own. ‘I look forwards to fighting beside you… Owain.’

			Nyoka cleared her throat. ‘The Feathers may well serve a new master, but they appear to be searching for the same thing as last time.’ She gestured to the book, as she checked over the unconscious men.

			‘They were after the same thing you are,’ Adhema said, leaning against a shelf. ‘The same thing I came for, as well.’ She smiled at Nyoka’s look of consternation. ‘A secret is only as good as the people who keep it.’ She gestured to the beads. ‘Though what this one is, exactly, escapes me.’

			‘It is a bead book,’ Lugash said softly. ‘Ordinarily, they’d hang from an iron frame. This one must have been lost.’ He ran his calloused fingers along the rune-marked beads, mouth moving silently.

			‘Shu’gohl gnaws the earth as it passes,’ Nyoka said. ‘Many ancient places now reside in his gullet. Perhaps the remains of one of your people’s lodges are among them.’

			‘What does it say?’ Volker asked.

			‘It’s an old dialect – one of the Far Lodges, I think. Those who were cut off with the coming of Chaos.’ He frowned. ‘It’s incomplete. There’s something about a weapon, and a fortress…’ He began to read. ‘They were once part of the Lofnir lodge, but there was a disagreement of some sort, as there always is, in lodges of a certain size.’ He smiled bitterly, as if reminded of a private joke. ‘Falnekk, twelfth son of Hardrekk-Grimnir took one-sixteenth of the lodge’s gold, as well as a grumdael, into the gaze of the sun, there to set his vault among the deep roots of the thunwurtgaz…’

			Volker mouthed the words, wracking his brain for a translation into a more familiar dialect. The words were almost like those he was familiar with, but not quite. ‘An artefact?’

			Lugash nodded absently. He blinked. ‘That can’t be right. It says they went to the great forest of Gorch, bearing ur-gold and an artefact won in battle.’

			Volker frowned. ‘A forest? That seems unusual.’ He’d heard of Gorch. It was the largest forest near the Coast of Tusks, stretching for untold leagues and thick, besides. It was said, by those who’d had the bad fortune to skirt its edges, that it was always night in Gorch, for no light passed through its ever-growing canopy.

			‘There must be a mistake.’ Lugash made to examine the beads more closely. The duardin sounded almost insulted. ‘Proper duardin don’t live in trees.’

			‘Except for the ones who do,’ Zana said. A sudden clatter interrupted any reply Lugash might have made. The sound brought them all around, weapons drawn. Zana laughed. ‘Look who finally showed up.’

			‘What is this blasphemy?’ Lector Calva roared. He stood amid the devastation, surrounded by Freeguild soldiery and accompanied by several other warrior-priests. He raised his warhammer threateningly. ‘What have you fools done?’

			‘Killed some Chaos filth. You’re welcome.’ Lugash dragged one of the corpses up by its hood of feathers and then dropped it. ‘Where were you, by the way? Haranguing the faithful?’

			Calva glared at the Fyreslayer, his face purpling with anger. Nyoka stepped between them. ‘Our brothers are injured. See to them.’ Her voice had the ring of authority. Volker studied her as she faced the apoplectic lector. She might be an acolyte now, but had she always been one? Or had Calva’s arrival brought more changes than just the obvious? Her acquaintance with Grungni was beginning to make more sense.

			The other priests snapped into action, hurrying to the aid of the unconscious men. Calva’s glare found new targets, but he made no attempt to stop them. His authority was apparently as tenuous as Volker had suspected. The lector looked around, frowning. ‘The air smells of witchery.’

			‘They are – were – sorcerers,’ Nyoka said, handing her hammer to one of the other priests. He took it gingerly, wincing at the blood and brain matter clinging to it. ‘And they have paid the price for it.’

			‘Not them,’ Calva said. His monocle gleamed as he fixed it on Adhema. ‘Take that thing into custody.’ The Freeguild started forwards, weapons lowered. Volker unslung his long rifle and cocked it. The sound was loud, as he’d intended. The Freeguilders stopped. They knew that sound. Calva did as well.

			‘Again,’ he said, heavily. ‘Again, you would put yourself between the righteous and the unrighteous. Why?’

			Volker didn’t reply. Nor did he aim the weapon at anyone in particular. He simply waited, with the patience of a gunmaster of the Ironweld. ‘What are you doing, Azyrite?’ Zana murmured, coming to stand behind him.

			Volker had no answer for her. In truth, he didn’t know why he was doing it. Gratitude, perhaps. Or pragmatism – the vampire knew things, that was obvious. He still wasn’t sure why she’d bothered to intervene, but until he had reason to suspect otherwise, she might prove a strong ally. And even if not, he’d prefer to keep her where he could see her.

			‘Negotiating, I think,’ Roggen said. He leaned on his sword, seemingly at ease. ‘He does it very well.’

			Calva ground his teeth, looking from one person to the next. His face went through several interesting contortions and hues, as he visibly fought to control his temper. Then, with a sigh, he said, ‘This place has seen enough violence. Go – take your leech and go.’

			He glanced at Nyoka, but said nothing. Merely glared. A hard glare, that, but wary now; not quite so arrogant. Nyoka, for her part, merely nodded serenely. She looked down at Lugash. ‘You remember what you read?’

			‘Of course I do,’ he growled. He tapped the side of his head. ‘Duardin don’t forget.’

			‘Good. Then we should get out of here, before your lector changes his mind.’ Zana sheathed her sword with a clatter. She glanced at Adhema. ‘You could say thank you.’

			Adhema smiled. ‘I could have handled them.’

			Zana nodded. ‘Maybe you could have, at that.’ She grinned. ‘Spared you the effort, though. So a little gratitude would be nice.’ Adhema clicked her heels together and bowed mockingly. Zana looked at Volker. ‘Sure you don’t want to shoot her?’

			He shook his head. ‘Not today.’ He started towards the doors. ‘I fear we might need her, before we’re done.’

			Ahazian Kel rode through the shadows of great worms, hunched low over the neck of his steed. Arrows jutted from his back and shoulders, his arms, and one singularly annoying one from his throat. It made cursing difficult, and he dearly wished to curse.

			The riders had come upon him suddenly. Vurm-tai nomads – worm-riders. Some steppe clans had taken to following the migration routes of the great worms and picking over what was left in their wake, or raiding the caravans that travelled to and from the worm-cities. He glanced up at the heaving bastion of segmented flesh that blocked the horizon from view and shook the earth beneath the hooves of his steed.

			It was as dark as night here, in the lee of the great worm, Rhu’goss. Ancient wounds, carved by the efforts of thousands of slaves, marred its hide. Once those wounds had boasted of the glory of Khorne. Now, healed and scabbed over, they spoke of defeat, and challenge. What had once belonged to the gods had been taken and made weak once more, by the storm of Sigmar. Fresh rains had washed away sour ichor, and closed the unhealing wounds sliced into the great beast’s flesh at the order of its conqueror.

			Far above him he could just make out the watch towers and defensive emplacements clustered at irregular intervals along the beast’s flank. Having been conquered once, the inhabitants of Rhu’goss were determined never to let it happen again. Mirror-lights shone down like stars, sweeping the grasslands for any sign of trouble. Great horns blew warning notes as one such beam passed over him and his pursuers. He paid them no mind.

			Ahazian turned, tracking the outriders as they sought to intercept him. They were a dark folk, burnished by sun and rain, and clad in scavenged armour decorated with worm-scale, furs, and feathered back-banners rising above their heads. Their horses were spotted, long-limbed beasts, with tangled manes, protected by boiled leather armour. The nomads weren’t archers by inclination. That they’d tagged him as many times as they had was due more to volume than skill. Like his own folk, the Vurm-tai preferred the cut and thrust of honest battle. Each rider carried a profusion of weapons for that purpose.

			They would try to knock him from his steed or cripple the beast. Then they would surround him like wolves around a crag-elk, wearing him down until a killing blow could be delivered. Ahazian grinned, despite the pain. A fine people. An honourable folk. It was a shame he’d have to kill them. But needs must, and he was getting hungry besides. As was his steed. He reached down and slapped the black stallion’s neck. ‘Time to hunt, pretty one.’

			The black horse squealed eagerly. They’d come to something of an understanding, in the time since they’d galloped through the Jaws and into this realm. Both of them were hunters, and eaters-of-men. Both were content to serve, so long as their needs were met.

			The riders were closer now, veering towards him, arrows nocked and ready to fly. So close he could see feral grins stretching across weather-beaten faces, and old scars marking leathery skin. How long had they ruled the shadow-steppes, in the protective thunder of the worms? A century? More? They had never been conquered, these folk. Never bowed to any power, Ruinous or otherwise. They worshipped the worms and their own strength.

			It would be a pleasure to teach them of their folly.

			Ahazian tore the arrow from his throat and hauled his legs up onto the saddle. Perched there, one hand tangled in his steed’s mane for balance, he hefted his goreaxe. His skullhammer whined in resentment, consigned to his belt for the moment. ‘Patience, my friend, patience,’ he murmured. ‘Good things come to those who… wait.’ As the word left his lips, he left the saddle, leaping towards the closest rider with a joyful yell.

			He crashed into the startled nomad, knocking him from his saddle. They fell in a tangle and Ahazian buried his axe in the man’s skull. His steed leapt upon the nomad’s, sinking its teeth into the other horse’s throat. Ahazian kicked his way free of his victim, retrieved his axe and drew his hammer.

			It had been hours since his last bloodletting. It might as well have been a century. He slammed his weapons together and laughed. ‘Come then, my friends – come and fight. But sing your death-songs now, to save time.’

			A horse galloped past. He ducked the swing of an axe and smashed the animal’s legs out from under it. The beast rolled, screaming. Its rider was on his feet quickly, hurt but moving. He flung himself at Ahazian, single-bladed axe raised over his head. He was a tall man, snake-thin, wearing rough leathers beneath a loose cuirass made from worm-scale and braided animal hide. The only bit of metal on him was his helmet – a battered conical war-hood with a curving visor over his eyes. He spat something in the worm-tongue as he chopped down at Ahazian. The deathbringer twitched aside and drove his skull­hammer into his opponent’s spine, shattering it.

			Horses circled him. More arrows came, but fewer now. Warriors slid from their saddles, whooping in eagerness. Some had brightly painted shields decorated with furs and feathers, while others carried long spears with thin, fang-like blades. Those with shields smacked them with the flat of their weapons, chanting eerily, as the rest converged. The worm continued on its way, unaware of the drama playing out in its shadow.

			Ahazian turned, trying to keep all of his enemies in sight. Thirty, at least. Despite their numbers, he smiled. A good fight, this. Not his best, but… adequate. Nearby, his steed continued to feast on its screaming prey and he smiled in amusement. Such a beautiful beast. He hoped he would not have to kill it.

			The noise of weapons hammering shields began to annoy him. What were they waiting for? An invitation? He raised his weapons and spread his arms, waiting. A warrior stepped forwards out of the crowd.

			‘Zig-mah-HAI!’ the warrior bellowed as he slammed his axe against the surface of his shield. For the first time, Ahazian noticed the azure zigzags that marked their arms and armour. Crudely rendered lightning bolts. Sigmarites, then. No wonder they had pursued him so fiercely. The others took up the chant, stamping their feet and whistling.

			His own people had worshipped Sigmar, before the coming of Khorne. The Skull-Splitter. The Hammer of Witches. They had cast captives and slaves into the fire by the hundreds, all in his name, but the storm-god had never so much as spoken to them. He preferred his people to be sheep, not wolves. And the Ekran, for all their faults, had most certainly been wolves.

			Ahazian stretched, cracking his neck and rolling his shoulders, loosening them. ‘Come on then. Let us give the Skull-Splitter a show.’

			The warrior sprang towards him, axe raised. Ahazian met him. His axe sheared through his opponent’s, even as his hammer crushed the man’s shield. The warrior staggered, a look of anger on his face. No fear there, only frustration. Ahazian kicked him in the chest, pulverising his ribs. He pursued the wounded man and casually pulped his knee. The warrior fell, and Ahazian took his head. He reached down and hooked the head with the tip of his axe, holding it up. He flung it at the feet of the closest nomad. ‘Next.’

			One by one they came to die in the shadow of the worm. He could not fault their determination, or their courage. Axes and blades scarred his war-plate and his flesh, but he never slowed or stopped. He had held his own against hundreds. Thirty was nothing; a drop of blood in the ocean he’d already spilled. And would yet spill, once the Spear of Shadows was his. The thought drove him on, faster and fiercer.

			To hold such a weapon was to be one with war itself. To dance on the black rim of destruction, surrounded on all sides by a wine-dark sea. That was the dream of a Kel, the only dream worth seeing to fruition. An eternity of death and slaughter, spent among the funeral pyres of a thousand kingdoms. He laughed at the thought of it, and how close it was.

			Khorne was no conqueror, no king. He was no lord, to be paid fealty to. Khorne was a tempest, a raw force, to be followed and filled with. Khorne was the war-wind, the blood-dimmed tide, sweeping over all things and subsuming them. Only in giving in to war could a warrior truly know victory. Only in fighting without purpose could one find the true beauty in battle. There was no purpose worth fighting for. Only the fight itself.

			‘And when war is all, what will you do, Ahazian Kel?’

			Ahazian spun, skullhammer snapping out. It passed through the speaker’s head, as if the skull in question were no more substantial than smoke. Volundr stared at him, red eyes gleaming within his monstrous helm, thick arms crossed over his chest. He’d wrought his sending from the steam rising from the cooling bodies of the dead. The warrior-smith glanced around. ‘I had thought you smarter than this, hero of Ekran.’

			Ahazian looked. The Vurm-tai were dead; thirty men, butchered like lambs. They had stood their ground and died to a warrior. He felt a flicker of remorse. Had he been wiser, he would have let one live, to pass his bravery down to further generations. It was the only way to ensure worthy opponents in the eternity to come.

			‘They attacked me,’ he said, turning back to Volundr. ‘Perhaps they were tired of life. It is a hard one, in these lands. Maybe a glorious death seemed preferable.’

			‘Or maybe you provoked them.’

			Ahazian shrugged. ‘And so? I emerge victorious.’

			‘Time is not our ally, boy.’

			Ahazian frowned. ‘Do not call me boy, warrior-smith. I left childhood behind long ago.’

			‘Then why don’t you act like it?’ Volundr pointed. ‘The fragment sings – listen to it, and do not tarry! You are alone in a sea of enemies, and not even your vaunted strength will be enough to carry you through. Use your wits as well as your weapons, or you will fail.’

			Ahazian bristled. ‘I am a Kel of the Ekran. I do not fail.’ He thrust his axe through his belt and reached up to grab the sliver of Gung on its rawhide thong. Volundr was right – it was singing, though he’d been deaf to it during the bloodletting.

			Images passed through his mind, shadowy and undefined. Landmarks. A place – where? He blinked, trying to understand what he was seeing. He heard muffled sounds, smelled a verminous odour. Felt a wash of unnatural heat.

			‘You see it, don’t you?’

			Volundr’s voice snapped him back to reality. ‘You see where the spear is hidden,’ the warrior-smith continued. His eyes blazed and his hands clenched. ‘Find it – now. Or die in the attempt.’

			‘You have my oath,’ Ahazian said.

			‘Aye, so I do. But oaths are fragile things. Better men than you have foresworn theirs. The former owner of that axe, for instance.’ Volundr gestured to the axe in Ahazian’s belt. ‘Anhur made an oath to the Blood God, and to me, and reneged on it. He was prideful and foolish. Do not follow his example.’

			Ahazian touched the axe instinctively. The axe was old and savage, imbued with a hunger that was almost equal to his own. Volundr had gifted it to him, as a sign of respect, he’d thought. Now, he wasn’t so sure. He knew well the name of Anhur, the Scarlet Lord. Anhur of the Black Axe, who’d almost ripped open the belly of the realm, and who’d left a trail of destruction across the very face of Aqshy.

			‘And what happened to him?’

			‘Khorne took him.’

			‘To punish him, or reward him?’

			Volundr was silent for long moments. His misty form thickened and thinned as the wind tugged at it. Finally he said, ‘I do not know. But if I were you, I would be in no hurry to find out.’

			‘Consider me warned,’ Ahazian said. Almost casually, he lashed out with his hammer and dissipated the sending. He laughed softly. The skullgrinder was an intimidating being. But a kel could not be intimidated. Not even by the gods.

			Something croaked overhead. He looked up and saw several ravens circling the battlefield, their black eyes fixed on the dead. Or perhaps on him. He lifted his hammer in salute before turning to retrieve his now well-fed steed.

			They had leagues to go yet, and as Volundr had reminded him, not much time to do it.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ELEVEN

			[image: ]

			GORCH

			‘Are you sure about this?’ Volker asked. He stepped aside as a burly Kharadron, pulling a cart loaded with aethergear, bustled past him. The aerial docklands were busy. Trade winds were always blowing, and the Kharadron sought to follow them wherever they blew. Across the wide, flat platform, high above the streets of Shu’gohl, traders ­haggled with captains, seeking the best price for passage or delivery of their goods. Aether-vessels drifted to and fro above the great worm, crowding the heights.

			Nyoka nodded. ‘It will be better this way, I think. I have challenged Calva’s authority once too often. Some time away will be good.’ She wore her armour, but carried a travel satchel and a bedroll slung across her chest. In her hands was a heavy warhammer, its haft carved in the shape of a worm.

			‘For you, or for him?’

			Nyoka smiled. ‘Both.’ She sighed. ‘Once, the entire order might have accompanied you on this quest. Artefacts such as the one you – we – seek are too dangerous to be left unguarded. Even Calva would agree with that.’

			‘Did you tell him about what we were after?’ 

			While the Freeguild warriors had escorted Volker and the others back to the aether-dock, Nyoka had conferred with the rest of her order, including Lector Calva. Her request to accompany Volker and the ­others had been agreed to with surprisingly little argument from anyone.

			‘No. And he did not enquire. I did not think it wise to volunteer the information, though I have no doubt he will find out soon enough.’ She shook her head. ‘He is not a bad man, but he has made his oaths, as we have made ours.’

			‘Let’s hope we never have to see which is the stronger.’ Volker turned as Lugash stumped towards them. ‘Found him yet?’

			‘Just listen for the bellowing.’ Lugash hiked a thumb over his shoulder. ‘He’s not happy, the cheating wazzock. Refuses to let us on board. Roggen sent me to get you.’

			Volker sighed. He’d been afraid of this. Zana had insisted that Captain Brondt would be open to transporting them where they had to go. But given that they’d only just arrived, Volker had doubted that Brondt would be as amenable to the idea as Zana believed. Shouldering his rifle, he followed Lugash, Nyoka trailing after.

			Adhema sat on a stack of crates, watching the confrontation. ‘You’re just in time,’ she called out. ‘I think they’re going to shoot her.’

			Volker shook his head. Zana stood at the foot of the Zank’s boarding ramp, staring up at its captain in obvious consternation. Brondt, for his part, seemed serene. ‘I just got here. I haven’t even got my cargo offloaded.’ Brondt chomped on his cheroot as he spoke. Several of his crew stood below him, between Zana and the aethercraft. ‘Haven’t even taken on new supplies, for that matter.’

			‘Half a favour, Brondt,’ Zana said.

			‘Flying off without my cargo is worth two, at least.’ Brondt shook his head. ‘I brought you here as an act of goodwill, Mathos. But that’s as far as it goes. Find your own way off this ambulatory rock.’

			Roggen strode towards Volker, Harrow plodding along behind him. ‘He will not let us on the boat,’ he said loudly. Brondt grimaced.

			‘It’s not a boat, it’s a ship,’ he roared, jabbing his cheroot at the knight.

			Zana snapped her fingers at him. ‘Forget about the Ghyranite. Get back to telling me how you decided you weren’t going to fulfil your oath.’

			Brondt flushed. ‘Woman, I am very close to using you as megalofin bait.’

			‘At least that way I’d get on the boat,’ Zana shot back.

			‘It’s not a boat!’

			‘I don’t care what it is, I’m coming aboard,’ Lugash rumbled. ‘We need transportation, cloud-creeper, and you’re the one who’s going to take us where we want to go.’ Lugash lifted his axe, and Brondt’s crew tensed, glancing at one another nervously. They fingered their weapons, ready to draw them at their captain’s command.

			‘And where might you be wanting to go, hot-blood?’ Brondt sneered.

			Lugash spat. ‘Gorch,’ he said.

			Brondt stared at him. ‘Gorch. The forest?’

			‘No. Gorch, the seaside village.’ Lugash frowned. ‘Of course the forest.’

			Brondt’s crew began to murmur amongst themselves. One of them gestured curiously, and Brondt snapped, ‘Belay that, Tagak. I’ll not have one of my crewmen indulging in that superstitious nonsense. And you, hot-blood, if you think I’m going to Gorch of all places…’

			‘Afraid, Brondt?’ Zana shook her head. ‘And here I thought I was bargaining with the man who once stabbed a harkraken in the brain from the inside of its gullet.’

			‘Gorch is a forest, woman. Nowhere to land. Nowhere safe, anyway.’ Brondt blew a smoke ring towards her. ‘I wouldn’t risk it, even if you were paying me. Which you aren’t.’

			‘But I can,’ Nyoka said. 

			Everyone looked at her.

			‘You can what?’ Brondt said, suspiciously.

			‘Fifty comets, per person,’ Nyoka said. ‘Seventy-five for the demigryph.’

			Brondt goggled at her. ‘What?’ Even Volker was taken aback. That was a small fortune by Azyrite standards.

			‘Three hundred and seventy-five meteors. A fair price, I believe.’ The priestess smiled benevolently. ‘More than enough to cover ­passage to Gorch, captain.’

			‘Where would you get that kind of money?’

			‘My Order has deep coffers, captain, as you are likely aware. We are also always on the lookout for further investments. Like, say, a share in a prosperous cargo concern.’ Nyoka’s expression was serene. ‘Do we have an accord?’

			Brondt stared at her. He shook himself, took a breath and nodded. ‘We’ll leave as soon as we finish unloading. You – ah – you have the money on you?’

			‘Half,’ Nyoka said. ‘The other half will be provided upon our safe return.’ She reached into her satchel and produced a small sack. It clinked as she dropped it into Brondt’s hand. ‘Is that acceptable?’

			Brondt weighed the sack in his hand. ‘Acceptable.’ He glanced past her, at Adhema. ‘Are you sure you want to bring that one? Can’t trust the dead, you know. Especially that kind.’ He gestured to his mouth. ‘They’re biters.’

			‘As if I’d ever bite you,’ Adhema said, from the foot of the ramp. She’d moved so swiftly that no one had noticed. Brondt twitched, his hand falling to his sword. His crew drew their weapons amid a bevy of curses. Adhema grinned. ‘Can’t squeeze blood from a stone, after all,’ she continued.

			‘She’s with us,’ Volker said firmly. He ignored the looks from Zana and Lugash. Brondt shrugged.

			‘Fine. You know your business. I’ll let you know when you can board.’

			The next few hours passed slowly. Volker sat on the aether-docks and contented himself with stripping down and oiling his weapons. The others occupied themselves as they saw best. He left them to it. He wasn’t in charge, and they weren’t friends, really. Companions at best, allies of convenience at worst. But then, that wasn’t anything new. Azyrites knew all about allies of convenience.

			As he worked, Volker considered his situation, and calculated the angles. There were currents here that he could not perceive; he’d sensed that the moment he’d answered Grungni’s summons. How long had the god been searching for the Eight Lamentations? And what would he do with them, once he’d found them?

			To serve the god in this seemed the most natural thing in the world. The lessons of the Maker, as filtered through Oken, had been one of the central pillars of his life. But even so, he couldn’t help but question why he’d been chosen. Why had any of them been chosen? Perhaps Oken would know.

			‘You’re frowning an awful lot, Azyrite,’ Zana said, startling him. He nearly dropped the shot-cylinder he’d been cleaning.

			‘Not frowning. Concentrating.’

			‘Looks like frowning to me.’ She sat down beside him on the cargo crates he’d made his seat. She watched the Kharadron work and ­whistled tunelessly. Volker glanced at her.

			‘Don’t you have something you could be doing?’

			‘I am doing it.’ She took one of his rags, spat on the side of her helmet and began to polish it. Up close, Volker could see the numerous dents and scratches. The helmet had seen heavy use. He supposed it wasn’t surprising. Mercenaries weren’t rare, by any means. Whole tribes of them could be had for a few coins, if you were of a mind. But lone sellswords were another matter. It took skill to survive alone.

			As she worked, the coins attached to her gauntlet clinked. Volker indicated one. ‘That’s not a meteor, is it? Not ur-gold, either.’

			‘Torope-chaw,’ Zana said, absently. At Volker’s look of incomprehension, she sighed and held up her hand so he could see the coin more clearly. ‘Torope gold. From the Black Marsh Barony, down south. They dig it out of the excrement of the giant turtles they live on.’ She looked around. ‘A lot like Shu’gohl, really. Fewer libraries, though. And the turtles aren’t so big – about the size of a small castle.’ She gestured. ‘Tiny, comparatively.’

			‘Turtles?’ Volker asked.

			Zana nodded. ‘They brew good beer there. And there’s this fish-head stew…’ She licked her lips. ‘Delicious.’

			‘I thought you were from Chamon,’ Volker said. ‘What were you doing in a barony in Ghur?’ For a moment he thought he’d asked one question too many. Zana stared at the coins on her vambrace, picking through them.

			‘A change of scenery,’ she said, finally.

			‘Is that why you came to Excelsis? Was it at Grungni’s behest, or…?’

			She looked at him. ‘No. I was heading there anyway. Business.’ A grin flashed, almost too swiftly for him to see. ‘And none of yours.’

			‘You’re the one who sat down to talk.’

			‘Talk, not spill my guts. What about you, Azyrite? Why were you in Excelsis?’

			Volker looked down at his uniform. Zana snorted. ‘Not that reason. The real one.’

			Volker sat back. ‘Azyrheim – ever been there?’

			‘No.’

			‘You’d like it. Plenty of work for a sellsword.’

			‘That surprises me.’ Zana held up her helmet, checking for any spots she’d missed. ‘I’d heard it was one of the greatest cities in all the realms. The City of Alabaster Towers. Azyrheim the Eternal. Last and First.’

			Volker snorted. ‘I’m told the walls are alabaster, but I never saw them. The city’s too big, you see. The walls stretch from sunup to sundown, moonrise to moonfall. You can go your entire life without seeing either edge. A lot of people do. They never leave their district.’

			‘Sounds boring.’

			‘Not that. Never that.’ Volker sighed. ‘It’s a place of wonder and culture. Or at least, that’s what we like to tell ourselves, in our little enclaves. Time stands still in places.’ He saw her look and smiled. ‘You laugh, but… it does. There are whole districts where people speak and dress strangely. Archaic, almost.’ He hesitated. ‘Familiar, yet not.’

			Zana frowned. ‘Did you ever visit those districts?’

			‘Once or twice. Their artisans were far beyond anything I’d ever seen then, or since.’ He held up the cylinder of his repeater pistol. ‘I learned what I could, though,’ he added somewhat wistfully as he cleaned the chambers.

			‘Do you miss it?’

			Volker paused. ‘Sometimes. Some things. The sound of dragon wings splitting the morning air. The smell of the market district at midday.’ He chuckled. ‘The sound of a Makaisson-patented waste-extraction pump, hard at work beneath the better class of privy. I miss that one more and more every day.’

			He began to reassemble his weapon. ‘Other things, not so much.’ He swallowed, remembering the midwinter processions of the Khainites. The dark nights, and the flickering aelfen shadows that crawled across the outer walls of his family’s estate. He’d heard stories of what the celebrants got up to in the poorer districts. Of missing men and women, and screams in the night. He shook his head. ‘Some things, not at all.’ He looked at her. ‘Do you miss Vindicarum?’

			‘No.’

			‘Not at all?’

			Zana hesitated. Then, slowly, she began. ‘I knew a lass there, a proper soothsayer. Folk came for leagues around, looking to make use of her gift. One by one, they’d tell her of their troubles and beg her to give them insight. Save us, soothsayer, they’d cry. And she’d weep, that girl. Because she was a girl.’ She squinted up at the sky. ‘She had no control over what she was seeing. But she’d tell them, and they’d go away happy, mostly. And the next day, there’d be more of them.’ She looked away. ‘More and more, every day, looking for some hope in a hopeless world.’ She fell silent.

			After a moment, Volker cleared his throat. ‘What happened to her?’

			‘They killed her,’ Zana said. ‘Or someone did. She saw something not to their liking and paid the price. Some rich bugger, fresh from Azyrheim, who thought he could buy a better ending than the one he was destined for.’

			‘And what ending was that?’

			Her grin was savage. ‘My sword spilling his fat guts.’ She hawked and spat. ‘I challenged him to a duel. He accepted. A more merciful death than he deserved.’ She looked at him, her dark eyes empty of anything save satisfaction. ‘She saw her own, you know. Saw it and told me, and damn me if it didn’t happen like clockwork.’ She looked him dead in the eye. ‘No, Azyrite. I don’t miss Vindicarum.’

			She fell quiet, and Volker didn’t press the issue. They sat in silence for a time. Volker watched Brondt conduct an increasingly animated discussion with several other Kharadron captains. All bore the heraldry of the City of Shadows and all had a similar roguish look to them. One even had some form of darkly plumaged bird perched on his shoulder. Every so often, the bird would squawk out in crude mimicry of its master.

			‘I wonder what they’re talking about,’ he murmured.

			‘Nothing good, knowing Brondt,’ Zana said. ‘Speaking of which, I hope you know what you’re doing, allowing her to come with us.’ She jerked her chin at Adhema, who crouched nearby, atop a stack of crates.

			‘No one allows me to go anywhere, mercenary,’ Adhema said, not looking at her. Given the noise of the aether-docks, the vampire’s hearing was impressive. ‘I go where I will, at my queen’s command.’

			‘Then why not go by yourself?’ Zana asked.

			‘Why should I, when the priestess has so kindly paid for my ­passage?’ Adhema turned her head. She crouched in shadow, out of the sun. ‘Besides, I was invited.’

			‘By him. Not by me.’ Zana pushed herself to her feet. She gestured with her helmet. ‘And if you know what’s good for you, you’ll stay out of my way, leech.’

			‘And mine as well.’

			Brondt stumped towards them. He glared at the vampire. ‘You’ll keep those dainty fangs of yours to yourself while you’re aboard, or we’ll see if you’re the sort that can grow wings and fly.’

			‘I am well fed, I assure you.’ Adhema sounded almost insulted.

			‘What was that about over there?’ Zana asked. ‘Gloating to the other captains about your good fortune?’

			‘Hardly. I was warning them about the Great King.’ Brondt looked up, shading his eyes with one big hand. ‘That beastie is still up there, somewhere. And we’ll be far from the glowbeacons, where we’re going.’ He grinned. ‘But if he shows his snout, we’ll be ready for him.’ He rubbed his hands gleefully. ‘There’s quite a bounty on him, you know. Every aetherport in Ghur has lost ships to that overgrown beast. And I aim to collect.’

			‘You offered them a cut of the bounty to shadow us, didn’t you?’ Zana asked. ‘Clever, Brondt. Very clever.’

			‘I haven’t got where I am by being stupid.’ Brondt jabbed a finger into Volker’s chest. ‘Keep that long rifle of yours handy, Azyrite. If it comes to it, I want you to put a ball into one of those great black eyes of his.’

			‘I doubt it’d kill a leviathan like that,’ Volker said.

			‘Don’t need to kill him. Just sting him a bit,’ Brondt said, as he stumped away.

			Volker looked up at the sky. ‘Do you think that thing is really still out there?’

			‘Oh yes,’ Adhema said. ‘Take it from me, poppet – once a predator has your scent, it will track you for as long as it takes.’ She leapt down from her perch, causing Volker to stumble back. ‘That was a lovely story, by the way. Perhaps you and I can share anecdotes sometime.’ She flashed her fangs. ‘I warn you though, I get bored very, very easily.’

			Volker watched her as she walked away.

			‘Not too late to shoot her,’ Zana said.

			‘I heard that,’ Adhema called out, without turning.

			‘You were meant to,’ Zana shouted.

			Volker shook his head and looked towards the horizon, and beyond it, somewhere, the forest of Gorch. If Oken were there, he would find him.

			One way or another.

			The warrior slept.

			And in his dreams, Gung spoke.

			The spear… hungered. No, better to say that it… desired. It desired to be used. It longed for a whispered name, and the rush of air as it was cast towards its prey. It thirsted for blood, and the screams of its victim. All of these things, Gung desired.

			It could not articulate these desires, for it was a weapon, and the soul of a weapon is no more complex than that of an insect. A thing of simple wants and brute incomprehension. It was enough that it desired, and in its desire, sang. Like its soul, its song was simple. A quavering paean to murder.

			The oldest song, that. A song sung at the beginning of time, and at the end. A beautiful song, to the one whose head now echoed with its notes. It wrapped itself around him, like the coils of some enormous serpent. Enfolding him. Piercing him. Filling him. And beneath the song, crawling in its wake, came a voice. A harsh voice.

			A weapon’s voice.

			…close…

			…so close…

			Ahazian Kel sat up, heart thudding. He clutched the fragment of the spear with one hand. A dull ache radiated through his fingers and palm. He opened stiff fingers and hissed in surprise. The black fragment nestled in the bloody meat of his palm like a maggot. As he watched, it squirmed, seeking to drive itself deeper into his hand.

			Carefully, he pried it loose. ‘Hungry little beast, aren’t you?’ he grunted. He squeezed the blood from his palm onto the fragment, rubbing it into the facets. It wasn’t the first dream he’d had since claiming the fragment, but it had been the most vivid. He looked around. The campfire he’d built was burning low. His horse stood nearby, feeding on the body of one of the men he’d killed a few hours ago.

			The Vurm-tai had followed his trail, harrying him. With vengeance on their mind, they had made for disappointingly easy prey. A dozen of their youngest and bravest had pitted their strength against his, chanting for his death.

			They chanted no longer. Their cooling bodies lay scattered about in the thick grasses, and their steeds had scarpered, save the few he’d killed. He felt some regret at the rapidity of the confrontation. He had killed them too quickly, without savouring the deed. Once he might have toyed with them for hours, or days. But not now. Not with the song of the Spear of Shadows ringing in his head.

			The spear was calling to him. Drawing him onwards, across the steppes. It wanted – needed – to be wielded and Ahazian was the one who would do so. The old wounds in his palms itched, not for the barbs of his weapons, but for something different. Something unique. His axe, buried in the skull of his last kill, hissed angrily. Its haft pulsed crimson, swollen with the blood of the slain savage. The barbs set into the haft flexed, their hooked tips gleaming thirstily. Like its master, the goreaxe was rarely satisfied.

			‘Settle down,’ he murmured. ‘I am not your first wielder, and you are not my first axe. One of us will outlive the other. This is how it is.’

			His skullhammer grumbled agreement from where it lay near the fire. It was an old weapon and had belonged to many warriors in its time. And like all old things, it had its share of unshakeable certainties. He stroked its head, calming the ancient hammer. The axe resisted any attempts to placate it, however. It could hear Gung’s murder-song, resonating through the dark places of his soul. And it didn’t like it.

			The axe too was old, in its way. Though it had been reshaped and forged anew by Volundr, it was still the same weapon it had been. Still the same black axe wielded by Anhur, the Scarlet Lord, in his conquest of Klaxus almost a century earlier. Ahazian had not been among the warriors of the Eight Tribes who had marched on the crater-kingdoms at Anhur’s command, but he had met some who had, later. After Anhur had fallen, swept away by Sigmar’s storm.

			Those had been heady days, full of fear and glory. The armies of Khorne had grown fat and lazy on easy meat, and the servants of the Changer and the King of Poxes had retreated to their own demesnes, afraid to challenge the might of those who walked the Red Path. ­Ahazian had contented himself with seeking out and challenging the great champions of the Furnace Lands – warriors like Gadon the Ox, or the Lord-Razulhi of Salamandron. He had fought his way into the bloodstained pavilions of Havocwild, the Headsman of Thurn, and through the magmatic monastery of the Fireweed Sect.

			He had collected the skulls of a hundred gore-handed heroes before he had heard the first whisper of the celestial storm or seen one of Sigmar’s armoured slaves. And then, heroes had come seeking him. Warlords sought him out, with promises of wealth and glory, seeking to sway him to their banner. Having the services of a Kel of the Ekran was a symbol of high status among the fractious Bloodbound.

			‘And should it be otherwise?’ he murmured. ‘Are we not the deadliest killers in all creation?’ He held up the fragment of the spear. ‘Do we not sharpen our blades on worthy bone?’ He rolled the fragment between his palms, enjoying the feel of it digging into his flesh. Once every eight years the surviving Kels met in the ruins of Ekran, to boast of their prowess, share tales of their victories, and match blades. A fair few of them were left, despite his best efforts. And theirs.

			The time to return to Ekran was fast approaching. He interlaced his fingers, squeezing the fragment. It wriggled in his grip, like a leech, battening on the blood dripping from his palms. ‘Drink your fill, little one. Drink, and show me the way.’

			At first, he had thought to possess the spear for himself. Such a weapon would make him mighty indeed. Then, he had thought to take it for Volundr. The skullgrinder was odd, as masters went, but then he was one of the legendary forgemasters. Ahazian was prepared to overlook a certain amount of oddness.

			But the longer the hunt went on, the more his mind turned down crooked paths. The more he began to think of his fellow Kels, in their solitude. The greatest warriors Aqshy had ever seen. It was said that even Khorgos Khul himself had admitted such, in a rare unguarded moment. The Eight Lamentations were the greatest weapons ever forged by mortal hands. Thus, was it not fitting that they be wielded by the greatest warriors?

			And what might such warriors do, then?

			He frowned. These were not proper thoughts for a kel. A true kel did not seek to conquer, or rule. Those were the tasks of lesser men. A kel cared only for battle. A kel sought only the pure heart of the flower of carnage, for in war was the truest peace. But… but. A nagging thought, like a wound that would not heal.

			‘What might we do then? And how best to do it?’ He spoke softly, to himself, to the fragment, to his weapons. He did not know which of them seemed the most curious as to his answer. He opened his hands, and let the fragment swing from its cord. Its facets gleamed with blood – his blood. He flexed his hands, suddenly aching to kill something. Anything. He forced himself to his feet and retrieved his weapons.

			His steed whickered softly and snuffled at his bloody hands. He shoved its head aside and climbed into the saddle. ‘Come then, my friend. The night is cool and my blood is hot. Let us find something in need of killing.’ The fragment shivered against his chest. He laughed, low and fierce.

			‘And then we will return to the hunt.’

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWELVE
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			GODS AND RATS

			‘How goes it, grandson?’

			Jorik Grunndrak, cogsmith and Master of the Excelsis ­Arsenal, flinched. Not much. Not even visibly. More a twitch of the soul. Even the stoutest spirit could not help but do so, when addressed by a god. ‘It goes well, Maker. The vermin are content to wait in their own filth, as is their nature. We are content to kill them, as is ours.’

			The cogsmith stood at the highest point of the Iron Bulls Bastion, composing the calculus of battle. Arcs of fire competed with material estimations in his head as he considered the problem at hand. It was an old problem, but one that required a new solution every time. The skaven were devious. Cunning. But simple. They flowed away from strength, towards weakness. Like water in a tunnel, they had an unerring ability to find the thinnest point and attack it. The key was to turn that strength back on them.

			‘You don’t seem to have killed many, grandson.’

			‘Well, they do eat their dead, Maker. Makes it difficult to assess casualties.’

			Behind him, Grungni laughed softly. Even so, the sound of it pulsed through Jorik. He turned and looked up at the god. The Maker towered over him in a way no mortal being could. Grungni expanded outwards through all of Jorik’s perceptions – he was not simply there, but everywhere, in every moment and every thought. Like smoke filling a flue.

			‘The lad?’ Jorik asked, bending to tap out his pipe on his heel. Down below, General Synor had unleashed the Old Lady. The steam tank rumbled across the broken ground on four ironbound wheels, belching a trail of smoke that stretched in its wake.

			‘Away, and about my business.’

			Jorik nodded and began to scrape the bowl of his pipe. ‘He is young yet, that one. In manling years, as well as ours.’

			‘We were all young, once.’

			‘True enough.’ Jorik found the act of scraping the bowl comforting. It calmed him in moments like this. A simple ritual, easily done. A way to keep the hands busy. ‘I have intimated that his absence is on my behalf. The others were most put out by his disappearance.’

			‘Were they now?’

			‘No,’ Jorik said. ‘I don’t think they even noticed, the fools.’ He looked down towards the tangled angles of the trench line, as the Old Lady gave a shout with its cannon and collapsed a rickety wooden structure, crushing the skaven within. Herzborg and the other gunmasters were down there somewhere, making their own calculations, closer to the battle. None of them had half the mind for it as young Volker. A good head for the algebra of chance, that one.

			More cannons boomed below, a threnody of destruction. Vast gouges were torn in the mutilated earth. Both god and duardin, aficionados of such brutal melodies, nodded in satisfaction. ‘Good rate of fire on those helblasters,’ Grungni said.

			‘Taught the gunners myself,’ Jorik said, with some pride.

			Grungni chuckled. ‘You always did have an eye for destruction, grandson.’

			‘Why do you call me that?’

			‘What? Grandson?’ Grungni frowned. ‘Because you are, in a way. All of you, save those descended from my brothers or my sisters.’ He leaned close, enveloping Jorik in the smells of the forge. Jorik’s blade skittered, gouging the bowl of his pipe. ‘You know this, cogsmith. What’s wrong?’

			Jorik grunted. ‘There is talk.’ 

			Grungni said nothing. 

			Jorik paused, gathering his thoughts. It was no easy thing, to question a god. Especially this god. ‘Whispers, in the main. Heard at great distance, and unclearly. There are some in Azyrheim who mistake your absence for abandonment and your reticence for treachery. They say you have abandoned Sigmar’s great purpose, and their mistrust spills over onto us.’

			‘And Sigmar?’

			‘Says nothing.’

			Grungni nodded. ‘Unsurprising. A god of few words, that one. Why explain, when he can exemplify? His fault has always been that he expects others to rise to meet him, rather than lowering himself to their level.’

			‘Is that what you do, then?’ Jorik flicked a final bit of crusted ash from his pipe. ‘Are we so much lower than you, Maker?’

			Grungni smiled. ‘Of course it’s so, grandson. I lower myself, as an elder must, to the level of the child. How else will they understand, if we do not speak plainly and with no artifice? A lesson I learned from Grimnir, who was always one for plain speaking.’ He sighed, and a stream of smoke escaped his lips, to join the cloud about his head. ‘I wish…’ He fell silent, and Jorik felt a sudden pang of sadness.

			Gods were not supposed to die. And it was always hard when family passed. A double-seam of sorrow, then. He began to pack the bowl of his pipe with lichen and blackleaf. A god’s sorrow was like a leak in the roof of the tunnel. It dripped on the just and unjust alike. But the Maker was not the only one who had lost someone. There was hardly a duardin living who had not known loss, and grief. Jorik had sung death-songs for siblings, cousins and friends.

			And down below, even more were dying. Selling blood and bone to buy time. To buy back ground sold at a high price. Today, it was the ratkin. Tomorrow, it would be orruks, or some petty chieftain, with the Dark Gods whispering in his ear. They would keep coming, until the last wall fell and the last banner was cast down. It was their nature.

			‘Even as it is your nature to build,’ Grungni murmured, his words piercing the shadows of Jorik’s doubt. ‘I know, for it is mine. To repair the cracks and set the foundations right, whatever the cost. As it is Sigmar’s. That is why I swore my second oath to him, to prosecute his war as if it were my own.’

			Jorik nodded. ‘So it is written, so it must be. And if it must be, let it be done well. For that is the duardin way. Whatever else, whatever comes, let the thing be done, and well.’ He looked up at the god. Alone, Grungni could end the battle below. With one swing of his hammer, he could smash the skaven and drive them from the field. But the gods of the duardin were not as the gods of men and they did not do for their children what their children could do for themselves. ‘But is it worth it?’

			Grungni did not look at him. Instead, he gazed at the battlefield far below, the fires in his gaze quickening in time to those that raged across the ravaged ground. With every inhalation, Jorik smelled gunpowder and burning wood, as if the fires below were the same as the ones running through the god’s veins.

			‘Worth can only be determined by time,’ Grungni said, finally. ‘In time, mayhap those who died here will be the heroes of generations unborn. Or they might be forgotten. Only time will tell.’

			‘And what of your work, Maker? Is it, too, at the mercy of time?’

			‘Mine most of all.’ Grungni studied his scarred palms. His fingers curled into massive fists, each the size of a cannonball and twice as deadly. ‘With these hands, I will fashion the tools by which we will uphold all that is, or I will craft a great folly and join my brother in the ignominy of oblivion.’ He paused. Laughed. ‘Those words were not meant for your ears.’

			Jorik blinked. Grungni gestured. ‘Not you, grandson. Them.’ He pointed to a small group of ravens, perched nearby on the edge of the Bastion. He took a step towards them, and the birds croaked raucously, as if in warning. Grungni’s smile was awful to behold. ‘Where are the other ninety-five, then? Off and about some mischief, no doubt.’ He made as if to reach for them. The ravens exploded skywards, startled.

			Grungni followed them, without moving. His form expanded, like a cloud of smoke vented from a chimney. He reached up, growing ever larger, until he had caught the slowest of the birds in his hand. The creature shrieked, in an almost-human voice, as its feathers burst into flame and melted from its thrashing body. Grungni studied the pale, screaming thing he held with eyes as vast and as hot as distant suns, and chuckled. The sound was like thunder, momentarily obscuring the clamour of the battlefield.

			‘What a curious little thing you are. Like water, you flow from one shape to another, at a whim.’ Grungni shrank, and the white thing shrank as well, still screaming. Jorik watched in silence. For all that Grungni was an ancestor, he was still a god, with a god’s foibles and a god’s temper. Come not between the Maker and his anvil was a common saying among the clans of the Dispossessed for a very good reason.

			‘And like water, the excess of you can be steamed away, until only what is required remains.’ Grungni drew his hands, and what they held, close to his chest, as he resumed his former size. Jorik caught a glimpse of something small, like a baby bird, or a bit of bone, and quickly looked away. ‘Cunning, in a crude way. Much artistry, the Architect, but precious little skill. So much so, I often wonder who named him.’

			He placed the whimpering thing in the pocket of his forge-apron, and dusted his hands. ‘The enemies of life march fast upon us, grandson. We share a quarry, and a desire. I hope the lad, Volker, is as capable as you claim.’

			Jorik finished packing his pipe. ‘If he were not, I would not have recommended him.’ He cocked an eye at the god. ‘And you would not have seen his face in the fire.’

			Grungni laughed, and Jorik shivered. The sound was like a ­hammer, ringing down on hot metal. ‘No. No, I wouldn’t have, would I?’ The god’s gaze was as hot as dragon fire, as he turned back towards the battle. ‘There’s a daemon down there. Only a little one, but I can smell it from here. What does it want, I wonder?’ He patted his apron pocket. ‘I suppose we shall see.’

			Jorik made to light his pipe. Grungni snapped his fingers, and a spark leapt into the bowl. Jorik puffed slowly, surprised. Grungni nodded.

			‘Yes. We shall see, soon enough.’

			Kretch Warpfang, Grand High Clawmaster of Clan Rictus, looked out over the devastation and slumped back into the cushions of his palan­quin with a sigh. Another dozen clawbands cut to shreds. Another handful of clawleaders executed. The latest assault by his forces had been thrown back in dis­array and the trenches were still occupied by man-things.

			A shambles, then. A man-thing word to describe an utter failure. A good word, Warpfang thought. Man-things made many good things. And skaven made them better. But not at this particular moment. They had got closer, this time. But not close enough. Never close enough.

			Warpfang looked up at the Bastion, wrinkled his snout and spat. The air tasted of gunpowder and blood. The ancient warlord gestured, and the palanquin shifted around, the slaves who carried it grunting and groaning from effort. Warpfang eyed his nervous subordinates stonily. ‘Lucky-lucky, you are,’ he growled. ‘Lucky I have made contingency plans, yes-yes.’

			His subordinates glanced at each other in confusion. Contingency plans? Warpfang licked his muzzle and chittered. They smelled nervous, as well they might. Skaven contingency plans often involved a purging of the ranks. He hunched forwards, clawed gauntlets resting heavily on the armrests of his seat. ‘Your failure was foreseen,’ he hissed. ‘And planned-schemed for.’ He swept a paw out in a dismissive gesture. ‘We will pull-scurry back, yes-yes. Put a killing ground between us and the man-things. Fortify these ruins.’

			His commanders nodded enthusiastically. This way of warfare was more to their liking. Also, it would keep them busy, and away from each other’s throats for the time being. Warpfang had learned much, in his time. Most skaven armies were not defeated by the enemy, but rather the machinations of their own commanders. The constant in-fighting and back-biting led to a breakdown in discipline, which then spread like a rot to even the lowliest slave. Armies could unravel in a single night, if discipline was not maintained.

			And if there was one thing Warpfang knew how to do, it was maintain discipline. A second gesture sent his officers scrambling to obey his orders. He twisted in his seat, taking a last glance at the Bastion. His lip curled over his teeth and his tail lashed.

			It was said that the city was awash in prophecy. Such a thing could be useful to the Verminus clans, and Clan Rictus in particular. But for Warpfang it was more a matter of proving his own superiority. For almost a century, he had met every challenge, and, if not triumphed, at least survived. But here was the greatest challenge yet. And he was determined to meet it, teeth bared, and from a safe distance.

			He snickered softly. Once, nothing could have kept him from leading the attack himself. But he was old now, and age brought wisdom. Let others lead the charge; he would reap the rewards they won. That was his right and privilege.

			But for now, he needed to speak to Quell again. To see where his weapon was. He hissed a command and his slaves bore him away, back to the calm of his burrow. The slaves whimpered and moaned as they hurried the palanquin down the steep tunnel and into the hastily dug warrens that acted as Warpfang’s field headquarters.

			As the palanquin jolted along, Warpfang considered the situation. Quell had promised him a weapon of unimaginable power. Something fit to crack the walls of Excelsis and allow the skaven to plunder its portents and prophecies for themselves. Thus far, Warpfang had seen neither tail nor tip of the promised weapon. But he was confident Quell would hold to his end of the bargain. If he did not, Warpfang would throttle the life from him with his own paws.

			This pleasant thought was interrupted by the smell of fear-musk and the nervous chittering of his guards. He blinked and focused on the entrance to his burrow. There were bodies there – several ­deathvermin, all in various states of mutilation. The rest of the elite warriors were huddled as far away from the entrance as they could get, weapons levelled at whatever lurked within. As they caught sight of the palan­quin, one of them began to splutter an explanation, but Warpfang waved him to silence.

			He sighed and barked a command. The slaves sank to their haunches, lowering the palanquin as gently as they could. Warpfang clambered down, grunting as his joints popped and creaked alarmingly. He was getting stiff in his dotage. Too much sitting, not enough killing. He rubbed the oily surface of the warpstone that covered his muzzle, and considered his options. Then, as ever, Warpfang seized fate by the ­dangling bits and bit down hard.

			The aged skaven stumped into the burrow unaided and alone. The deathvermin chittered encouragingly, but made no move to follow. He hadn’t expected them to. He moved slowly, not out of fear, but simply out of lack of urgency. ‘They were expensive,’ he said, without rancour. ‘Many-many warptokens.’

			‘What is that to me?’ the creature that waited for him growled. Skewerax, the Frenzy that Walked. The War-Shadow. The Verminlord Warbringer was a hulking nightmare, hairy, muscular limbs shrouded in serrated plates of scarred metal. Ruinous sigils were cut into the plates of the daemon’s armour, and his sinuously curving horns, each larger than a clanrat, rose regally over his noble head. A shaggy mane, matted with the blood of thousands, spilled across his broad shoulders. Even one as jaded as Warpfang felt his heart quicken at the sight of so magnificent a murderer.

			Skewerax glared at him from the deepest darkness of the burrow. The verminlord took up most of the space behind the throne, and over it. One pointed hoof was planted on the seat, a brawny arm braced across his knee. With the paw at the end of his other arm, he poked the cages full of rats, causing them to shriek and squeal in agitation. His talons were wet with blood, Warpfang noticed. The blood of his warriors. The daemon killed as easily as a mortal breathed.

			Despite the blood, and the odour of homicidal mania seeping from the entity’s pores, Warpfang remained calm. He had endured the creature’s tantrums before, and always survived. The key was not to panic. Granted, this was easier said than done.

			‘Why have you chosen to bestow the honour of your presence upon me, most fierce and magnificent one?’ he asked, eyes downcast. The daemon, like all his kind, went where he willed, and little could be done to gainsay him. Verminlords gnawed through reality as easily as a wolf-rat gnawed through bone, and they scurried through the realms-between-realms in their hundreds. That Skewerax was here now was likely more a sign that the creature was bored, than that he’d come for any real purpose.

			‘Coward,’ Skewerax said flatly.

			Warpfang grunted and peered at the creature. ‘No. Cunning.’ He tapped the side of his head. ‘Cannot break through, must wait. So – wait.’ He shrugged. ‘Simple.’

			‘Are you calling me stupid, warlord?’ Skewerax growled. Acidic slaver dripped from the rat-daemon’s muzzle and scarred the surface of the throne. Warpfang watched the slaver fall and then looked up.

			‘No,’ he said.

			‘Yes-yes, you are,’ the daemon snarled. He leaned over the throne, planting his talons on the ground before it, and ducked his horned head. Red eyes blazed with fury. ‘You think I am stupid-foolish, that I am blind-dumb. But I am seeing all things, warlord. I am scenting what you are hiding, yes-yes.’ An accusatory talon jabbed forwards. Warpfang didn’t move. To move would be to risk death, and Warpfang had lived too long to die now.

			Occasionally, he wondered why he endured the daemon’s attentions. There were ways of getting rid of such a beast, if warptokens were no object. Verminlords were beloved of the Horned Rat, true, but so was treachery. He had once contemplated binding the daemon into a blade or gemstone, so that he might put Skewerax’s power to more efficient use. But he had never got around to it. Sometimes – now, for instance – he regretted that.

			Skewerax crawled over the throne and hunched towards the old warlord. The daemon’s long horns set the rat-cages to swinging. ‘You think you are smarter than me, rot-jaw. Me – the greatest battle-fighter of the age!’

			Warpfang looked away from those hell-bright eyes, unable to stand their gaze. ‘No-no, great one. But this is a menial thing. Unimportant. Strategy, yes-yes?’

			Skewerax made a disgruntled sound, low in his throat. ‘Strategy?’ The word sounded like a curse. Warpfang glanced up at the towering brute.

			‘Yes-yes, oh mighty one. Strategy. A necessary scuttling, most savage of all skaven.’ Warpfang gestured. ‘A sideways scuttling, yes?’

			‘Sideways,’ Skewerax rumbled, uncertainly. Warpfang nodded encourag-ingly.

			‘Until the weapon arrives, yes-yes.’ Quell’s weapon. The weapon that would end this siege and see Warpfang master of the largest warren this side of the Blighted City.

			‘Yesss.’ Skewerax’s eyes narrowed. ‘Quell must have the weapon. He said he would. He would not lie to me, no-no. Not Quell.’

			It was Warpfang’s turn to hesitate. There was something in the daemon’s tone of voice he didn’t like, as if they were talking about two different things. It wouldn’t surprise him to find out that Skewerax was intent on treachery – such was its nature. And he knew Skewerax was in contact with Quell. The daemon was acting as the renegade’s patron, in much the same way Warpfang himself was. Between them, they might even succeed in keeping Quell alive until winter. Warpfang had his doubts, though he kept them to himself. But would Quell betray one patron for the other? Maybe. It was not outside the realm of possibility. But would even Quell be that petulant? ‘And then he will bring it here?’ he asked, carefully. If the weapon was ready, he needed it sooner rather than later.

			‘Here? Yes-yes, he must bring it here, so that I might slay-swift the man-things!’ Skewerax reared up, his horns gouging holes in the ceiling. The rats began to scream in their cages as an abominable heat pulsed from the verminlord’s eyes. ‘Where is Quell, stone-snout? Why is he not here-now?’

			‘Perhaps you should ask him, oh most dreadful of dooms,’ Warpfang murmured. ‘It might make him scurry-hurry faster, yes-yes.’ The daemon had a short memory, and patience to match. The creature was useful on the battlefield, and a sign of the Horned Rat’s favour, but a menace otherwise. Nonetheless, over the years of their acquaintance, Warpfang had learned the art of persuading the daemon to turn its less-than-keen insight elsewhere, leaving him to run the day-to-day operations of their various undertakings unhindered.

			If Quell had some scheme of his own in mind, then throwing Skewerax at him might just derail it. The daemon was no subtle schemer. Skewerax was a berserker. Not stupid, no-no. But his thinking was a straight line, from desire to pounce. Perhaps Quell hoped that he would be easier to manipulate, without Warpfang’s influence. Well, best to disabuse him of that notion, and swiftly.

			‘Why not speak to him, Great Ravager?’ Warpfang indicated the rats in their cages. ‘I’m sure Quell is eager to hear from you, yes-yes.’

			Skewerax glared at the cages. ‘Another device?’ He tapped one, alarming its occupants. ‘Why must he make so many?’ There was an air of petulance about the daemon now. A simple creature, confronted with the impossibly complex.

			‘Would you like me to show you how to work it, oh most insightful of strategists?’

			Skewerax growled. ‘I am not stupid. I can work it.’ He gestured. ‘Leave me.’

			Warpfang did, and not without some relief, though the daemon’s disrespect gnawed at his vitals. It would take Skewerax some time to figure out how to work the far-squealer, which would, in turn, keep him occupied. And an occupied daemon was a daemon that wasn’t interfering. Warpfang rubbed his paws together in satisfaction.

			Soon, he would have his weapon. And then the city.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THIRTEEN
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			HUNTER OF THE SKIES

			Adhema watched the crew of the aether-vessel scurry about their tasks, as the Zank glided far above the Amber Steppes. She leaned against the rail, watching the night pass by, and the shadow of the vessel trail across the grasslands far below. She peered down as a herd of wild horses galloped along, just ahead of whatever pursued them. Three days out from Shu’gohl and there was blood in the air, and death on the wind. Despite this, the heartbeats of the duardin around her were steady enough that she was almost lulled into hibernation. Only the smell kept her awake.

			Due to the altitude, or perhaps because of the curious function of the aether-endrins, odour crystallised here. The sour rock stink of duardin hung frozen in the air, and she was ­unable to escape it. She resolved to ignore it as best she could. But it was hard.

			It had been worse in the hold, with the others. The rank odour of the demigryph mingling with the stink of the duardin and the blood-song of the others, growing stronger day by day. Three days out, and she’d had enough. A confined space was too much like a tomb and she’d spent enough time inside one of those for one eternity. It wasn’t much better out here, however. Duardin everywhere.

			There were Kharadron traders in Shyish, though it was rare they descen­ded past the highest mountain peaks, where their native kin dwelt. The duardin clans of Shyish rarely lived beneath the earth, instead preferring the heights. There were too many things creeping through the dark of the underworld for their liking, she suspected. Some risked it – the duardin of the deserts and wastelands of the south, for instance. But others made their nests in mountain peaks, away from the gaze of those who travelled below.

			Wise, perhaps, given the incessant wars that still raged across the kingdoms of the living and the dead alike.

			Now she speaks of wisdom. How droll, sister. And was it wise, then, in your considered opinion, to join your fate to those of these others?

			‘I was merely following your example, my lady,’ Adhema whispered. The wind took her words, but she knew Neferata could hear them nonetheless. She was not startled by her queen’s sudden interjection. She had been expecting it since leaving Shu’gohl. ‘Strong allies make for high ramparts, as you have so often said.’

			And are they strong, then?

			‘Strong enough. There are more hunters on the trail than we anticipated. Given that, I thought it best to eliminate competition and gain a few more swords at my back in one fell swoop.’ She looked up, watching the clouds break like waves. ‘I saw an opportunity and seized it. Am I to be chastised for that?’

			Careful, Adhema. You dance perilously close to insubordination.

			‘I was often complimented for my dancing, in Szandor.’

			So I recall.

			Adhema sensed Neferata’s amusement. ‘They will serve well enough to ward my flanks, before the last charge. And when the day is won, and our enemy lies gasping out his life, I will claim that which I seek, as is only fair.’

			And if they seek to stop you, as they must?

			Adhema hesitated for a fraction of an instant. She felt no loyalty for the mortals. They certainly felt none for her. And yet, had not the Azyrite put himself between her and the warrior-priest? Perhaps that had only been repayment of a debt, but she did not think so. A strange folk, Azyrites. They held their honour sacred, in a way that was at once familiar and strange to her.

			Honour had been all, to the aristocracy of Szandor. Even the highborn ladies would shuck robes and headdresses to match blades at dawn, in snowy fields. She smiled, thinking of the time she had lengthened her cousin’s smile with a single, lucky slash. The girl had worn her gashed cheeks as a badge of honour – still did, as a matter of fact.

			But the honour of the Azyrite was not as the honour of her kin – it was a plebeian thing, rough and simple. He trusted her because she had given him no reason not to do so. Trust was a precious jewel to her kind, rare and valuable. And not to be shared.

			‘I would leave their bodies beside that of our enemy,’ Adhema said, at last.

			Good. Do not lose sight of our goal, sister. You must acquire the spear – or see it destroyed. The Huntsman is too deadly to be allowed to fall into the hands of those who might use it against me – against us.

			‘I will do what must be done, my lady.’ Adhema stretched, enjoying the press of the wind against her body. She felt the dark tremor of the terrorgheist’s sluggish spirit, some distance away. The great bat followed the aethercraft, though not closely. She would need the brute eventually, to make her exit – or to provide a distraction.

			Perhaps it wouldn’t be necessary.

			Though it would be a pleasure to open the throat of the mercenary, and the doomseeker. They had insulted her, and only death would ­settle things there. She chuckled softly, imagining their bodies, pale and bloodless under a silvery moon.

			Do not allow yourself to become distracted, sister.

			Neferata’s warning was like a spike driven into her brain, and she winced. The Queen of Mysteries had ways of ensuring the focus of her handmaidens, though she preferred gentler ­methods on the whole. ‘I will not, my queen.’ Adhema gripped the rail. ‘I will succeed, and the spear will be yours.’

			Good. Safe journey, sister. Neferata’s velvet purr faded, leaving a familiar sense of emptiness. Adhema sighed and shook her head, trying to clear it of the echo of her mistress’ voice.

			‘Something troubling you?’

			Adhema blinked and turned. The Azyrite stood behind her, leaning on his rifle. She could taste his scent – gun oil and fresh water – on the air and feel the heat of his blood. She licked her lips and smiled.

			Perhaps a small distraction wouldn’t hurt.

			Volker stiffened as the vampire turned. For a moment, her eyes had glowed red and he suddenly remembered the stories he’d heard as a boy. Of the thirsty dead, and the danger of meeting their gaze. He glanced away instinctively. She laughed.

			‘Scared, Azyrite?’

			‘No. But there’s no shame in fear. Keeps a man alive.’

			‘Perhaps.’ Adhema studied him. ‘You serve the Crippled God,’ she said, bluntly. ‘Most unusual, for a human.’

			‘Is it?’

			Adhema shrugged. ‘I think so. And I have lived a very long time.’

			Volker looked at her. ‘How long?’

			‘Long enough. Why do you serve him?’

			‘Why do you serve your mistress?’

			‘I only have one mistress. You have two gods.’ Adhema gestured to his medallion, which clinked against the rim of his breastplate. He hastily thrust it back beneath his armour.

			‘Grungni is an ally of Sigmar.’

			‘Is he? There is talk, you know. Whispers that imply otherwise. The dead murmur, and we hear.’ She smiled thinly. ‘They say the Crippled God has abandoned the old alliance, as others have done before him. That he too chafes beneath the rule of the God-King.’

			Volker shook his head. ‘That is none of my affair. I’m just a man, and I have enough to worry about. The gods can look after their own affairs.’

			‘If that were true, you would not be here, aboard this vessel, seeking one of the Eight Lamentations on behalf of your master.’

			Volker was silent. In truth, he’d wondered that himself. Why had Grungni sent them, rather than hunting for the weapons himself? What could they do that a god could not? But as he wondered, the answer came to him. ‘Action and reaction.’

			Adhema frowned. ‘What?’

			‘An action causes a reaction, yes?’ He gestured. ‘A blade enters flesh, a man dies. A loud noise starts an avalanche. Actions and reactions. If a god acts, other gods react. If Grungni seeks the weapons openly, so too will others. And the weight of their tread, the fury of their war, would crack the realms.’

			‘As if it has not already,’ Adhema said.

			Volker shrugged. ‘True. Perhaps I’m wrong. But I suspect I’m not.’

			‘And so, you do his bidding.’

			‘It needs to be done.’

			‘How do you know he hasn’t put the thought there, like a smith hammer­­ing a nail?’ Adhema tapped her head. ‘The gods speak, and mortals obey. You cannot help it. It is like a great wave bearing down on you, and all you can do is run ahead of it. Run where they want you to.’

			‘And is Nagash any different?’

			‘Nagash is… all,’ Adhema said, finally. ‘He contains multitudes. Even as Sigmar does. The gods are not men, and do not exist as men, confined to one life. I have seen Nagash unbound – a titan of death, striding across a field of corpses. Wherever his shadow fell, the dead rose and walked, hungry for the flesh of the living. And I have seen Nagash-Mor, calm and silent, weighing the hearts of dead souls against a feather. And there are other aspects, I’m told. The Forlorn Child, who leads those who die before their allotted time to gentle slumber, and the Black Priest, who gives succour to those whose deaths are too painful to be borne. All are one in Nagash and Nagash is all.’

			‘And which Nagash do you serve?’ Volker asked.

			‘The one who can win the war for Shyish.’ Adhema’s fingers drummed against the pommel of her sword. ‘The one who draws up the ­bodies of the enemy and hurls them back at their allies. The one who will not rest until the realm of death is scoured clean of false life. The Undying King, who leads the nine hundred and ninety-nine legions to war.’ She grinned. ‘He who walks in every man’s shadow and wades in every man’s blood.’

			Volker felt a chill at her words. Nagash’s name was a curse among the armies of Azyr. Death itself was, if not a friend, then a familiar acquaintance. But the Master of Death was a terror beyond conception. A hungry shadow on a cave wall, stretching black fingers ever closer to those who huddled by the fire. Even the Ruinous Powers, horrifying as they were, were not so terrible as the entity known on the Amber Steppes as the Patient Hunter. And yet, what better ally against the nightmare forces that waited beyond the fire’s light? Match terror against terror, and see which proved the stronger.

			Volker acknowledged the pragmatism of the thing, even as his soul shrank from it. It was akin to loosing a volley into a melee – the risk to your own men was weighed against potential harm to the enemy. That risk was often the thin line between victory and defeat.

			Adhema smiled. ‘You understand.’ It was not a question.

			Volker nodded. ‘Somewhat.’ He paused. Then, ‘Why did you help me?’

			‘Perhaps it pleased me to do so,’ Adhema said. She leaned back against the rail. ‘Perhaps I simply seized the moment for what it was – an opportunity.’

			‘That’s oddly comforting.’ Volker sighted down the length of his rifle. ‘I’m not a fool, you know. I doubt there’s a drop of mortal compassion in you. But you’re honest, at least. That I can respect.’

			Adhema chuckled. ‘Blunt.’

			‘I’ve never been a very good liar.’ He set his weapon down. ‘Never seen a reason to learn. Lies are shoddy things, built on sand.’

			‘You sound like a duardin.’

			Volker smiled. ‘Don’t let them hear you say that.’ He looked at her. ‘You have my thanks, regardless of your reasons. Our quest might have been over before it began if you hadn’t intervened.’

			‘So I gathered.’ Adhema knocked on the rail with her knuckles. ‘You’re not here for the weapons, though, I think. So why?’

			‘A friend.’

			‘Ah. Friends. I remember those. More trouble than they were worth, in my experience.’ She shook her head. ‘I have sisters instead.’

			‘Is that different?’

			‘Oh, vastly. Better and worse.’ Adhema stared out into the dark. ‘Sisters of blood, rather than flesh, but sisters all the same. We know each other better than we ought, my sisters and I.’

			Volker joined her, watching the distant stars. ‘Perhaps there’s something to be said for that. My own family – well. We don’t understand each other at all.’

			‘Small mercies.’ Adhema straightened. ‘Curious…’

			‘What?’

			‘The smell of your blood. There’s a tang to it – a sharpness that puts one in mind of clean water and high peaks. Makes my teeth ache to contemplate it.’

			Suddenly, Volker was very aware of her proximity. She smelled of something sickly-sweet, and this close, he could see the faint black veins running beneath her pale flesh. He was reminded that she was not human, and had not been so for many years, by her own admission. He took a slow breath, forcing himself to remain calm. ‘Don’t, then. I’d prefer my blood to stay where it is, frankly.’

			‘It’s hard, though. If I lose control, I feed the beast within. Some days, I want nothing more than to shed my skin, and the last memory of what I was.’ Her smile was ghastly. ‘It would be easier that way. To be a beast, only concerned about the next meal. But I did not become what I am to forget. Nor to forgive.’ She traced her fingers through the wispy trails of aether-gold that swirled just past the rail. ‘Does that make me a monster?’

			‘Yes,’ Volker said. ‘But what sort of monster you are is up to you.’ He lifted his rifle and braced the stock against his hip. ‘With this rifle, I have taken more lives than I can count. Enemy lives, mostly. I reaped them, one at a time. I watched them first, though. Knew them, if only briefly. And then killed them.’ He smiled, sadly. On bad nights, he saw some of their faces in his dreams – the Freeguilder, caught by bloodreavers, begging for a merciful death before the savages began their feast; the old war-chief, leading his folk into a desperate charge against the metal monsters of the Ironweld, his only crime a refusal to bow to the highborn of Azyr; the proud queen, high on her palan­quin, refusing to submit before the will of Sigmar’s chosen, when they came demanding she cast down her people’s idols.

			He saw their faces, and screamed inside himself, until his mind shook itself calm. Or worse, he stayed awake, and wondered about the necessity of it all, and whether justice was a hard truth… or simply a fiction, invented by the gods to explain their whims. He looked at her. ‘Is it better or worse to kill a foe who doesn’t see it coming? A ­barbarian chieftain, carousing with his kin. A beastman, lapping at a pool. An orruk, dancing to the beat of tribal drums. They never heard the shot that killed them. They never saw the destruction that came after.’

			‘Where I come from, that’d be considered a mercy. My queen – and the one she serves – prefers it when the enemy fully understands the folly of their resistance. Death cannot be defeated, only postponed.’ Adhema brushed a lock of hair out of her face. ‘Even your thunder-god knows that.’

			Volker touched his amulet. Before he could reply, he heard Nyoka say, ‘Death is but one part of life, beneath the belly of heaven.’

			He turned. The priestess inclined her head to him in greeting, and then studied Adhema. The vampire straightened. ‘Come to check on us, priestess? Come to see that I have not beguiled him with my deathly charms?’

			Nyoka chuckled. ‘I do not think you are the sort to beguile a man, sister. You reek of predatory intent, and even the dullest wit cannot help but see it writ upon your face.’

			Adhema frowned, but only for an instant. Then her smile returned. ‘I’d be insulted, if I didn’t know that you spoke the truth.’

			‘Lies serve no purpose in the world.’ Nyoka had her hammer, though she held it only loosely. She swung it gently. A reminder, not a warning. ‘There are some who say that vampires are lies made flesh. I do not think this, for I think that death loves lies no more than Sahg’mahr.’

			‘Death is the final truth,’ Adhema said. 

			The two faced each other. Volker looked back and forth between them. He cleared his throat.

			‘Did you want something, Nyoka?’

			Nyoka beamed at him. ‘Zana asked me to tell you that Lugash has deciphered the rest of the bead book.’ The Fyreslayer had proven to have a remarkable memory, and they’d spent most of the trip attempting to align what he’d read, with what little was known of Gorch. Nyoka’s contribution had been the most helpful, for she’d managed to liberate several maps, among other things, from her order. ‘There is a fortress, at the forest’s heart. A great tree, hollowed out to make a citadel.’

			‘That makes a certain sort of sense,’ Volker said, dubiously.

			Adhema gave a bark of laughter. ‘Only a man like you would think so.’

			Before he could reply, he heard a shrill whistle from the aft deck of the Zank. The crew began to shout to one another as some raced below. Volker made his way towards the rear of the vessel, wondering what the lookout had seen. A narrow plank extended from the aft deck, connected to the aether-endrins and the hull by steel guy-wires. At the end of the plank was a small cupola, in which a crewman could sit and watch the skies. At the moment, said crewman was hurriedly making his way back to the deck, using the guy-wires for support. He was pointing behind him and shouting as he came, but the wind whipped away his words.

			Adhema hissed. Volker glanced at her, and then at the thick wake of clouds behind the Zank. An ocean of purples and blues, rolling in the black sky. And something else. Something was moving beneath the clouds at speed, and as he watched, something like the peak of a black mountain pierced the surface. It rose, accompanied by an omnipresent rumble, higher and higher, until it sliced through the clouds in its pursuit.

			Volker stared at it for a moment, until he realised what it was. Not a mountain peak, but the top of an enormous dorsal fin. His heart sank.

			Out in the dark, the Great King roared.

			‘I knew it!’

			Brondt stalked across the deck, Zana and the others following him. The Kharadron lit a cheroot and grinned at the nearing shape. ‘I knew it. I knew that bastard wasn’t done with us.’ He snatched up a speaking-tube hanging near the rail. ‘All hands to stations. Man the belaying valves. The Great King has returned – and I intend to give him a welcome he’ll never forget!’

			The Great King roared, and the sky shook. Clouds parted and the stars shivered in the firmament. Or so it felt to Yuhdak, as he drew back on the reins of his sorcerous energy. Vast hooks of crackling magic dug tight into the immense megalofin’s flesh, spilling gallons of ichor across the sky. The leviathan roared again, but turned at last, goaded by the pain. Even so, Yuhdak did not celebrate. A single moment of distraction would be enough to see him flung from the titanic creature’s back.

			He stood atop its skull, legs braced, held in place by his magic. His robes flapped in the wind, and the facets of his armour were frosted over. Only his sorcery kept the breath from freezing in his lungs at this altitude. He could see the soft glow of his quarry in the distance – the airship carrying the servants of the Crippled God. The Great King roared again, a vast exhalation of intent. The beast would have the scent of the aether-gold soon. And when it did, it would plunge forwards, eager to have its prey between its teeth. As Fate willed.

			Ravens perched on his shoulders or high above on the rocky aether-barnacles that studded the beast’s hide like small mountain ranges. They croaked out helpful suggestions as Yuhdak fought to keep the Great King aimed in the right direction. The endless hunger that swamped the beast’s mind crashed against his mental defences, threatening to overwhelm him. ‘Quiet please, friends,’ Yuhdak hissed. ‘This is difficult enough, without your well-intentioned contributions.’

			The Kharadron airship crossed the horizon, heading south. Heading for the great spider-haunted forest of Gorch. He glanced at the leader of the flock. Unlike her followers, she was human, for the moment. She stood behind him, perfectly at ease despite the pull of the wind, and the instability of her perch. ‘You are certain that is where they are heading?’

			She stared at him, unblinking. He sighed. ‘Yes, of course. Forgive me. I merely wished to be sure, before we disposed of them. It’s getting harder to control our – ah! He’s caught the scent.’ The sorcerous chains flared to blinding radiance as the Great King suddenly surged forwards with a bone-rattling rumble. Yuhdak let the beast have its head. The chains and hooks dissipated and he stumbled back, shaking slightly.

			She reached out to steady him, her black eyes studying him. ‘You are ill.’

			‘Tired. Merely tired. It’s like trying to control a storm.’ He waved her back. ‘Time to go, I think. The Great Fortress-Tree awaits.’

			But even as he said it, the air burst wide with fire. The Great King bucked and roared as explosions peppered its hide. Yuhdak turned as much as he dared, a curse on his lips. He’d forgotten the first rule of dealing with the cloud-dwellers – never trust your first glance.

			Bulbous shapes hummed out of the clouds, rising and falling like the jaws of a trap. Kharadron gunships, and at least a dozen. He’d seen them before, at a distance, during the blockade of Barak-Zon. The two-seater vessels were quick, and deadly in packs.

			‘They were ready for us.’ The leader of the flock looked at him.

			‘Or for the Great King,’ Yuhdak said. Angered, he loosed a pulse of sorcerous energy into the beast’s brain. The megalofin shuddered as its blood burned with new strength. It lunged forwards, fins scraping the sky. ‘They want a fight – fine. A fight they’ll get.’ He turned to the leader of the flock. ‘Go. Remind the duardin what it means to confront the servants of Fate.’

			She nodded and leapt into the air, her form twisting and shrinking. The Ninety-Nine Feathers took to the sky as one, and the whole flock swooped towards the approaching vessels. They would serve well enough as a distraction until he could destroy the Crippled God’s emissaries. Then, perhaps, he would turn upon the gunships and let the Great King devour them as well.

			Yuhdak crouched, drawing deeply from his reservoirs of strength. He would need every iota of power at his disposal to control the beast, and keep it from turning on the approaching vessels. Lashing cerulean and cerise chains, topped by cruel barbs, sprouted from the air about him and sank into the Great King’s flesh. He had hoped to leave things up to fate. But sometimes a more direct approach was called for.

			‘Come then, my friend – let us hunt together.’

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FOURTEEN
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			DUEL

			‘Ha-ha! Pepper that meat!’ Brondt pounded on the rail as the night was lit by explosions. ‘Worth every bloody coin, those lads. Look at them – the pride of the Grundcorps!’ His crew seemed in similar good spirits. They cheered as the tiny shapes swooped about the megalofin and spat fire.

			The massive beast rolled through the clouds, banking to escape the throng of vessels that had suddenly attacked it. Zana laughed. ‘Gunhaulers. Look at them swarm that beast.’ She grinned. ‘You weren’t just warning the other captains, you sold salvage rights to the bloody Grundstok Company, didn’t you, Brondt?’

			Brondt returned her grin. ‘Let’s see that oaf Brokrin think of that! The Great King is big enough that we’ll all get a share – of bounty and glory both. The Grundcorps have been looking to put paid to his debts for some time – they just needed the proper bait.’

			‘Willing, you mean,’ Volker said, grasping the captain’s meaning. He felt a flush of anger, but quickly throttled it. There was a certain brutal pragmatism to the Kharadron’s plan, and he couldn’t help but respect it.

			Brondt peered at him. ‘Aye. Two nuggets with one swing, as the saying goes.’ He laughed and clapped Volker on the arm. ‘Don’t frown so, Azyrite. This is a glorious day – the day the skies were made safe for all honest – oh bugger.’

			The explosion lit up the sky. One of the gunhaulers burst into weirdly coloured flames and plummeted from above with a shriek of abused metal. Brondt gripped the rail, all good cheer stripped from his face. ‘Sorcery,’ he growled. ‘Kruk!’ He struck the rail with a fist. ‘I knew it was too good to be true. I knew it.’ He turned on Zana. ‘What have you got me into, woman?’

			‘How is this my fault?’ she protested.

			‘They’re going to want hazard pay for this! Not to mention the bloody Thunderers taking up precious space in my lower holds.’

			‘Not if they all die,’ Adhema said mildly. She peered into the dark. ‘Which seems fairly likely, given that flock of ravens now attacking them.’

			‘Ravens?’ Volker shoved past Brondt and flipped down his range-finder. He clicked through the lenses until he found the right one. The distant image leapt into stark focus. He saw several birds swarm a gunhauler, pecking and clawing at the pilot and gunner with an improbable ferocity. He cursed, and turned to the others. ‘It’s the same ones from the library. The shapechangers. I’m sure of it.’

			‘The what now?’ Brondt looked from Volker to Zana. ‘Forget to mention that, did you, woman? That’s something I ought to know about, don’t you think?’

			‘First rule of business, Brondt – always ask questions before signing the contract,’ Zana said. She looked past him. ‘Looks like they’re running interference for the brute.’ She frowned. ‘But why?’

			Volker lifted his rifle and braced it on the rail. Through his rangefinder, he could see the eerie glow of sorcery, bristling across the mega­lofin’s massive skull. ‘There’s someone on his head.’

			‘What?’ Brondt spluttered, turning to stare at the approaching leviathan. ‘That’s cheating!’

			‘That’s life in the realms,’ Zana said. ‘He’s getting closer, Brondt. Any other tricks up your sleeve? Maybe a flotilla or two?’ She gripped her sword helplessly. Nyoka and the others looked equally nonplussed. Even Adhema seemed taken aback by the situation. But then, it likely wasn’t every day that the vampire found herself on the wrong end of the food chain, Volker concluded.

			Brondt glared at Zana, but vented his ire on the speaking-tube instead. ‘I need more speed, Thalfi,’ he roared. ‘All ahead full, endrinmaster, and damn the stars.’ A voice crackled in reply, and the soft glow of the aether-endrins began to brighten. ‘All hands to the volley cannons and aethershot carbines. Brace for engagement.’ The crew hurried to obey, shoving past Roggen and the others.

			‘I must see to Harrow – if she gets loose…’ the knight said, as he hurried below decks.

			‘Leave that beast where it is. We might need you up here,’ Zana shouted after him. ‘Or at least wake up Lugash while you’re down there!’ When he didn’t stop, she shook her head in disgust. ‘I suppose we won’t need him, at that. Not much any of us can do to that thing.’ She glanced at Adhema. ‘Not even you.’

			‘Keep talking, and you will see what I can do, mortal.’

			‘Quiet,’ Nyoka said, her voice a whip-crack of authority. ‘Discord is the sour in the meat. Thus spake Gu’ibn’sahl the Sage to the Conclave of the Third Segment.’

			‘Do you have any idea what she’s talking about?’ Zana asked Volker. He pointed at the Great King.

			‘She’s saying we’ve got more important things to worry about than each other.’

			The air shuddered as the Great King bulled through the clouds, drawing ever closer. Volker ignored the thrill of fear that congealed within him, and tried to focus on the tiny figure standing atop the creature. It was a man, he thought, but surrounded by a scintillating shroud of weirdly coloured flame. He shifted the rifle’s position, ignoring the voices raised in argument behind him. He heard a soft murmuring and realised that Nyoka had begun to pray. The words gave him some comfort and he mouthed them along with her.

			He’d faced sorcerers before, but always on the battlefield, and always at a distance. That was the best way to handle anyone who glowed strangely and shouted a lot. This one was controlling the Great King, if the ghostly chains and fiery lashes were anything to go by. Urging the megalofin towards them with pain and sorcery.

			The Great King opened its jaws wide, obscuring the horizon. ‘Vent the starboard belaying valves,’ Brondt roared, clutching the speaking-tube as if to throttle it. The Zank lurched sideways, venting aether-gas from its starboard valves. Volker readjusted his aim to compensate, counting down. He had the range, barely. But he needed to be sure. A wounded sorcerer was a dangerous sorcerer.

			The vast shape closed in, bringing with it the stink of death. ­Volker’s vision was momentarily filled by teeth. Metal screeched, and the endrins’ hum became erratic. The deck shuddered beneath his feet. He heard the rumble of the volley cannons, and the dark was lit up by bursts of fire. A gunhauler swept past the Zank, guns blazing. Some of the smaller vessels were still in the fight, but they seemed helpless to stop the leviathan.

			The craft shivered as the great teeth slammed down on the observation cupola, tearing it loose from the hull. Aethershot carbines barked, as Brondt bellowed orders to his crew. Explosions caressed the monster’s hide. The megalofin swept past the Zank, shaking it down to its rivets. The Kharadron fired every weapon at their disposal, trying to discourage the beast, but whether due to sorcery or its own hunger, the Great King was determined to have them. It thrashed through the clouds, blotting out the stars, the moons, the ground below, each in turn as it circled its prey and sought to intercept it.

			The aether-vessel rolled and banked, moving so swiftly that its straining endrins moaned like lost souls. The clouds were lit up by the fiery breath of the volley cannons. Belaying valves kept the Zank out of the Great King’s jaws, but only just. The deck pitched and yawed, sending the crew, as well as Zana and the others, stumbling against the rails. Volker lashed himself to the rail by the edge of his coat, threading it around the metal and tying it in a knot. Through it all, he kept his rifle aimed, waiting for the shot.

			‘Fragmentation charges – seed the clouds,’ Brondt roared, maintaining his footing on the rolling deck through sheer willpower. ‘Do it!’

			Volker heard the rumble-chunk of oscillating mechanisms. Housing plates on the hull sprang open, as crewmembers below decks rolled out the charges. Sputtering shapes vanished into the clouds, followed by the bone-deep boom of explosions. The megalofin roared in fury as the clouds erupted into a firestorm. Volker blinked tears from his eyes as a solid wave of heat rolled over him. The paintwork peeled from the rear of the Zank, and metal blackened. But the Great King emerged from the conflagration, jaws wide and hunger undiminished.

			Brondt, cursing vituperatively, wrenched the speaking-tube around and drew his volley pistol. ‘Stonehelm, get your Thunderers up here, on the double. I–’ He was interrupted by a sudden lurch as the Great King passed close by, nearly throwing the vessel off course. The mega­lofin was drawing nearer with every circuit.

			Volker tuned out Brondt’s increasingly hoarse bellows and concentrated on his calculations. He followed the megalofin’s progress, tracking it, accounting for windage and range. Waiting for the right moment. He blinked. There.

			The Great King dived down, like the black thing from his dreams. It was too big for Volker to perceive it, save as a tidal wave of teeth and scarred flesh. But the figure on its head was easy to track. It was just a matter of seeing through the colours. A tremor ran through his legs. The Zank was turning in the air, and there was a sound like a dying animal. One of the endrins was venting aether-gas. Something had been damaged in the last pass, given the way Brondt was cursing. Guns thundered into the mouth of destruction. The Great King came on, remorseless. As inevitable as death.

			‘Azyrite, what are you doing – we’ve got to get below,’ Zana said, grabbing his shoulder. ‘If we’re up here when that thing hits…’

			‘I’m concentrating,’ Volker said, shaking her off.

			‘And we’re crashing,’ Zana shouted. He ignored her, took a steadying breath and pulled the trigger. The long rifle roared, but the sound was lost in the scream of the Zank’s dying. The aethercraft turned in the air, losing its hold on the sky, emitting aether-gas. Volker lost his balance and slid across the deck with bone-jarring force as his coat tore, crashing into Zana. She hit the rail and nearly went over. Volker wasn’t so lucky.

			Zana caught his hand, just before he left the deck. ‘Hold on, Azyrite!’ She clung tight to the rail. Volker concentrated on gripping her hand, and his rifle. Everything was shaking, and he couldn’t tell what was up or down any more. The ship seemed to be spinning end over end as it plummeted down towards a vast expanse of green below. His stomach lurched as his legs kicked out over the void.

			The Great King had got below them somehow. The megalofin was burning, though whether due to sorcery or the Kharadron weapons, he couldn’t tell. Whatever the cause, the fire crawling across its hide didn’t seem to hinder the leviathan in any way. It plunged upwards to meet them, its maw growing larger and larger. Volker wanted to close his eyes, but couldn’t look away from the yawning, tooth-studded chasm.

			And then, it was gone. Surging past the dying vessel, towards the cold reaches of the firmament, perhaps in search of something to quench the flames. A last, spiteful lash of its wide tail caught the falling craft and sent it spinning further and faster downwards. He heard Zana yelling and Brondt bellowing commands, and then he heard only the howl of the wind and the frantic thrashing of his own heart, as the ground raced up to meet them.

			Ahazian drew back on the reins. In the distance, the trees of Gorch rose high, like the wall of some incomprehensibly vast citadel. It was said that the smallest of those trees was equal to the greatest siege tower, both in height and sturdiness. That so little light could pierce the green canopy, that the roots of the trees and what dwelled within them did so in permanent gloom. His dreams had been green for some time. Green and murmuring, like the constant pacing of hairy bodies, moving back and forth just out of sight.

			But the dreams had changed, as had the song. The Huntsman no longer whispered of the cool, dark forest, but instead of – what? He didn’t know. But his head echoed with the clamour of it, and his nose burned from the stink of spilled oil and reeking bodies.

			Ahazian was no fool. Someone had got to the spear before him. There were other possibilities, but that was the most likely. Annoyed, he’d driven his steed hard across the Amber Steppes, barely pausing, save when the beast needed feeding. Luckily, there were orruks and nomads aplenty in these lands, and they all had more courage than sense.

			But now someone was standing between him and his destination. A heavy chariot, of bone and black iron, was nearby, among the bloody grasses. A team of night-black steeds pawed at the ground, their flesh marked by bony encrustations and their manes matted and stiff, like quills. The horse-things snorted as he drew his own steed up short, and his mount bugled in challenge.

			The tawny grasses hissed in the wind. Broken piles of rock pierced the surface, built in ages past by a now-scattered people. Great poles of wood, hung with bronze plates decorated with strange, vine-like sigils, jutted from them at odd angles. They were the remains of walls, perhaps, or barrows. Ahazian neither knew nor cared, save that they made an ideal spot for an ambush, as the broken arrows still jutting from his armour attested to. Ravens gambolled among the stones, croaking and squawking, even as they watched his approach with inordinate interest.

			‘The birds said you would be coming this way. They led me to this place.’

			Ahazian turned, as the owner of the chariot stepped out from between the nearest stack of rocks, reeking of death. Strange charms and tokens hung from about his neck – death fetishes and shrunken heads. The breastplate of his black armour was etched with scenes of battle. His helmet was crafted in the shape of a skull, and the haft of his axe was a human femur. The axe rested over one broad shoulder as he set himself in Ahazian’s path. The warrior gestured.

			‘Long ago, I learned the tongue of carrion birds. Today, it has served me well.’

			‘Or badly,’ Ahazian said. His weapons stirred, scenting death. He slid from the saddle and gave his steed a slap, to send it trotting out of the way. He rolled his shoulders, loosening them, and cracked his neck.

			‘I know your scent, deathbringer,’ the hulking warrior ­rumbled, watching him. ‘I am Skern, the Gallowswalker. Gift me your name, so that I might etch it into my blade afterwards.’ He lifted his axe for emphasis.

			‘Ahazian Kel, a Kel of the Ekran, and the doom of any who would stand between me and my destiny.’ Ahazian studied the warrior. ‘We have met before, in the Soulmaw.’ The great weapons-smithy between worlds, where the tools of Khorne’s wars were forged. Where Ahazian had learned of the Eight Lamentations, and been set on his current path.

			Skern laughed, a sound like the clicking of bones against a tombstone. ‘Yes. I would have taken your head then, had the forgemasters not separated us.’

			‘Perhaps,’ Ahazian mused. This was an old rite, and one he knew well. Two deathbringers could not meet in peace. Such was the will of Khorne. No warrior could defy it. And no warrior worth his name would wish to do so. ‘And which of them do you serve, Gallowswalker? From the stink of you, I’d say Zaar, the Hound of Shyish.’

			‘Aye, as you serve the Skull-Cracker,’ Skern chortled. ‘I have too long spilt the dusty marrow of the dead. I would have the taste of living blood in my mouth.’ He lifted his axe and extended it. ‘Yours, for preference.’

			‘We serve the same cause, brother. Khorne guides us.’ Ahazian gripped his weapons tightly. He remembered the brute now – one of the deathbringers summoned by the forgemasters, even as he himself had been. There had been others, each chosen by one of Volundr’s rivals to serve them in the quest for the Eight Lamentations. Only one champion would survive, as only one forgemaster could prosper.

			‘And Khorne cares not from whence the blood flows. But Zaar does, and he would see your master humbled in the eyes of the Blood God. He would see me take that trinket you wear, and claim the prize in his name.’ He gestured to the fragment of the spear, dangling from its rawhide thong.

			‘And what would you see, Skern Gallowswalker?’

			‘Blood, Ahazian Kel. Freshly spilled and dripping from my axe.’ Skern lunged, axe whirling over his head. Ahazian dived aside, avoiding the blow. He came to his feet in a crash of armour and swung his skullhammer, hoping to end the fight quickly. Every moment he delayed, the further away his quarry drew.

			Perhaps that was the point. The birds watched in silence from the rocks, their gazes knowing and cruel. More than just the servants of Khorne were on the hunt for the Eight Lamentations. And some of them were known for subtlety.

			Skern caught the head of the hammer on his palm, and held it. ­Ahazian blocked the brute’s axe with his own and they stood for a moment, straining against one another. Skern leaned close. ‘I nearly had you in the lowlands, before you fled Shyish,’ he growled. ‘I thought to claim the fragment then, but you had already reached the Jaws.’

			‘I did not flee, and you should have tried harder.’ Ahazian jerked his head forwards and cracked their skulls together. Surprised, Skern stumbled back. Their axes parted with a screech. Ahazian spun and drove his goreaxe into Skern’s forearm. The warrior’s hand spasmed and his axe fell to the ground. He roared and buffeted Ahazian with a tooth-rattling blow, knocking him sprawling. His weapons were torn from his grip by the force of the blow. Their frustrated screams rose wild in his mind, forcing out all other thought.

			Skern snatched up his axe with his unwounded hand and whirled it around, chopping a chunk out of the rune decorating Ahazian’s helm, as the deathbringer tried to rise. Ahazian fell back, dazed. Skern advanced on him, axe raised.

			‘I will hang your skull from my belt, in honour of your bravery,’ Skern said.

			‘Don’t count your skulls before they’re collected,’ Ahazian hissed. He swept his foot out, knocking Skern’s legs from under him. Ahazian leapt onto the fallen deathbringer, clawing for his throat, even as he batted the axe from his hand. He tore the gorget away with a screech of popping rivets, exposing the leathery neck beneath, and sank his fingers into Skern’s throat. Skern clawed at his head and neck, trying to heave him off or blind him, but Ahazian held him down. Throttling him, slowly but surely. It was not as satisfying as the axe, or the hammer, but it was just as effective.

			Volundr had warned him of this, that the other forgemasters might resort to butchery when cunning failed. The skullgrinders could not strike at one another, for they had sworn an oath before the throne of Khorne to restrain their fury against each other, until such time as Khorne reigned supreme. But they could spill an ocean of servants’ blood, if it suited them. The fragment of Gung was invaluable, and he’d known that he wasn’t the only one seeking it. That Skern had been determined enough to pursue him this far was something of a surprise – but then, single-mindedness was a common trait among deathbringers.

			Skern’s fists pounded against his arms and shoulders as Ahazian squeezed his throat more tightly yet. The fire in the deathbringer’s eyes blazed bright. Surrender was anathema to such as him – another common trait. But Ahazian had strangled stronger foes. He had ­throttled his sister’s children in their cots, and his grandfather upon his throne. Skern was nothing, next to that.

			And soon enough, that was proven true. The fire flickered, dimmed and was snuffed. Ahazian waited, counting the seconds. Waited until the fists uncurled, like dying spiders. Until the armour sagged with a clatter. Until the neck-bone ­crumbled. Breathing heavily, Ahazian stood. He snatched up Skern’s axe and swung it down, separating the other champion’s head from his shoulders. Just in case. Then he freed the horses from Skern’s chariot and scattered them. The beasts would have freed themselves in any case, but he saw no reason not to aid them.

			He embedded the axe in a rock pile and hung Skern’s head from it, so that his ghost could watch as the carrion birds feasted on his body. He looked up at the black birds watching him from above. ‘Well, then – did that work out as you hoped?’ he asked, as he retrieved his weapons. ‘Did you lead him here to kill me – or for me to kill him?’

			The ravens croaked mockingly. Ahazian took a step towards the birds, and they sprang into the air, flapping away in a swirl of feathers. The deathbringer stared after them, but only for a moment.

			He still had a quest to finish, and a weapon to claim.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FIFTEEN
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			SPIDER-HAUNT

			Volker cracked an eyelid. The world had stopped spinning, but his stomach hadn’t got the message yet. Blood dripped into his eyes, and his head felt like someone had tried to kick it off. He was lying against the railing, and everything was green. He smelled wet bark and something else – something acrid. It reminded him of Excelsis, and dark alleyways.

			Spider webs. He coughed, trying to remember how to breathe. There were spider webs in the trees. The world had been reduced to a canopy of vines, entangled branches and thick, interwoven leaves. And there were thick mats of webbing spread liberally across all of it. So thick was the white substance that rainwater had collected in it, in places, and turned stagnant. Around these sour pools, patches of spongy fungus had grown and spread, like a cancerous infection, stretching from tree to tree.

			Volker pushed himself up. Luckily, he hadn’t lost his long rifle in the crash, but the weapon was tangled in the rail. He looked around, searching for the others. The Zank hung suspended in the monstrous canopy at a steep angle. Branches cascaded across the deck, clumped one atop the next, and vines hung down like curtains across the hull. Only the thickness of the greenery and the strength of the overgrown branches had kept the aethercraft from crashing to the ground far below. As Volker tried to stand, he almost lost his balance. The deck was tilted at a steep angle, the prow aimed downwards and the figurehead subsumed by the canopy. A thunderous creak echoed through the air as the deck shifted slightly, and pain shimmered through him.

			He groaned and rolled over. His side ached where he’d struck the rail, but nothing seemed broken. He heard a sound he thought was rain, tapping against the metal. He looked up. Something with too many eyes and too many legs looked back.

			The spider was the colour of rotten wood, and the size of a large dog. It clacked its mandibles and scuttled towards him. He rolled away from it, clawing for his artisan pistol. He whipped it out, but his vision blurred even as he pulled the trigger. The spider didn’t slow as the ball whizzed past it, to ricochet off the hull. Volker cursed and stumbled back, triggering the built-in blade concealed beneath the pistol’s barrel. The long blade extended with a click, even as the spider leapt. It struck Volker, knocking him flat against the sloped hull. The blade slid into its abdomen, and Volker twisted it as deep as it could go. Ichor spurted, covering his hand and splattering his face. There was a shrill sound – not quite a scream – and the creature spasmed. It flopped away from him, rolling down the tilted deck and vanishing into the thick canopy below. More tapping. More hissing.

			‘Don’t move,’ Brondt said, from somewhere close by. ‘You move and they’ll be on you before you can scream.’ Volker froze. His skin crawled, as the sounds grew louder. The duardin was crouched in the branches that covered the deck, his white hair plastered to his scalp by blood. He aimed a pistol just past Volker. ‘Don’t move,’ Brondt said again. He blinked blood out of his eyes. ‘Sometimes they can spit poison.’

			Volker’s hand twitched towards his satchel. ‘I said, don’t move,’ Brondt snarled.

			‘They’re getting closer,’ Volker muttered. ‘And you can’t see straight.’ He took a firm grip on his satchel. He heard a hiss. Brondt fired, and Volker rolled aside, pulling his satchel around. Something heavy bounced off the bag and fell scrabbling to the deck. Volker lunged with his pistol-blade, nailing the spider to the wood.

			He left it there and rolled back, just as a second arachnid scuttled towards him. A throwing axe bisected it. Volker glanced over his shoulder and saw Lugash clambering towards him through the greenery, the haft of his war-iron between his teeth and another throwing axe in his free hand. The Fyreslayer grinned cheerfully around his weapon and let fly with the axe, smashing a third spider from the air. He retrieved his war-iron and laughed wildly. ‘Some fun, eh, manling?’ Kharadron crewmen, some wounded, but all armed, followed him. They took up positions with dogged efficiency, aiming volley guns and readying cutters.

			‘No,’ Volker said, wrenching his pistol from the body of the spider he’d killed. He could hear shouts and the whine of aether­carbines. The webs that stretched across the canopy were alive with eight-legged forms, all converging on the downed craft. A screech from below alerted him to Harrow’s survival. He hoped the demigryph’s shifting around wouldn’t unbalance the craft any further.

			He stuffed his artisan pistol through his belt and drew one of his repeater pistols. Taking careful aim, he emptied the weapon into a clump of spiders, tearing the hairy bodies to wet chunks. Swiftly, he reloaded and fired again. More spiders died. But there were still hundreds coming. Too many. He glanced back at Brondt. ‘This craft of yours have any more tricks, captain?’

			The duardin was huddled near the aether-endrin, along with several other battered looking crewmen, muttering. He glared at Volker. ‘We used up all our tricks on the Great King, lad. Nothing left but fists and sharp sticks.’ He stood and drew his cutlass. He rubbed blood out of his face, smearing it into his hair and beard. He grinned savagely, and for a moment, the divide between Kharadron and Fyreslayer didn’t seem so great. ‘Sometimes, it’s better that way.’

			The first wave of spiders crawled over the rail, moving in eerie silence. Then, from below, came the loud clang of hull-hatches being slammed open, followed by the roar of massed aethershot rifles. The trees echoed with the bellowing of duardin guns, as Volker suddenly remembered the Grundstok Thunderers Brondt had brought on board. Brondt laughed and chopped through a spider.

			‘Worth every nugget, those lads,’ he said. ‘I was hoping they’d realise what was going on before we got swarmed.’

			‘I thought you said you were out of tricks?’ Volker said, reloading his repeater pistol.

			‘That? That’s not a trick. That’s just old-fashioned duardin ingenuity.’

			Lugash laughed and kicked a spider over the rail. The Fyreslayer was covered in ichor, and was smiling widely. ‘I remember hunting magma-spiders with my brothers, when I was naught but a child. Our runefather used to promise a lump of gold to the one who killed the most…’ He laughed, and for a moment he seemed a very different duardin to the one Volker had become acquainted with over the past few days. The moment passed as quickly as it had come, however. Lugash made to chop through a spider, only to be beaten to it by Adhema, who darted out of nowhere, blade flickering.

			The vampire moved quicker than the eye could follow, her sword making short work of the remaining arachnids. When she’d finished, she turned and snagged the edge of Volker’s coat, using it to clean her blade. ‘Feh. A waste of time. Barely even worth the effort.’ Whether she was referring to the spiders, or the act of aiding them, Volker couldn’t say. Before he could ask, he saw Zana chopping her way through the broken branches and vines that shrouded the deck, followed by Nyoka and Roggen. Harrow followed the knight, squalling loudly, fur fluffed up and feathers stiff with agitation.

			‘Keep that thing under control,’ Brondt snapped, as the demigryph swiped at a Kharadron. Roggen caught the beast’s beak and murmured softly to it. Nyoka pushed past Zana and began to move among the crew, seeing to the wounded.

			Down below, the Thunderers moved out across the branches and thicker sections of canopy, establishing a rough perimeter. Gunfire echoed rarely. The spiders had retreated, or died, leaving the immediate area free of their skittering. Volker checked his gear for damage, while the others armed themselves, or made use of the Zank’s food stores. He looked up as Nyoka bent to check his wounds.

			‘I’m fine,’ he said. ‘Mostly bumps and bruises.’ The cut on his head wasn’t deep and had already dried up. Even the ache was fading, if slowly.

			‘Yes.’ She lifted his medallion with a finger. ‘Sahg’mahr provides.’

			He took the medallion from her and tucked it back into his armour. ‘Yes. Let’s hope he continues to do so.’

			She smiled at him. Her smile was a strange thing, at once innocent and wise. She was unlike any of the Devoted he’d met. There was a calm to her that reminded him of the eye of the storm. ‘He will. He always does.’ She turned, and frowned. ‘The forest of Gorch,’ she said, staring at the heaving sargasso of vines, branches and leaves. ­‘Legend says its first saplings were watered by the blood of Gorkamorka and so grew larger than any trees should. So large that they threatened to blot out the sky, until Gorkamorka hurled his spear through the sun, and hooked great Ignax, the god-beast of Aqshy. When he dragged Ignax into Ghur, through the tunnel of sunlight, the beast’s fiery struggles scorched away the top of the forest, and stunted its growth forever.’

			‘Not by much,’ Volker said.

			‘No.’ She gripped his shoulder. ‘But enough. The gods do what they can. No more, and no less.’ She moved to check on Captain Brondt, who was inexpertly daubing at his wounded scalp with a rag.

			As Nyoka bandaged his head, Brondt laid out the situation bluntly. ‘We’re done for,’ he said. He drew a thumb across his throat. ‘No sign of the gunhaulers, and no way of getting help, short of someone going and finding it.’

			‘Can you get us back in the air?’ Zana asked. ‘What about the endrin?’

			‘It’s busted,’ Brondt growled, tugging at the bandage Nyoka had just finished knotting. ‘Not permanently, but for the moment we’re stuck.’ He turned and kicked the crumpled aether-endrin. ‘Stuck upside down, in a canopy swarming with Grungni-be-damned spiders, and who knows what else.’ He kicked the endrin again, showering it with curses.

			‘How long will it take to fix?’ Volker asked.

			‘Hours. Perhaps days.’ Brondt shook his head. ‘If ever.’ He spat over the side.

			Volker straightened, and stared out over the canopy. He squinted. ‘Then we may as well take the long way.’

			‘Where?’ Zana asked. ‘We don’t even know where we are.’

			‘We’re in Gorch.’ Volker looked at Lugash. ‘Now we just have to find a tree in the forest. Should be easy enough.’

			Lugash nodded slowly. He peered out at the silent greenery. ‘The thunwurtgaz - the Heartwood. Largest tree in the forest. Just follow the roots and branches, and we’ll find it soon enough.’ He squinted. ‘Might take some time, though. Few days, at least.’

			Zana laughed. ‘You mean walk?’ She glanced at Adhema. ‘Can’t you summon some bats to carry us?’

			Adhema sneered. ‘Myself? Surely. You? No.’ She peered down into the darkness. ‘We’ll have to climb down.’

			‘I’m afraid she’s right,’ Volker said.

			‘So, we’re just going to – what? – take a stroll in the forest? Have I mentioned that I hate the forest?’

			‘Several times,’ Volker said. She had been complaining about it since they’d left Shu’gohl, though always in a somewhat jesting fashion. Now though, the humour had curdled into something less than mirthful.

			‘Just making sure,’ Zana said. She hefted a coil of rope, one of several they’d taken from the ship’s stores, onto her shoulder and peered out over the canopy. Roggen and Lugash had similar coils, though the knight had hung his from the horn of his saddle. ‘Long way to go, if Lugash is right.’

			‘I am right,’ Lugash snapped. He poked his brow. ‘It’s all up here, woman. Right where I put it.’

			‘That is very comforting,’ Nyoka said. She smiled placidly at the scowling doomseeker. ‘And if you forget, Sahg’mahr will surely provide.’

			‘Let’s hope we don’t have to bother him.’ Volker picked up another coil of rope and glanced at Roggen. ‘This must feel like home for you.’

			‘No,’ the knight said, staring into the greenery. ‘Not all forests are alike. This one is… hungry. But patient.’ He pulled on his helmet. ‘We will need to be careful. We are not welcome here.’

			‘Do forests anywhere welcome people?’ Zana asked.

			Roggen glanced at her. ‘Some. Fewer, now.’ He bent to check Harrow’s saddle. ‘A forest is like an animal. You must let it get used to you, before you can walk its paths. You must learn its moods, before you can do so safely.’

			‘Safe being a relative term,’ Zana said.

			Roggen nodded. ‘Yes. If we move quietly, we should be fine,’ he said, patting Harrow’s flank. ‘I have travelled through spider-haunts such as this before. Do not touch the webs, unless you must. Any excess vibrations will bring them, in their hundreds.’ He hauled himself into the saddle. ‘We will go first, and mark the path.’

			Volker frowned. ‘Are you sure that’s wise? She’s quite heavy.’

			Roggen smiled. ‘She is light on her paws. And we have done this many times.’ He gave her a thump with his heels, and the demigryph leapt silently from the deck. The great beast moved with feline agility, springing from branch to branch, until it struck the slanted expanse of what appeared to be an immense bridge of wood below.

			‘This is a probably nothing more than an evening stroll to that murder-cat of his,’ Zana muttered. Volker chuckled as he slung his rifle across his back and picked up the coil of rope. He looked at Brondt, who handed him a heavy, pistol-like device. Volker shoved it into his satchel with a nod of thanks.

			‘When you’ve found the place, fire this into the air. If we’re able, we’ll come looking.’ He clasped Volker’s forearm in a tight grip. ‘Maker walk with you, Azyrite.’

			‘And you, captain.’

			‘Watch out for spiders, Brondt,’ Zana called, as she clambered over the rail.

			They made their way down slowly, and with much muffled cursing, using ropes, vines and outsized leaves for handholds. Adhema was the only one who suffered no difficulty, descending like a lizard, her armour making barely a clatter. When they reached the large pathway of wood below, Volker saw that it had, in some way, been shaped into what could only be an immense bridge, connecting one tree to another.

			‘They used heat and air to shape the branches into sky paths,’ Lugash said, peering about him. ‘Don’t know why they bothered, when there’s likely good stone under the dirt.’ He frowned. ‘They did to this ­forest what we normally do to mountain ranges – made tunnels from the roots and branches, and holds from the trees.’ He shook his head. ‘They were odd ones, no two ways there. But then, it isn’t unusual for a lodge to go a bit funny, with isolation.’

			‘I’ve read that there are hot springs, somewhere below,’ Nyoka said. ‘Whole oceans churn beneath the ground, though most are deeper than any mortal can reach. Seas that carry the wealth of the deep dark within their waters. Perhaps that is why they came.’

			Lugash shrugged. ‘Maybe. Still odd.’ He peered at a series of markings carved on the side. They made little sense to Volker, though they looked similar to the deep-cant used by the clans of the Dispossessed to mark their tunnels. Lugash extended his war-iron. ‘We go east from here. Stay close.’

			The branch-path swayed and creaked gently as they followed Lugash. It reminded Volker of the stone bridges he’d seen beneath Excelsis – the secret roads of the Dispossessed, extending for leagues in all directions through the stultifying dark. The sides of the path were roughly carved, but burnt smooth and black. They rose higher than a man’s head, and had been engraved with figures, maps and other, less identifiable shapes. One section was dominated by an intricate mural depicting the path’s construction, and the builders’ battles with spiders and worse things. Great bats had slumbered in the highest branches, as well as monsters with the heads of stags and the bodies of hawks.

			The path travelled through the trees, rather than around them. Gate-houses and waystations, silent now save for the soft scuttling of unseen insects, enveloped the pathway at regular intervals. The wood of the trees had been bent away and pushed outwards, without cracking or breaking it, cultivated into a hollow space of curved walls and parapets. The interiors of these hollows were vast and empty, save for where they were dominated by thick curtains of webbing. More carvings decorated the walls, and statues as well, hewn from the interior of the tree and shaped with great care. But there was no sign of life or the activity that might once have echoed through them.

			Often, Volker noted steps curving downwards or upwards in these places, leading somewhere out of sight. Heat rose from unseen depths, making the air muggy. Iron grates had been set into the floors of the waystations, and a damp warmth gusted up occasionally, as the group passed over them. ‘They channelled the heat from an underground source,’ Lugash had said, when Volker had questioned him about it. ‘Easy enough to do, in a mountain. Harder in wood.’ He’d glared at the statues then, as if questioning their propriety.

			The sheer scale of it all was staggering. Only duardin would think to make a fortress, or a city, from a forest. To link each tree, and every branch, slowly, constantly, down the long road of years. They had carefully shaped their environment, bending it to their will with a determination greater than any he’d known. But then, that was their way. The duardin were like stones in the sea, unchanging and unmoveable. When they set their minds to it, the world had no choice but to bend to their will, or be broken.

			But now, that will was gone. And in its place, something else had risen to claim the fruits of that ancient labour. The forest had not been tamed, at least not fully, and now it had gone savage. Monsters stalked the high places and the low.

			Often, they heard the bellicose chortle of troggoths from within the belly of a ruined tree-structure, or the lumbering thud of enormous footsteps. Once, they were forced to stop as a troop of gargants plodded by beneath them, causing the branch-path to shudder and sway dangerously. The brutes were covered in spiral tattoos and ritual scarification, wearing shrouds of vine and web. Volker wasn’t surprised. Where else would gargants live, but a gargantuan forest?

			‘They’re on the hunt for something,’ Lugash muttered, as the great beasts vanished into the gloom. ‘Not us, but something.’

			‘As long as it’s not us, I don’t care,’ Zana said. ‘Let’s keep going.’

			They camped that first night in the hollow bulb of what had once been a waystation. A deep chamber had been cut into the trunk of a tree, the walls smoothed by heat and blade. Runes and pictographs covered the interior, though Lugash refused to share their meaning. Indeed, the doomseeker didn’t even look at them as he lit a fire, using scraps of wood and vegetation, in the iron bowl set into a groove at the chamber’s centre.

			Rain began to fall as they settled in, striking the canopy with a rhythmic patter. Adhema sat well back from the fire, where only the barest edge of the light reached. Volker glanced at her every so often, and thought she looked as if she were listening to something no one else could hear. If the vampire noticed him watching her, she gave no sign.

			‘She is communing with spirits,’ Nyoka murmured, from beside him. The priestess sat before the fire, her legs folded beneath her, back straight, her hammer flat on the ground before her. She had her eyes closed, and Volker wondered how she’d known who he was looking at.

			‘And you?’

			‘Only one spirit,’ she said, without opening her eyes. Thunder ­rumbled distantly, and she smiled, as if she had received an answer to an unspoken question. Chilled, Volker turned away. The others spoke quietly among themselves. Roggen and Zana had the easy familiarity of old comrades. Even Lugash had thawed some. Or perhaps he was simply still in a good mood from killing spiders.

			‘What do you think happened to them? This lodge, I mean.’ Zana took a bite of dried meat, and chewed thoughtfully. ‘Are they still here?’

			‘No.’ Lugash scraped a whetstone along the edge of his axe. ‘If they were, those filthy spiders wouldn’t be.’ He paused, a wistful expression on his face. ‘So many of the Far Lodges are no more. They vanished into the fires, forgotten, save in the records of their kin. We seek them still, though most think them no more than ash on the wind.’

			‘And what do you think?’ Volker asked.

			Lugash resumed sharpening his axe. ‘I think it does not matter what I think. It is what it is, and no thought or wish can change that.’

			Before anyone could respond, something rumbled, out in the dark. Not thunder this time, but something else. Lugash was on his feet in moments, head cocked. ‘Drums,’ he grunted. Adhema chuckled.

			‘So, you finally heard them. They must be drawing close enough for mortal ears.’ She stretched lazily. ‘You are correct. They are drums. They’ve been banging away since the sun set.’

			‘If the duardin are gone, who’s out there beating on drums?’ Zana asked.

			‘Greenskins,’ Roggen said, feeding Harrow a chunk of dried meat. ‘We passed several of their curse markers earlier.’ He looked around. ‘Did I forget to mention that?’

			Lugash laughed harshly. ‘No need to mention it. I saw them.’

			‘I bloody well didn’t!’ Zana sat up. ‘This is like that time you forgot to mention when we were being trailed by those one-eyed beasts in the Mistmere.’

			‘I did not want to worry you,’ Roggen protested.

			‘They almost cracked open my skull!’

			Volker spoke up before she could continue. ‘Orruks?’ he asked Roggen. He’d fought orruks before, and had little wish to repeat the experience. Lugash snorted.

			‘Grots,’ he spat. ‘Spiderfang.’ He gestured to the webs that clung to the trees. ‘Use your eyes, manling.’

			‘It’d help if you used your mouth, and let us know we were walking into enemy territory,’ Volker said. ‘What’s got them stirred up? Us – or maybe Brondt and the others?’ He felt a sickly sensation at the thought. The Kharadron were tough, and armed to the teeth, but that meant little to foes like the Spiderfang tribes. They would swarm and swarm again, so long as their shamans commanded it.

			‘No,’ Adhema said. ‘There’s something else on the air.’

			‘She’s right,’ Lugash growled. ‘They’re on the war-road. We’re not enough of a threat to get them that agitated.’ He sounded disappointed.

			‘Then let’s hope whatever it is keeps them occupied until we’ve found what we came for,’ Volker said. They sat the rest of the night in silence, save for the thud-thud-thud of the drums.

			Echoing like the heartbeat of something vast, unseen and hungry.

			Neferata, Queen of Mysteries, Chatelaine of the Last High House, and Mortarch of Blood, watched the world through the eyes of her servant, and sighed. ‘She persists still, our sister. I should not be surprised, I suppose. She possesses a certain raw vigour, that one.’ She reclined on her divan and reached for a goblet filled with crushed ice and blood. Refreshing, in the proper proportions.

			Proportion was everything. Too much or too little, and the balance was thrown off. Things went askew. Neferata believed in balance. With proper balance came possibility, and with possibility came opportunity. And Neferata hoarded opportunities like a miser hoarded wealth. She was rich in prospects, and doled them out where and when seemed most conducive to her benefit. But mostly, she collected them.

			Such was the case now. The ancient weapons known as the Eight Lamentations were opportunity wrought in daemon-iron. The potential they represented was great indeed. With one, an individual might change the course of a battle. With two, a war. With all eight, one might – well. Best not even to consider that, until the day in question. Neferata sipped at her goblet, and pondered the possibilities.

			A wide bowl sat before her divan, filled with blood. In the blood, she could see what her servants saw, if she wished. Slaves, shorn of all flesh and spirit, continuously refreshed the bowl from the great clay jugs balanced on their bony shoulders. Spirit-courtiers gathered about the bottom of the dais upon which her divan sat, their soft voices raised in a constant murmur. Mingled among them were representatives from the various mortal and deathrattle kingdoms seeking an alliance or some favour.

			Skeletal warriors, clad in ragged mail and battle-scarred hauberks, stood guard to either side of her divan, their fleshless hands resting on the pommels of barrow blades. Her handmaidens wafted through the crowd of living and dead souls, speaking quietly to some and ignoring others. They would collect those petitions they deemed most worthy of her attentions, to be mulled over at her leisure.

			But for the moment, her interest was only in Adhema’s quest. The blood knight was cunning, and savage, but prone to whimsy. That tendency would be the end of her, at some point, but not yet. Not today. The duardin aethercraft had crashed in the dense forest of Gorch, and Neferata found her ability to scry there less certain than she liked. Almost as if something were preventing her from seeing within the shadows of those great trees.

			‘There is a mind there. A force, hungry and aware, however dimly.’ She spoke idly. The handmaiden sitting at the foot of her divan gestured.

			‘The spider in its web,’ she murmured. 

			Neferata frowned, and nodded.

			‘Perhaps, Naaima. Gorkamorka was ever profligate with his power, bestowing it on every creature to draw his blood. But then, one cannot expect much in the way of sense from the personification of destruction.’

			‘It is not the only force peering into the gloom,’ Naaima continued. She dipped a hand into the bowl and traced crimson birds on the stones of the dais. ‘The crows gather.’

			Neferata sighed. ‘Yes. That is to be expected. When one of the four moves, the others do so as well, to counter or aid him, as the whim strikes them. Khorne roared his intentions to all the realms, and his brothers – and servants – react. Some more swiftly than others.’ Naaima drew another shape in blood – three ovals, one set above the other two. ‘And the gods are not alone in this. The Three-Eyed King seeks the weapons as well.’

			‘That was to be expected. His servants scour the realms for any item that might turn the tide in his favour, as do my own. The Eight are simply new notches added to a long list.’ The detritus of millennia littered the realms – the graveyard wreckage of forgotten kingdoms, the tombs of ancient heroes, even the hidden prizes of daemonic gamesmen. Any of which might hold the key to victory in one of the thousands of wars being waged across the realms. Her servants had flooded into the mortal realms, seeking artefacts and grimoires, or information relating to such. Her armies fought battles all across Shyish to claim long-hidden treasure barrows or misplaced libraries. And her enemies fought just as hard to prevent her from doing so.

			She rubbed her temple, considering. Adhema was no babe in the woods, and could take care of herself easily enough. She was not the only one of Neferata’s handmaidens seeking the whereabouts of the Eight Lamentations. But she was the closest to her goal. Neferata leaned forwards, gesturing to her slaves to refresh the bowl.

			With the Spear of Shadows in her possession, she could break the back of the armies that assailed Shyish, one after the next, by eliminating their commanders. Cut off the head and the serpent dies, as the saying went. Without their leaders, the servants of the Dark Gods were like so many sheep, waiting for the slaughter. Fierce sheep, true, but sheep nonetheless. Her hands itched to hold that weapon, to speak a name and watch them die.

			That was power fit for a queen.

			Coldness leaked over her hand. She looked down at her goblet, and saw that she’d crushed it. With a moue of distaste, she handed it to one of the slaves. ‘Fetch me another. Something older. I find myself in a contemplative mood.’ Delicately, she extended her hand. A flurry of spectral courtiers rushed forwards at the invitation, their aethereal mouths suckling at her fingers, desperate for a taste of life, however far removed from the source.

			Neferata watched them lap at the blood with fond indulgence. Then, with a curt gesture, she sent the spirits fluttering away. She glanced at the bowl and saw that the blood had gone murky again. Wherever Adhema was, Neferata could not advise her now. She sighed and sat back, annoyed.

			‘Fight well, sister. Or perish bravely. Either is preferable to failure.’

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SIXTEEN
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			FOREST CITADEL

			Time passed all but unnoticed in the eternal green twilight of Gorch. Days were shorter in Ghur, and nights longer. Or so it seemed to Volker. The forest had taken them into itself, and the outside world might as well have not existed at all. In the shadows of the great trees, the air congealed into formless clouds, dripping rain or sending fierce breezes gusting through the leaves. Animals hunted each other through the swaying, creaking ruins of a long-vanished kingdom.

			Roggen and Harrow ranged ahead of the group, scouting the canopy above for any sign of danger and testing the strength of the branch-path ahead. Despite its sturdiness, the structure was not in good condition. Several times the group had to divert their course because of a gaping hole in the path, or a thick patch of thorny vines that resisted even Lugash’s best efforts to hack through them.

			Then there were the omnipresent webs. Everywhere Volker looked there was evidence of infestation. Whole pathways were entombed in white shrouds, and sheer walls of the substance stretched between the great trees like organic bastions. It was those that stretched across the canopy high above that were the worst. Volker could see the indistinct, scurrying shapes of spiders of all sizes moving to and fro. Sometimes, it even seemed as if the arachnids were following them. Obeying the orders of distant drummers, perhaps.

			The drumming started up every night like clockwork. Sometimes it grew to a riotous cacophony, drowning out all other sound. Other times, it was but a dim pressure, just at the edge of hearing. It was as if they were searching for something. That worried him.

			But there were other things, besides noise and skittering shadows. There was a familiar stink on the air, rancid and sharp. He knew it well, after all these weeks. Skaven-stink. The raw tang of their abhorrent machinery clung faintly to everything, and more than once he caught sight of char-marks and blood spatter, in out-of-the-way places. He made no mention of it to the others, though he suspected Lugash already knew. The duardin often had an intent look on his face, and he scanned the canopy above and the branches below often. Seeking enemies who might be lurking just out of sight.

			Volker understood. At times, it was as if the forest itself were pressing down on him. Watching him, the way a predator might watch unwary prey. A feeling was building in him – a worry that they were too late. That something or someone had already beaten them to their goal. More than once, as the days passed, he caught himself looking for ravens perched in the trees.

			On the fourth day, as the faint drip of sunlight dimmed, and the shadows crept out to glide across the canopy, fireflies swarmed up from secret knotholes. They danced in flickering waves across the muggy air, casting a pale glow over the ancient duardin paths. For a moment, the threat of skaven or shapeshifting sorcerers seemed distant.

			‘Beautiful,’ Volker said. He walked along beside Roggen and Harrow, his long rifle resting in the crook of his arm. ‘You forget, sometimes.’

			‘There is beauty in everything, my friend,’ Roggen said. ‘Even our dead companion.’ He jerked his head back towards Adhema, who stalked along in silence. Behind her, Nyoka walked beside Lugash, the two of them in quiet conversation. Zana followed behind, ­whistling softly, one hand on the pommel of her sword.

			‘I’ll take your word for it,’ Volker said. Roggen chuckled.

			‘I have never fought beside a vampire before. There are few of them in the Jade Kingdoms. That we know of, at least.’ He reached for the wineskin hanging from his saddle horn. He offered it to Volker after he’d taken a swig. Volker accepted gratefully. They’d brought what supplies they could carry, but there was no telling how long they would last. Harrow seemed content to eat spiders, but Volker couldn’t say the same. When he mentioned it to Roggen, the big knight shrugged.

			‘Worst comes to worst, we can hack open a cocoon or three. There might be something worth eating in them.’ He popped the cork back into his wineskin and hung it in its place. ‘You learn to take what the forest provides, where I come from.’

			‘I’ve never been to Ghyran. Though I’ve heard we’re not as welcome as we might once have been.’ He glanced questioningly at Roggen.

			‘We did not always get along with you Azyrites, it is true,’ Roggen said, cheerfully. ‘When you first came, and began building your great cities, filling the air with smoke and noise. Not the best neighbours.’ He pulled off his helmet and hung it from his saddle.

			Volker shrugged uncomfortably. ‘And now?’

			‘After Greenstone Vale, things are better.’

			‘Green…?’

			Roggen gestured. ‘The last stand of the old Ghyranic Orders. Their way had come to an end and they could not see it. The Jade Kingdoms were changing, and they had been abandoned by their lords. So they resolved to defy the will of gods and men alike.’ He chuckled sadly. ‘Five hundred warriors, from the ancient knightly orders, made a final stand at Greenstone Vale. Outnumbered sixty to one by Freeguilder and Ironweld. So many arrows were loosed that they blocked the sun.’ He fell silent for a moment. ‘Later, men swore they had seen a daemon with a hundred faces and robes of every colour dancing among the dead, celebrating the success of the trick it had played.’ He sighed. ‘But that is a story guilty men tell themselves, I think.’ He looked at Volker. ‘Things are better now.’

			‘Were you – were you there?’ Volker asked.

			Roggen laughed. ‘By the Lady, no. I was but a child. My grandfather, though… he saw the last ride of the Order of Seven Leaves, as they charged the gun lines with lowered lances. Mighty warriors, though not mighty enough in the end.’ He stroked Harrow’s neck. ‘It is the nature of life, that the old ways must give way before the new. The realms cannot continue on as they are. Life itself is out of balance. So we must do what we can. All of us, from the greatest to the least.’ A smile split his bearded features. ‘The foundations of victory are ever built on the heroism of little men.’

			Volker looked up at him. Roggen laughed. ‘A saying of my order. Occasionally, even we need reminding of the importance of what we do.’

			‘A good saying.’

			‘I think so,’ Roggen said. He pulled Harrow up short, as they cleared a bend in the path. ‘By the Lady of Leaves,’ he muttered.

			Volker froze, as he spotted what had brought Roggen up short. The stakes had been shoved through deep gouges in the wood of the path ahead. The skulls that topped them were old, and of varying origin – human, some of them. Others belonged to orruks, or troggoths. But most… most belonged to duardin. Hundreds of them, lining the path ahead. Worse, some even still had their beards. Every skull had crooked greenskin symbols carved into them, or else had been painted with warning pictograms.

			Lugash said nothing at the sight. He stumped past them, through the thicket of death, his gaze fixed straight ahead. The others followed more slowly, picking their way carefully through the stakes, careful not to disturb them. Adhema fingered a lank, rotting braid dangling from a small skull. ‘Now we know what happened to them, I suppose.’

			Lugash whirled, a fierce look on his face. His runes blazed up, so brightly that Adhema flinched back, lips writhing away from her fangs. For a moment, Volker thought he might attack the vampire. Adhema seemed to, as well, for she half drew her sword. But the doomseeker only said, ‘Don’t touch them. Don’t any of you touch them.’ His voice was quiet. Harsh. He spat onto the ground at the vampire’s feet, turned and trudged on.

			More skulls hung from nets of vine and woven scalps above the branch-path, clattering softly in the warm air between crumbled cocoons. Fetishes and curse-tokens were threaded among them, and these sent a thrill of unease through Volker. The grots had marked their territory well.

			The webs grew so thick on the path that they were forced to hack through them, as if they were foliage. Spiders, disturbed by the intrusion, climbed higher, leaving the travellers to pass through a corridor of webs and clumped cocoons of all shapes and sizes unmolested.

			Withered mummies, drained of all vital fluid by the spiders, screamed silently on each side of them. The brown shapes hung or slumped in their hundreds, within the glistening white strands. Volker kept his gaze resolutely to the fore, trying to ignore the empty stares of the dead. Finally, they came to a massive gateway rising up over the branch-path.

			The gateway had been hewn from a tree trunk, and carved into a stylised representation of Grimnir, his fiery mane curling up and away from his fierce features. A grimace of fury contorted that wide face, and the entryway passed through the god’s snarling mouth. There was no portcullis or door to bar their way. Only more webs.

			Past the gateway was an immense plaza, ringed by great curving columns of split trunks. It appeared as if several trees had been bent together and then carefully hollowed out. The conglomerate trunk continued on undisturbed, high above the plaza, balancing on the massive columns. More gates, each shaped like the first, lined the ring of columns, the wide mouth of each marking the beginning or end of a path. Dozens of walkways crafted from tangled vines and slats of crudely chopped wood stretched net-like above the plaza.

			There were more statues, carved into the bases of the columns and the inner walls of the gates. Ancient Fyreslayers glowered woodenly at the thick masses of spider web that stretched curtain-like over every empty space. Even here, the infestation had taken hold. By the light of the dancing fireflies, Volker saw that these webs were occupied – hundreds of cocoons hung suspended above and around them as they entered the plaza through Grimnir’s gaping mouth. Water from the previous day’s rain cascaded in thin streams from the heights above, running along the strands of each web, to pool and stretch across the broken surface of the plaza.

			Everywhere were signs of devastation. Whole sections of the web had been burnt away to nothing, and several of the gates had been charred black. Thick slabs of broken wood lay in smouldering piles, half obscured by new webs being woven about them. And among the rubble, scrawny, tattooed green shapes, as well as the broken bodies of spiders and other beasts. ‘What happened here?’ Zana murmured.

			Lugash grunted. ‘A fight.’ He used the edge of his axe to lift a ragged strand of blackened web. ‘And smell that? That’s not normal fire-sign.’

			The others sniffed. Volker frowned. ‘Warpfire. The ratkin have been here.’ For a moment, he imagined skaven scurrying along the network of immense branch-roads, flooding the canopy with hairy bodies.

			Lugash nodded grimly. ‘Yes, and not long ago.’ He looked around and sniffed. ‘All dead, more is the pity.’

			‘Yes,’ Adhema said. Lugash glanced at her, frowning. Apparently satis­fied that she wasn’t mocking him, he turned back.

			‘They look in bad shape, most of them. Burnt, pulverised and punctured. The ratkin are efficient, when they want to be.’ He said it grudgingly, and scraped the edges of his weapons together, making a ringing noise. ‘I’d wager that’s what the drums were about. The ratkin attacked, and the greenskins saw them off.’

			‘Or were exterminated, along with anything else that got in the skavens’ way,’ Adhema said. She pointed upwards. ‘There’s at least one gargant-sized cocoon up there, in the lower webs, and plenty of grots. Looks like the spiders are playing carrion bird.’

			‘It doesn’t matter,’ Lugash growled. Fireflies swarmed about the doomseeker, their glow giving him a deathly pallor. He lifted his war-iron. ‘We are here.’ He spoke quietly, almost reverentially. He scraped his weapons together and pointed.

			A larger gateway, bigger than any of the others, dominated the plaza, behind swathes of fluttering web. Unlike the smaller gates, it was not carved to resemble a face, but instead a massive, stylised flame. To either side of this flame stood immense wooden statues – one was Grimnir, but the other was a great salamander – Vulcatrix, perhaps, the Ur-Salamander – rearing up over the god. The statues faced each other, as if preparing to do battle.

			And beyond this gateway was what could only be their destination. They stopped and stared at the edifice that towered above and beyond. The Heartwood of Gorch. The hearth-tree of an extinct lodge. Lugash murmured softly to himself, his voice echoing strangely in the ruin. ‘It’s amazing,’ Volker said.

			‘It’s a tree,’ Lugash said, flatly.

			A tree, perhaps, but one almost as large as the Spear of Mallus, a mountain of bark and branches rising inexorably upwards towards the ochre sky, its highest branches stretching outwards for leagues. Its bark had been carved and added to – battlements and gateways studded its surface, connected to the other, smaller trees by branch-paths and swaying bridges of vine.

			Great plazas, similar to the one they now stood in, were visible to the north and the south. The plazas served as courtyards for the citadel, warding the cardinal approaches. Far below the plazas, the roots of the great tree had been shaped, somehow, into massive roadways the likes of which Volker had never before seen. The root-roads stretched off through the forest in all directions, spreading outwards from the lower trunk of the hearth-tree. Following the roads, he sidled towards the edge of the plaza.

			The heights were not so dizzying as he’d first thought. They were no higher than the Bastion, really. From where he stood, he could also see ancient trees, survivors of fire and flood, which had been snapped in two. Their descent had warped the canopy, tearing gaping holes in the green, and shattering several of the branch-paths in their descent.

			He frowned as he studied the destruction below, in the dim radiance of the swarming fireflies. The ground had been visibly carved and gouged, as if by immense, trundling wheels. It had been burnt black, too, as though by some great heat. The trail led across several crushed root-roads, and right up to the base of the huge tree. Then it veered away, heading west, to judge by the fallen trees and gouged earth. He’d seen several skaven war-engines of the sort that might accomplish similar sorts of destruction, but none so large as this one must have been.

			It made sense, however. The skaven, in his experience, rarely went anywhere without war-machines of some sort. If they’d brought one that size into the forest, especially one that caused such devastation, it was no wonder the Spiderfang tribes had been provoked, and were still agitated enough to be on the hunt.

			‘I noticed that trail before,’ Roggen murmured, from behind him. ‘It crossed our path at several points. A few days old, at least. As are the signs here.’

			‘Your eyes are impressive,’ Volker said, glancing up at the knight. Harrow had a limp, green arm hanging from her beak. As he watched, the demigryph swallowed her meal with avian satisfaction.

			‘I am used to spotting trails among the green. Especially ones that look as if they were made by daemons of iron and flame. They entered the forest to the south, and vanished west.’ Roggen frowned and turned in his saddle, studying the web-choked branches above.

			Volker followed his gaze. Hundreds of small dark shapes wrapped in thick, gooey cocoons hung there, suspended above the plaza. Occasionally, one of the cocoons would twitch. He couldn’t repress a shiver. If it had been the skaven, they hadn’t won their battle without cost. ‘What were they looking for, I wonder?’

			‘Perhaps the same thing we are,’ Roggen said softly. ‘They came with purpose, and recently. That cannot be a coincidence.’

			‘Of course it can,’ Lugash growled, loudly. ‘This is not a saga, beast-rider. We are not the heroes of some vainglorious song. I–’ 

			He was interrupted by a thunderous snarl from below. The plaza shook slightly as something clawed at it from below. The duardin turned, eyes wide. A broken section of rubble shifted and burst upwards as a massive shape hauled itself to its feet. A giant face, like a stretched and swollen parody of a man’s, pierced the thick webs that had covered it, and roared in anger.

			Fingers like barge-poles slammed into the surface of the plaza, gouging deep canyons. Lugash dived back, out of reach of a groping paw. The gargant heaved himself up, until he loomed over them. Blood caked his gangly limbs and barrel chest. Burn marks dotted his torso, and the stink of infection wafted from him. The tiny eyes bulged with the madness of a wounded animal. Thick strands of webbing clung to the gargant’s body, and spiders skittered along his shoulders and gut. Volker realised that the spiders had likely been in the process of cocooning the brute, until they’d woken him.

			The creature wore a crude harness of leather and wood, much of which had been melted to his flesh by some intense heat. On his back was something that might once have been a primitive howdah, but was now nothing more than a blackened ruin. Burnt bodies, small and scrawny, flopped and tumbled in the ruin, or else were fused to the gargant’s skin like blackened scabs. Jagged arachnid tattoos and scarified markings decorated the gargant’s flesh, beneath his many wounds.

			The gargant gave a simian roar and slammed his fists down, shaking the plaza. Volker lifted his rifle, wondering if he could put the beast down. The gargant started forwards, propelling himself by his knuckles, swiping webs and spiders from his flesh. Bellows shook the webs, and eyes glittered in the hollows of the high branches and beneath the leaves. ‘That’s torn it,’ Volker muttered, swinging his rifle around. He fired, killing a spider even as it prepared to pounce on Nyoka. The priestess whirled, and then nodded her thanks.

			‘We need to get out of here,’ Zana barked, as more spiders poured into view.

			‘Not with that brute in the way,’ Adhema said, spitting a spider on her blade. The gargant was closer now, shaking the branch, his big feet flattening any spiders that got in his way. Roggen lifted his helmet and set it on his head.

			‘Now you will see why I brought her,’ he growled. He leaned down, and murmured something to the demigryph. Harrow shrieked in challenge. Roggen straightened and drew his blade. ‘Glory and death,’ he roared, thudding his heels into Harrow’s flanks. ‘Phoenicium stands!’ 

			The demigryph leapt down the trunk of the tree, bounding towards the gargant. The gigantic brute bellowed and spread his long arms. Harrow struck him like a mortar round, knocking the gargant backwards, into the crumbled remains of the nearest gatehouse.

			‘Not without me, you don’t,’ Lugash snarled, scrambling towards the fray. The gargant screamed and thrashed, trying to pry the demigryph off. Harrow’s talons had sunk deep, and it was all the brute could do to keep the demigryph’s beak from reaching his throat. Lugash’s war-iron sank into the gargant’s knee, and the doomseeker hauled himself up, waving his axe.

			Volker crushed a spider with the stock of his rifle, and turned, batting a second out of the air. They weren’t much larger than stray cats, but then it might take the bigger ones time to make their way up the web. He didn’t want to be around when they arrived. They needed to end this quickly. He started towards the brawl, reloading as he walked. It was tricky, especially with spiders swarming everywhere, but he had done it under more difficult circumstances. He sidestepped a scuttling arachnid and kicked it over the edge of the plaza.

			Behind him, he could hear Zana and the others keeping the spiders away, with boots, blades and bludgeoning. The gargant’s thrashing would make their efforts moot, however. The brute twisted, trying to dislodge Harrow, who now clung to his back, her beak embedded in his neck. Roggen stabbed at the gargant’s head, as Lugash continued to chop the creature’s leg. Even wounded as he was, the brute refused to fall. Instead, he knelt on hand and knees, free hand pawing at the demigryph, his blood raining down across the trees below.

			Eventually, they would kill him. But by then, the plaza would be crawling with spiders. The gargant moaned loudly, garbling words in his own tongue. Threats, perhaps. Or maybe pleas. There was no way to tell, and no time to figure it out. No time for mercy, or hesitation. Only time to pull the trigger, and pray.

			Volker got as close as he could, lifted his rifle, and pressed the ­barrel to the gargant’s skull. In the moment before the hammer snapped down and the powder flashed, the creature rolled its agonised eyes towards him. He saw only animal suffering there. And then, nothing at all, as the echo of the shot faded and the gargant slumped with a dis­gruntled sigh. Harrow continued to tear at the body, screeching.

			‘You killed it,’ Lugash roared. He waved his bloody axe in anger. ‘Who asked you to interfere, manling?’

			Volker snatched his artisan pistol from his belt and shot a spider off the doomseeker’s shoulder. He put the weapon away and began to reload his long rifle. ‘What did you say before? This isn’t a saga, remember? We don’t have time for this.’ He turned. ‘Let’s go – move, now!’

			Zana and the others raced along the branch, pursued by a horde of spiders. As they began to clamber up the gargant’s carcass, Volker slung his rifle and reached into his satchel. He extracted a small clay pot capped with wax, and a scrap of fuse soaked in oil. Scratching the wax, he quickly inserted the fuse and turned to Lugash. ‘Lugash – make a spark.’

			The doomseeker scraped his weapons together, creating a spark. The fuse caught and began to burn. Volker turned, gauged the distance and lobbed the pot. It crashed down, just past the gargant’s out-flung hand, and exploded into fire. Spiders retreated as the fiery liquid contained in the pot splattered across the plaza and began to spread.

			Volker turned and chivvied Lugash up onto the gargant. ‘Go, that won’t hold them back forever. The wyldfire doesn’t burn for long.’

			‘What was that stuff?’ Zana demanded, as she caught Volker’s hand and helped him up. ‘I’ve never seen anything burn that fast.’

			‘You wouldn’t, this side of Aqshy and the Cauldron.’ Volker didn’t look back as he clambered past the ruined howdah. ‘There’s a type of water there that bursts into flame when exposed to an igniting spark. We tried using it in greater quantity, but it’s too unpredictable. Even for the Ironweld.’

			‘And you just carry it around with you?’ She sounded horrified. Volker shrugged.

			‘It’s not that dangerous.’

			Zana glanced back. The flames had caught at the webs now, and were steadily creeping outwards, claiming anything the skaven warpfire hadn’t.

			‘Bad luck, to burn healthy trees,’ Roggen said, as Harrow loped ahead of them, her beak still wet with blood.

			‘It won’t burn for long. It’s too hot for that. Even with a ready source of fuel, it’ll go out in a few moments. Another reason we don’t use it.’

			They moved quickly across the plaza towards the main gate, Lugash leading the way. Volker could hear the thump of drums, echoing through the trees. The fireflies swarmed in agitation, and the webs above them shook with the weight of scuttling bodies. ‘They’re beating those cursed drums again,’ Zana said. ‘I think we woke up more than that gargant. We’d best get out of the open, and swiftly.’

			‘Too late, I think,’ Nyoka said. The priestess pointed her hammer at the sudden flurry of movement that was occurring within the main gateway. A moment later, a flood of spiders burst through the ragged curtains of webbing, the hunched forms of feather- and bone-bedecked grots clinging to their backs. The creatures urged their eight-legged mounts forwards with shrill screams. Volker’s heart sank. There were too many of them.

			‘We need to find a place to fight it out, or we’ll be overwhelmed,’ Zana said. She looked at Volker. ‘Unless you’ve got another firebomb in that bag of tricks?’

			‘Just one,’ he said. In truth, he had one or two, but that wasn’t going to stop them. There were too many, and they were too fast. He reached into his satchel for the pistol-like device Brondt had given him, and fired it into the air. It burst into a cascade of multicoloured lights, momentarily throwing back the shadows and dismaying the grots. Then, as the light faded, the grots urged their spiders up over slanted slabs of rubble and along the strands of webbing, closing in on the group from all directions at once.

			‘Was that it?’ Zana asked, glaring at him.

			He tossed aside the smoking device. ‘Hopefully. If Brondt’s managed to get his ship moving, we might just survive…’

			‘That doesn’t get us inside, or had you forgotten that, manling?’ Lugash snapped. ‘I’ll not be stopped here, and certainly not by any poxy grots.’ He raised his weapons. ‘I’m going in, even if I have to chop my way through every spider in this blasted forest.’

			‘And get yourself killed in the bargain,’ Zana said. The doomseeker glared at her, but before he could reply, Roggen beat him to it.

			‘Leave it to me, my friends,’ the knight said. ‘Stupid beasts, to think we can be stopped so easily, hey girl?’ He patted Harrow’s neck. ‘We have tilled tougher fields than this.’ He leaned forwards in his saddle, his ironoak armour rustling softly. ‘I will clear the path. Do not wait for us.’ Harrow snarled and tensed, tail lashing. Roggen snatched up the heavy mace from his saddle with his free hand, and raised his sword in the other. He thumped Harrow’s flanks. ‘Hup-ya! Time to earn your keep, lazy beast.’

			Harrow sprang forwards, moving far more swiftly than any animal that size ought. The demigryph shrieked, and her claws gouged the wood of the plaza, sending up a cloud of splinters and torn webbing. She sprang towards the closest spider, beak wide. The grot on its back stared up in wide-eyed horror as the demigryph crashed down, splattering both spider and rider. The other scuttling arachnids wasted no time, racing to attack.

			Roggen bent and swayed in the saddle, lashing out at the grots and their monstrous steeds as they scurried towards him from all directions. His mace slammed down, pulping a green, feather-bedecked skull, even as his sword lashed out, slicing through hairy limbs. The grots uttered shrill, clicking cries as they urged their arachnids forwards.

			Harrow did not wait for them. The demigryph pounced, cat-like, rending and tearing. Slowly but steadily the brawl spun away from the path, as Roggen’s efforts drew the attentions of the grots from the others.

			‘Come on,’ Lugash growled, darting towards the yawning gateway. He raced through the chaos, striking out at any spider or grot that sought to bar his way. Volker followed, repeater pistol growling. ­Spiders juddered and fell, torn apart by the volley of lead. He slung the weapon and reached for its twin without pausing.

			Zana and Nyoka followed him, their own weapons dispatching any foe that avoided his shots or Lugash’s bull-charge. A moment later, they passed through the gateway, leaving their companion to his lonely battle.

			They floundered slightly, caught up in the strands of webbing that the spider-riders had so easily navigated. Volker thrust the stock of his rifle through the webs, tearing them aside. He and the others chopped or tore their way through, until at last they reached the entry hall. From behind them, Volker heard the crash of weapons and Harrow’s snarling screeches.

			‘What about Roggen?’ Nyoka said, looking back at the plaza.

			‘You heard him. He’ll be fine.’ Zana squinted. ‘I can’t see anything. Lugash?’

			‘Nothing to see,’ Lugash rumbled.

			‘Wait a moment.’ Volker turned, reaching into his satchel for a glow-bag. The small sack was filled with a paste made from the excretions of a particular worm, found only in the sea-caves below Excelsis. When pressure was applied to the paste, it glowed. He squeezed the glow-bag and tossed it to his left. A pale, yellow light rose up, washing away the gloom.

			The entry hall was little more than a set of wide, slabbed steps, carved from the inner bark, and rising to a narrow landing. Large rusty braziers, each the size of several men, had been set into the edge of the landing, their clawed feet gripping the wood. The braziers were draped with dust and cobwebs, and had been cold for years. The walls behind them were covered in crude scrawling – the work of grots. The greenskins had defaced the entirety of the entry hall with their primitive efforts – brute pictograms and handprints covered the walls. The statues that had once stood sentry over the inner gate, at the opposite end of the landing, had been hacked from their pedestals and chopped to flinders.

			Spider nests clustered in the corners and webs hung like drapery from the low roof and walls. Everything stank of grot and arachnid where it did not reek of skaven. For it was clear that the ratkin had passed this way, as well. Scorch marks undulated across the walls, and bodies hung silent and small in the webs. Blood had soaked into the steps and landing, staining them a deep, dark hue.

			More stakes lined the steps, each one topped by a duardin skull, or decorated with chunks of effluent-encrusted gold. Many of these had fallen over during whatever skirmish had taken place, scattering bones and gold across the steps. A narrow archway, carved to ­resemble a crackling flame, occupied the landing. Beyond it – darkness.

			Lugash led the way up the long stretch of steps, his frown growing deeper with every step. The runes hammered into his flesh flashed and sparked, as if a volcanic heat was growing within him. Nyoka reached for his shoulder, but did not – quite – touch him. ‘We will avenge your folk,’ she said. ‘Gryhm’neer’s children are as dear to Sahg’mahr as his own.’

			Lugash didn’t look at her. ‘Grimnir tests us with pain, and rewards us with fire,’ he said. ‘That is the way of it. The dead are embers, and this –’ He held up his axe, ‘–this is the light of my flame.’ He shook himself, and stumped on ahead. ‘Besides, this lodge was not mine. These were not my kin. Let others avenge them. I have my own ghosts to appease.’

			Nyoka blinked, and looked uncertainly at the others. Zana shook her head. ‘Forget it, priestess. Easier to convince lead that it’s gold, than comfort a doomseeker.’ She looked around, eyes narrowing. ‘Wait a moment… we’re missing someone.’

			‘The leech,’ Lugash said, without turning.

			Volker looked around. They were right.

			There was no sign of Adhema.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
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			THE HALLS OF THE HEARTWOOD

			In the halls of the Heartwood, Volker reached for another glow-bag, and sent it rolling across the landing of the entry, and through the archway. The soft glow illuminated a slender walkway carved whole from the inner bark of the tree. ‘Hand me one of those,’ he said, indicating the iron-framed lanterns hanging to either side of the archway. Zana brought one to him, and he emptied the contents of a glow-bag into it, smearing it across the inside of the frame. ‘It’ll last a bit longer, this way. Old miner’s trick.’

			‘Not any miner I’ve heard of,’ she said.

			Volker shrugged. ‘You don’t know the right miners.’ He hung the lantern from the barrel of his rifle and lifted it. Light swept out, illuminating the innumerable cracks and crevices that marred the inner bark of the Heartwood.

			‘Where do you think she went? Back outside?’ Nyoka looked around, hammer gripped tightly. The priestess seemed at home in the cramped, shadowy space. Zana, on the other hand, looked like Volker felt. Despite his admiration for the deep-folk, he had little liking for tunnels or confined spaces. He turned, casting the lantern’s glow over their surroundings, seeking any sign of the vampire.

			Adhema wasn’t anywhere to be found. She might have climbed higher than they could see, or slipped past them. No. She would be close. She might be ahead of them, or following, but she was nearby. He’d have wagered a year’s pay on it. ‘Hold this.’ He handed his rifle to Zana and reloaded his repeater pistols quickly.

			Distant shrieks echoed from the great, web-clogged holes that marked the walls and ceiling like old wounds. The webs pulsed, and Volker knew reinforcements were on the way. ‘They’ve realised we’re here.’ He holstered his pistols and reclaimed his rifle. ‘There’s no time to waste worrying about Adhema. She’ll have to fend for herself, just like Roggen.’ He looked at Lugash. ‘We need to keep moving.’

			‘Aye, and where?’ Lugash said, peering about.

			‘You’re the Fyreslayer – where would you hide a bloody great spear?’ Zana said.

			‘The vault,’ Lugash said, after a moment, padding deeper into the gloom. ‘Anything valuable is always in the vault. And that’ll be at the heart of this place. Follow me.’

			They followed the doomseeker through the archway, and onto the walkway. The freestanding path extended through a vast gallery, the upper reaches of which were lost to the darkness, or to enormous webs that occupied the open stretches. The space stank of greenskin and spider. By the lantern light, Volker saw immense support structures had been carved from the inner bark. All of them were hewn in the shape of duardin gods and monsters, curving around, following the circumference of the ancient tree. Smaller, more intricate carvings had been crafted beneath and between these vast effigies, though they were all but impossible to discern. These too had seen the attentions of the Spiderfang, and cascades of webbing covered them, connecting smaller figures to larger, or blanketing them entirely.

			The walkway proved to be one of many – half a dozen others extended from all directions, out of the gloom, and all connected to a circular platform, through which was thrust a curving staircase that descended deeper into the tree. The upper tangles of the staircase reached towards the highest branches of the tree, and more walkways were visible above. Peering upwards, Volker could just make out the odd buttress or protrusion – high chambers and outer galleries, all of which showed some signs of infestation.

			As he followed Lugash down the cramped stairwell, he wondered how long it would take to explore a place such as this properly. More time than a mortal man had, he concluded, somewhat sadly.

			Lugash stopped suddenly. ‘Here,’ he said. ‘The Salamazgalbarak – the Salamander’s Road.’ The aperture clung to the side of the stairwell. It was shaped like a salamander’s snarling maw, and Volker had to stoop to avoid getting splinters from the protruding fangs. The path was wider than he’d expected, and appeared to have been cored through the deepest rings of the Heartwood.

			It led to a large gallery, studded with balconies and intertwining pathways that rose and fell like roots. Stairways became ladders and ladders became tunnels, all winding back towards a central chamber, nestled at the tree’s heart. ‘It was the first place they carved – it’s always the first place we carve,’ Lugash said. ‘The vault is the heart of a lodge, in more ways than one. Our citadels grow outwards from it, generation upon generation.’

			Everywhere were signs of battle. Pockmarked, scorched walls and floors crumbling into ash. Dried smears of blood and tattered webs. Volker had fought the skaven often enough to recognise the signs of jezzail fire and warp-flame. They had fought their way inside, likely supported by armoured beasts and weapons teams. Ferocious as the Spiderfang were, they’d been no match for the better-armed and equally numerous ratkin.

			‘Hard to believe the vermin got this far,’ Zana said, peering at the damaged walls.

			‘They can be tenacious, when they want something,’ Nyoka said. ‘And disciplined, besides.’ Volker shivered slightly, remembering his time in the trenches and the chittering hordes scuttling through the smoke.

			‘It’s probably a good thing,’ Zana said. ‘Otherwise, we’d never have got this far. The skaven must’ve knocked six golden bells out of the greenskins.’ A scream echoed up from somewhere, and she whirled, sword drawn. The scream faded, its echo bouncing from the walls and broken statues that littered the corridor. They waited, weapons ready, but no grots showed themselves. ‘Occupied elsewhere,’ Zana murmured.

			‘I’m sure Roggen is fine,’ Volker said.

			‘Sahg’mahr watches over him,’ Nyoka said. ‘As he watches over us.’

			‘It’s not Roggen I’m worried about. It’s that bloody leech. She’s up to no good.’ Zana frowned and gestured at Volker with her sword. ‘You made a mistake, letting her come with us, Azyrite.’

			‘How was it my decision?’ he protested. ‘I’m not in charge.’

			‘Well, someone is in charge, and it’s not me,’ Zana snapped. They both looked at Nyoka, who seemed bemused.

			‘I am but a humble priestess. Not a leader of men.’

			‘Quiet, the lot of you,’ Lugash snarled. He’d stopped at the entrance to a balcony, overlooking the tree’s heart. The thick rail had been torn apart, possibly by a skaven weapon. Lugash sank to his haunches. ‘There was a fight here,’ he said, rubbing a bit of grit between his fingers. ‘A dozen duardin, by the boot-prints. We’ve crossed their trail several times now. Must’ve cut their way in, and fought their way up. Tough.’

			‘Oken,’ Volker said. His heart leapt. If Oken had made it this far, perhaps he’d already found the spear. Volker touched one of the powder burns on the wall and tasted the residue on his finger. ‘It was definitely him.’

			‘How can you tell?’ Zana asked.

			‘I recognise the mixture.’ He hawked and spat, clearing the taste from his mouth. ‘We’re on the right trail.’

			‘They must’ve used the skaven attack as a distraction. The grots would’ve been too preoccupied fighting the ratmen to see off a small group like that.’ Zana spoke clinically. Calculatingly. ‘Good plan.’

			‘It didn’t work,’ Nyoka said. She traced the wall with her hand. Her head was cocked, as if she were listening for something. ‘The skaven fought their way down from above and up from below, trapping them.’

			‘They pressed on, from here,’ Lugash growled. ‘Look – they blew down a walkway, used it to cut across. Risky, that.’

			‘Not for Oken,’ Volker said. The balcony had ended at the entrance to one of the twisting walkways. Someone had used explosives, planted at the opposite end and likely lit by use of a powder trail, to send the walkway crashing down a level and creating a makeshift ramp. It would have been a difficult descent, but preferable to fighting their way through the entangled tunnels and corridors. ‘Look, rock-claws.’ He nudged a metal grapple, sunk deep into the ruptured wood. ‘And they’ve left the ropes.’

			‘They expected to come back,’ Zana said.

			‘They didn’t,’ Lugash said.

			‘That’s why we’re here,’ Volker said, extending the lantern out over the fallen walkway. He hefted one of the ropes and gave it an experimental tug. ‘And that’s why we’re going down.’ He hooked the lantern to his belt, slung his rifle and took hold of one of the ropes. ‘Stay up here if you like, but I’m taking the light with me.’

			Zana chuckled. ‘And that’s why you’re in charge.’

			Yuhdak of the Ninefold Path, last prince of the City of Tiers, pulled his blade from the body of a grot, and sighed. Small green bodies littered the wooden corridor behind him, stretching back to the entrance he’d made, in various states of destruction. Curtains of tattered webbing fluttered about him as he stepped over the newest body and pressed on.

			His landing had not been an easy one. The mortal’s rifle ball had struck him in the head. The crystal of his helmet was cracked and broken in places and his ears still rang. Only the magics wrought into his armour and woven into his robes had saved him when he’d slipped from his perch atop the Great King’s head.

			He had crashed into the canopy of Gorch and been set upon by hungry spiders. Hundreds of them. He had burned them from the trees, and their webs with them. The survivors had recognised the fire for what it was, and fled. He had followed, trusting in the Changer of Ways to guide his path, even as the rulers of the forest had dogged his trail.

			Yuhdak had fought his way down through the forest, by spell and blade, until he reached the highest branches of the place he sought. The duardin had colonised the forest, one tree at a time. They had travelled through branches, hollowed out to make sky-bridges, or along roots smoothed and flattened to make roads, stretching between immense towers of bark. An industrious folk, though blind to the greater cosmic truth.

			Every branch and root stretched back to this place – the oldest and greatest tree in a forest of such trees. Higher than the tallest spires of the City of Tiers, with roots sunk more deeply than any skaven burrow, it was a place unlike any other. But as with the rest of the realm, it had suffered. The duardin who had hollowed it out and made it over into a citadel were long gone, and a new folk had claimed it.

			Yuhdak spun, his sword licking out to remove a creeping grot’s head. Two more lunged at him from bore-holes in the walls and ceiling, clutching stone blades. Another burst from the webs, tattooed fingers gripping the haft of a crudely made spear.

			The scrawny shapes fell one by one, joining the rest, as the sigils on his blade glowed more brightly with each death. The weapon stretched in his grip, pleased. The daemon bound within the iron was a thing of simple hungers. Or it had been, once. With every life it took, it grew stronger, testing the sigils that held it trapped. Soon it might even resist him, or worse, seek to turn in his hand. The only trustworthy thing about daemons was that you couldn’t trust them, even with your heel on their throat.

			The thing in the blade whined in sudden agitation. The hilt squirmed in his grip. He murmured softly to it, wishing his murder-flock were here. He had not seen a single raven since his fall from the Great King. He did not think they had abandoned him. Then, like the daemon in his sword, they were not truly trustworthy. The blade whined again. Improbably, something had frightened it.

			And that something was watching him. Yuhdak could feel the weight of its attentions now. It was no daemon or sending. Nor was it simply a beast. But something else. He turned, lifting his hand. Witchfire crawled about his fingers, casting its strange light to the far corners of the ruin. In the flickering glow, he could make out the barbarous markings daubed on the walls. The grots were possessed of a manic creativity, when they weren’t busy eating each other. Curious despite himself, Yuhdak examined the markings.

			The symbols were easy to decipher. His glowing fingers traced markings relating to the weather, and great battles – mostly ambushes. But there was something else, one symbol repeated over and over again. That of the spider. Not unexpected, perhaps, given the nature of the grots’ particular breed of savagery. But there was something…

			He touched one of the eight-legged symbols, and froze. Whatever was watching him was no longer doing so passively. Instead, it was studying him with the cool gaze of a hunter that had sighted its prey. The sword quivered in his hand, the daemon screaming a warning in his head. He whirled, slashing at shadows. Shadows with too many legs, too many eyes.

			In the dark, something spoke.

			Yuhdak shuddered as that awful voice scraped against the walls of his soul. It was not the voice of a thinking being, but instead that of a force of nature. It battered at him, and he stumbled back, shaking his head, desperate to clear it. The voice continued to scythe into him, peeling his thoughts back. He tried to resist, but it was too powerful. This place belonged to it, as all places like this belonged to it.

			He dropped to one knee and hastily carved sigils in the rough bark of the floor. As he turned, still carving, the voice grew dim. When the last protective mark had been carved, it fell away, like the sound of a distant storm. But it did not disperse. Breathing heavily, he tried to gather his scattered thoughts.

			There were spiders watching him. Hundreds of them. Small ones mostly, no bigger than his finger, but with a few larger, fist-sized ones mixed in. All of them clung to the webs, their glittering eyes fixed on him. And whatever he’d felt was watching him through those eyes. He felt a chill as he realised what it was he faced. The Spider God. Not a true god, but as good as, in the places where it chose to spin its webs. Places like this.

			True god or no, it was as much a predator as the Great King. And just as dangerous.

			Yuhdak forced himself to remain calm. There was no profit in panic. To run or flee would only see him brought low. He needed to think. To–

			The weight of the god’s attentions suddenly shifted. Yuhdak stared into the dark as he heard a familiar croak and the flutter of wings. A stream of avian bodies filled the corridor, racing forwards to swoop down on the spiders. The ravens spun about him, a typhoon of feathers and talons. He felt the awful weight of the Spider God retract, with the instinctual wariness of a beast confronted by something new.

			Then, it was gone, scuttling away, back into the dark places, to seek easier prey. He looked up as the leader of the flock extended her hand. ‘Are you injured?’ she asked, hauling him to his feet.

			‘Only my pride. Your flock?’

			She shrugged. ‘We persist. The Kharadron do not. All is as the Great Raven wills.’ She peered at the webs. For the first time, he heard a flicker of emotion in her voice. ‘We have incurred the wrath of something old. It has retreated, but is still close by.’

			‘The Spider God,’ Yuhdak said. ‘A facet of Gorkamorka.’ He hesitated. ‘I think.’ He felt the old lure of forbidden knowledge. Part of him yearned to study this place and the presence he felt here. To unpick the strands of its web and see what crouched at the centre. But there were some cocoons best left unravelled.

			He passed a hand through the air, and murmured a few words. The air throbbed, and his senses with it. He could taste the magic of the spear, inundating the ancient wood like damp rot. The weapons were things of divine favour, forged in the heat of a god’s wrath and cooled in blood. They could not be hidden by mortal means. Not for long, anyway.

			He pointed. ‘That way.’

			‘Is it here?’ she asked, one hand on the hilt of her sword. Her warriors stood around him now, though he had not noticed them changing shape. Their black eyes bored into his own, expectantly.

			‘It must be,’ Yuhdak said, warily. ‘Where is the Kel? Close?’

			‘Not close enough,’ she said. ‘We led him astray, even now, and into the path of another. The survivor will be easy meat.’ She drew her sword. ‘We should keep moving.’ She looked pointedly at the thick folds of web that clung to the walls. More spiders were gathering anew, in the high strands.

			Yuhdak nodded. ‘So we shall.’ He held out a hand, palm flat, over the body of a grot. He spoke three bleak words. Something like steam rose from the scrawny corpse – the last memories and thoughts of the dead creature, trapped in its cooling flesh. Swiftly, he shaped them into a crude approximation of a spider, and set it free. The glowing white arachnid scuttled away.

			‘Come. It will take us by safe roads to that which we seek.’

		

	
		
			CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
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			PIT OF THE SPIDER GOD

			The climb down was arduous and took longer than Volker had thought. The air grew thick and warm the lower they went, and the smell of greenskins grew stronger. Oken and his party had been forced to defend themselves several times during their descent, by the looks of it. Dead spiders hung mangled in their webs, their green-skinned riders dangling beside them. But they were not alone – at the end of one rope on the bottom of the slope, a dead clansman slumped, arrows jutting from his flesh. He had been small for a duardin, and his beard had been dyed a vibrant green, for reasons he had taken with him into death.

			‘A few days,’ Nyoka murmured, examining the body. ‘Not long ago.’ She looked at the others. ‘He was among those who visited the Libraria Vurmis with Oken.’

			As Volker knelt to examine the body, Zana grabbed his arm. ‘Don’t. If these greenskins are anything like the grots in the Quicksilver Basin, they steep their weapons in poison. No reason to risk it.’

			Reluctantly he stood, and looked around. He didn’t know what he’d been expecting. Something more than just what appeared to be the mouth of an enormous cistern, occupying the centre of a large, semi-spherical chamber. ‘This is a vault?’ he asked. His voice echoed oddly in the strange proportions of the chamber.

			It was shaped like a hexagon, with each facet carved to ­represent what Volker thought must be some pivotal event in the lodge’s history, from its founding to the birth of the first runeson. Each facet faced towards the cistern at the centre. Great chains hung from the concave, multifaceted ceiling, dangling down into the cistern from a complex pulley system. The mechanisms that controlled the system hulked nearby, surrounded by a thicket of stakes, topped by skulls clad in the tarnished helms of Fyreslayer warriors.

			More stakes occupied the entirety of the chamber’s floor space, and heaving shrouds of web suffocated the upper reaches. Lugash seemed to hunch in on himself as he led them through the grisly field of death. ‘Greenskins have funny ideas about ghosts, and the dead,’ Zana said softly, studying one of the skulls. ‘They probably thought they were honouring them, rather than desecrating them.’

			‘Why are they all facing the pit?’ Nyoka murmured. ‘Look – not one of them is staring outwards. As if…’ She frowned. ‘As if in reverence for something.’

			‘They died defending the vault,’ Lugash said heavily. ‘Some would have survived, escaping through hidden paths, carrying what they could. But the rest would have made a stand here.’ His face was set and stiff, as if it too had been carved from wood. ‘How many times must we die thus, father?’ he demanded suddenly, his voice loud. He looked up, weapons in hand. ‘How many times must your sons and daughters die, defending the ruins you left behind as your bequest?’

			Volker followed his gaze. Above, just visible through the webs, was a carving of what could only be Grimnir. The god was scowling down protectively at the vault – or what was left of it. Lugash shook his head and cursed softly. ‘They didn’t even take it.’

			‘What?’ Volker moved to the edge of the cistern, and looked down. Something gleamed in the depths. He set the lantern down, so that its light reached the other side of the cistern, illuminating more stakes. More skulls. All staring into the pit.

			‘It is an old way, little practised these days. The lodge’s gold is held suspended on a scale. If it is too light, the lodge knows it is time to walk the war-road. If it is too heavy, it is time for the lodge to send out its sons and daughters to form new lodges. A steady flame burns longest.’ Lugash looked up. ‘The chains were cut – see? The gold dumped into the guts of the tree, where no one could get it easily. The last act of this place’s runefather, I’d wager.’

			‘It should have been easy enough, for the spider-riders,’ Zana said, peering over the edge. ‘But then, what would little savages like that know about gold?’

			‘Or maybe something else got to it first.’ Volker peered at the chains, and then down at the rim of the pit, where a second set of chains was visible, extruding from knotholes in the lip of the cistern. These stretched down into the glittering dark below. ‘More chains, leading down. Another pulley system?’

			‘The vent,’ Lugash said, studying them. He gestured to another, smaller mechanism nearby – a collection of cogwheels, pulleys and levers. ‘That’ll be the control. It opens a shaft below. Probably drops the gold deep into some underground river or other.’ He frowned. ‘They must’ve not had time to open that one. It could be our way down.’ His frown deepened. ‘What–?’

			Volker looked. A warm breeze swept over him, and he could see something glittering in the dark below. Ragged shafts of light pierced the gloom, showing huge gouges in the belly of the cistern, as if something had torn great wounds in its shell.

			‘They smashed into the vault from the bottom, and gutted it. All that gold…’ Lugash peered down into the glittering depths, his eyes blank. ‘So much of it,’ he continued, absently. ‘They just… left it.’

			Volker felt a chill as he realised what Lugash was saying. The skaven had fought their way up from below, and burrowed into the vault. ‘Maybe they weren’t after gold.’ If the spear had been with the gold, it would possibly have been dumped into the depths as well.

			‘You think Gung is down there,’ Nyoka said. It wasn’t a question.

			He checked the chains and found that they seemed sturdy enough. ‘Only one way to find out,’ he said. And perhaps find out what happened to Oken, as well, though that hope was becoming dimmer with every passing moment. He wondered what he would do if the old duardin were dead. He pushed the thought aside. He would think about it later… if there was a later.

			‘You can’t go down there alone,’ Zana protested.

			‘I’ll go with the manling,’ Lugash said. He tugged on one of the chains, tested it. ‘I’m the only one who knows what might be waiting down there, if there’s anything left of the vault.’ He glanced at them. ‘Some lodges set little surprises for would-be thieves.’

			‘We should all go,’ Zana said, stubbornly.

			‘Hsst.’ Nyoka turned, gripping her hammer tightly. ‘Hear that?’

			‘What?’ Volker asked. Then, he did. The persistent thud-thud-thud of drums, sounding in the hollow places of the tree.

			‘Drums,’ Lugash muttered. ‘Drums in the dark. They must’ve finished off the manling and his beast. Every tribe of spider-riders in this place will be on our trail now, and they’re probably spoiling for a fight, after what the skaven did to them. Their chieftains will be looking for a victory to save their own skins.’

			‘We’re hardly a victory,’ Volker said. ‘There’s only six of us. Well – four.’

			‘Good odds, from a grot’s perspective.’ Lugash smiled humourlessly. ‘It’ll take them some time to mobilise properly. If we’re going, we need to go now.’

			‘No – you will not.’

			A flash of blinding light stunned them. There was a shriek of tearing air, and the smell of hot metal. A coruscating typhoon of azure fire swept out, surrounding them and driving them back from the edge of the cistern. The witchfire coiled about them, making strange, nauseating shapes before fading away into winking motes. Volker’s vision cleared. A shimmering figure strode towards them, surrounded by a croaking cloud of ravens.

			‘Fate is a jester,’ the newcomer said, almost gently. ‘That I should find you here can be nothing else, save an expression of cosmic humour – a jape, a merriment, an infinite jest, composed by the mind of a god.’ He cocked his head. ‘Don’t you think?’

			He was tall, almost abnormally so, and clad in crystalline armour, over robes of blue. A sword hung loosely in one hand, and one eye was visible through a great crack in his helm. Ravens perched on his shoulders, or hopped at his feet.

			Volker swung his long rifle around and fired. The sorcerer waved a hand and, impossibly, the ball stopped in mid-flight, halfway between barrel and target. The Arcanite gestured, examining the lead ball from every angle. ‘A thousand ripples from a single stone. You cast it so freely, seeing only the intended path. As if by belief alone you might make it so. But, it can be diverted, like… so.’ Fingers twitched and the ball sped away to the side. It struck a skull on its stake, shattering it into jagged shards. ‘Fate is not a tool to be wielded by the hands of the ignorant. The gods suffer only a craftsman to make something of it.’

			Volker ignored the sorcerer’s ranting and began to reload. The others spread out, weapons ready. The sorcerer and his ravens watched, seemingly in no hurry to dispatch them. He laughed softly. ‘Can you feel it, I wonder? We are being watched – all of us. An awful wisdom sits in places such as this, and finds us wanting.’ The Arcanite paced towards them, sword hanging loosely from his grip. ‘The god of all spiders has set his shadow on this place, hiding it from the gaze of god and man alike. Fitting, then, that it took vermin such as the skaven to find it.’

			Volker hesitated, remembering what Grungni had said, about being unable to see Oken. Did the Arcanite speak the truth? Was something else here, watching them? The echo of drums grew louder and the shrill shrieks of grots grew closer. The air in the chamber became still and heavy, and the shadows seemed to thicken in anticipation.

			The Arcanite peered at him. ‘You. You’re the one who shot me. Before, I mean.’ He touched the crack in his helmet. ‘An impertinence I could forgive, under other circumstances. But today I am running low on mercy.’ The Arcanite raised a gilded claw and started to speak. The air throbbed with the power in his words, and a sickly glow suffused his hand as he began to gesture.

			The world slowed to a crawl as Volker levelled his rifle, hoping his next shot would play out better than his first. He knew, even as his finger closed on the trigger, that he would not be able to pull it in time.

			Something dropped down on the Arcanite from above. Not a ­spider, as he thought at first, but something equally dangerous. Adhema rode the sorcerer to the floor, one arm pressed against the back of his neck. He yelped in shock and pain. His spell lashed the air and the vampire sprang away.

			She slid back towards Volker, laughing harshly. Arrows studded her armour, and there were cuts on her marble cheeks. ‘You’re welcome, by the way,’ she tossed over her shoulder.

			‘For what?’ Volker asked, incredulous.

			‘Finding reinforcements, of course,’ she crowed. A moment later, the walls and ceiling were alive with swiftly moving forms. Spiderfang grots poured into the chamber, their ululating calls filling the air. The sorcerer staggered to his feet and sent a wave of sorcerous fire washing over the first knot of scuttling shapes. He barked a command, and his ravens twisted and swelled into black armoured warriors, who raced to cut down the approaching grots. Several peeled off from the flock and sped towards Volker and the others. At their head was the woman who had led the raid on the Libraria Vurmis.

			Adhema met her, sword to sword, moments before she reached Volker. ‘Hello, poppet. Come to finish our dance?’ 

			The raven-woman said nothing, but the ferocity with which she met Adhema spoke volumes. The two traded brutal blows, before splitting apart. 

			Adhema glanced at Volker. ‘You look surprised to see me, Azyrite.’

			‘I thought you’d abandoned us,’ he said.

			‘Only briefly. Someone needed to keep the greenskins inside the citadel occupied, and I’m quite fast, even on foot.’ She parried the raven-woman’s blade and shoved her back. Volker made to fire, but the Arcanite was already gone, in a twist of shadow and feathers. He tried to track the raven, but it was impossible.

			The chamber had become the scene of a three-sided battle. The black-clad warriors and their soft-spoken master were mostly preoccupied with the grots, but several traded hits with Zana and Nyoka. The priestess ducked beneath an attack and sent the raven-warrior stumbling back with a crushing blow. She spun, whirling her hammer up and about, cracking the Arcanite in the knee, and then catching him full in the face as he bent forwards. Lugash rampaged among the grots, laughing wildly, his runes sparking. Volker tried to draw a bead on the sorcerer, but the Arcanite was moving too much – he flickered in and out of sight, like a mirage.

			Cursing, he gave up. ‘Can you hold the line here?’ he demanded, looking at Adhema. She nodded, even as she beheaded a grot with a casual sweep of her sword.

			‘Until I get bored,’ she said, booting a spider into the air. ‘Best hurry, though.’

			‘She’s right,’ Zana called out. She jerked her head towards the chains. ‘The priestess and I will keep the path clear. You and the doomseeker go.’ She snagged a knife from her belt and whipped it into a grot, plucking the greenskin from its spider.

			Volker nodded and hurried towards the edge of the pit, calling for Lugash. The doomseeker was covered in blood and ichor, none of it his. ‘Thought you’d forgotten, manling,’ Lugash said, grinning. ‘Thought I was going to have to go claim the spear myself.’

			‘You thought wrong.’ Volker slung his rifle and took hold of the chain. ‘Now let’s go.’ Lugash chortled and slid down the chain, into the dark. Volker waited until he’d vanished into the gloom before following. The links were large enough that he could get several fingers between them.

			‘Coming, manling?’ Lugash called up.

			Volker took a breath, and then started down.

			Grungni held the white thing in the palms of his hands, and watched it twist and change itself, as if by warping its form, it might escape him. He smiled, almost gently, and clucked his tongue. ‘No, no, my little soul. There is no escaping me. I am behind you and before you, all at once and suddenly. However far you fly, however long you live, I will still be here. I will persist unto the guttering of the last star. For that is my nature, as this contortion of flesh is now yours.’

			The thing screamed. A tiny sound, a wail of discontent stretched over octaves. Grungni closed his fingers, silencing it. He considered what to do with it. He had put the question to it, after a fashion, and learned what it knew – precious little, in fact. Though, in his experience, it was the little things that wound up mattering most.

			‘What will you do with it, grandfather?’

			He glanced down, his smile fading. ‘I do not know yet, Vali. Perhaps I will try my hand at reforging it, as my brother has done.’

			‘Is such a thing worth so much effort?’ Vali said, sourly. The old duardin frowned thunderously, his pinched features settling into a familiar expression of discontent. 

			Grungni sighed and placed the white thing into his apron. It squalled piteously, begging an uncaring god for salvation. Somewhere, that god was possibly laughing. It was in his nature to do so, being a great one for japes and tricks.

			‘Better to ask whether any task is worth any amount of effort. The answer is inevitably… possibly. We won’t know until we’re done.’ 

			Grungni looked down at his bondsman, and felt a flicker of – not quite guilt, but something like it. Vali was old. Older than he should be, and it weighed on him. Every decade he grew a little more gnarled and knotted, body tightening against itself as the spark within him sought more fuel to keep itself alight. He’d been kind once, had Vali. A great teacher and student, in one. Now…

			‘This is not worth doing,’ he said. It was not quite a sneer. One did not sneer at a god. Vali clung to propriety the way a drowning man clung to a broken spar. ‘It is a waste. We could make new weapons in the time we spend searching for these… these lamentable devices.’ He grimaced. ‘Foolishness.’

			Grungni snorted. Vali had ways of calling him a fool without stating it outright. ‘And if it is, it is my foolishness. Besides, I prefer to think of it as a gamble.’ He sighed, and looked around his smithy. The first smithy, and the last. Forges flickered with fires first set millennia ago, which had never been doused. And never would be, if he had any say in it. It was in these fires he had forged the first weapons of sigmarite, from the core of a dying world. He smiled, revelling in old satisfactions.

			‘Have I ever told you how I met Sigmar, Vali?’

			‘Many times,’ Vali said, bluntly.

			Grungni blinked. ‘Ah. Well, he’s a good lad, for all that. Bit headstrong, bit rough around the edges, but there’s a good seam there, running through him.’ He frowned. ‘Not like the other one, hiding there at the centre of all that is, like some great spider.’ He sighed. ‘Though even in him, something gleams. It’s the way of mortals, I think. They’re weighed down with possibility, even when they don’t see it.’

			Vali spat. ‘The Three-Eyed King lost any claim on mortality a long time ago. Before the realms even existed.’ He shook his head and clenched his hands. ‘Would that I had his head here, bent over an anvil, and a hammer in my hands.’

			‘And would you kill him, Vali?’

			‘In a heartbeat.’

			Grungni stared at him in silence, pondering his servant’s words. Vali’s kin, he recalled, had been slain by Archaon, in those last, fateful days before the end of the beginning. ‘And what if he, too, could be forged anew? Would you kill him then, or make of him something better?’

			Vali shook his head. ‘He is rusted through. Him and all his kind.’

			‘It is said that there is worth, even amid the rust.’

			Vali snorted. ‘Who says?’

			‘Well, me. I said it.’ Grungni sighed. ‘Leave me, Vali. There must be something you need to take care of. Some poor soul in this vast smithy surely requires chastising.’ He turned away, to select a hammer from among the plethora on a nearby rack. He heard Vali shuffle off in a cloud of discontented muttering.

			‘You’re cruel to him, old one.’

			‘Who are you calling old, white-beard?’ Grungni said, striking an anvil. Sparks danced through the air, twisting into new and interesting shapes. They fluttered about the hooded head of the cloaked duardin who sat nearby, perched on an old, splintery stool, smoking­ a long pipe. A massive overflow of white beard spilled out of the hood and down across a barrel chest. Broad arms, thick with ancient ­muscle, were crossed over the chest. A heavy foot was propped up on an overturned bucket.

			‘True. I always forget which of us is older. Are you my grandfather, or am I yours?’

			Grungni winced. ‘I wish you wouldn’t pose riddles like that.’

			‘A riddle is a whetstone for the mind, Maker. You know that.’ Smoke spilled upwards out of the bowl of the pipe. For a moment, Grungni saw tiny figures there, working, fighting, dancing, and felt something that might have been sadness. The old duardin waved a hand, dismissing the images. ‘And nostalgia only serves to dull the wit.’

			‘Like strong drink. Yet we indulge regardless.’

			The pipe-smoker chuckled. ‘So we do.’ The chuckles faded, and the ancient figure leaned forwards. ‘This world moves faster than I am used to, Maker. Faster than we expect, at times. Years fall like rain, and the manlings rise like grain.’

			‘Poetry, my friend?’

			‘Nothing wrong with that.’ The white-beard sniffed. ‘I’ve a fair singing voice, as well. Beat me a tune with that hammer of yours, if you doubt me.’

			‘I beg thy pardon, old friend,’ Grungni said, with elaborate courtesy. ‘Now, did you come here to brag about your voice, or to tell me something?’

			‘Both.’ The heavy boots thudded to the floor. The sound they made was heavier than it ought to have been. The ancient had a gravity to him. He was somehow more real than the world around him. Where he walked, it bent itself into pleasing shapes, and time flowed in rivulets, rather than as a mighty torrent. He was an impossibility. Or perhaps – an impurity. Something old, which had staggered onto a new shore, wet with the blood of a dead world.

			When Grungni looked at the old one – really looked, as opposed to a glance – he did not see a mayfly spark, soon extinguished by the passing of years, but a snarling light, which would resist even the ultimate darkness. A fire as old as time and as hot as a realm’s core. The light was so bright that even a god could not long stare into it without blinking. He did so now, slowly and with great thought.

			The old one spoke, bluntly and with no hesitation. ‘Drums beat in the Varanspire. The call to war might last a day, or a century. None can say. The hand of Death stretches out from the amethyst realm, gathering souls the way a miser gathers coins. Rats gnaw at the roots of all the realms, scuttling between the walls of all that is, seeking crumbs from the table of the gods. All these things are happening, and have always happened. But now, the eyes of some are turning to you, Maker, and your scheme.’

			‘Is that an accusation, white-beard?’

			The ancient duardin shrugged. ‘A warning. The threads of fate grow more tangled, the harder you pull on them. And this is a mighty tug indeed.’

			‘The Eight Lamentations cannot be allowed to fall into the hands of the enemy.’

			‘They were in their hands before.’

			Grungni paused. He ran his palm over the surface of the anvil, feeling the residual heat from his earlier blow. ‘Now is not then. As you well know.’

			‘No. It isn’t. And your enemy isn’t who he was, then.’

			Grungni turned, a frown creasing his features. ‘Careful, old one. I will allow a certain amount of familiarity, but I am still he who forged the sun, and hammered the spine of the world into shape.’

			‘Are you? Or are you merely the shadow of him, cast on the far wall of a smithy?’ The ancient duardin tapped his chest. ‘We all might be shadows, in the end. Not for me to say, of course.’ He rocked to his feet and stood, with a slight groan. ‘Though I wager a shadow wouldn’t ache so.’ He pointed the stem of his pipe at Grungni. ‘I will keep my eyes and ears open, Maker. If I see or hear anything related to your quest, I shall send word.’

			Grungni nodded. ‘My thanks, grandfather.’

			The ancient duardin laughed. ‘Not that old, I think.’

			He was gone a moment later. Grungni made no attempt to watch him leave. There were limits, even to a god’s power, and if the old one did not wish to be seen, he would not be seen. Instead, he turned his attention to the anvil, and the hammer in his hand.

			One rang down on the other, and Grungni listened to what the sparks had to say.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER NINETEEN
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			WEB OF THE ARACHNAROK

			The web stank.

			Volker had wrapped a rag about his face, but it did little to help with the smell. It was also difficult to traverse, being exceedingly sticky. He was glad he was wearing gloves and boots. The web would have torn his flesh if he hadn’t been. The chain was slick in his grip, and several times he almost fell.

			Lugash seemed to have no difficulty. His runes steamed, and the web seemed to shrink away from his blades. He was using his axe as an improvised piton, when necessary, descending on the strength of his arms and shoulders alone. Volker got the feeling this wasn’t the first time the doomseeker had done this sort of thing.

			When he said as much, Lugash glared up at him. ‘You talk too much, manling.’

			‘My apologies – just trying to pass the time.’ And to keep from thinking about what was going on above, though he wasn’t having much luck.

			‘Keep it up and we’ll be knee-deep in spiders.’

			‘Spiders don’t have ears,’ Volker said, tearing his hand free of the web. He shook it, trying to dislodge the sticky strands. Above, a flash of witchfire briefly illuminated the mouth of the cistern, and he murmured a silent prayer.

			‘What?’

			Volker gestured absently. ‘No ears.’

			‘Then how do they hear?’ Lugash demanded.

			‘They sense vibrations. Through their hair.’

			Lugash stared up at him. ‘That’s ridiculous.’

			‘They also have a keen sense of smell. Through their pedipalps.’

			Lugash blinked.

			‘On their legs,’ Volker continued. He tried to concentrate on the chain, one hand after the next. His arms and legs were beginning to cramp.

			‘They smell… through their legs,’ Lugash said heavily.

			Volker nodded, stopping to rest. ‘Quite fascinating, your average spider. Like a very intricate mechanism, of sorts.’ He looked around. ‘That’s why I’m not worried about alerting them, by the way. They already know we’re here.’ He flicked a strand, causing it to quiver. ‘They felt us the moment we started our descent.’

			Lugash growled something low in his throat. Volker didn’t ask him to repeat it. Instead, he said, simply, ‘Thank you.’

			Lugash didn’t look at him. ‘For what?’

			‘Helping me. Helping Oken.’

			Lugash laughed harshly. ‘Is that why you think I’m doing this?’ He looked up, an incredulous sneer on his rough-hewn features. ‘Or any of us?’

			Volker frowned. ‘No – I know you’re doing this on Grungni’s orders, but–’

			Lugash threw back his head and guffawed. ‘I do not serve the Maker, manling.’ He grinned savagely. ‘The woman, yes, and the beast-rider, aye, but I am Lugash. I serve only the memory of my people.’

			‘Then why–’

			‘Are you deaf?’ Lugash growled. ‘You came to help your friend, I came to help my people,’ he continued. He unhooked his axe and dropped down to the next strand.

			‘What do you mean by that?’ Volker asked. While he didn’t care for the Fyreslayer’s tone, he was intrigued. Lugash had barely spoken more than three words in a row to him since they’d met. And most of those had been insults.

			‘I made an oath. My people are scattered. They have no purpose, nothing to lead them into the coming age. They build walls out of tradition, and suffocate behind them. The fire in our belly has grown dim, and our actions are but rote memory.’ Lugash stopped, head bowed. ‘We fight, but we do not know why. Only that we have always fought.’ As he spoke, the runes hammered into his flesh began to glow softly. ‘I would see my folk made whole. So I work with the Maker, and together, we might repair the soul of my people.’

			Volker stared down at the doomseeker. Lugash shook himself and looked up. ‘I do not expect you to understand, manling. Your god still lives, after all.’ He looked down. ‘There – look!’ From down below, the glint of gold reached up to caress their eyes.

			It lay scattered singly and in clumps across a thick web, woven amid the remains of an enormous, shattered platform. Piles of coin and ingot shifted gently among the sticky strands of spider-leaving, ­sliding into the dips and valleys of successive layers of web. From below, the muffled­ susurrus of water was just audible. Great holes had been bored through the cistern above and below the web, their edges blackened. Cracks ran upwards and outwards from these holes in striated fashion, the much abused wood smeared with a tarry, glistening substance that Volker recognised all too well.

			‘The skaven did this,’ he said, as he tossed a glow-bag onto the gold below. ‘There’s lubricant from their engines splattered all over the walls. They bored in with warpgrinders, chewing tunnels through the wood, until they reached the cistern.’ He refrained from stating the obvious. They were too late.

			The Spear of Shadows, if it had ever been here, was gone.

			Lugash snarled a curse and dropped down, landing amid a cascade of coinage. The sound echoed loudly in the circular space, and the web shifted. Cocoons were revealed amid the gold. Withered snouts and tails poked through these in places, but others were more sturdy. As Volker joined him on the gently bobbing web, Lugash sliced one open. A shrunken, mummified face stared up blankly. There was not a drop of fluid left in the unfortunate duardin within. Even his beard had turned brittle.

			‘Filthy spiders,’ Lugash spat.

			Volker began tearing at another cocoon, his heart a lump of ice in his chest. ‘Help me get these others open. One of them might still be alive.’

			‘Doubtful,’ Lugash grunted, but he stooped to help anyway. One by one, they tore open the cocoons, exposing the withered remnants of duardin and skaven. Several of the skaven proved to be still alive, or were, until Lugash silenced their squeals with brutal speed. Volker grew more frantic. There was every likelihood that Oken hadn’t even made it this far – that he was dead in a spider’s web, in the forest somewhere. But Volker couldn’t, wouldn’t, accept that. Not yet.

			‘Not yet,’ he hissed, ripping open a cocoon. Something glinted in the light of the glow-bag. A pair of iron-rimmed spectacles. Volker’s heart leapt. ‘Oken…’ he whispered. Then, more loudly, ‘Oken!’

			The duardin was old, his beard and hair the colour of ice and almost indistinguishable from the webs that ensnared him. Vivid scars ran across his broken features, souvenirs from an exploding cannon. Behind the spectacles, eyes blinked. Oken groaned. ‘Lad…’ he murmured.

			‘It’s me, old man,’ Volker said. ‘Rest easy – we’ll get you out of here. Lugash, come help me.’ The doomseeker started towards him, shaking his head.

			‘Luck of the Maker, this one.’

			‘Maybe the gods are watching out for us,’ Volker said. But even as he said it, in the dark, something uncoiled itself from the depths of the web. A deep, unsettling clacking echoed through the pit, and the strands began to shudder and jerk. Volker turned from the half-opened cocoon and drew one of his repeater pistols. He thumbed back the hammer and scanned the dark. A smell rose out of the depths, like corpses bloating in the sun. Clack-clack-clack. A warning sound.

			The webs bulged, and then tore with a soft sound. Something rose, eyes blinking against the light of the glow-bag. ‘Arachnarok,’ Lugash breathed. ‘Get him up, manling. I’ll hold it off.’

			‘You’re stronger than I am. You’re the only one who can get him up the chain.’ Volker took aim at the massive shape, wondering if he could get to the remaining pot of wyldfire in his satchel before the gigantic spider was on them. ‘Besides – it’s just a spider.’

			‘A big spider,’ Lugash said.

			‘Just get him up the chain, Lugash.’

			The doomseeker looked at him, for just a moment. Then he nodded. ‘There’s gold in your veins, manling. And iron in your spine.’ He began to hack away at the strands holding Oken’s cocoon in place.

			‘I’d settle for powder and shot in my guns,’ Volker muttered, keeping his eyes on the arachnarok as it crept closer. He doubted the repeater would penetrate its hide. But if he could hit it in one of its many eyes…

			The monster struck, moving more quickly than he’d thought. Like the gargant they’d faced outside, the creature was wounded. Something had burned it, and badly. But it was still fast, and lethal. He held his ground and fired. The repeater pistol bucked, splitting the dark. The arachnarok twitched back with a sound like a shriek. Volker clawed a second shot cylinder from his satchel, counting the moments under his breath. One… two… three… He slammed the cylinder home and locked it into place. Cogwheels clicked into position, and he snapped the barrel up, even as the spider lunged forwards again.

			‘Bastard – back,’ he snarled. Another burst of fire, another not-quite shriek. The light of the shot hurt it more than the shot itself, he thought. He reloaded, eyeing the beast as it crept around them, moving slowly. When he’d finished, he reached into his satchel for another glow-bag. Crushing the paste against his cuirass, he smeared it across the metal. The glow brightened and the great spider retreated, eyes glittering evilly.

			‘Manling – get over here,’ Lugash called, one hand on the chain. He had Oken’s cocoon over one shoulder and his axe in his free hand.

			‘I thought I told you to get up the chain,’ Volker called out.

			‘And when did I start listening to you?’ Lugash snarled. ‘I’ve got an idea.’

			‘Oh, well, if you’ve got an idea,’ Volker said. 

			The arachnarok had stopped its circling. It was readying itself for another lunge. He reached into his satchel, feeling for a clay pot. When he found it, he muttered his thanks to whatever gods were listening. Grungni, perhaps. Sigmar, hopefully. He took aim at the arachnarok, watching it quiver in anticipation. He would only have one chance.

			He tossed the wyldfire, levelled his pistol, and fired. The explosion deafened him momentarily, but he’d been on enough battlefields not to let it cost him time. He was up and moving, head ringing, blinking sparks from his eyes, before the first splatter of fire caught. The arachnarok was thrashing in agitation, startled and possibly blinded by the sudden flash. It wouldn’t be distracted for long.

			As he stumbled through shifting piles of gold towards the chains, he felt the web tremble beneath him, disturbed by the giant arachnid’s distress. Heat kissed his back as the fire roared up, licking greedily at the cocoons and wood. He lunged for the chain at Lugash’s urging. He caught hold of it as Lugash chopped through the chain, and the fires spread rapidly across the webs. The ancient mechanisms began to clatter as the chain shot upwards, jerking Volker and the doomseeker off their feet and up with it, at great speed. Volker concentrated on holding on, as below him the arachnarok retreated from the flames, shrieking.

			‘Get ready to jump,’ Lugash hollered as they approached the rim of the cistern. Volker’s heartbeat thudded like thunder in his ears. The chain clattered thunderously as it zipped upwards, and then Lugash was leaping, and Volker followed. His gloved hands slapped down, seeking purchase on the wood. He found it at the last moment, digging his fingers into the rough bark. He glanced aside and saw that Lugash had hooked himself to the rim with his axe. The doomseeker laughed wildly. ‘Some fun, eh?’

			‘No,’ Volker said, through gritted teeth. He looked down. The fire was raging through the webs below, speedily devouring every strand. He couldn’t spot the arachnarok, and hoped that meant it had perished or retreated deeper into the cistern. Muscles straining, he hauled himself out of the cistern. Lugash scrambled up, still carrying the cocoon.

			The battle for the vault was raging on. Volker spotted Zana and Adhema trying to cut their way towards the sorcerer as he flung an eldritch bolt into a rearing spider twice his size. Nyoka fought nearby, on the edge of the pit, her voice cutting through the noise of combat like a knife. Her prayers rose and fell like a song and her hammer pulped green skulls with abandon. A black-clad shape darted towards her.

			Volker swung his long rifle up and fired. The raven-warrior twitched aside, distracted. Nyoka spun and smashed him from his feet, knocking him over the edge of the cistern. She nodded her thanks. ‘A timely return,’ she said, extending her hand. Volker caught it and she hauled him to his feet.

			‘We have to get out of here,’ Volker said. Arrows pattered against the ground at his feet, and they ducked behind the mechanisms controlling the vault-chains. Spiders skittered towards them, their greenskin riders practically gibbering in eagerness to come to grips with an enemy they easily outnumbered.

			But just before the spiders reached them, they suddenly scattered, retreating swiftly. Horns blew and the grots shrilled warnings. The chamber shook as a gust of heat billowed up from the cistern. Volker turned, a curse dying on his lips.

			The arachnarok surged up out of the pit, its hairy body aflame and its great legs stabbing down with ballista-like force, to crack the wooden floor. It emitted a scream of frustration and pain, casting about blindly. Driblets of fire splashed across the floor, turning the wood black. ‘Looks like there’s still some fight in her,’ Lugash said, eyeing the creature. ‘Not for long, though.’ He sprinted towards the beast before Volker could stop him. Volker hooked Oken’s cocoon and dragged it into cover.

			‘He’s going to get himself killed,’ he said.

			‘We can but follow the paths the gods have laid out before us,’ Nyoka said. She peered up at the arachnarok as it stepped over them. ‘Still, that is a very big spider.’

			The creature wailed as one of its legs slammed down, narrowly missing the sorcerer. He rolled to his feet and hacked at the monstrous spider, ignoring the flames that licked at his robes. The monster turned, following him. Volker grunted in satisfaction, hoping they’d kill each other – or at least give him time to reload.

			Smoke flooded the chamber, rising from the now burning webs and crackling wood. Everywhere the arachnarok trod, it spread the flames. ‘Mixture was off,’ he muttered to himself. The fire wasn’t going out, as it should have. Instead, the whole chamber was rapidly becoming an inferno. Burning strands of web drifted down from above and the atmosphere grew stifling. He saw Zana staggering towards him, beating at flames on her clothing. He reached out and hauled her into cover.

			Between coughs, she said, ‘This is your doing, isn’t it?’

			‘The mixture was off,’ he said. ‘Where’s Adhema?’

			‘Staying out of the way,’ the vampire said, from her perch atop the mechanism. ‘The birdies are flying the coop, poppet.’ She pointed.

			Volker saw a storm of ravens spiralling away towards the safety of the tunnels. Some of them didn’t make it, and were caught by the flames, or the arachnarok’s snapping mandibles. ‘Where’s the sorcerer?’

			‘I lost track of him once that creature started blundering around. If he’s smart, he’s already run…’ She twisted, bounding from her perch as a blade thudded down, chopping into the wood.

			‘No one has ever accused me of intelligence,’ the Arcanite said, stepping through the smoke. He motioned, and a line of flame drove Volker and the others back, separating them from Adhema. Within the flames, hateful faces leered and gibbered, hissing curses and whispering secrets. The sorcerer tore his blade free of the mechanism as Adhema lunged for him. He parried her blow and gestured, spitting syllables, and she screamed as an amethyst light suffused her form. Her ­marble flesh was suddenly riven by black cracks and her armour squealed and began to flake away into rust. She staggered back, clutching at her head. Her hair was going white, even as her face shrank in on itself.

			‘But then, perhaps I am not alone in my foolishness,’ he continued. He raised his sword, intending to bury it in Adhema’s heart. ‘First you, and then the rest.’

			The smoke behind him billowed and burst wide, disgorging a massive feline shape. The sorcerer turned, visible eye widening. Then he was falling backwards, buried beneath the bulk of a snarling demigryph. Roggen leaned forwards in his saddle and brought his mace down, smashing the sword from the sorcerer’s grip and sending it clattering away. ‘My apologies for my tardiness, my friends. It took me forever to find my way through this maze.’

			The knight looked much the worse for wear, his armour battered and scored by blows, and his helmet missing. Blood matted his hair and arms, but his strength seemed undiminished. Harrow too was covered in blood and wounds. The broken shafts of arrows stuck out of her hide, and her beak was chipped. The demigryph snapped at the sorcerer’s head. As she did so, his form wavered like moonlight and bled away into a radiant fog, which soon became lost in the smoke and flame.

			‘Coward,’ Roggen said. ‘Always, they run.’ He slid from the saddle, stumbled, straightened. He was breathing heavily. ‘Still, for the best, I think. We could do with a rest.’ He glanced at Adhema. Her hair had darkened once more, though black veins still marked her cheeks. ‘Do you yet persist, my lady?’

			‘I persist,’ she rasped, ignoring his proffered hand. ‘Only my pride was injured.’

			‘I’m sure it will heal quickly,’ Zana said. Adhema hissed.

			The vampire looked at Roggen. ‘You saved me some pain, mortal. I’ll not forget that.’ She cocked her head. ‘Unless I do.’

			Roggen bowed his shaggy head in acknowledgement. Before he could speak, the arachnarok screamed again, reminding them that it was somehow, improbably, still active. The great spider staggered back towards the pit, flames dripping from its massive shape. It was dead, but didn’t know it yet. A brawny shape clung to its abdomen, hacking away. Lugash, Volker realised with a start.

			The Fyreslayer seemed utterly unperturbed by the flames licking about him, as he chopped at the arachnarok’s flesh. The monster staggered, slamming into a support column. Wood cracked and smouldered. Lugash was thrown from his perch. He rolled across the ground, narrowly avoiding the arachnarok’s legs as it flailed about, trying to regain its balance. It screeched again, a subsonic wail of confusion and agony.

			By some instinct, it managed to home in on the stunned doomseeker. It rose up over him as he clambered dazedly to his feet. Volker lifted his rifle, knowing it was useless. Before he could pull the trigger, the chamber began to shake. The ceiling cracked, not from the heat of the rising flames but from something above.

			A moment later, an explosion tore open the chamber, splitting the ceiling and sending immense shards of burning wood hurtling down. One of the largest pierced the arachnarok through, like a well-thrown spear, pinning the giant spider to the floor of the chamber. The sudden updraught drew the fire aloft, simultaneously snuffing much of it out. Dust and splinters rained down, mingling with the smoke.

			Heavy ladders, made from chains and metal slats, clattered down from above. Weighted on the bottoms, they struck the floor and anchored themselves. Armoured figures clambered down quickly, weapons on their backs. As they dropped to the ground, they assumed a defensive formation. Any grots that hadn’t already fled were shot down with ruthless efficiency by the Grundstok Thunderers. The armoured Kharadron spread out, moving to secure the chamber.

			A moment later, Captain Brondt climbed down to join them. ‘Still alive then? Good.’ He stumped towards them, grinning widely around his cheroot, his head still bandaged. ‘That’s a favour you owe me, Mathos. For an even three, I’ll even give you transport out of this forest.’

			‘Three? You dirty chiseller!’ Zana was on her feet. ‘Two, and I won’t say anything about that night in Haar-Kesh.’

			Brondt blanched. ‘You swore you’d take that secret to your grave,’ he said. He pointed his cheroot at her. ‘Two and a half, and I’ll forget you broke that vow.’

			‘Two, or I’ll break more than that.’ Zana sheathed her sword with a flourish.

			Brondt grimaced. ‘Fine. Two.’

			Ignoring them, Volker dropped to his knees beside the cocoon. Nyoka was already working on it, carefully stripping the rough strands away from Oken’s semi-conscious form. The old duardin stirred with a groan. ‘O-Owain?’

			‘It’s me, old one.’

			‘Thought… dreaming…’ Oken slurred. ‘Spider…’

			‘It’s dead. And you’re alive.’

			‘Gung,’ Oken said. He gripped Volker’s arm tightly and tried to haul himself up, despite Nyoka’s protestations. ‘They took it, boy,’ he croaked, eyes wide and wild. ‘The skaven have the Spear of Shadows. And gods help whatever fool gets in their way.’

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY
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			WARP-WHEEL

			The massive conglomeration of rusted iron, bronze and steel sped along the Amber Steppes, leaving the grasses aflame in its wake. It resembled nothing so much as an immense wheel, spinning about a central sphere. The wheel was as wide as a castle wall and lined with gouging teeth of iron, which caught the earth and tore it apart wherever the machine passed. It roared like a wounded animal as it ploughed ever forwards, emitting green-tinged smoke from various vents and orifices, which poisoned the air just above the burnt grasslands.

			A herd of wild horses stampeded ahead of the monstrous engine, their screams of terror lost within the mechanical cacophony. Some of the animals, slower than the others, were caught and dragged beneath the wheel, their thrashing bodies ground to a bloody mulch. Others were incinerated by the occasional bursts of warpfire that blasted from the dripping cannon muzzles studding the central sphere. Raging wildfires spread outwards from the wheel, sweeping across the steppes.

			‘Well?’ Warlock Engineer Quell, formerly of the Clan Skryre, now a clan of one, hissed, staring at his assistant. The device currently juddering its way across the steppes was both his crowning achievement and the current object of his frustration. He sat in his throne within the command chamber. Whistling pipes, sparking conduits and trembling control devices filled the compartment, each one an invaluable part of a magnificent whole. His crew-rats scurried back and forth, seeing to the needs of the great machine, keeping it on course and intact.

			Just like Vex was supposed to be doing. Quell’s assistant rubbed his blistered snout with a gloved paw. ‘Spiders everywhere,’ he grunted. The acolyte wore heavy goggles over his eyes to protect them from the light of the engines. He was ugly, even for a skaven. His ears had been burnt to raw nubs and most of his hair had been scorched away, leaving him a scarred, hunched thing. A bandolier of tools, mostly filched from other acolytes, hung across his scrawny chest, and he played with them constantly, much to Quell’s annoyance. ‘Need to burn them out, yes-yes.’

			‘No-no,’ Quell chittered, in frustration. ‘Fool! Idiot! No fire. Too many gases, too much pressure – you might kill us all.’ He threw up his paws in despair. ‘Surrounded by idiot-fools, yes-yes! Punishment from the Great Horned Rat! Doomed. Doomed!’

			‘They’re just spiders,’ Vex muttered.

			‘This engine is impregnable,’ Quell snarled. Saliva spattered the lenses of Vex’s goggles. ‘It was sabotage. Do not lie!’ He pointed an accusing talon at his assistant. ‘I will know-sense if you are lying.’

			‘Not lying, no-no, most impressive of tutors,’ Vex assured him, unctuously. Vex did everything unctuously. It was his single redeeming quality as far as Quell was concerned. Quell believed him, for Vex was too stupid to sabotage a work of genius like the warp-wheel, the spawn of Quell’s magnificent intellect. The greatest weapon the realms had ever seen, or would see. He slumped back on the mouldering cushions of the command throne, idly chewing on a cracked talon. Despite a few mishaps, the first test of the war-engine had been completed successfully.

			The tree-citadel had been easy enough to crack, though not without some difficulty. The gyroscopic actuator needed fine-tuning, for one. Climbing the Bastion of Excelsis would be a far more perilous prospect than rolling up the side of an overlarge, spider-infested tree. And the warpfire throwers had not performed to expectations.

			But all in all, he was pleased. As Warpfang would, no doubt, be pleased. He yanked on his whiskers, annoyed by the thought. Warpfang – that decrepit, dismissive old beast – did not deserve such a glorious weapon as this. Cruel fate had bestowed unearned gifts upon the Grand High Clawmaster, and Quell longed to snatch at least one of them back.

			A small movement caught his eye. His paw slammed down, squashing the spider. His good mood evaporated. There were spiders everywhere, lurking in the ducts, spinning webs in his precious mechanisms, laying eggs, eating his rats, poisoning his slaves. The warp-wheel was inundated with eight-legged vermin. Not to mention grots. Somehow, in some way, a pack of the scrawny greenskins had got on board. Now the majority of Quell’s crew were busy trying to hunt them down, rather than exterminating the spiders.

			Quell ground the twitching remains of the spider to paste. ‘Handle it, Vex. Or I will.’

			Vex bowed, snivelling respectfully. He hurried from the bridge, snarling at the slaves chained to the bulkhead on his way. Quell sank back into his cushions, snout wrinkled in frustration. They were off schedule, thanks to the infestation.

			The only solution was to return to his lair at Lion Crag and commence a full extermination procedure, one level at a time. The warp-wheel would need to be cleansed of the infestation before he could allow it back into the field. Warpfang wouldn’t like that. Quell snickered. All the more reason to do it, then.

			He flinched, suddenly. A strange tone quavered through the hull, startling his slaves and inciting the sudden release of fear-musk. Pawing at his snout, he thrust himself out of his throne with a hiss of annoyance.

			It had been singing since they’d found it sitting down there in the dark. Right where Skewerax had said it would be. Quell’s lip curled, at the thought of the daemon. His other patron. Skewerax was influential, if stupid, and all too willing to share what he knew with others. A fool, but a mighty one. And murderous – extremely murderous.

			He padded towards a ladder descending into the heart of the war-machine and slid down it with a chitter of annoyance. Slaves and crew-rats scurried out of his path as he loped along the narrow gantry leading to the engine chamber.

			Two armoured, fume-masked stormvermin guarded the chamber. The black-furred warriors stepped aside at Quell’s gesture, though not without some hesitation. He hissed at them in annoyance, but chastised them no further. They were still Warpfang’s warriors, and far more afraid of him than of Quell. Soon that might change, but for the time being the warlock engineer was content, if not happy.

			After all, without Warpfang’s generous supply of expendable bodies, he would never have managed to acquire the last element his glorious machine needed. He slunk into the chamber, and the oscillation over­grinder pulsed in its housing, as if in welcome. The dimensional orrery was composed of seven hundred and eighty-four separate parts, all handcrafted by the most dexterous of slaves, to his specifications.

			The great orrery whirred perpetually, one ring within the next, even as the dais turned, thanks to the efforts of the slaves chained to its base. The motion of the gyroscopic orrery was what propelled the warp-wheel along on its course, keeping it balanced. But it was the artefact within the orrery that would make the warp-wheel the most dangerous war-machine in the mortal realms.

			The spear hung suspended within the oscillating rings of the orrery. It was a long, black serpent of a thing, made from dark wood and darker iron. It seemed to drink in the light, and where its shadow fell, skaven slumped, listless. The blade was broad and leaf-shaped, like a hunting spear – meant for stabbing, as much as throwing. Strange sigils, which smouldered with a blue heat, were etched along the edge of the blade, and there were gouges on either side that resembled eyes.

			Sometimes, he thought it might be looking at him.

			The spear’s song changed as he entered the chamber, and became almost mocking. Quell ground his teeth, annoyed. Inanimate objects shouldn’t be able to look, or sing, or laugh, but somehow, the Huntsman did all three. The song was caused by a slight internal vibration, he thought, though he could only speculate as to the cause. He snatched up an iron discipline rod from nearby, and jabbed the weapon with it. ‘Hush-quiet, you!’

			The spear spun in its chains, and the song rose up like the growl of an irritated animal. Quell jabbed it again. The spear couldn’t be hurt – it was just an artefact, after all – but it made him feel better to give it a whack now and then.

			He tossed the rod aside with a satisfied growl. The spear was still singing, but much more quietly now. It was quite temperamental, for a weapon. Another thing Skewerax had forgotten to mention. Like the duardin who’d tried to steal their prize in Gorch, or the spiders even now infesting his machine.

			In fact, the daemon had left a lot out. Quell peered at the weapon, study­ing it with an engineer’s eye. The dull metal of the wide, leaf-shaped blade reflected no light and absorbed no heat. Indeed, it was cold. Colder than the waters of Gjoll, colder even than the void between stars. A cold fire, ever hungry, never dimming.

			There was a terrible strength in the spear. A ferocity that even Skewerax acknowledged and respected. Quell knew little of the weapon’s origins – only what his patron had deigned to share with him – yet he knew enough to recognise that the hand of a god had aided in its crafting. But its origins were of little interest to him.

			No, what was interesting was that the spear was a transdimensional object, occupying all realms simultaneously. That much Skewerax had told him, though in words of fewer syllables. Cast the spear, and it would strike its target, wherever they were. It would pierce the veil between realms and travel endless leagues to find its prey. But it didn’t return to the hand of its wielder – a serious design flaw, Quell felt.

			Therefore he had improved it. It had taken him months to make the calculations, even as his agents – and Skewerax’s – hunted for the spear’s location, but he had completed them as the warp-wheel thundered through Gorch. With the spear connected to his oscillation overgrinder, it would carve a path through the realms and drag the warp-wheel in its wake. There would be no citadel he could not crush, no kingdom he could not grind to rubble. And Excelsis would be the first.

			Warpfang had employed him to design a weapon capable of breaching the Bastion. And Skewerax had tasked him with finding and acquiring the Spear of Shadows. Quell, like any halfway intelligent warlock engineer, had combined both tasks, thus saving himself valuable time and energy. Only a skaven of his unmitigated brilliance could have conceived of it – a self-propelled weapon, capable of crossing the realms in the blink of an eye and crushing anything that got in its way. And soon enough, he would have the opportunity to commence the first true trial run.

			‘Yesss,’ he hissed, gazing at the spear. ‘We shall not waste you on a man-thing or a duardin-thing, no-no. We shall cast you at a city-burrow, yes-yes, and you shall take us there. The warp-wheel shall crush the walls of Excelsis, and then – the walls of every other man-thing city in the mortal realms!’ He threw back his head and cackled wildly, shaking his paws in excitement. His laughter turned to curses as a spider fell onto his face from above, and his dreams of destruction were forgotten as he struggled to crush the skittering arachnid.

			And in its nest of chains, the spear hummed to itself, and thought sharp thoughts.

			‘Greetings, Ahazian Kel.’

			Ahazian jerked his steed’s reins, forcing the animal to rear up as a shape wavered into being before him. A brightly coloured shape, delicate-seeming and crystalline, save where it was scorched black, and badly tattered. ‘Sorcerer,’ he snarled. He could smell the magics bleeding off the Arcanite.

			‘Barbarian,’ the Arcanite replied. He stood in Ahazian’s path, hands folded over the pommel of the curved blade planted before him. ‘Any further insults to share, or might we speak as civilised men?’

			‘I see only one man here,’ Ahazian said, calming the restive stallion. ‘But speak your piece, sorcerer, and be quick. Some of us have things to do.’

			‘Yes. You seek the Spear of Shadows. As do I.’

			‘And who are you?’

			‘Yuhdak of the Ninefold Path.’

			‘Never heard of you.’

			Yuhdak chuckled softly. ‘No, I expect not. But I have heard of you, Ahazian Kel. Last hero of the lost Ekran. Kinslayer and regicide.’

			Ahazian shrugged. ‘What of it?’ The sorcerer’s image wavered in the steppe wind, like smoke from a fire. A sending, then. It was to be expected. Such creatures were cowards by nature, preferring to let others do their fighting for them. ‘I know who I am, and I don’t care who you are. State your business, or step aside.’

			‘I wish to make a bargain with you.’

			Ahazian frowned. He briefly considered riding through the phantasm and continuing on his way, but decided to hear the creature out. ‘What sort of bargain?’

			‘One that will enrich us both.’

			‘Speak plainly, or not at all.’

			‘I shall keep to simple words, then. We seek the same thing. With my help you will find it and claim it, in Khorne’s name.’

			Ahazian grunted. ‘And what is in it for you?’

			‘The Three-Eyed King wishes to add the Eight Lamentations to his arsenal. After you have claimed them, you will wield your pick of them at Archaon’s command.’

			Ahazian laughed. ‘And why would I do that? I do not serve him.’

			‘And who do you serve?’

			Ahazian shook his head. ‘That is my business.’

			Yuhdak nodded obligingly. ‘No matter. The two are unrelated. The master you serve today is not necessarily the one you serve tomorrow.’ The Arcanite gestured, as if in invitation. ‘Think on it, Ahazian Kel. You are a warrior without a warlord. Archaon could be that warlord, and the wars you would wage in his name would be glorious indeed. Especially if you wielded one of the Eight.’

			‘And who are you to make such offers? Do you sit at his right hand, trickster?’

			‘I am no trickster, Kel. I am a pilgrim of chance, and a student of fate. I do not seek to bend or alter what is. And I do not make offers – I merely put forth possibilities. A wise man must keep all possibilities in mind, lest he be taken unawares.’

			‘And a brave man has no need of wisdom, for courage is a keener blade than any other.’ Ahazian straightened in his saddle. ‘What prompts this offer?’

			‘You are distrustful.’

			‘Of you?’ Ahazian laughed. ‘Certainly.’

			Yuhdak chuckled. ‘Wise.’ He gestured to his blackened armour and tattered robes. ‘My trail has been… difficult. I cannot overcome such obstacles alone. Thus I require aid to complete the quest the Three-Eyed King has given me.’

			‘If Archaon wishes for these blades, let him bargain with the Blood God.’ Ahazian smiled. ‘Or with me.’ He glanced about, noting the dark shapes gliding through the air, high above. Ravens, watching. Circling. And he thought, ah, the nature of the game had changed again. So be it.

			‘Well, the sooner they are acquired, the sooner such negotiations can begin,’ Yuhdak said. He reached up and touched the cracked surface of his helmet. ‘The quicker the better, ideally. I am offering my aid, child of Khorne. Will you accept it?’

			Ahazian pondered the being before him, and the vagaries of fate. ‘It seems to me,’ he said, ‘that it is not I who needs aid, but yourself. Else you would not have come to me.’ He leaned over the horn of his ­saddle. ‘It is something I am not unfamiliar with, for many have sought my aid down the long road of years. And I say to you what I said to them – my arm is yours, for the right price.’

			Yuhdak was silent for long moments. ‘Archaon–’ he began.

			‘Is not here, Arcanite. You wish my help? Then what do you offer? Will you help me achieve my goal?’

			‘Our goal is the same.’

			Ahazian shook his head. ‘I did not say which goal.’ He laughed and straightened. ‘I find myself considering the future, sorcerer. Too much time riding, not enough killing. Softens a man’s certainties, and makes the path ahead seem fluid. Makes one consider – what did you call them – possibilities?’

			‘Ah,’ Yuhdak breathed. ‘I had heard that the Kels of Ekran were a single-minded lot.’

			‘Rumour and innuendo,’ Ahazian said, bluntly.

			‘As you say,’ Yuhdak murmured, bowing low. ‘Let us bind our fates, blood-brother, even as the gods themselves once did. Who can say whether or not this is even as they intended? Not me. And I would not be so foolish as to try.’

			‘And the spear?’

			‘Khorne is a reasonable god, when all is said and done. And you are a reasonable man. We shall cross that bridge when we come to it.’ Yuhdak lifted his blade. ‘Do we have an accord, Ahazian Kel?’

			‘We do, Yuhdak of the Ninefold Path.’

			Even as he said it, the sending wavered and vanished. He felt the flat of a blade tap against his leg, and looked down. His own reflection, stretched and distorted across the cracked facets of Yuhdak’s helmet, looked up at him. Somehow, while he’d been distracted by the sending, the Arcanite had crept up behind him, and so silently that not even his horse had noticed. Ahazian growled, already annoyed with his decision.

			‘Good,’ the sorcerer said, and Ahazian could almost hear his smile. ‘I think this alliance shall prove fruitful for both of us, my friend.’

			Volker leaned forwards and filled Oken’s mug. ‘Drink slowly, old one. There’s plenty more where this came from.’

			They sat once more in the hold of the newly repaired, much ­battered Zank, which was creeping its way through the skies above the Amber Steppes. The endrins did not hum like before, but instead ­rattled and groaned. The aether­craft did not slide across the sky, but instead wobbled and limped.

			How Brondt and his crew had managed to get their vessel back into the air, let alone flying somewhat steadily, Volker hadn’t dared to ask. It had been difficult enough convincing the Kharadron captain to follow the black trail the skaven had left, rather than returning to Shu’gohl as he’d intended. Only a promise of payment had seen him agree, however grudgingly, to press on.

			Oken looked better than he had a few hours ago. Much of the colour had returned to his face, though he still looked abnormally thin. But then he’d never been heavy. He was broad, like all duardin, but age had sapped some of his mass. Shaggy hair, the colour of iron filings scattered across the snow, was held back from his sharp features by a simple rawhide thong, and his beard was plaited and bound by a copper cap. His spectacles balanced precariously on a nose that had lost all shape after one blow too many, and his hands trembled slightly as they clutched the mug.

			Brondt had broken out something from the crew’s stores – a strong mead, made in the northern hill-country of Chamon. There were flakes of gold floating in it, and it smelled strongly of honey. Oken sniffed it. ‘Not my usual,’ he grunted. ‘But needs must.’ He took a deep swallow. He looked at Volker. ‘Grungni sent you, I suppose.’

			‘You’re welcome,’ Zana said. She sat nearby, with the others, save Roggen, who was on the other side of the hold tending to Harrow. The demigryph had sustained numerous minor wounds, but seemed little the worse for wear despite this. Her rumbling purr provided a quiet accompaniment to the conversation.

			‘I’ll not waste thanks on someone who’s getting gold for their trouble,’ he said, casting a weary glare at her. She smirked and saluted him. The gesture was vaguely offensive, and Oken chuckled.

			‘Get on with it, grey-beard,’ Lugash growled. ‘You’ve wet your lips, now use them. Where’s the blasted spear?’

			Volker shot a glare at the doomseeker, but Oken seemed unaffected by the other duardin’s tone. ‘I told you. The skaven have it. Though Maker alone knows how they learned of it. But they did, and they came in force – hundreds of them, swarming through the branches and roots, burning anything that got in their way.’ Oken closed his eyes and took a gulp of mead. ‘We kept our distance, tried to stay ahead of them, but the forest was swarming with grots by then. We were forced to climb higher, to avoid getting caught in the crossfire.’ He frowned. ‘It didn’t work. We lost Thunor and Kjarlsson on the second day. Skaven were everywhere by then, scampering after that blasted machine of theirs.’

			‘We saw the tracks – what was it?’ Volker asked.

			‘Some sort of wheel, but armoured and big – bigger than it ought to have been. It rolled over gargants like nothing and left a trail of mashed spiders for leagues. Even the giant ones were no match for it. It just ground on, setting fire to the trees and tearing apart webs. If Gorch were drier, the whole forest would have gone up.’

			Oken emptied his cup and extended it for a refill. Only after Volker had complied did he continue. ‘We made it to the Heartwood Citadel in time to see the attack begin. Decided to take advantage of it, and slip in. The skaven beat us to it.’ He sagged, tired. ‘We fought them in the vault, but they had it before we even realised. And then…’ He trailed off. ‘None of the others survived, I suppose.’

			Volker shook his head.

			‘Ah, well. Good lads, those. Their spirits will need singing into the Deep Halls.’ Oken looked up. ‘The ratkin have the Huntsman. Maker alone knows what their plans are, but we need to find them, and stop them before they do it.’ He drained his cup and set it aside. ‘Or worse, someone else gets to it first.’ He frowned. ‘It was… singing, down there, in the dark. Not so you could hear it, but you could feel it, deep in your bones. A sort of sick feeling.’

			‘The grots were frightened of it,’ Nyoka said softly. She looked around. ‘The stakes, remember?’ Oken nodded and patted her hand, fondly.

			‘Aye, my lady. That they were. They could hear it themselves. That’s why they sought to bind the ghosts of their enemies to stand guard over it, and left that big bastard spider down there in the pit.’

			‘What were they worried about?’ Volker asked. ‘The spear?’

			Oken shook his head. ‘Not the spear, but whoever it was calling for.’ He frowned. ‘The weapons seek out strong wielders. Like parasites, they’re always on the lookout for a stronger pair of hands, a keener mind, a tougher body. They’ll turn in a weak warrior’s hand, if his opponent catches their fancy.’

			‘You make it sound as if they’re alive,’ Volker said.

			‘They are, in a way. Not smart, but… cunning. An animal cunning.­ That’s why those old Khazalids, in their wisdom, decided to lock up the ones they had rather than try to put them to use. Can’t trust a weapon with a mind of its own.’ Oken pulled off his spectacles and held them up. The glass was scratched and cracked, and he sighed. He folded them carefully and slid them into his coat. ‘And the ­Thunwurtgaz Lodge felt the same way. But it’s out now, and in the hands of the enemy. The ratkin won’t hold onto it for long, no more than the grots could. It’s probably still singing – calling out for someone, anyone to wield it…’

			Volker frowned. ‘I think I know who’s coming for it.’ Quickly, he filled Oken in on their encounter with the shape changers in the Libraria Vurmis, and the Great King’s sorcerous rider. The old duardin shook his head, his expression sour.

			‘We need to get to it first. If some Chaos filth gets it, and worse, knows what it is, they could very well decide to hurl it at Sigmar, or Grungni.’

			‘Or Alarielle,’ Roggen said softly. ‘The Lady of Leaves has been hurt much, these past centuries. I would not see her hurt again.’

			‘How chivalrous of you,’ Adhema murmured. She smiled crookedly. ‘You’re missing the obvious target, of course.’

			Volker looked at her. ‘Who? Nagash, I suppose.’

			Adhema laughed. ‘No, fool. The Three-Eyed King.’ She leaned forwards, her face half in shadow. ‘This is not a war with two sides, or even three, or four. The enemy is not united, and there are those in their ranks who would see Archaon toppled from his throne just as surely as we would. It could be that our foes are his foes.’

			‘And so?’ Lugash rumbled. ‘What of it? They are still our foes.’

			‘As you say,’ Adhema said, leaning back. ‘It might be wise to consider all possibilities, though. Just in case.’

			‘And who does your mistress seek to slay?’ Oken asked.

			‘I should have thought that would be obvious,’ Adhema said. ‘Anyone who gets in her way. A spear that can strike any target, even one in a different realm? My lady could change the course of entire wars with one death. Efficient, no?’

			‘That depends entirely on the death in question,’ Roggen said.

			Adhema smiled lazily at him and shrugged. ‘Perhaps we see these things differently than you.’ Her smile faded. ‘Each of the Eight has a purpose. Gung kills, Sharduk breaks, so on and so forth. Who better than the Queen of Mysteries to see that they serve those purposes properly?’

			‘I can think of several people,’ Volker said.

			Adhema sat back. ‘I bet you can, poppet. Starting with yourself.’ She looked around. ‘Let’s not pretend any more, children. We are not friends. We are allies of convenience, at best. The gods fling us about and we dance at their command. This is but the newest game. And I intend to win it.’

			‘You’re wrong.’

			Volker blinked, realising suddenly that he was the one who’d spoken. He cleared his throat. ‘You’re wrong,’ he said again. ‘It’s not a game. Not to me. Not to us – any of us. To them, maybe. To the enemy. But not even Nagash thinks this is a game. This is a war, for the fate of all things, and all who have ever lived or died are combatants. And the gods cannot win without us, even as we cannot survive without them.’ He looked around. ‘Some of us are here for pay – for honour – for promises made and desires unfulfilled. But all those things can be settled after the fact. Right now, we have common cause and an enemy standing in front of us. And that’s enough.’ He hesitated. ‘Or it should be.’

			Adhema laughed softly. ‘Pretty words.’ She lay down, hands clasped behind her head. ‘Wake me when we find the enemy, Azyrite. Perhaps I’ll have decided whose side I’m on by then.’

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
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			LION CRAG

			Quell peered up at the monstrosity looming over him. It was not really there, being merely a trick of the warp light, but he thought it best to bow anyway. Prudence was the armour of the cunning. Especially against a being like Skewerax, the Frenzy that Walked.

			The image of the Verminlord Warbringer was not so impressive as seeing such a creature in the flesh, but it was still quite imposing. The image rose from the crackling web of warp lightning being emitted by Quell’s mechanisms. Quell’s slaves and guards cowered, banging their snouts against the floor of the engine chamber or gnawing their tails to keep from screaming as the green light washed over them. One of the unlucky slaves working the oscillation overgrinder’s dais was now utterly mad, and writhed mindlessly, foam dappling his jaws, as the others heedlessly trod him into paste. Quell poured a line of powdered warpstone across the knuckles of his gauntlet. He snorted it and thought calming thoughts.

			It was hard. Just the sight of Skewerax was enough to drive lesser skaven into a killing frenzy. He crouched on powerful legs, his mighty claws braced on his knees, and glared at Quell, eyes blazing with divine madness. There were entire realms separating them, but Quell still felt the weight of that glare.

			‘Well?’

			The word emerged from the daemon’s mouth like a ballista bolt. Quell pawed at his nose for a moment, sniffling, trying to regain his composure. ‘We have found it, oh Great Stabber-Slicer. Just where you said it would be.’ It hadn’t been, exactly, but Quell saw no reason to point that out. Skewerax had little patience for excuses, and less still for recriminations. One argued with the brood of the Great Horned Rat at one’s peril.

			‘Yes-yes, of course it was. Am I not the most cunning of war-fighters, the most brilliant of planner-thinkers?’ Skewerax pounded his chest with each assertion. ‘None rival me. None can compare to my cunning-wisdom.’

			‘As you say, most murderous one,’ Quell said, bobbing his head subserviently. Privately, he considered the verminlord’s grasp of any strategy more complex than ‘scurry-hurry’ to be tenuous at best. But one couldn’t be picky when it came to patrons. Especially patrons as generous – and as stupid – as Skewerax.

			He glanced at the gift in question, checking to make sure it was where it was supposed to be. The spear still hung in its chains, its black tip hungrily soaking up the light.

			The image of Skewerax leaned forwards. ‘Give it to me.’

			Quell’s snout twitched. ‘As you command, most assiduous of assaulters.’ He paused. ‘Did you mean now?’

			The daemon’s eyes narrowed. ‘Yesss.’

			Quell hesitated. ‘It will take some time.’

			‘No. Throw it.’ Skewerax bristled. His bifurcated tail lashed. ‘Throw it, fool-fool.’

			‘At you, oh most puissant potentate of pain?’ 

			Quell pre-emptively flinched, knowing what was coming next. Skewerax shrieked, baring his fangs in a grimace of frustration. He reached out, as if to throttle Quell. The daemon lacked Warpfang’s patience. The old warlord was the soul of serenity compared to the Frenzy that Walked. Quell didn’t particularly like either one of them, but he knew which he preferred.

			But still – one couldn’t afford to sneer at a daemonic patron. It was only by the good graces of Skewerax that Quell had managed to survive this long. The world was a dangerous place for a renegade skaven; even more so when one took his various crimes into account. He inhaled another lump of powdered warpstone.

			He hissed in pleasure, eyelids fluttering. It wasn’t his fault that the explosives he’d used to eliminate his rivals had collapsed an entire district of Blight City. And set the remains on fire. And then left it adrift in the void. There had been any number of unforeseen elements at play. Shoddy masonry. Substandard materials. Sabotage. It was obvious to anyone with half a brain that he was a victim of circumstance.

			‘Quell!’

			Quell blinked and looked up. The verminlord had finished screeching. Skewerax held a struggling skaven dressed in gaudy armour in one paw. Quell didn’t bother to wonder where the newcomer had come from. Skewerax had a tendency to wander into burrows and take command. The wriggling captive was likely one of old Warpfang’s unlucky warlords. ‘Yes, oh savage one?’

			‘You will hurl-throw the spear at this one – what is your name, fool-fool?’ Skewerax snarled, shaking his captive with bone-rattling force. The skaven whimpered something, twitched, and expired. Skewerax blinked and glared at the carcass dangling from his grip. ‘Wait a moment – I will find another one,’ the daemon grumbled, after what might have been an embarrassed silence.

			‘Or I could bring it to you in person,’ Quell interjected. The powdered warpstone was singing in his veins now, crackling through him, lending him courage and cunning in equal measure. ‘It will take some time, but you will be pleased, yes-yes.’

			Skewerax peered at him. The daemon had only a dim grasp of the concept of time. ‘Why?’ he growled. Ropes of slaver dangled from his narrow jaws.

			Quell gestured to the spear. ‘See, oh mighty lord of war – by my genius have we made this infernal weapon into a source of power!’ He threw back his head and cackled. ‘Its realm-bending abilities have been bent to my – our, our – will.’ He raised his fists and hopped from one paw to the other, excited.

			‘What?’

			Quell paused, one paw lifted. ‘We can throw it – and follow it,’ he said, gesturing. ‘The spear tears a – a hole of sorts in the membrane between realms, yes-yes? Which we can then roll through, mulching anything in our path!’ Another cackle, wilder than the first. ‘No fortress can stand before us, no mystical barrier or warded gateway! I – we, we – shall be supreme!’

			‘We can already gnaw holes, Quell,’ Skewerax said heavily. ‘Why do we need a new way to gnaw the holes?’

			Quell twitched. ‘Bigger holes,’ he said hesitantly. Then, with a more certain tone, ‘Bigger and more startling holes, yes-yes. In uncomfortable places, for the enemy.’

			Skewerax stared at him. Then, ‘I will find a new warlord. You will throw the spear at him. Then I will have the spear, yes-yes?’

			‘Or we could just bring it, and then you could see for yourself. I shall use it to crack the very walls of Excelsis.’ Quell shook his fists at the sky, snout thrown back, whiskers a-tingle with righteous indignation and warpstone. ‘The warp-wheel shall ride-crush the man-thing city, mighty Skewerax, and you shall be there to seize victory from their unworthy, hairless paws, yes-yes!’

			‘What is a warp-wheel?’

			Quell twitched. ‘A… weapon?’

			‘Another weapon? You have two weapons?’ Skewerax’s features swelled, and the rats shuddered in their cages. ‘Give me the weapons!’

			‘I will bring them to you post-haste, oh mighty colossus of war,’ Quell said, flailing in what he hoped was a placatory manner. ‘Just as soon as we finish the de-infestation procedures. Any time now, yes-yes, quick-soon.’ He hesitated. ‘Relatively.’

			‘Relatively?’ Skewerax snarled.

			‘Just as soon as we finish killing all of the spiders.’

			Skewerax’s reply was lost to the aether, as one by one the rats making up the farsquealer burst in their cages. Quell wiped blood from his robes and sighed in relief. Hopefully they’d be on the move by the time a new connection was established.

			Outside the comforting confines of the warp-wheel, Lion Crag was a-buzz with activity. Repairs were being made to the outer hull, even as the last of the stowaway grot corpses were mulched and fed to the rat-ogres who operated the great bellows that kept the forge-fires burning. Smoke billowed from hidden vents as the warp-wheel was repaired, restocked and rearmed for the campaign to come. Soon enough, they’d be ready to leave.

			Quell rubbed his paws together in excitement as he gazed up at the spear. ‘Soon-soon, yes-yes, you will take us to the killing ground. And then my genius shall be obvious to all.’ He bared his teeth.

			‘Even to stupid-stupid daemons and impatient warlords.’

			‘Tell me then, sorcerer, how badly did you lose your last fight?’ ­Ahazian Kel stared across the steppes towards Lion Crag. The shock of stone rose high above the surrounding grasslands, vomiting smoke from its various hollows and crannies. ‘Must’ve been very badly indeed, given the state of your armour and robes. Was it the skaven, then?’

			‘No.’

			Ahazian nodded. ‘Good. I’d hate to think you were as weak as that.’

			‘Weakness is in the eye of the beholder.’

			‘Yes. And I say you look weak.’

			One of the ravens croaked warningly. Ahazian glanced at them. The flock studied him watchfully; Ahazian returned the favour. ‘Are there really ninety-nine of them?’

			‘You know, I’ve never actually counted,’ Yuhdak said. He turned, head cocked. ‘I suppose I should, at some point, just to make sure I’m not being cheated.’

			‘But there might be more of them,’ Ahazian said. ‘Best not to, unless you fancy being held to account for all those extra blades.’

			Yuhdak stared at him. ‘Yes, thank you. Might I trouble you for your opinion on our enemy?’

			‘There are a lot of them.’

			‘You can count. Well done.’

			Ahazian chuckled. ‘Careful, sorcerer. I might take offence one day, and then where would you be?’

			‘Right back where I started, I expect.’

			Still chuckling, Ahazian sank to his haunches and peered again at the distant crag. It was a jagged fang of rock, shaped like an animal’s tooth. It had been called Wolf Crag once, though how and why the name had changed, Ahazian couldn’t say, and didn’t care.

			The crag rose over smaller hillocks of rough stone, an island amid the sea of grass that stretched out around it. The skaven had not attempted to hide their presence – the stony slopes had become riddled with tunnel mouths and bore holes. Smoke gouted from unseen vents, curling through webs consisting of rickety walkways and bridges strung between the natural turrets of the crag.

			A heavy palisade of sloppily assembled wood and stone occupied one slope, but there was an open, black path right into the heart of the fortress. Something big had gone that way, likely the great war-machine he could see crouched among the highest cliffs. The ratkin had an appalling fascination for such devices, as if right weaponry would make up for their numerous shortcomings. ‘It’s a nest,’ he said, finally. ‘Probably a staging post, from the look of that machine. The skaven are fond of such things. Useless vermin with their useless schemes.’

			‘You mean like supply lines?’

			‘Exactly. What good’s killing an enemy if you don’t then eat his food and children?’ Ahazian gestured dismissively. ‘No sense of tradition, the ratkin.’

			Yuhdak nodded. ‘So I gather. What are your thoughts?’

			Ahazian peered up at the sun, sniffed, and spat. ‘Frontal assault would be easiest.’

			Yuhdak waited, saying nothing. The deathbringer chuckled. ‘No, didn’t think you’d like that one.’ He tapped the ground with the edge of his axe. ‘But it’s the most efficient means of accomplishing our goal. I can draw their attention, and you can swoop in and make the kill.’

			‘Where is the spear?’

			Ahazian reached up to clasp the fragment. The song had grown louder and now echoed through every bone in his body. A murder-song, enthralling and divine. The spear was shouting to him, demanding that he find it, and wield it properly. He shook his head. ‘Close. It’s down there somewhere. I suppose you’ll just have to follow me to find it, eh?’

			Yuhdak nodded slowly. ‘I suppose so.’

			Ahazian stood and approached his steed. The coal-black stallion whickered in anticipation. It snapped at him, in friendly fashion. ‘One last ride, my friend,’ Ahazian said, stroking its neck. ‘And then, perhaps, I shall set you free, to gallop these steppes and feast to your heart’s content.’ Or perhaps not. When a man found a horse worthy of him, it was foolish to let it go.

			He swung himself into the saddle. ‘Be quick, sorcerer. Or I shall kill them all before you get a chance to wet that growling blade on your hip.’

			Yuhdak spread his hands. ‘It will be as it will be, barbarian. I shall come on wings of shadow, with an army at my back.’ He began to gesture, murmuring softly, and Ahazian felt the air grow stale and thick. Vague shapes became visible, capering silently all about them. Never­born, drawn by the scent of fates aligning and opportunities seized.

			Ahazian frowned and spat, then kicked his steed into a trot. Let the sorcerer play with daemons, if he liked. Ahazian preferred his own tools. He rode down the incline and turned his horse towards Lion Crag. The song of the spear rose riotously, drowning out all thought. He drew his skullhammer and kicked his horse into a gallop. The black horse flung itself forwards, racing flat out, moving faster than any normal animal ought. The horses of the dead ran swiftly. Ahazian laughed.

			He was still laughing when he passed through the first picket of skaven sentries, camped out in the blackened, crushed grasses. The ratkin gaped at him as he rode them down. Great gongs sounded, somewhere on the outer slopes of the crag, as someone noticed his approach. He bent low in the saddle and leaned left, sweeping his ­hammer out to catch a skaven warrior in the chest. The vermin tumbled­ through the air and fell with a crunch as Ahazian galloped past. He removed the head of another with a casual swipe of his axe.

			Ratkin swarmed into view, scampering across the slopes and ledges of the crag as he reached the rocks. Gongs sounded and horns blew. Ahazian clashed his weapons together and bellowed a wordless challenge, drawing every eye.

			As he passed through the shadow of the crag, he saw the first of the ravens dart down, swooping towards the ledges and caves. He smashed aside a barbed spear as it was thrust at him. His steed reared, shrieking in fury. Skaven raced towards him, chittering vilely. A dozen, two, a hundred. A tide of hairy bodies, boiling out of their warrens.

			There was nothing to see then, but blood and slaughter.

			‘We’re making good time,’ Volker said, leaning over the rail. The trail below was as evident as it had been since they’d left Gorch. The skaven were not subtle creatures, for all their cunning. Their war-machine had burned a black swathe across the steppes, setting fires in its wake that choked the horizon with smoke. Wild fires roared below, engulfing the grasslands. It would take them days to burn out.

			‘We’d be a damn sight faster if the endrin wasn’t on its last legs.’ Brondt sounded gloomy. ‘Took me a decade to hoard enough to pay for this heap. All gone now.’

			‘Grungni will make good on his debts, Brondt. He always does.’ Zana ran a stone across the edge of her sword. She sat on the rail, balanced against a strut. ‘Trust me.’

			‘I’d rather trust the leech,’ Brondt said.

			Zana laughed, then coughed, as the aether-vessel passed through a column of smoke.

			Volker eyed them, wondering, not for the first time, how they’d met. He said nothing, though. Oken joined him at the rail, still wrapped in his furs. He looked old and frail. ‘A fine crew, lad. I bet you’re starting to regret not staying in Azyr, eh?’

			Volker smiled. ‘Not yet.’

			Oken chuckled. ‘It’ll happen.’ He sighed. ‘I regret it myself, sometimes.’ He leaned against the rail, eyes half-closed. ‘I’m worn out, lad. Rubbed thin and raw by this life.’

			‘But you’re alive,’ Volker said softly. ‘Grungni sent me after you.’

			‘Grungni sent you after the spear,’ Oken said flatly. He looked at Volker, his gaze hard. ‘Never mistake pragmatism for compassion. The gods have an excess of one and precious little of the other, I’ve found.’

			Volker touched the amulet around his neck. ‘If they did not have compassion, they would not be fighting for us now. And they would not inspire us to fight for them.’

			Oken shook his head. ‘Stubborn. Like your mother.’

			‘You’re as much at fault as she is.’

			Oken laughed. ‘True enough.’ He shook his head. ‘Perhaps I shouldn’t have taught you so many of our ways.’ He patted Volker on the arm. ‘Ruined you, probably. Fragile minds and bodies, you humans.’

			Volker smiled. ‘You kept me from becoming someone neither of us would have liked, I suspect. Another spoiled Azyrite brat, looking to carve his name on the heart of the world.’ He laughed. ‘And now, I am in service to a god.’

			‘As are we all,’ Nyoka said, from behind them. She smiled down at Oken. ‘I am pleased that you survived, Oken. This harsh realm would be poorer for the loss of a scholar such as yourself.’

			‘And a fine compliment that is, from yourself.’ Oken grunted suddenly, and staggered. His face was white and worn. Volker moved to catch him, but the duardin waved him back. ‘I’m fine, boy. No need to fuss.’

			‘You are still weak, from the arachnarok’s venom. You should rest.’ Nyoka spoke firmly. Oken frowned at her.

			‘Not you as well. I am no beardling. I need no nursemaids.’ He pushed past them. ‘I’m going below. Not because you said, mind. Just because I’m tired of the view.’ He pulled the furs tight about himself and stumped off.

			‘He is strong. He will recover, in time.’

			‘If there’s time.’ He looked at her. ‘Do you hear Sigmar’s voice?’

			‘Sometimes.’

			‘Now?’

			‘No.’ She looked away. ‘I hear him in my dreams, I think. A great voice, tolling down like the peal of a bell, made from starlight and thunder. He showed me things, in my dreams. Showed me what must be, and what will be.’

			‘Aren’t those the same thing?’

			‘Not always,’ she said. She rubbed at her eye, as if it pained her. ‘That is why I came, I think. He spoke to me, before your arrival, and told me that I must go. That if I did not, what must be would be ­rewritten. That I must be prepared for what was to come, and ready to do what must be done.’

			‘I don’t think I understand.’

			‘Nor do I. But I have faith.’ She gave him another placid smile. ‘You are worried.’

			‘Aren’t you?’

			‘No.’ She lifted her hammer and held it up to the light. Volker saw a worm coiled there, with the face of a god; Sigmar’s face, on the body of a great worm. He shivered – it was no wonder Calva was as upset as he was. Nyoka continued, seemingly unaware of his unease. ‘Worry is for those who lack faith, Owain. My faith guides me in all things. That Sahg’mahr does not speak, does not mean that he does not show me the way. Even when the realms were sealed away from one another and caught in the chains of Chaos, he was with us.’ She brought the hammer to her lips and kissed the face emblazoned on it. ‘We have but to listen, and hold fast to our faith.’

			‘Easier said than done,’ Volker said.

			‘If it were easy it would not be a matter of faith.’ Nyoka tapped the head of her hammer against his chest. ‘Always remember that.’ She smiled again, widely. ‘Faith is the road on which the righteous march to victory.’

			‘That one I’ve heard before,’ he said. She laughed, as alarm bells sounded. Someone had spotted something. Volker saw a looming rock formation, sharp and jagged, rising from the grasslands ahead. He looked for Brondt. ‘Captain…?’

			‘Ha! I thought so.’ Brondt stood nearby, leaning over the rail. ‘They’ve repopulated Lion Crag, the vermin. I knew the Azyrites hadn’t dug deep enough. The one thing about the ratkin you can count on, there’re always more of them than you expect.’

			‘Lion Crag,’ Volker muttered. He hadn’t been there, but he’d heard the stories of the fang-like splinters of rock rising from the steppes. The free-standing tower-like mesa resembled nothing so much as the jaw of a beast, with crooked turrets of stone, in place of teeth. It was hollowed through by curving tunnels, worn smooth by the passage of feet. It had been occupied, in one form or another, since the Age of Myth, its name changing to suit its owners.

			It had been called Wolf Crag during the Realmgate Wars, before three warrior chambers of the Lions of Sigmar Stormhost had decimated themselves purging it of its bestial masters. The Hundred Herdstones that had been raised in the crag’s shadow had been toppled, and the Wolf-Kings with them, but with the beastherds gone the skaven had moved in. The ratmen had burrowed up from below, as the forces of Azyr built their defences. When the ratkin had at last erupted into the half-finished citadel, a new war had been waged on the ashes of the old.

			It had not been the sort of victory that bards sang of. More, a grudging stalemate. Lion Crag had been left a scalded ruin, the last Volker had heard. Apparently, that was good enough for the skaven. Brondt glanced at him. ‘Your folk are good at the destruction, but not the follow-through. It takes more than collapsing some tunnels and burning a few vermin to exterminate the ratkin.’

			Struck by a sudden thought, Volker began to calculate distance. He cursed. Nyoka nudged him. ‘What is it? What do you see?’

			‘The old trade roads.’ Volker pointed. ‘It’s a straight line from Lion Crag to Excelsis. That’s why we had to drive the beastherds out in the first place – it was the only way to re-establish those early trade routes with the worm-cities. It was why the skaven wanted it, as well. At least that’s what everyone thought. But they never made any raids that anyone knew of.’ He looked at Zana. ‘What if they had different plans in mind?’

			She groaned. ‘Of course. They wanted some place to construct that device of theirs. And close enough to Gorch to use it to claim the spear.’ She rubbed her face. ‘They’ve been planning this for a while.’ She shook her head. ‘Grungni isn’t going to be happy. If the ratkin have known about the weapons this long, there’s every likelihood that they’re looking for the others as well.’ She frowned. ‘They might even have already claimed some of them.’

			‘So? Just sounds like it makes them easier to find, to me.’ Lugash strode across the deck, scratching his cheek with his war-iron. The doomseeker had been prowling about since they’d left Gorch, unable to relax. Volker knew how he felt. ‘Skaven are sneaky, but not that sneaky.’ He peered over the rail. ‘How many are down there, do you think?’

			The explosion lit up the sky, sending a ragged scar of reds and yellows across the black. Zana whistled. ‘Fewer now, I expect.’ Another explosion followed the first. Something was happening. Volker looked at the others.

			‘Looks like we’re not the only ones who followed them.’

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
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			BATTLE OF THE CRAG

			Volker looked at Brondt, as another explosion lit up the sky. Whoever – whatever – was attacking Lion Crag, they weren’t being quiet about it. ‘We need to get down there.’

			‘Are you mad?’ Brondt demanded. ‘I just got this thing sky-worthy – I’m not taking it down there to be destroyed!’

			‘You won’t have to. Not for long, at least.’ Zana had a speculative look on her face.

			‘You’ve got a plan, I expect.’ Brondt shook his head. ‘What am I saying? Of course you do. Well, we’re out of most everything that burns or explodes.’

			‘You’ve got a contingent of Grundstok Thunderers on board,’ Zana said. ‘And your crew.’ She scratched her chin. ‘Besides, once the skaven get a look at this heap heaving to out of the clouds, they’ll scatter. If they’re not busy fighting whoever is already down there. All we have to do is find the spear – we’re not trying to win a battle.’

			Brondt puffed on his cheroot in silence for a moment. Then, ‘You can put it to them yourself. Stonehelm isn’t a member of my crew, and I can’t order him to do anything he doesn’t want to do.’

			‘I thought what the captain said goes,’ Zana said.

			‘And if he wants to remain captain, he’ll make sure he says the right thing.’

			The Thunderers gunnery sergeant was a bluff, burly, shaven-headed duardin named Stonehelm. He had a sharply cropped ginger beard shaped like a spade, which he tugged on as Zana made their case. Stonehelm had a hard look in his eye, one Volker normally associated with Freeguild officers – a sort of flat acceptance of the world, and all its obvious faults. Especially those standing in front of the officer in question.

			Stonehelm frowned as Zana finished her pitch. The Thunderer held his helmet under one arm and tugged on his beard again. ‘It’s suicide. Worse, we’re not being paid for it.’ He glared at Brondt, who glanced at Zana, and gestured.

			‘The Grundstok company can bill the Azyrites for services rendered,’ Zana said. She knocked her knuckles against Volker’s chest. ‘He’s a gun-master. He’ll be a witness.’ She grinned. ‘Better, he’s your employer.’ She shushed Volker as he made to protest. ‘Besides – think of it as a social obligation. You see a fire, you put it out. You see a skaven – kssht.’ She ran her thumb across her throat. ‘It’s just neighbourly.’

			Stonehelm laughed. It wasn’t a pleasant sound. He looked at Brondt. ‘She has a point, your human.’

			‘Not mine.’ Brondt was nodding, though. ‘There’s still a bounty on skaven tails in the worm-cities,’ he added, speculatively.

			Stonehelm laughed again. He spat in his palm and held it out. Zana did the same. ‘We have a contract,’ Stonehelm said. ‘We’ll kill rats for you, but the rest…’

			‘We’ll handle it, never fear,’ Lugash growled, running a thumb along the edge of his axe. A bead of blood welled up on his thumb and he stuffed it into his mouth. He looked at his thumb. ‘Still not clear on how exactly, though.’

			‘Horns of the bull,’ Volker said. ‘A two-pronged assault – one group on the ground, the other by air.’ Before Brondt could protest, he continued. ‘I’ve seen Kharadron land troops atop walls before. Landing on that war-machine shouldn’t be much more difficult.’

			Oken laughed and slapped his knee. He’d come back up on deck with the others, unwilling to sit out preparations. ‘That’s the Azyrite way. Why attack one place, when you can attack two?’ He bent over, coughing, and Volker went to him. The old duardin caught his wrist. ‘I’m fine. Bit of venom left in me. Stop worrying.’

			‘I’m not worried,’ Volker said.

			Oken snorted. ‘You’ve always been a worrier. It’s why you make a good gunmaster.’

			Volker hesitated. Then, ‘We haven’t had much chance to–’

			Oken waved him to silence. ‘I taught you better than that. There’s a time and a place, and down in a mine isn’t it.’

			‘We’re in the air.’

			‘Same difference,’ Oken said, dismissively. He looked at Volker and tapped the side of his head. ‘Concentrate, boy. Eyes on the target. Nothing else is important.’

			‘Eyes on the target,’ Volker said. He turned. ‘I’ll lead the attack on the machine. Captain…?’

			‘Aye, lad. We’ll see to it.’ Brondt expelled smoke through his nostrils. ‘Bit of cut and thrust never bothered us.’

			‘I’ll go as well,’ Zana said, before Adhema could speak.

			Lugash clashed his weapons together. ‘And I as well, manling.’ The doomseeker was almost vibrating with excitement.

			Roggen crossed his arms. ‘I will go with Stonehelm. Harrow will be of more use in the open than in some cramped machine.’

			Nyoka rested her hammer in the crook of her arm. ‘I will accompany Roggen.’

			‘As will I,’ Adhema said, finally. She grinned at Zana. ‘Three and three, eh? Gives us all an equal chance of finding what we came looking for.’

			‘And if you find it first, you’re welcome to try to escape with it,’ Volker said, cutting any argument short. He thumped the deck with the stock of his long rifle. ‘I suggest running very swiftly.’ He looked around. ‘And I suggest we make ready. And pray.’

			‘Save your prayers, lad,’ Brondt said, bluntly. ‘I’ve found that the gods are usually on the side of those with the most guns.’

			Volker nodded. ‘And failing that, the best shots.’

			Once the decision had been made, things moved quickly. The Zank swung east, manoeuvring to approach Lion Crag from the cover of the clouds. Adhema winced slightly as the sun crept across the deck. The day was brighter here, the light fiercer, than in Shyish. Age lent strength to the body of the soulblighted. She could walk in the light, though not for long. Armour helped. Shadows helped more.

			Despite the annoyance, she was excited. The promise of battle always had that effect. Even more so when victory was within her grasp. She licked her fangs, thinking of the celebration to come. Perhaps Neferata would allow her to cast the spear, as a reward for her diligence. She could think of a hundred possible targets, and was imagining one such when the big knight interrupted her. Roggen leaned forwards, hands gripping the rail. His eyes were on the fire below. ‘The Lady of Leaves has little tolerance for your kind. Something that is not dead, but should be – it is offensive to her.’

			‘And what do you think?’ The question came unbidden to her lips. Curiosity, perhaps. The knight had saved her. Unthinking bravery, or simply a coincidental destructive urge? ‘Am I offensive?’

			Roggen grinned. He was missing teeth. Not through neglect, she thought. A history of violence was writ on his features. A more interesting story than that of the Azyrite, at first glance. ‘Not to me. But then, I am a simple man. I fight. I do not judge.’ Another explosion from below drew his attention and he leaned forwards intently. His pulse jumped, and she felt something close to kinship, even as she imagined the taste of his blood on her tongue.

			‘Simplicity is best,’ she said. ‘Leave judgement for the gods.’

			‘Yes,’ he said, tearing his eyes away. ‘Come. We go below. It is almost time.’

			She gestured elegantly. ‘Lead the way.’

			Down below, in what the Kharadron called a deployment hold, they found Nyoka awaiting them, alongside Stonehelm and his ­Thunderers. The duardin glared at her, but none of them protested. She noted with some amusement that they gave both her and the demigryph an equally wide berth. ‘Predators of a feather,’ she murmured. The demigryph grumbled at her, its tail lashing. Animals rarely tolerated the scent of the undead.

			As the Zank lurched into position, the sides of its hull scra­ping against the jagged cliffs of the crag, the Thunderers braced themselves. The ready-orb, mounted high above the cargo hatches, blinked, and Stonehelm began barking orders to his warriors. There were more than a dozen of them, divided into two fire-teams. ‘I want a fast drop. Ironwall formation, centred on Nhar. Eyes up and out. If you see anything bigger than a jezzail, give a shout. We all know the ratkin like their toys. Hamfist…?’

			‘I’ll keep the big yuns off’n, gunnery sergeant,’ a heavy duardin, hunkered behind the blast shield of an aethershot cannon, answered. ‘Me an’ Helga.’ He patted the cannon fondly. Adhema snorted and traded looks with Roggen.

			The big knight sat in the saddle, the reins gathered in his hands. He patted the demigryph’s neck, calming the restive beast. ‘We shall take the lead, I think.’

			‘Aye, if you like,’ Stonehelm said. ‘Just don’t get in our way. I want a clean deployment zone. No foul-ups.’ He turned, fastening one of his warriors with a glare. ‘That goes double for you, Big Mad Drengi. Don’t think I don’t see you fondling that cutter of yours. We stay out of the chop, lads. That’s for greenskins and manlings.’

			Drengi, a smallish duardin, muttered something, but nodded as Stonehelm’s glare remained steady. ‘Aye, gunnery sergeant. No chop.’

			‘I trust you don’t have any aversion to us doing so, however,’ Adhema said. Her keen hearing had picked up the whining ping of small-arms fire ricocheting off the lower hull. The skaven had realised by now that a new player had entered the game. Stonehelm fixed her with a stare. Then he smiled.

			‘Oh no, by all means – chop away. Just stay out of our line of fire.’ He shrugged. ‘Or don’t. Your choice.’ The ready-orb pulsed again, washing the hold in crimson light. ‘That’s it. Get ready. Blowing hatches in three… two… and…’

			The trio of hatches set into the slope of the hull swung open with loud clanks and the grinding of unseen cogs. The sound of battle was no longer muffled, and Adhema could hear the crackle of warpfire and the screams of the dying. The landscape below was a blur of sandy brown, split by green streaks and azure slashes. Roggen thumped Harrow into motion before the first Thunderer had moved, and the demigryph sprang through an open hatch with a snarl. Adhema followed, laughing.

			She struck the ground lightly, and was moving before the dust of Harrow’s landing had settled. She relished her speed, and the way the ratkin twitched and fell to pieces in her wake. In Shyish, the skaven were considered abominations – Nagash had declared them ­unworthy of life, or what came after, and they were to be destroyed utterly. Exterminated like the vermin they were.

			From behind her, she heard the clatter of the descent-ladders unfurling. She glanced up and saw the Thunderers descending, their gauntlets sparking as they slid to the ground. Nyoka was among them, mouth moving in what Adhema assumed were prayers. She shuddered slightly. Prayers had no place on the battlefield. Death ground belonged to Nagash, whatever the inclinations of the combatants.

			She stepped aside as Roggen galloped past, roaring out a war-cry. The demigryph bowled over a trio of skaven before lunging to meet a bellowing rat-ogre. Skaven scuttled in every direction, throwing up clouds of dust, fighting black-clad warriors or daemonic shapes. The stink of Chaos hung heavy over the slopes, and warp-flames raged in the depths of the crag, causing stockpiled ammunition to cook off and ricochet about the battlefield.

			A high-pitched cackle caused her to turn, and she saw gambolling pink-fleshed daemons swing and leap among the walkways and gantries above. The creatures were fleshy nightmares, with leering features marking their wide torsos, and massive, grasping hands flapping at the ends of too-long arms. They stuttered forwards on bowed legs, chortling and shrieking. One mass of shifting, gangly limbs bounded towards her with an excited squeal.

			She ducked beneath its lunge and chopped through its torso, splitting it in half. Pink flushed purple, before fading to blue, and the chuckling monstrosity collapsed into two smaller, squabbling shapes. She kicked these aside and turned, as the shadow of the Zank passed overhead, sliding towards the rounded shape of the skaven war-machine.

			Yuhdak gestured, and a skaven screamed as his spell twisted it into a new and more monstrous shape. Its flesh burst and boiled, erupting in scabrous tendrils, even as its torso split, revealing a newly made maw of dagger-like teeth. The skaven-thing fell on its comrades, ripping and tearing with unnatural hunger. Yuhdak left the spawn to its feeding and pressed on, trailing warpfire from his hands.

			He felt a strange sense of peace at times like this, when there was no greater objective in the moment than to ride the wave of chaos over the enemy. He felt the strands of binding that connected him to the daemons he’d summoned twitch and hum, as the creatures set about indulging themselves. The writhing lesser daemons were fashioned from raw warp stuff, and eager to entertain themselves with the more solid inhabitants of the mortal realms. They served to occupy the skaven well enough, while the Ninety-Nine Feathers saw to more pragmatic concerns.

			He’d considered summoning such creatures earlier, but the effort was tiring, and he had no intention of making any more pacts with the Neverborn than was absolutely necessary. While some adepts could drag daemons from the Realm of Chaos through sheer brute strength, he was not one of them. Instead, he bargained – or failing that, wagered – with them. This for that, tit for tat. A favour here, a favour there. Luckily, lesser daemons were rarely capable of thinking beyond their own immediate gratification.

			Yuhdak turned, unleashing a gout of coruscating flame with a twitch of his fingers. A rickety-looking wooden watchtower convulsed and bent, becoming something horrible and hungry. It gnashed the skaven who’d occupied it to red, wet rags with splintery teeth, before lurching awkwardly after new prey. Yuhdak laughed gaily. It pleased him no end to bring new life into the world.

			A different sound intruded on his good cheer. The hard bark of duardin guns. He spun, searching the battlefield, and cursed as he saw a familiar shape sliding through the sky above. He lifted his hands, intending to bathe the vessel’s hull in witchfire and send it crashing to earth. But before he could loose the spell, something struck him in the belly, driving the air from his lungs and the words from his mind.

			He staggered, wrenching his sword from its sheath, driving his attacker back. Words lashed at him – holy words, spoken in a panting rush. The woman came for him again, two-handed hammer raised. A blinding aura suffused her, making him wince. The power of Azyr flowed through her, and it made his soul ache to be near it. He recognised her, if dimly – a priestess, then. ‘Vampires, lunatic duardin, and now a fanatic – the Crippled God chooses strange tools,’ he said, backing away.

			‘It is not for us to question the gods,’ she said. She paced after him. ‘I know your stench. You sent your feathered assassins to desecrate our holy fane, witch. For that, you must deliver an accounting.’

			‘And who are you to judge me?’

			‘You have already been judged,’ she said, with a serenity that irked him. ‘And I am the sentence.’ Her hammer snapped out, almost faster than he could follow. He ducked back, startled. She whipped towards him, allowing him no respite, giving him no chance to gather himself. She spun, catching him in the side. He skidded, barely managing to remain on his feet, and whistled once, sharply.

			A pink horror leapt for her, out of the smoke. She struck it in the face, pulping it. Its unnatural flesh smoked where her weapon struck it and it sagged back, deflating with a maudlin sigh. Two more daemons flung themselves at her, chortling. As she fought, the light within her grew brighter, almost blinding, and he felt a shiver in his soul.

			This was no simple fanatic. This was something else. As she moved, something moved with her – a great shape, guiding her, lending her strength. A shape made of starlight, and the sound of rattling swords. ‘Changer give me strength,’ he murmured. Was this a test, then? Had he been sent here for some reason other than the obvious? The sword in his hand wailed as it sensed the god-light.

			A daemon burst into flame and crumpled. She stepped over its burning remains. ‘Judgement cannot be denied, only postponed.’ Her voice struck him like a barb, and he tensed. ‘Perhaps Sigmar has guided me here to be the instrument of his wrath. I make no assumptions. I merely follow his will.’ She sprang forwards in a swirl of robes and a rattle of armour, hammer raised.

			The air split as several black, feathered shapes shot past him, intercepting the priestess. The ravens swooped and pecked, causing her to falter. Several twisted into bipedal shapes, attacking with blades rather than beaks and talons. The priestess spun one way and then the next, holding them back through sheer momentum. But only for a moment.

			A raven darted in, swooping towards her face. An instant later she screamed. The hammer fell from her grip and she stumbled, clutching at her face. A sword blow scraped sparks from her war-plate and knocked her to the ground. Black boots pinned her arms. Yuhdak laughed softly.

			‘Then it is his will that you die, I suppose.’ Ravens settled on his shoulders as he strode towards her, lifting his blade.

			Ahazian Kel cursed, and split the stormvermin’s skull with a ­single blow. Without bothering to wrench the axe free, he hauled the twitching body up and swung it at the other skaven, knocking several sprawling. He was on them a moment later, skullhammer snapping down. The survivor tried to crawl away, squealing in terror. Ahazian took two steps and caught up with it. He stamped on its back, pinning the black-furred ratkin to the ground. ‘That was the best horse I ever stole,’ he growled, before removing its head.

			He turned, watching as the black stallion-thing kicked its last. The skaven’s jezzails had been lethally accurate, and even the horses of the dead weren’t immune to warpstone bullets, fired at high vel­ocity. The animal lay amid the remains of its killers, having crashed into them in its death throes. Ahazian felt a flicker of regret. Soon enough, it was snuffed out by the relentless song hammering through his soul. The hunter’s song, the murder-song. It tugged at him, drawing him towards the towering wheel-like war-machine that loomed amid a network of rope bridges and temporary gantries, stretching from the surrounding rocks.

			Skaven seethed in its shadow. Armoured stormvermin had formed up into disciplined phalanxes, their shields planted, awaiting him with spears lowered. He laughed softly. He’d broken shieldwalls before. Jezzail-fire plucked at the ground near his feet, kicking up dust. He glanced up, eyes narrowing. Skaven slunk across the high ledges, moving to better positions. As they did so, black-clad shapes dropped down among them, blades singing. The Ninety-Nine Feathers were moving again, even before the bodies fell. The ravens swooped overhead, croaking, seeking further prey.

			Ahazian grunted and shook his head. He took a step towards the stormvermin, but was beaten to the punch by a raucous pack of horrors. The pink-fleshed daemons capered past, filling the air with oily flames of a hue drawn from the mind of a lunatic. The flames splashed against the raised shields of the skaven, causing them to run like water and drenching the ratkin with splatters of molten metal.

			With an annoyed growl, Ahazian loped through the carnage, leaving the daemons to their play. Let Yuhdak’s pets enjoy the fruits of the killing field. He had greater rewards to reap, at any rate. The fragment rattled against his chest-plate and tugged at its rawhide thong. He followed its pull, killing anything, skaven or daemon, that got in his way.

			Daemons crawled over the machine’s hull, and were unceremoniously shot off by skaven snipers, or burnt to greasy motes by the machine’s weaponry. But more pink horrors swung chuckling about the guy-wires that held the immense wheel firmly anchored to the rocks, or scaled the crag, seeking skaven to burn or throttle. Yuhdak had summoned a small army, though some of them were already wavering back into the void from which they’d sprung. Daemons couldn’t long maintain their hold on the realms, even in places like this, befouled as it was.

			When he reached the machine, he took the crude wooden steps up to the closest open hatch, two at a time. Jezzails fired from the upper walkways, and a bullet struck his shoulder-plate, nearly knocking him from his feet. He snarled and hurled himself through the hatch, just in time to meet the skaven rushing to close it.

			‘Too late,’ he growled. The skaven immediately scrambled in the opposite direction, biting and clawing each other in an attempt to be the first through the closest bulkhead. Ahazian followed. That was the direction in which the fragment was pulling him in. The slowest of the vermin died first, then the next slowest. Whip-wielding overseers goaded panicked clanrats through cramped corridors into his path. He met them with savage elation, and his weapons hummed in his grip, well-pleased with the slaughter. The axe in particular seemed to be enjoying itself.

			Ahazian tightened his grip on the weapons, and felt the thorns dig into his flesh, somewhat affectionately. ‘Do not worry, my friends, I shall not forsake you when I have the spear. You shall taste blood – seas of it – when the Huntsman is mine. We will carve a hole in the realms, you and I.’

			He pressed on, hacking through squealing skaven and trampling the rats that fled across his path. Warning klaxons screamed, warring with the spear’s song for his attentions. And then, sooner than he’d expected, he was there.

			The spear hung suspended in a nest of chains, screaming his name above a dais being turned by a number of hunched slaves, beneath a whirring orrery around which warp lightning crackled. As the rings of the orrery passed through one another, Ahazian saw strange sights stretch, solidify and fade into crackling excrescence. At one point, he thought he saw the familiar sight of the Felstone Plains in Aqshy, but dismissed it as more skaven trickery. Several stormvermin raced forwards to intercept him. The big, black-furred skaven leapt upon him, hacking and screeching.

			Ahazian met them, the spear’s song on his lips.

			There were enemies everywhere. Just… everywhere.

			Quell felt as if he were going to vibrate to pieces, so intense was his anxiety. Warning klaxons squealed and his assistants ran back and forth, attempting to look busy. He hunched forwards, gnawing on his tail, trying to focus. The warp-wheel shuddered, and sparks cascaded down from the rat-cages above, carrying with them the stink of burning hair and flesh. The battle outside was taking its toll on his lair. He could hear it, even through the thick hull of the warp-wheel. He shouldn’t have been able to. That meant some of the hull plates hadn’t been reattached.

			They also weren’t moving. That was more important than the hull plates. As long as the warp-wheel was moving, nothing could stop them. No foe could catch them, and any who got aboard could be run down and killed by his warriors. But when they weren’t moving… well. That didn’t bear thinking about. 

			Quell spat out his tail and reached for a squealing-tube. ‘Vex! Where are you, fool-fool? Have you cornered them yet?’

			‘No, most worshipful warlock,’ came the static-y reply. Vex sounded nervous. Quell’s anxiety redoubled. He’d sent his assistant out to take command of the defence personally. That Vex had time to reply was a sure sign he was hiding somewhere, rather than seeing to his duties. Understandable, but annoying.

			‘Why not?’

			‘They’ve – ah – they’ve cornered us.’ A crash reverberated through the squealing-tube, causing Quell to wince. ‘But we are regrouping, your magnanimousness! We will have them soon enough, yes-yes.’ Another crash followed this boast. And screams. Many-many screams. And daemonic giggling.

			Quell flung the tube away with a panicked snarl. He bared his teeth at the crew, trying to reassert his superiority. He was beginning to suspect that some among them might be responsible for the current predicament. That was the time-honoured way of advancement among the Clans Skryre, after all.

			He snorted a knuckle’s worth of warpstone, trying to induce brilliance. The dust blazed through him, as thoughts coalesced. The warp-wheel was trapped where it was, for the time being. Unless… yes. Yes! That would work. ‘Geniussss,’ he hissed.

			The spear was the answer. Where it went, the warp-wheel would travel as well. If he could just get the machine moving, then they could escape, possibly even relatively intact. Whatever else, the warp-wheel must be preserved. And its creator with it.

			‘Alert-command the engineers,’ he screeched. ‘Whip-lash the slaves! Activate the oscillation overgrinder! Set the warp-wheel into motion, now-now!’

			‘It’s starting to move, lad,’ Brondt yelled. ‘We’ll have to be quick. If they catch us before we’re down…’ He trailed off. Volker didn’t need him to finish. The Zank hung just above the war-machine. Through the open hatch below him, he could see the immense, wheel-like machine shuddering into motion, preparing to propel itself away from Lion Crag. Temporary walkways twisted and shattered, hurling unlucky skaven and giggling daemons alike to the ground far below. The great, grinding wheels began to churn against the ground as exhaust ports vomited a noxious smoke.

			He swallowed and took hold of the ladder. The weighted ends thudded against the hull below, unable to find purchase. With a quick prayer, he began to descend. Halfway down, he let go and dropped to the hull. The vibrations shook up through his legs and wrenched his spine, knocking him onto all fours. He began to crawl towards the hatch. He heard the others descending behind him, but he kept his attentions focused on the hatch. Just as he reached for it, the hinges squealed and it flipped open. A snarling, verminous snout poked out. Volker lunged.

			He slammed into the skaven and followed it down through the hatch. The creature gave a strangled screech and flailed at him. As they struck the gantry below, it clawed for the blade thrust through its belt. Volker wrapped his arm around its neck, braced himself, and twisted. Bone popped and the skaven went still.

			He heard a whistle and looked up. Zana crouched at the top of the hatch. ‘Well done, Azyrite. I thought you gunmasters didn’t like getting your hands dirty.’

			He shoved the carcass away. ‘We work with what we have.’ He hauled himself to his feet as the others climbed down.

			Lugash dropped to the gantry and gave the corpse a cursory kick. ‘Neatly done, manling.’ He stepped over the body, weighing a throwing axe in his hand. Alarms were blaring somewhere. ‘Sounds like we’re late to the feast.’

			‘Or right on time,’ Zana said. She stepped to the edge of the gantry, sword drawn.

			Volker looked up at the hatchway. ‘Brondt…?’

			Zana shook her head. ‘We barely made it down ourselves. This thing is already rolling away from the crag. Feel it? We’re on our own. We’ll be lucky if the Zank is waiting for us when it’s time to go.’ She looked around. ‘Now, if you were a magic bloody spear, where would you be?’ She started down the corridor, after Lugash. Volker hefted his long rifle and followed.

			‘Somewhere under heavy guard,’ he said.

			‘Good,’ Lugash grunted.

			They found the first bodies a moment later, and Volker realised the skaven he’d killed had likely been trying to escape the slaughter. The stink of death hung heavy over everything, and blood painted the hull and deck. Mangled skaven lay everywhere, in various states of mutilation. Someone – or something – had torn a path straight through them.

			They followed the trail of dead down through the swaying, rattling corridors of the war-machine. Sparks rained down occasionally, cascading across them, and more than once Volker was forced to brace himself against the wall as the machine lurched one way or another. The internal lighting system flickered, and entire passageways were plunged into darkness, lit only by the warpstone tumours flickering on the flesh of the rats in the cages that hung above certain junctions.

			To Volker, who knew the sound of a healthy mechanism, the whole construct seemed one step from flying apart. The dank corridors, leaking pressure pipes and nonsensical gauges stuck at seemingly random junctures offended him in a deep and somewhat spiritual way. ‘How is this thing even in one piece?’ he muttered, as they picked their way through a thicket of badly patched hoses made from reinforced intestine. Some sort of faintly glowing lubricant spurted through the hoses, going gods alone knew where.

			‘Luck of daemons, the ratkin,’ Lugash said, shoving a loose pipe aside. It cracked, venting a foul-smelling steam that instantly corroded a nearby section of wall. ‘Like orruks, only worse. I’ve seen them ­cobble together fire-throwers from three rats, some bellows and a bit of warpstone.’

			‘Well they can’t tighten a rivet to save their lives,’ Volker said, as his foot went through a section of gantry. Zana caught him before he fell. ‘Look at this – shoddy construction. I’m surprised it doesn’t shake itself apart.’

			‘It might well do. Feel the way it’s juddering? And listen to those klaxons – I think something’s very wrong.’ Zana looked around. ‘Do you hear that?’

			Volker did. It was like a leaky boiler, building to full steam. But there was another sound beneath it – a low, feral sort of hum that resonated in his bones and at the base of his skull, and he felt a chill as he remembered what Oken had said about the spear. About how it had almost seemed to be singing. The air had turned greasy, and motes of off-putting colour danced before his eyes. He was beginning to feel nauseous.

			Lugash licked his lips and spat. ‘Sorcery.’

			‘Worse,’ Volker said. ‘We should hurry.’

			‘We don’t even know where we’re going,’ Zana reminded him.

			‘Follow the singing,’ he said, only half in jest.

			Several times they ran across panicked skaven, hurrying one way or another. The ratkin rarely made a fight of it, and Volker found himself thinking of an old saying of Oken’s – rats deserting a flooding mine. The skaven were heading for hatches, fighting one another to be the first one through the narrow apertures. Though just where they thought they were going, given that the machine was moving, he couldn’t say.

			The trail of death ended at the entrance to what could only be the engine room. Heaped corpses lay scattered about the bulkhead, and the air was thick with a yellowish steam from several ruptured pipes. The sound had grown so loud that Volker feared his teeth might ­rattle loose from his jaw. Tendrils of crackling energy raced through the steam cloud, as they warily entered the chamber beyond.

			Volker’s eye was immediately drawn to the teetering shape of the massive orrery that dominated the heart of the chamber. Its spinning rings dripped incandescent smoke, within which blisters of flickering light took shape. The air heaved with shifting, phantom images – places and things that Volker couldn’t identify. He felt a hot breeze blowing down from Aqshy, and a chill wind howling up from the depths of Shyish.

			At the heart of the orrery, a black shape twisted, like a shadow caught in a cage of light. As it writhed, the orrery sparked and the images faded, only to be replaced – jungles rose from dissipating lava flows, castles crumbled and were replaced by black pyramids, swirling, star-born palaces turned, dissolving into brute barrow-lands. One image after the next, faster and faster. ‘The spear,’ he muttered, as he realised what he was looking at. ‘They’re using it as a-a power source?’

			‘Skaven, manling, you have to ask?’ Lugash said. ‘And not for long – look.’

			They were not the only intruders – a towering, crimson-armoured figure fought through a crowd of desperate skaven, wading towards the dais and the orrery. ‘That’s not who I was expecting,’ Zana said, ducking aside as a chunk of skaven struck the wall behind her. ‘Who in the silver hell is that?’

			‘Does it matter?’ Volker said. He spun, thrusting the stock of his rifle into the snout of a skaven as it lunged towards him. More of the ratkin had noticed them now, and seemed to prefer fighting them to dying at the hands of the hulking warrior.

			‘Not particularly,’ Zana said, parrying a serrated blade and driving her elbow into a hairy windpipe. She plunged her sword through the skaven’s heart as it staggered back, clutching at its throat. ‘Lugash – make us some room.’

			‘Gladly.’ The doomseeker bounded forwards, runes gleaming. Skaven scattered, losing their sudden eagerness for battle. Volker moved quickly towards a section of the deck that had been ripped up, likely by the crimson warrior’s axe. He’d seen Bloodbound before, but usually not so close. The servants of the Blood God were best kept at a distance. He was close enough to smell the miasma of old slaughter that clung to this one – a deathbringer, as some of the steppe tribes called them.

			As he took up his position, the deathbringer clambered up onto the dais and thrust his weapons into the orrery. The axe and ­hammer caught the whirling rings, and in a shower of sparks, he pried them apart. The mechanisms that controlled the motion of the device whined in protest, and ground uselessly against one another, belching broken cogwheels and warpfire as the deathbringer forced them wide. Metal bent as he wedged the hafts of his axe and hammer in such a way as to pin the orrery rings in place. Then, with a guttural laugh, he reached for the spear.

			‘He wants a spear now,’ Lugash growled.

			‘The spear,’ Zana said, as she tore her sword free of a dying skaven.

			‘I see that,’ Volker said. He balanced his rifle on the section of broken plating, and cocked it. ‘Now let me concentrate.’

			Lugash cursed and scrambled forwards, chopping skaven from his path. ‘Sit there if you want, manling, but I’m getting that spear.’ Zana cursed and reached for him, but he was too quick. He hurtled towards the monstrous warrior, bellowing a challenge.

			Volker didn’t waste breath trying to stop him. He just had to hope that the doomseeker wouldn’t get in his way. He took aim – and fired.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
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			THE HUNTSMAN

			Adhema crept across a ledge high on the southern face of Lion Crag, her mouth thick with the taste of arcane blood. She’d fed on one of the raven-warriors to sate her growing hunger, and the blood had been spiced with sorcery. It was a curious taste, lacking in the sourness one usually found in such corrupted individuals; perhaps it was down to the form the corruption took. Something to investigate another time, she suspected, as she paced along above the battle.

			The skaven had, for the most part, fled the moment their great war-engine had begun to lurch away. Between the daemons and the Thunder­ers, they’d quickly lost whatever stomach they had for battle. Now the three-sided struggle had narrowed to two, as Stonehelm’s warriors pitted their accuracy against the capering changespawn.

			Despite her disdain for the cloud-grubbing duardin, Adhema was forced to admit that they were formidable, in their way. Stonehelm’s warriors had formed a compact firing line on the ground, and were keeping the daemons at bay with an efficiency born, no doubt, of experience. Even so, the end was clear enough to one with the wit to see it. The duardin, for all their prowess, would be overwhelmed eventually or forced to retreat.

			She looked up, searching for the Zank. The aether-ship was in pursuit of the slowly rolling war-machine. She wondered, briefly, whether the others had made it aboard, and whether they’d found the spear. It hadn’t been in any of the caves she’d searched during the fighting. She hissed in growing frustration and turned her attention back to the battle below. A tawny shape caught her eye, and she leapt from the ledge, down the slope, following it.

			The demigryph bounded from rock to rock, moving with animal grace. Her fur was matted with blood and ichor, but her strength was undimmed. Roggen hunched low in the saddle, a weapon in either hand. The knight had fought with brutal joy, and Adhema had come away with a wary appreciation for his skill. Part of her wished to see the carnage a full lance of such warriors could inflict.

			The knight seemed to have found new prey. She followed from above, curious. The demigryph pounced, bearing a daemon to the ground and crushing it. Roggen lashed out with mace and sword, driving back others, until he’d cleared a path to – ah.

			Adhema sank to her haunches and smiled. The priestess. Nyoka was down, surrounded by raven-warriors, her face a crimson mask. Roggen had spotted them. Harrow crashed among them, scattering the feathered warriors. A blast of sorcerous fire alerted her to the presence of the crystal-helmed sorcerer – Yuhdak, he’d called himself.

			She crouched, watching as Harrow was knocked sprawling by the blast, hide smoking. Roggen staggered free of the saddle as the raven-warriors converged on him through the smoke wafting across the field. She sprang quickly down the rocks, intercepting one. Her blade punched through the warrior’s back and out his chest before he registered her presence. She could not say why she was bothering to intervene. The fewer of Grungni’s servitors who lived, the fewer she might have to kill later.

			But the thought displeased her. It grated against the shards of ­honour that remained to her. And in any event, she owed the knight a debt. He’d saved her. So she would save him. Fair was fair.

			She crossed blades with a second warrior as Roggen dispatched a third. He hadn’t noticed her yet, his eyes locked on Yuhdak. He crushed his opponent’s skull and sprang at the sorcerer, roaring. Yuhdak gestured, and purple fire enveloped Roggen’s hand and forearm as the mace descended. The weapon burst like an overripe fruit, and the haft coiled about the knight’s arm. It burrowed into his flesh, sprouting pale thorns.

			Adhema winced as Roggen screamed and fell back, his arm burning with the raw heat of change. The flesh of his hand ran like water, merging with the weapon, sprouting delicate gossamer fins and clumps of blinking eyes.

			‘No,’ Roggen snarled, and raised his sword. He brought it down, chopping through his own forearm with one blow. She blinked in surprise, impressed despite herself. Few mortals had the stomach for such measures. His malformed limb flopped like a dying fish as it sprouted jointed legs and the bleeding stump ruptured into a leech-like maw of glinting teeth. Cradling his wounded arm to his chest, he hacked at the pulsing lump of meat.

			‘Fascinating,’ Yuhdak said as he watched. He extended his hand. Change­fire quickened about his fingers, and motes of purple and azure swirled through the air. ‘What will you do, I wonder, when I transform your other arm? Will you gnaw it off, like a beast?’

			‘If I must,’ Roggen panted, face pale with pain. The smell of his blood, like sweet nectar and wet bark, wafted towards her. She beat aside her opponent’s blade and caught him by the throat. A flick of her wrist was enough to snap his neck. She let the body fall, intent on getting to Yuhdak.

			Before she could, however, Harrow, her fur blackened and her feathers seared away, gave a screech and leapt. Her iron-hard beak clamped down on Yuhdak’s shoulder and he gave a startled cry as the demigryph jerked him from his feet and flung him aside. Before he could rise, the beast was on him, her talons tearing through armour and robes alike. Yuhdak screamed and lashed out with his blade. Harrow squalled and lurched back, before slumping wounded to the ground.

			Yuhdak clambered to his feet. ‘Filthy animal,’ he hissed, gesturing with his bloody blade. ‘I’ll make something more useful out of you, beast.’

			‘You will do nothing,’ Roggen roared, as he lunged forwards. Their blades crashed together. Even wounded, the blood draining from him, Roggen was fast. And strong. Every blow rocked the slimmer, lighter sorcerer back. But for every one blow Roggen landed, Yuhdak landed two. It was taking its toll, Adhema saw. A few moments later, after a wild blow, the knight staggered and sank to one knee, chest heaving. Yuhdak raised his blade.

			Adhema darted forwards, through the smoke. Her blade slid up, between the plates of Yuhdak’s armour. He grunted in shock and made to backhand her. Adhema ducked nimbly beneath the blow and stabbed him again. Another thrust, and the sorcerer staggered. She grinned as the circling daemons began to thin and fade.

			She paced after him as he stumbled away. ‘You’re not the one I am after, but given the insult you delivered me in the forest, I’ll settle. Perhaps I’ll draw up what’s left of your soul afterwards, and make it my hound.’

			‘No,’ Yuhdak hissed. He flung out his hand, staining the air with his blood. The substance of reality bubbled and split, revealing giggling, grinning pink faces. Long arms, topped by overlarge paws, stretched out, clawing for the vampire, gripping at her arms and legs, drawing her inexorably towards the gap in the air. A voice rose up a moment later, and the faces wavered and vanished as the spell was broken. Adhema staggered, off-balance, and turned, seeking the cause of her salvation.

			Nyoka was on her knees, leaning against the haft of her hammer, one eye a swollen ruin, but the other gleaming with fervour. Voice hoarse and cracked with pain, she croaked the words of a prayer. The few remaining daemons wavered and burst, like soap bubbles. Adhema met her gaze and nodded in thanks.

			When she turned back, Yuhdak was gone. She snarled a curse, and whirled, seeking any sign of him. But the sorcerer had vanished. She turned back to the others. Nyoka had dragged herself towards Roggen, who lay limp on the ground. Adhema went to them, the smell of the knight’s blood thick on the air. Nyoka had torn off a section of her robe, and was using it to bind up the knight’s wounded limb.

			‘Will he live?’

			Nyoka looked up. ‘If Sahg’mahr wills it.’ She gave a weak smile. ‘He is strong, though. Like a tree. He can afford to lose a branch or two.’

			Adhema sneered and bared her teeth. ‘Good enough, I suppose.’ She heard a clatter and saw bulky shapes moving towards them through the smoke. Stonehelm and his Thunderers – those who’d survived their fight with the daemons. A sudden explosion caused her to turn.

			The skaven war-machine hadn’t got far. It wobbled on its axis, venting fire and smoke, seemingly about to topple over. She glanced at Nyoka as another explosion ripped through the great machine. ‘Best keep praying, priestess. I have a feeling Volker and the others might need it.’

			Volker fired. He cursed a moment later as Lugash slammed into the deathbringer, knocking him back, and out of the ball’s path. The ball struck the rim of the orrery and ricocheted into the device, bursting the chains that held the spear in place.

			The great black blade swung down, slicing the air with a lingering hiss of what might have been satisfaction. Lugash roared and reached for it, leaving his war-iron embedded in the deathbringer’s shoulder. The deathbringer caught his wrist and wrenched the doomseeker away, slamming him face-first into the dais. The Khornate warrior drove a bone-rattling kick into the dazed duardin’s side, sending him rolling down to the deck. He turned and reached for the spear. Gung twisted in its chains, stretching towards the warrior.

			‘Zana,’ Volker shouted as he tossed aside his rifle and drew his repeater pistols. Skaven scampered past him, seeking to escape. The former Freeguilder was already darting up onto the dais, sword out. Her blade slashed down, drawing blood from the warrior’s thickly muscled arm. He roared and reached for her throat, catching her next slash with his bare hand. Her sword snapped in his fist as she ducked beneath his clawing grip. Still holding the jagged stump of the hilt, she went for him again, seeking to drive what was left of her blade into his exposed throat.

			The deathbringer slammed the broken tip of her blade down, through her forearm. Coins clattered free of the vambrace as Zana screamed. She snatched a knife from her belt and sank it into her opponent’s exposed thigh. ‘Shoot him, Volker,’ she gasped. 

			The deathbringer roared and slapped her from the dais, to join Lugash in a heap on the floor.

			Volker shot him. Both repeater pistols exploded in fire, filling the air with lead shot. The deathbringer jerked back with a bellow of pain and surprise. He flailed backwards, hand groping. Even as Volker tossed aside his emptied weapons and clawed for the artisan pistol in his belt, the Spear of Shadows slid unerringly into its new wielder’s hand. The warrior’s fingers snapped shut about the black haft and he tore it free of the remaining chains with a triumphant snarl. ‘Mine,’ he howled. ‘Mine – at last.’

			He turned to Volker, his eyes burning with a fierce mirth. He fingered one of the impact craters that now marked his war-plate. ‘That didn’t work out like you hoped, did it?’

			Volker said nothing. He cocked the artisan pistol. 

			The deathbringer paused. ‘You think you can beat me, little man, with your silly little guns?’ he said, contemptuously. ‘I am ­Ahazian Kel. I have weathered the fire of the Tollan Cannonade, and the Thunder-wagons of Kursk. What can one gun, or two, do to me, that a thousand could not?’

			‘Depends whose finger is on the trigger,’ Volker said, as calmly as he could.

			Ahazian chuckled. ‘Maybe so. But I don’t have to get close to you, to kill you.’ He raised the spear and looked down at Zana. ‘What did she call you – Volker? Yes.’ He whispered to the quivering black blade. Volker felt a wrenching sensation deep within him, as if something had torn loose. The eldritch runes carved into Gung’s wide blade glowed with cold fire. Time seemed to slow. Volker levelled the pistol, his finger tightening on the trigger. Ahazian Kel swung the spear about. It left his grip with an eager hiss. The air parted before it, peeling away from that hateful blade.

			Everything stopped. Volker stared at the spear, so close and yet so far away. His death, frozen in time. Gung had not fed in a thousand years, and it wished to enjoy its meal. Time and space were nothing to it, and they folded about it like ragged shrouds. It crept towards him, stealing through the moments between them like a ghyrlion slinking through the tall grasses. His limbs felt leaden, heavy with years yet unlived. It was all he could do to finish pulling the trigger. Thunder boomed. Fire burst from the barrel of his pistol, momentarily blotting out the shadows clinging to the spear.

			Gung undulated closer, slithering towards him like some great black snake. Time was narrowing. Volker watched his pistol ball spin slowly past the spear, firm on its trajectory. He took a step back. Then another. It was like swimming through mud. And with every step the spear got closer. Closer. Until, at last, he could feel the heat of the blade. Time, stretched to the breaking point, snapped back. Only one chance.

			Volker darted towards the oscillating rings of the orrery, towards the hazy images of other places, other realms. The spear hissed over his shoulder with a snarl of frustration. He took the steps of the dais two at a time. Gung hurtled after him with a hungry scream. He caught at the thorny haft of Ahazian’s axe, still holding the quavering rings pinned, and threw himself forwards, ripping the axe free as he fell.

			He felt a lurch, as if he were being pulled in several directions at once. Colours filled his vision and he was enveloped in heat and ice all at once. Frost dappled his coat and a fiery heat burned his skin. He saw stars, red clouds and amethyst wastes, all bleeding into one another, and vanishing in the blink of an eye. Something black and hateful shot towards him through the shifting madness. It was not a spear, not really. It was something else, masquerading as a spear. A mote of cosmic filth, stretching out towards him across every realm, hungry for his death.

			Desperate, he flung a hand out and caught hold of one of the now spinning rings. The metal burned through his glove and blistered his hand, but he held on regardless as he was wrenched upwards, towards the throbbing orifice in the fabric of space. His arm and shoulder protested and he felt muscle tear, deep inside. He let go at the apex of its circuit, and fell through the hole. Somewhere below him – or perhaps above him – he heard a frustrated cry, as Gung plunged deeper into the ever-shifting realms.

			Volker hit the deck hard and rolled limply, his uniform steaming, his heart hammering. He’d lost his pistol in the jump, and the axe as well. He tried to push himself up. As he did so, he heard a scream. Blearily, he scanned the chamber, and saw Ahazian Kel stagger back, clutching at his eye. Volker’s last shot had struck home. The deathbringer sank to one knee, still howling. Blood poured between his fingers and ­puddled on the floor.

			‘Still alive, Azyrite?’

			Volker looked up, into Zana’s bruised features. She wiped blood from her chin and offered him her good hand. He took it, groaning as the burns on his palms flared agonisingly. ‘We need to get out of here,’ he coughed, leaning against her. The arm he’d used to hang on sagged limply by his side. Even as he spoke, the oscillating portal creaked on its dais. Energy lashed out, tearing through the walls and floor, reducing metal to slag. Volker shoved Zana aside and fell over her, as a lash of energy swept through the air where their heads had been. She screamed as he jostled the blade that still pierced her forearm. ‘That thing is going to blow,’ he said, by way of apology.

			‘I guess you’d know,’ she said, trying to haul them both to their feet. Everything was coming apart around them. Conduits burst and pipes ruptured, spewing a noxious steam into the air. The orrery was spinning off-kilter now, wobbling madly on its dais, casting warp lightning in every direction. A strong wind tore at them, howling, as if the orrery were trying to draw them into the shimmering vortex growing within its spinning rings. ‘Come on, Azyrite – get up!’

			Volker bit back a scream of his own as he jostled his injured arm. He wasn’t able to stop himself a moment later, however, as a red-armoured hand burst through the steam and smoke to latch onto his arm. ­Ahazian Kel’s grisly features appeared a moment later. ‘The spear,’ he snarled. ‘Where is it, maggot?’

			He wrenched Volker from his feet and hurled him to the floor, hard. Something snapped inside Volker and he felt like a punctured water skin. As he rolled over, he saw Zana bring a knife down against ­Ahazian’s vambrace. The blade snapped, and the deathbringer caught her by the throat, slamming her back against the wall. ‘Where is my spear?’ the warrior roared.

			‘No spears here, filth. Just axes.’

			Ahazian turned and staggered as one of Lugash’s throwing axes sprouted from his chest. The doomseeker barrelled through the smoke, bloody mouth twisted in a wild grin, his beard whipping wildly in the wind. ‘Did you think we were finished, daemonspawn? We’re only getting started!’ Axe in hand, Lugash drove the deathbringer back, one wild sweep after the next. Debris flew through the air about them as they struggled, drawn into the void within the orrery.

			Zana crawled towards Volker. ‘What does it take to put him down?’ she hissed, as she tried to drag him upright with her good arm. Volker cursed and clutched at his side. The wind caught at them, nearly pulling him off his feet. He saw the corpse of a skaven tumble past and fly into the void, on a journey to gods alone knew where.

			‘More than we’ve got. Hopefully Lugash can keep him busy.’

			The doomseeker’s body bounced past them, to vanish into the smoke. Volker couldn’t tell whether he was still alive or not. He and Zana stared as Ahazian staggered towards them, fighting the pull of the vortex, bleeding, missing an eye, chopped to the bone, but still standing. The deathbringer flexed his hands.

			‘I won’t kill you, mortal. Gung will come for you, sooner or later. It’s a matter of when, not if. But by the end, you’ll be praying for its arrival, this I swear.’

			Volker glanced at Zana. ‘Can you find Lugash, and get to the hatch? Any hatch?’

			‘I – yes, maybe. What are you planning?’

			‘To give him what he wants. I need this.’ He caught hold of the shard piercing her forearm and jerked it loose. She yelped in pain as he shoved her towards the bulkhead, and turned, letting the current of the vortex catch him. Palming the chunk of steel, he tumbled towards the deathbringer. Ahazian staggered back, startled, as Volker crashed into him.

			‘Are you mad?’ he growled.

			‘No, just desperate,’ Volker gasped. He flicked the chunk of metal up and rammed it into the deathbringer’s ruined eye socket, twisting it as deeply as he could manage. Ahazian screamed in agony and clubbed Volker to the deck. Pain exploded through his arm and head, but as he fell, Volker swept the deathbringer’s feet out from under him. Ahazian fell, and then was hurtling backwards, unable to stop himself. He caught the edges of the orrery and for an instant Volker thought the deathbringer might manage to drag himself free of the howling void. Then the orrery rings bent and burst, and ­Ahazian Kel was gone.

			A moment later, Volker was on his way to joining him. Even with the orrery crumpling in on itself, the vortex was still there, still growing. And he couldn’t muster the strength to fight its pull. He closed his eyes as he began the slide to oblivion.

			His eyes sprang open as he jerked to a sudden, painful halt. He twisted, looking back, and saw Zana holding onto the back of his coat with her good hand. Lugash held her wounded one, and had his axe embedded in the frame of the bulkhead. ‘That’s two favours you bloody well owe me, Azyrite,’ she shouted. ‘Now shift yourself, you great lump.’

			Despite the black spots crowding the edge of his vision, Volker did. Slowly, they hauled themselves out into the corridor, the void-born wind clawing at them with increasing ferocity. Inside the chamber, warp lightning erupted from the remains of the device, running across the walls and floor. Metal crumpled in on itself as it was ripped from the frame and drawn into the whirling vortex at the heart of the orrery.

			They staggered to the closest hatch as the war-machine shook itself to pieces around them. Volker couldn’t tell whether it was part of the ceiling or the wall, as everything around them seemed to be changing position rapidly. Lugash smashed it open, leaving bloody prints on the metal. The doomseeker was a mass of shallow wounds, his helmet lost, a bloody gash matting the hair on his head.

			He gave a bark of laughter and flung out a hand, as if signalling for something beyond the hatch. A moment later, he caught hold of Volker and dragged him up. ‘Reach, manling – your life depends on it.’

			Blearily, Volker saw a dangling ladder, and the familiar face of Brondt, hand extended. The Zank was keeping pace with the war-machine, but only just. Aether-smoke gouted from the vessel’s endrins, staining the air. ‘Hand, lad, give me your hand,’ Brondt shouted over the roar of the wind. Volker reached and nearly fell. The ground raced by below, smashed into broken chunks by the war-machine as it sped along, even in its death throes. ‘We can’t keep pace for long,’ Brondt roared. Lugash cursed, caught hold of Volker and flung him out of the hatch. Volker hit the ladder and tried to grab hold, but his arm refused to cooperate. Brondt caught him and dragged him up. ‘Where’s Zana?’ the Kharadron demanded.

			‘I’ve got her,’ Lugash snarled. He leapt from the shuddering hatch, Zana clinging to his neck. He scrambled up the ladder after Brondt and Volker.

			Zana grinned up at Volker from Lugash’s back.

			‘Some fun, eh, Azyrite? Never a dull moment, working for Grungni.’

			‘Is it always like this?’ he said. The Zank pulled slowly away from the war-machine. The great engine was folding in on itself, as if it were deflating. He winced as the metal screamed and buckled.

			‘Sometimes it’s worse,’ Zana said. She flinched as the war-machine gave a shriek of bending metal and popping rivets. Volker blinked stars from his eyes and sagged against the ladder, feeling more tired than he could ever remember. He looked down at Zana as another explosion sent chunks of the dying skaven war-engine hurtling in all directions. ‘Two favours, huh?’

			‘Two,’ she said. ‘And I will collect, Azyrite, you mark my words.’

			‘Glad to see you’re happy,’ Brondt called down. He grinned at Zana, and her own smile faltered. ‘And speaking of favours, you owe me three now, Mathos.’

			Aboard the dying warp-wheel, Quell realised something had gone cata­strophically wrong when he felt his throne beginning to pull loose from the deck. Metal groaned and burst. His crew squealed in panic. Deck plates were ripped free of the frame and drawn away from the command chamber, deeper into the warp-wheel. Everything was shaking,­ coming apart at the seams.

			Rivets burst from the hull, whipping backwards. Several of his warriors fell, heads and chests pierced by the flying rivets. Their bodies rolled across the floor, sliding back into whatever was growing within his war-machine. Quell clutched his throne tightly, as if he might be able to keep it in place through sheer will.

			A section of the hull frame slammed down close by. The massive beam bent backwards with a screech, nearly taking his head off. He could hear the familiar roar of the oscillation overgrinder now. Something had caused a power surge. Instead of propelling the warp-wheel through the dimensional membrane, it was drawing it in – and not as a whole, but piece by piece. He slammed a paw down on his throne.

			‘Sabotage,’ he shrieked. His throne rocked back, caught in the pull of the overgrinder. It was the Blighted City all over again. Someone was trying to deny him his rightful glory. ‘Was it you?’ he demanded, glaring down at the crew-rat clinging to his throne. The skaven chittered a protest. Quell crouched on his throne and kicked the hapless creature off. The skaven squealed piteously as he was dragged away to his well-deserved doom. A moment later, he was joined by several other members of the crew, most of whom were still clinging to their seats, or part of the hull.

			The hum was growing louder. The overgrinder, chewing away at the fabric of the realm. Quell ran the calculations. Definitely sabotage – but who stood to gain? Warpfang? No. Skewerax? Possibly. Daemons were sneaky, even the stupid ones. Perhaps especially the stupid ones. The warp-wheel was doomed, regardless.

			The thought made him want to gnaw his tail to a bloody stump. He had wasted precious months building the device, only to have it snatched away now, on the eve of his greatest triumph. Someone would pay. But first – escape. Quickly, he dropped into his seat and reached for the straps. His was the only seat with them, for a very good reason. It was the only seat designed to be anything more than what it appeared to be.

			The first rule of being a warlock engineer – always have a way out. He tightened the straps and tore away the padding on the frame, revealing a heavy switch. He hesitated. He’d only ever tried this on slaves, and it hadn’t ended well for them. Then again, what choice did he have? He looked up as the top of the hull peeled away, revealing open sky. Baring his teeth in fright, he thrust the switch down. Fat sparks stung his paw as the hidden launching mechanism growled to life. Warpstone springs contracted with a screech. Quell closed his eyes as his throne exploded upwards, towards the sky.

			As he hurtled to safety, his invention at last surrendered to the inevitable and exploded with an ear-splitting shriek. Fading tracers of lightning shot across the steppes following the chunks of wreckage, scorching striated paths through the grasses.

			He tumbled skywards, caught in the updraught of the explosion, paws fumbling at the controls of the ejector seat. He had to deploy the parachute before gravity caught him in its treacherous grip. As the sky and ground juxtaposed themselves with dizzying speed, Quell caught sight of an aether-craft pulling away from the funeral pyre of his genius.

			A faint thread of satisfaction pierced the all-consuming fear. He had been right after all. It had been sabotage. Well, they would pay. They’d all pay. He shook a fist at the departing craft, even as he caught hold of the lever to deploy the chute.

			Another gut-churning lurch and he was spinning gently towards the ground. Below, only a smoking crater dotted with wreckage remained of his grand design. The war-machine, and all that it had contained, was gone.

			But Quell still lived. And while he lived, he could–

			Something croaked above him. He twisted in his harness. A raven perched atop his throne, watching him with a beady black eye. It croaked again, and he wondered why it sounded so much like laughter. More croaks echoed from all around him.

			Quell turned, glands clenching.

			The rest of the ravens were waiting for him.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
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			SEVEN WEAPONS

			Several days later, Owain Volker placed his hand palm-up on an anvil.

			He’d been drifting in and out of consciousness for days since their return to Excelsis. Even now, he was sleeping more than he was used to. But he still felt tired. The pain was to blame for some of that, he thought. The ache of healing bones and bruised flesh. But the rest of it was due to the dreams. Nightmares, really. Of something seeking him, across the dark seas of infinity. Sometimes it was the Great King. Other times, Ahazian Kel.

			But mostly, it was Gung. The Spear of Shadows had his scent and was on the hunt.

			‘Will this work?’ he asked.

			‘If it didn’t, we wouldn’t be wasting our time,’ Vali said. The ancient duardin caught his wrist in a vice-like grip and placed a rune, crafted from gold, right in the centre of his hand. ‘Now hold still,’ he said. He looked up at Grungni. The god stood nearby, waiting, his ­hammer over his shoulder.

			‘You may proceed, grandfather.’

			Volker closed his eyes, and forced himself not to flinch away as the god raised his hammer. There was a sound like the bark of a cannon, and pain plunged through him, up his arm and into his brain. He staggered, but Vali refused to let him fall. The hammer struck again, and again, and Volker couldn’t help but scream as the rune was driven deep into his flesh. After the third strike, he was allowed to slump. He cradled his hand. Despite the pain, nothing was broken.

			Vali sneered down at him. ‘No stamina.’

			Volker caught hold of the anvil and pushed himself to his feet. He didn’t bother to reply. Instead, he stared at the rune embedded in the meat of his hand. It flickered strangely, taking on a new and different hue with every flex of his fingers. The old duardin stepped back, and turned to Grungni. ‘If you’re done, I have duties to attend to.’

			‘Go, Vali.’ Grungni watched his servant stump away and then looked down at Volker. ‘Gung will hunt you, until it has you. That is its purpose. But its captivity weakened it, and your quick thinking saw it lost to the seas between realms. It will seek you, but this rune will change your scent, in a manner of speaking. Whatever realm you stand in, the spear will think you are in another. Thus it will pursue, but never catch.’

			Volker looked at the god. ‘Runes like this don’t last forever, do they?’

			Grungni frowned. ‘No. But for the time being, it will do.’

			Volker nodded, trying not to think about it. ‘The others?’

			Grungni set the head of his hammer atop the anvil. ‘More or less in one piece. Roggen has returned home, so that he might heal in familiar surroundings. I offered him a hand of silver, to replace the one he’d lost, but he declined. He claimed he would plant the seed of a new hand himself, and return when it had sprouted.’ He shook his head. ‘A funny folk.’

			Volker shook out his hand, trying to ease the ache. ‘Zana and Nyoka?’

			Grungni leaned forwards on the haft of his hammer. ‘Somewhere. Both seem disinclined to leave my service at the moment, despite every­thing.’ He paused. ‘The priestess is healing, though I’m told a missing eye takes some getting used to.’

			‘Did you offer her a new one as well?’

			Grungni smiled. ‘I did. She seemed less than enthused by the idea. Mayhap Sigmar will tell her it’s all right to accept gifts from other gods, when he gets around to it.’

			‘And Oken?’

			‘Here, boy.’ Oken stepped out of the shadows of the smithy, leaning heavily on a cane of iron and bronze. ‘Still in one piece, unlike some others I could name.’ He looked up at Volker. ‘I thought I told you to be careful.’

			‘I’m not dead.’

			‘That’s not the same thing.’ The old duardin shook his head. ‘You didn’t ask about the vampire, I noticed.’

			Volker frowned. Adhema had vanished before they’d returned for Roggen and the others. She’d simply… slipped away. ‘No. I didn’t.’ Then, ‘Any sign of her?’

			Oken snorted. ‘No. Though I have no doubt she’ll show up again, like a bit of grit in the gears.’ He looked at Grungni. ‘How long?’

			The god sighed. ‘I do not know. If he keeps moving, perhaps forever.’

			‘You don’t know?’ Oken said. He frowned and rubbed his face. ‘My apologies, Maker. I did not mean…’

			Grungni smiled. ‘You did, but it is understandable.’ The smile faded. ‘There is much about these weapons of which even I am ignorant. They are mysteries, and I do not like mysteries. They must be ­studied before they are reforged.’ He looked at Volker, and there was cool speculation in his gaze. ‘So long as he lives, Gung will seek him. And as long as Gung seeks him, no one else may claim it.’

			‘I’m bait,’ Volker said, mouth suddenly dry. ‘Bait, and a failsafe in one.’ He looked at the rune in his palm, and wondered at how such a small thing would keep him hidden from the black hunger that hunted him.

			‘Aye,’ Grungni said, ignoring Oken’s glare. ‘You are. Is it a burden you are fit to bear, gunmaster?’

			Volker hesitated. Then, he nodded. ‘It is, Maker. However much time is left to me, is yours.’ He flexed his hand, and then pulled on his glove. ‘There are seven other weapons out there. Seven shots, to turn the tide, for one side or the other.’ He smiled thinly.

			‘A gunmaster only needs one.’

			And why did you choose to slip away, rather than stay?

			Neferata’s voice pierced the din of Excelsis at night. Adhema rose to her feet, smiling. She stood high above the Veins, perched on wet slates, revelling in the scents that unfolded beneath her. It had been too long since she had visited a city – a proper, living city.

			‘A spur-of-the-moment decision, my lady. One I suspect you will agree with, if you but hear me out.’ When Neferata did not reply, Adhema continued. ‘The spear is gone. Once thrown, it will not allow itself to be bent from its purpose until it makes its kill. You yourself told me that.’

			So, you will stalk this Azyrite until his almost certain demise?

			She sensed her mistress’ amusement, and allowed herself a polite chuckle. ‘No. Grungni will find some way of preserving his life, of that I have no doubt. But it is what they will do next that I wish to see…’

			Silence. Then a soft laugh. Adhema shivered. There was malice in that laugh, and some slight admiration. The other weapons, Neferata murmured. And will you help them claim the Lamentations, sister? Will you play the guardian angel for them?

			‘If I must,’ Adhema said, frowning. ‘Grungni will seek to gather them. He will stop at nothing, and neither will they. They are determined, for mortals.’

			You admire them.

			It wasn’t an accusation. Not quite. But almost. Adhema hissed. ‘They are a means to an end, my lady – nothing more. They will gather the weapons for us, in a safe place, and then we will take them, as our rightful due.’

			And you know where this place is?

			Adhema smiled and looked down. In the crooked, cramped alleyway below, an ogor stood, half-slumbering, on guard. She’d considered attempting to get inside herself, but saw no benefit to announcing herself so brazenly just yet. She knew where the entrance was, and that was enough, for now. ‘I might have some idea,’ she said. She sniffed. ‘I will keep a watch on it, and them. And when the time is right… well.’ She shrugged.

			A good plan, sister. But do you have the patience for it? Would it not be better for me to send someone else… someone more subtle, to do this thing?

			‘No,’ Adhema snarled. She clutched the hilt of her sword. ‘This is my quest. I will bring the weapons to you, my queen, whatever obstacles arise. That is my oath, upon the ashes of Szandor.’ She looked up at the moon. ‘Let me do this?’ she asked softly.

			The only reply she got was a mocking laugh, which soon faded away into the night, leaving her uncertain and irritated. The Queen of Mysteries did so enjoy her little jokes. Adhema shook her head, and went back to studying the alley below.

			After a few moments, she sighed.

			Neferata had been right. She didn’t have the patience.

			Something clattered on a nearby rooftop. She turned, seeking the source of the noise. She smiled a moment later. ‘Ha,’ she murmured. Two swift steps brought her to the edge of the roof. Across the way, a roof-runner gang slowly but easily pried away slates, so that they might slip in through the eaves of the building below. They were young, and thin. Children, really, but feral. Like alley cats with opposable thumbs.

			She crashed down behind them, startling them. One slipped and slid with a squall, nearly falling. She caught the boy by his ankle and pulled him up as she stood. Dangling him over the edge, she looked into their pinched, starveling faces, and smiled.

			‘Hello, children. I am Adhema. And there is something I need you to do for me.’

			Kretch Warpfang, Grand High Clawmaster of Clan Rictus, sighed and shifted on his throne. He rubbed his snout tiredly. It had been a trying few days, since he’d ordered the retreat from Excelsis. The expected in-fighting had taken its toll, and he was running low on subordinates as well as patience.

			It was all Quell’s fault, of course. When his wondrous war-machine had failed to materialise, Warpfang had come to the unhappy conclusion that Excelsis would remain unplundered for the time being. He’d struck camp and retreated inland, towards Lion Crag, and the supply warren he’d built there, only to find it on fire and full of corpses. Not entirely full – there had been some survivors, one of whom was crouched before him now.

			‘Where is Quell?’ he growled, glaring down at the cowering skaven.

			‘Almost certainly dead-eliminated, Grand High Clawmaster,’ the snivelling creature before him said. The warlock engineer stank of scorched hair and fear, and his eyes were hidden behind cracked goggles. He and a few followers had stumbled into camp that morning, looking as if they had been through a war. ‘You need have no worries-fears on that score, no-no. He has paid for this most disappointing of failures with his life.’

			Warpfang tapped one talon against his warpstone tooth, deep in thought. ‘Your name is Vex, isn’t it?’ he growled, finally.

			‘Er…’ Vex peered up at him, his beady eyes owlish behind the ­goggles. ‘Yes?’

			Warpfang leaned forwards. Vex bobbed, wanting to retreat, but prevented from doing so by the hulking shapes of the ­deathvermin standing behind him. Warpfang crooked a talon, beckoning him forwards. Vex hesitated. One of the deathvermin prodded him with the blade of his weapon. The warlock engineer scurried forwards, leaking fear-musk. Warpfang took an almost gentle grip on Vex’s whiskers.

			‘What about the weapon?’ he hissed softly.

			Vex blinked. Swallowed. ‘Weapon, your worship?’

			Warpfang nodded heavily. ‘Weapon, Vex. Quell promised me a weapon. A weapon I paid him well for, yes-yes. Where is this weapon, Vex?’ As he spoke, he began to twist Vex’s whiskers. Tears came to Vex’s eyes, smearing across the inside of his goggles.

			‘Destroyed,’ he shrieked.

			Warpfang snarled and tore loose a handful of whiskers. Vex collapsed with a squeal, clutching his bloody snout. Warpfang let the whiskers fall, to join their former owner. He sagged back into his throne with a sigh. ‘Destroyed,’ he murmured.

			He’d feared as much. When he’d lost contact with Quell, he’d assumed something had gone wrong. But if Vex was to be believed, there were layers to the failure. And Warpfang was intent on peeling back said layers, until he discovered what Quell had been hiding from him. So far, he’d learned that there had been, in fact, two weapons. One funded by him, and one – an ancient artefact of some sort – sought by Skewerax. Quell, with the relentless optimism of a warlock engineer, had decided to combine the two into one, while hiding that fact from both of his patrons. Warpfang looked down at Vex. ‘What about the other one?’

			‘Other one, oh potentate of pain?’ Vex looked up. A cunning look, that. Badly disguised. Warpfang reached for his remaining whiskers. Vex clapped a paw to his snout and shrank back. ‘Other one – yes-yes, the other one, it is gone-vanished. Lost-lost in the void-black between worlds!’

			‘A shame,’ Warpfang murmured. ‘If you had known where it was, I might have spared you.’ Vex’s eyes widened, and the cunning was replaced by sudden desperation.

			‘There are others,’ he squeaked, throwing his paws up pleadingly.

			Warpfang paused. ‘Others?’

			‘Other weapons, your most magnanimousness. Many weapons. Skewerax said so, yes-yes, Skewerax – he’s the one, he said–’

			Warpfang reached out with a startling swiftness and caught Vex by the throat. ‘Speak-quick, yes-yes,’ he growled, his claws digging into the cowering skaven’s throat.

			‘He cannot speak, if you strangle him,’ a deep voice ­rumbled. Warpfang sighed and released Vex. The warlock engineer squeaked plaintively and crawled away, casting darting glances at the new arrival. The deathvermin were nervous as well, and the faint odour of their fear tickled Warpfang’s nose. He looked up.

			‘Skewerax,’ he said, in greeting.

			‘Where is my weapon?’ the verminlord hissed, slaver dripping from his fangs. He loomed over the back of the throne, his claws dug into the top of it. ‘Why is Quell not here?’

			‘Quell is dead, according to this one.’ Warpfang gestured to Vex, who’d curled into a tiny ball on the floor.

			‘That is no excuse,’ Skewerax said. ‘My weapon?’

			‘Gone, beyond the reach of any skaven.’ Warpfang laughed. ‘Mine as well.’

			Skewerax leaned forwards, acidic drool spattering Warpfang’s armour. ‘Where?’

			‘Does it matter?’ Warpfang looked at the daemon. ‘There are ­others, after all. Or was he lying about that?’

			The verminlord slid back, eyes narrowed. ‘If he wasn’t?’

			‘Then perhaps you had best tell me, oh mighty one, so that together we might claim them for the glory of the Rictus, and all the Clans Verminus.’

			The daemon stared down at him, as if considering. Then, slowly, a smile crept across the verminlord’s scarred muzzle.

			‘Very well. Have you ever heard tell of the Eight Lamentations?’

			Ahazian Kel erupted from the smouldering wreckage. Shards of metal jutted from his bloody form, and his armour was blackened and steaming. He wrenched off his bent and twisted war-helm with a groan, exposing badly battered features, and a bloody socket where the Azyrite’s shot had burst his eye. A lucky shot, that. He tossed the helmet aside and looked around, squinting with his good eye.

			There was no way of telling how far he’d fallen, or how long he’d been buried. The warp energies had torn the war-machine apart, scattering it across the mortal realms. Caught by the explosion of the warp-portal, he had been sent somewhere else – somewhere unfamiliar. The air tasted of burnt metal and the landscape was jagged and gleaming. Strange birds with iridescent, silvery feathers swooped overhead, their raspy cries echoing down. The remains of a number of trees, broken by the sudden arrival of a section of the skaven war-machine, poked up through the wreckage, their coppery branches shimmering eerily in the firelight, as the leaves blackened and drifted away on the wind.

			Chamon, perhaps, or somewhere in Aqshy. In the distance, he saw signs of industry – great clouds of smoke staining the pale sky. He could hear the dull murmur of machinery, and every so often a ­rumble shook the air. A mine, perhaps. Whatever it was, there would be people­ there, and food. Not to mention weapons.

			Ahazian swayed on his feet, hands clutching instinctively for the weapons that were not there. He had no weapons. No spear. He growled angrily, and pawed at his aching socket. The Azyrite would pay for that. They would all pay. ‘I swear it,’ he snarled, glaring about him with his good eye. He was a Kel of the Ekran, and his oath was as iron.

			Then a treacherous voice within him whispered that he had also made an oath to acquire Gung, and look how that had turned out. Rage flared anew, burning the ache from his wounds and the weariness from his limbs. He had failed, and the loss of his eye, of his weapons, was but the price of that failure. ‘Volundr,’ he said. Then, more loudly, ‘Volundr! Where are you, warrior-smith?’

			Volundr must have seen. Must be listening. But there was no reply. No sound, save the crackling of flames and the screaming of birds. Ahazian grunted, weary again. Abandoned then. So be it.

			He started towards the smoke on the horizon, shoving wreckage from his path. He would find the spear again. He still had the shard, could still feel the echo of the Huntsman’s song in the depths of his mind. Once he had regained his strength he would begin the hunt anew. And then he would seek out the others, one by one. But he would not deliver them up to distant masters or faithless allies.

			Instead, he would put them to use. He had fought other men’s wars for long enough. He had sought peace in the shadow of lesser warriors, and paid the price. Only the Kels of Ekran knew how to properly wage war, and Ahazian would see to it that all the realms remembered why his people had once been feared. Aye, even the courtiers of Chaos, in the high halls of the Varanspire, would know and tremble. The last Kels of Ekran would march against the Three-Eyed King himself, and cast down all delusions of sanity and purpose. The realms would again be drowned in war – war, eternal and unending.

			Ahazian stopped and raised his bloody features to the sky. Somewhere far above, amongst stars that glowed like hot metal cooling in dark waters, Khorne sat on a throne of skulls. Or so the sages of blood claimed.

			‘Khorne, I have never prayed to you. A god who needs prayers is no god at all. But if you listen, I ask a boon of you, here, today. Grant me revenge – grant me an eternity of slaughter beneath the laughing stars. Grant me this, and I will drown the realms in blood. And if you do not, then you had best strike me down now, for I will not forget.’ He spread his arms, waiting.

			Behind him, a raven croaked. Ahazian lowered his arms and turned. Black birds perched on the wreckage, watching him. His fingers curled into fists. ‘Come to finish the job, then, carrion crows?’

			Metal creaked. Ahazian froze, listening. He heard hissing voices, and the rattle of weapons. The wind shifted, and he smelled a rank scent. The smell of vermin. His torn lips split in a red grin as he nodded his thanks to the birds. ‘My apologies. It seems our alliance still holds.’ One of the birds dipped its beak, as if in acknowledgement.

			The first of the skaven burst from the tangle of wreckage, moving quickly. It wore tattered yellow vestments beneath its rusty mail, and carried a round, crudely forged shield of bronze and gold. It slid to a stop at the sight of him, one paw twitching above the blade thrust through its wide leather belt. From the scabrous insignia daubed on its shield, he deduced that it belonged to a different clan than those he’d fought earlier. Scavengers, then, looking to strip the wreckage of any valuables.

			More skaven joined the first, swarming out of the wreckage – a dozen, two, thirty, forty – on all sides. The sound of their squealing was deafening, and their reek drowned out even the harsh acridity of the fires. Red eyes glared at him, and warriors chittered, each one urging its fellows to lead the way.

			Ahazian spat, wiped the blood from his mouth and stretched. He rolled his neck and loosened his shoulders. He cracked his knuckles and gave the skaven a ghastly smile. ‘Come on then. What are you waiting for?’ He made a beckoning gesture. ‘Let us be about it, vermin. Some of us have places to be.’

			The skaven scurried towards him, as one.

			And Ahazian Kel leapt to meet them.

			Yuhdak sat back against the rough rock with a sigh. The image he’d conjured faded, as did all thought of aiding his ally. There were realms between them, and Yuhdak was exhausted, besides. He stretched, trying to get comfortable. He’d got as far from danger as possible, but even so he could still see the column of smoke that denoted the final fate of the skaven war-machine.

			‘A shame. But then, the best alliances are inevitably the shortest.’ He pulled off his helmet with a muffled grunt, exposing his features to the wind. He still resembled the prince he had been in his youth, though only vaguely. His face had no real shape, and those who looked upon it inevitably could not describe it. As if it were more the idea of a face than the definite thing. Yuhdak rarely thought about it. It was a face, his face, and that was all.

			He set his helmet down and leaned back. His body ached and his wounds throbbed. That was good, for it meant he was alive. Pain was the seed of hope – hope that it might end, hope that there would be a reward on the other side.

			Hope was the truest gift of the Changer of Ways. All plans, all schemes and tricks were born of hope. ‘While we yet hope, life is worth living,’ he murmured. A hoary saying, but a truth nonetheless, and one he’d clung to throughout the long, silent years of his childhood. He dabbed at the blood staining the facets of his armour and shook his head. ‘Oh my brothers, if you could see me now. What would you make of silent, gentle Yuhdak?’

			They would have laughed, he thought. His brothers had been harsh shadows, cunning and cruel. He had loved them, as they had loved nothing save themselves. ‘But they were me, and I them, so perhaps it would be better to say that I loved myself.’ He laughed softly, and then winced. The vampire had nearly killed him. A more savage part of himself desired to find her and return the favour.

			But he was not a savage. Revenge was nothing, unless it served a greater purpose. The Three-Eyed King had taught him that, among other things. Archaon was a philosopher-king, wise and wicked. He grasped the immensity of existence with ease, and thought in terms of epochs, where others stumbled on centuries.

			Ravens croaked nearby. He looked up, and the leader of the flock met his gaze. She crouched above him, holding something in her hand. ‘Hello.’

			‘Hello, my lady. I am glad to see that you survived.’

			‘Hold out your hand,’ she replied.

			He did so, and she daintily dropped a bloody eye into his palm. Yuhdak clasped it gently, feeling the strands of life that still connected it to its owner. ‘The priestess,’ he breathed. ‘You took her eye. I had forgotten.’

			The raven-woman smiled. ‘A gift, from servant to kindly master. One of several.’

			Yuhdak nodded absently. ‘A fine gift, my lady. And one I will put to use, most gratefully.’ He rolled a palm over the eye, whispering softly. A bit of bone or flesh was as good as a hook in the heart. And the eyes were called the windows to the soul for good reason. He held it up, considering. Then, decision made, he reached up and plucked out his own eye. There was some pain, of course. But pain was the inevitable price of victory.

			Squinting his remaining eye, he rolled the two loose orbs together, muttering. The rolling became swifter, and rougher, until both were squelching into one another. Sparks danced across his hands as he clasped them tight, squeezing his palms together. His servants watched in silence, their expressions unreadable.

			He spread his hands. Where there had been two eyes, there was now only one. With trembling fingers, he pressed it back into its socket, wincing as the torn nerves reattached themselves. Blinding pain radiated through his skull, but only for a moment. Then he was blinking, sight restored.

			The world had changed, subtly. His surroundings were overlaid with the ghost of somewhere else, and he heard the murmur of familiar voices. He sat back. ‘Ah. There you are.’ What the former owner of the eye saw with her remaining one, he too would see. A spy in the enemy camp, unaware and undetectable. He rubbed the raw rim of the socket, massaging it. It would take some getting used to, of course. But it was worth it. ‘You mentioned multiple gifts?’

			One of her warriors stalked forwards, dragging the limp body of a skaven. The creature was unconscious, possibly half-dead by the smell. From the raiment and the battered armour, he judged the creature to be a warlock engineer. The raven-warrior dropped the creature in front of him. Yuhdak leaned forwards, wondering what the Changer of Ways was trying to tell him, by delivering up such an unassuming prize. ‘What a curious thing.’

			He looked up at the raven-woman and smiled.

			‘Good fortune comes in the strangest forms, doesn’t it?’

			There was no sign of Ahazian Kel.

			No matter how often he stirred the embers or peered into the flames of his forge, Volundr could not find his champion. If the kel was not dead, then he was well hidden. Or lost somewhere, in the realms. The skullgrinder gave a rumble of discontent.

			It had all gone wrong, and so swiftly. Too many moving parts, that was the problem. He’d never been good with complex mechanisms. But then, neither had his fellow forgemasters. Zaar, too, was out a champion, for the moment. The thought brought some satisfaction, though not much.

			Angry now, he swung up his war-anvil and brought it down upon the flames with a great roar, scattering embers through the smithy. Volundr kicked rolling coals aside and turned, searching for his slaves. He would need to make the appropriate sacrifices, to strengthen the reach of his gaze. He would find Ahazian Kel, or what was left of him, and hold the deathbringer to account for his failure.

			‘So angry, and at such a little thing.’

			Volundr stiffened. A familiar voice, that, and unexpected. There was sadness in it, as well as anger. He had expected one, but not the other. He turned from the fire pit, tightening his grip on the anvil-chain. ‘What are you doing here?’

			‘This place was once mine,’ Grungni said heavily. ‘I set its foundations, and carved the deepest flues. A hundred lifetimes, it took me. It was to be the greatest smithy in all the realms, its forges heated by the lifeblood of Aqshy itself.’

			‘I remember,’ Volundr said.

			‘Aye. You watched me set the foundation stones. A wee lad, you were then. A scrawny thing, the marks of the lash fresh on your hide. But there was strength in you.’

			Volundr spread his muscular arms. ‘And I am still strong, Crippled One. Have you come to test me?’ He lifted his war-anvil and gave it a tentative swing. ‘I am ready. I will meet you, hammer to hammer, god of worms.’

			Grungni said nothing. But his form seemed to swell, to fill the smithy, and his eyes drew in all the heat from the fire pits. They flickered and were snuffed out, one by one. Volundr stepped back, instinctively. ‘Hammer to hammer, is it?’ Grungni’s voice was like the rumble of a fire-mountain, on the cusp of eruption. ‘Ready, are you?’ A great hand set itself on the large anvil before Volundr. The thick fingers, each as large as Volundr’s arm, glowed with heat. The ancient metal began to hiss and bubble. The god’s fingers sank through the anvil, until the whole thing collapsed.

			Volundr felt the first flicker of fear. Appropriate, perhaps, given that the last time he’d felt fear had also been in the presence of the Crippled God. But he resisted the urge to give in to it. He was a Forgemaster of Khorne, and fear was only fuel for the fire inside. ‘If I must fight you, Maker, I will.’

			‘Do not call me that, boy. You lost that right the day you cast your soul into the all-consuming fire. The day you chose a collar of brass, over loyalty and honour.’ Grungni’s gaze blazed brightly, almost blindingly so. Volundr stared into the light, though it stung his eyes, and burned his flesh.

			‘A chain by any other name binds just as tightly,’ he said, flatly.

			‘I broke your chains.’

			‘And bound me in new ones, though you called them otherwise.’

			Grungni fell silent. The god’s presence scorched the walls black and caused the stones of the floor to run like water. His gaze beat down on Volundr like the heat of the sun. Then finally he said, ‘You cannot win. I will not let you.’

			‘Our victory was certain the day Sigmar took the field,’ Volundr said. ‘All things end, and even the hottest fire is eventually snuffed out. You taught me that.’ He shaded his eyes against the glare and laughed bitterly. ‘You taught me much, and for that I thank you, old god. But some lessons are worth more than others.’

			‘Gung is out of your reach.’

			Volundr shrugged. ‘And so? There are seven more weapons to find, and eventually the Spear of Shadows will find its target, whatever obstacles you put in its path. And on that day I, or another, will claim it.’ Deep, black thunder rumbled, somewhere far above. Volundr looked up. ‘Your presence has been noted, Crippled One. Khorne has smelled your stink and come stalking down from the blood-red stars to find its source.’

			More thunder. The roof of the smithy cracked, and dust and rock spattered down. The fire pits flared to wicked life, hissing like enraged serpents. The flames were the colour of fresh blood. Grungni looked up, and frowned. The big hands clenched, curling into hammer-like fists. Volundr tensed, as the moment stretched. Part of him, the part long ago driven mad by the life he’d chosen, wanted to see what would happen. What could be more glorious than two gods going to war?

			But a more rational part whispered that such a conflict would consume him and all he’d worked for. The gods would crush him in their struggle, with no more thought given to his fate than a man might give to that of an ant.

			Grungni laughed, slowly, harshly. ‘Not here. Not now. But soon, glutton.’ 

			Volundr heard the sky split and roar, in rage at the insult. Everything was shaking now, trembling in anticipation of Khorne’s approach down through the blood-dimmed skies. Grungni’s smile was horrible to behold. ‘Soon enough, I will take from you, in equal measure to what you have taken from me. Aye, you and your brothers.’

			There was steel in those words. Duardin steel. An oath, in all but name. The words reverberated through Volundr and he felt a chill, cooling the heat of his blood. Grungni’s gaze fell over him, freezing him in place. Not hot now, those eyes, but as cold as an abandoned forge. As cold as the highest peaks, and the silences between stars.

			This, then, was the gaze of the god who had saved him. The god he had betrayed, whose kindnesses he had trampled, whose secrets he had stolen. Volundr met that gaze without flinching, and distant Khorne bellowed his approval.

			A moment later, the Crippled God was gone. Somewhere, far above, Khorne roared in sudden frustration as his challenge was denied. Indeed, thrown back in his face. Sigmar would have fought. Nagash would have fought. But Grungni was not a war-god, nor a death-god, and had no interest in a contest of strength. He was a crafty god and as old as the realms themselves. Cunning and wise, was Grungni.

			‘Cunning you may be, but this game has just begun, old god,’ Volundr growled. He reached for his tools, to stoke the flames. ‘I will match my skill against yours, and we shall see who is the true master-smith here.’

			And as he spoke, the fire pits raged up, casting sparks into the air, and making weird shadows dance on the crude stone walls. Shadows of past and future. Shadows of possibility. All dancing to the sound of hammers ringing down on anvils.

			Dancing, as if in celebration of the slaughter to come.
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			‘The grove is singing tonight, Sir Roggen. Be wary.’

			Roggen stopped. The voice seemed to come from nowhere, echoing through the tumbledown ruins that lay at the top of the slope. 

			‘Who speaks?’ Roggen said softly. He was a big man, built for war rather than peace. Even out of his armour, he looked like a warrior. His mane of unkempt hair merged with a thicket-like beard, the better to hide his scarred features, and his rangy limbs were thick with hard-earned muscle. His hand – his good hand – itched for the hilt of his blade. But his sword, along with his war-plate, had been left in his cell, back in the chapterhouse. At the moment, he wore only a simple habit of woven fibres, belted at the waist with a strip of leather. The traditional garb of the knights of the Order of the Furrow. 

			‘Only me, brother. It is my night to sit watch.’

			Roggen looked down. A crooked shape sat in the moonlight, sitting cross-legged beneath the broken remains of what had once been an archway. Roggen had taken the sentry for a stone, at first, due to his stillness. ‘Hygal, is that you?’

			‘In the flesh, brother. What remains of it.’ Hygal bent, coughing wetly. The moss-leper’s form was hidden beneath thick burlap robes and a concealing sack-hood, but these did little to conceal the musky stink of his affliction. Beneath the robes, Roggen knew that the other knight’s body would be covered in ever-growing patches of cancerous moss. It ate away at flesh and muscle, leaving only dense, green clumps clinging to the bone. It was a common ailment in these precarious times. When the winds blew hot and damp, carrying spores north from the Verdant Bay, no one was safe. Not even knights. 

			Mercifully, the afflicted felt little in the way of pain. And despite his illness, Hygal could still wield a blade. A sheathed sword lay across his chest, its hilt rising above his shoulder. Bandaged fingers tapped tunelessly against its length. ‘I heard that you’d returned to us at last, brother. I’m glad to see you’ve come back safe from the wilds of Ghur.’

			Roggen lifted his other hand – or what was left of it. A mangled stump, bound in dressings. It hurt, but then, it always hurt these days. Sometimes it was only a little ache. Other times – now, for instance – it was a searing knot of agony that threatened to drag the burly knight to his knees. It was strange to him how something that was no longer there could hurt so badly. That he had lost it in service to a god was some comfort. 

			He had returned to Ghyran after its loss, seeking a familiar place to heal. The god Grungni, in whose service he had been hurt, had offered to craft him a fine replacement of silver and steel, but Roggen had turned down the offer. He had half hoped the arts of his Order might restore his missing limb, or at least alleviate the pain. So far, that had not been the case. ‘Safe, yes. But it shall always hold a piece of me, I fear.’ 

			Hygal laughed until he wheezed. ‘Better a hand than a head, eh?’

			‘It was a very good hand, brother.’

			Hygal extended his own. Moss was growing between and over the bandages in places. ‘I’d give you one of mine, but… well.’

			‘I thank you for the offer, brother, even so.’ Roggen looked past the archway, into the grove. Once, this place had been a chapel of stone, dedicated to some forgotten god or other. Now, its walls were gone, its roof long since fallen in, leaving only a few scattered archways and flat stones underfoot to mark its passing. A cathedral of ironwood trees rose tall, as if reaching towards the stars of Azyr, far above. As Hygal had said, the rustle of the boughs in the wind sounded like singing. 

			‘Something is abroad in the grove this night. I hear it wandering among the graves of our Order. Like loose leaves scraping on stone. I think it is waiting on someone.’ Hygal looked up at him. ‘You should go back to your cell, brother. Let the night keep its secrets.’ He gestured back towards the low wedge of the chapterhouse, where its outer ramparts emerged from the hill. The fortress had been built into the slope centuries earlier – or perhaps the hill had grown up around the fortress. It was hard to say, in Ghyran. 

			Roggen had followed a winding set of crudely carved stone steps up from those angular walls of stone and wood, to reach the top of the slope, drawn by something he could not give name to. A dream? A compulsion? He could not say. He knew only that something – someone – was waiting for him. ‘I think I am expected, brother,’ he said. ‘But I thank you for the warning.’ 

			Roggen made his way into the ironwood grove. The trees were tall and strong, growing among the ruins in copses and bunches. Their roots stretched deep into the hill and, in places, even through the stone and mortar of the chapterhouse within. They nestled among the graves of the honoured dead, who were bound in sacks and buried here, where they might add their strength to that of the trees. 

			His Order wore no metal, nor bore it into battle. Such was against the oath they’d made in generations past to the Everqueen. Their armour, their weapons, all were constructed from ironwood. They grew their war-plate in this very grove, from seeds gifted to them by Alarielle, long before the coming of Chaos. 

			They had worshipped a different god, once. Or so the stories said. Now, the Order of the Furrow bowed only to the Lady of Leaves, and watered her sacred forests with the blood of her enemies – and their own, when necessary. 

			Thick grasses grew between the few remaining stones, rustling softly in the night wind. It almost sounded like whispering, and Roggen wondered whether it was a greeting – or a warning. The rustling of the grasses and the creaking of the branches overhead stilled suddenly and he stopped. 

			‘I am here,’ he said. 

			‘So I see.’ 

			At first, he thought the words merely a trick of the wind. Then, out of the corner of his eye, he saw her. A tall shape, undeniably feminine, but not human. ‘Do you know me, son of man?’

			‘I do not.’

			‘And yet, I have called, and you have come.’

			‘Even so,’ Roggen said. He forced himself to relax. ‘I ask you to name yourself, my lady. Who has called me here?’ He flexed his good hand. ‘And why?’

			‘I have as many names as there are leaves on the trees.’ She laughed, and the sound of it – like thorns clattering over bone – made him shiver. ‘Your brotherhood calls me the Bramble-Maiden, sister to the Lady of Vines and daughter of the Everqueen. Do you know me now, son of man?’

			Roggen sank to his knees. ‘I do, my lady.’ A handmaiden of Alarielle was no mere spirit, but the right hand of the Goddess of Life. Among the Sylvaneth, there were none greater than the branchwraiths who served as the Everqueen’s servants. They were Alarielle’s word given physical form, sent to do her will in the world of men. 

			‘Good.’ She circled him, walking through the trees. They swayed and bent with her, hiding her from view. ‘I would tell you a story, sir knight.’ Roggen did not move. He knelt and listened, though it was a story he had heard many times before. Sometimes, he thought it was the only story there was to tell. Perhaps for the Sylvaneth it was, or had become so… 

			‘The world was fair, in ancient days. Forests rose, one upon the next, tumbling upwards forever into jade skies, and the sounds of life were as the songs of minstrels, echoing between the glens without cease.’ Her voice was like the murmur of fresh water over smooth stones, soft but persistent. ‘Then came the Withering Season, and the Cruel Gardener. With his pitted scythe, Nurgle reaped life and made the air and waters foul. His slaves sowed sickness, planting a crop of plague-seeds which fester even now, in darkling vales.’ 

			The trees ceased their swaying. 

			He could feel her gaze on him and cleared his throat. ‘Speak on, my lady. What is your will? If it is within my power, I shall see it done.’

			‘Take care with your words, Roggen of the Ghyrwood March. A spirit crueller than I might take that as a binding oath, rather than a simple boast.’

			Roggen frowned. ‘Perhaps it is. Why else would you come here to me?’ He glanced around, trying to spot some hint of her among the trees. He lifted his mangled stump. ‘Not to fix this, I think.’

			‘And if I could, would you ask it of me?’

			Roggen hesitated. The tone was teasing. He lowered his arm. ‘As novices, we are taught to be wary of Alarielle’s children, for they are not mortals and do not think as mortals do. They change with the seasons and cannot be trusted.’

			‘Are we so wicked, then? Are we monsters, to be feared?’ 

			He heard a susurrus behind him, as of something moving through the grasses. He did not turn. ‘No more so than the storm or the flood. We are taught to respect you, but not to trust you.’ He bowed his head. ‘Seek no favours of the tree-kin, but sink deep the roots of every bargain,’ he recited. 

			‘There is a wisdom, in those words.’ Her voice came from directly behind him. ‘Turn, sir knight. See me.’

			Again, he hesitated. She laughed – a rough, rattling sound, as of many branches rasping across brick. ‘Do you fear to look upon me, then, mortal?’

			‘I once heard tell of a young knight who wasted away for want of your touch and voice, having met you,’ he said. ‘They say you took him away and entombed him in some secret bower where he sleeps eternally.’

			‘I, too, have heard that tale.’ Something light, like a strand of cobweb, stroked his cheek. ‘There is little truth in it. He sleeps, that knight, though it was not I who laid him to rest. But that is not important. Come. Look at me.’

			Roggen turned. Like all branchwraiths, he saw that she was beautiful in her own way, but not human. Her face was a twist of bramble and bark, the features shifting constantly, from an approximation of a woman’s to something altogether more frightening. Her form was hidden beneath layers of creepers and cobwebs, and her hands were gnarled claws of splintered wood. Her hair was a spill of bramble vines, heavy with berries and spiky leaves. 

			‘Good. Far to the south sits the Writhing Weald. An old forest, even by the standards of my folk, and savage. Do you know it?’

			‘I do, my lady.’ It was a foul place, baneful and hoary. Men went in and did not come out. At least not in one piece. It was said to be a haunt of dark spirits, more capricious than most, and malignant. 

			‘There is something at its heart – a mote of darkness. A plague-seed, like those I spoke of in my tale. An ancient weapon, once wielded by a cursed scion of Nurgle’s demesnes, who came many seasons ago to burn the Weald and take that which he had no claim to.’ Her voice became a hiss, and the tree branches made a sound like spears rattling. Her thorny claws pressed painfully close to his throat as she circled him. 

			 ‘He was slain for this temerity, and made food for the soil. But his weapon – his hateful weapon – lingers there, festering in the dark. And the forest grows sicker by the day. Do you understand?’ She leaned close, her splintery lips brushing his ear. 

			Roggen swallowed. ‘I do. But why do you not claim the weapon yourself, if it troubles you so?’

			Again, the cobweb-gentle touch traced his jugular. ‘We cannot touch it. It pains us. It is a foul thing – an ancient weapon, hungry for the life of the forests. So a mortal must do so. In return…’ She touched his bandaged stump. There was a moment of pain, followed by a sensation quite unlike anything he’d felt before. The bandages bulged and tore as thin spirals of dark wood bloomed from his ravaged flesh. He watched in amazement as a new hand grew where the old one had been. It was a hand of bark and bramble, but a hand nonetheless. 

			‘My hand… You…’ Even as he tried to find the words, the hand shrank and withered, falling away from his stump. He closed his eyes, as the pain returned. ‘What would you have of me, my lady?’

			‘The tainted axe, Roggen of the Ghyrwood March. Bring it to me, and I shall grow you a hand to replace the one you lost. Will you do this thing?’

			Roggen nodded. ‘Such is my oath, and so it will be done.’

			‘Good.’ A talon-tip lifted his chin, and he opened his eyes. ‘You will have safe passage, but even so, the Writhing Weald is a confusing place. You will need a guide.’ She held out her palm, and on it, a thin tendril of bramble sprouted and grew. It tore itself free of her and coiled about itself like a serpent. He heard what might have been a whine of complaint as she plucked it from her hand and set it in his. 

			‘This spirit will guide you. Trust it or not, as it pleases you. But it will help you find what you seek.’ She closed his fingers over the brambles. ‘Do not fail me, my knight.’ She leaned close and brushed his cheek with her lips. 

			A moment later, she was gone. 

			Roggen stood. When he touched his cheek, his fingers came away red. 

			The forest reeked of sickness. 

			There was no wind, but the trees shook as if afflicted with ague. Swollen, black roots ruptured the loam, and the hum of insects echoed from among the high branches. The air was still and damp. Almost stifling in its opacity. It tasted sour, like curdled milk. 

			Worst of all were the strange lights that danced between the trees, and the unidentifiable shapes that scampered through the underbrush, just out of the corner of the eye. The forest was alive, but it was a darker sort of life than he was used to. 

			‘A fair wood this is, eh, Harrow?’ Roggen growled, leaning forward in his saddle. The bronze-coloured ironwood war-plate he wore creaked as he did so, and his ragged, jade tabard rustled noisily. His demigryph squalled in reply, her tail lashing. The big beast, a monstrous blending of feline and avian characteristics, was covered in a shaggy pelt the colour of damp soil, and vibrant green feathers. Dark ironwood armour protected her barrel chest and lean flanks. 

			Larger than any stallion, she could run for days on end without tiring. Twice as vicious, she had dismembered an armoured warrior in moments on several bloody occasions. Now her great talons scythed into roots and bark as she carried her master through the vast blackness of the Writhing Weald. 

			Roggen had entered the forest three days ago, though it felt considerably longer. Even time itself seemed afflicted by whatever sickness had taken the Weald. He was half tempted to put the forest to the torch. 

			But that would not solve the problem. The forest would grow back, and the sickness would continue. It was in the soil, poisoning the roots of the trees and souring the waters. A tainted seed, nestled in the forest’s living heart. Something left behind that had festered and grown and now must be purged. ‘Such is my oath, and so it will be done, as the Lady of Leaves wills,’ he murmured. He glanced down at his wounded limb. A cap of ironwood now covered the mangled stump, preventing further injury. The bracelet of bramble vines the Bramble-Maiden had given him had been knotted about the end of the cap. The brambles moved slightly, contracting. He felt the pressure of the thorns as they scraped against the cap. 

			‘Are you awake, little spirit?’ he rumbled. 

			‘I do not sleep.’ The brambles spoke in a thin, hissing voice, like rushes in a breeze. ‘I cannot sleep, with your stink.’

			Roggen chuckled. ‘So you have said. Which way?’ Without the spirit, he would have long since become lost in the black belly of the Writhing Weald. But it was an untrustworthy thing. He suspected it was taking him in circles. Then, perhaps that had been the Bramble-Maiden’s plan all along – the ways of the tree-kin were not those of men, and often seemed confusing or contradictory. 

			The bramble-spirit was silent for a moment. Then it twisted up like a snake preparing to strike and said, ‘South. I can feel it, there. Like a discordant note in the spirit-song. It… hurts.’

			‘Not for long.’ Roggen thumped his heels against Harrow’s flanks. ‘Hup, girl. Let us not tarry here beneath these dark trees.’

			‘Wise. These trees were watered on blood,’ the bramble-spirit murmured slyly. ‘They yearn to sink their roots into soft meats. Like the kind you hide beneath your ironwood shell.’

			‘They shall find me more than a mouthful if they try.’ 

			Harrow suddenly squalled as something hooked her forepaw, causing her to stagger into a tree. Roggen grunted in pain as his shoulder was caught by a branch and he was nearly plucked from the saddle. Above him, in the canopy, he caught a flash of something pale and heard high-pitched laughter. At first, he thought of children. But he knew better. 

			High, thin voices murmured in singsong tones. He seeks, he sorrows, he slips and sleeps… Nonsense words, spilling over one another in a babble of sound. 

			Harrow tore herself free of the tangled roots that had snared her and shrieked again. The demigryph’s claws tore strips from the bark and the pale things retreated, the echoes of their malign laughter dancing on the wind. ‘Up, girl, get moving,’ Roggen growled. Harrow sprang between the trees, moving quickly. 

			‘I did warn you.’

			Roggen glared down at the bramble-spirit. ‘Is that what you call it?’

			‘That they have not plucked out your eyes and made a toy of your beast’s pelt to taunt you with as you wander blind and anguished is proof enough that you have safe passage. But they are… agitated, nonetheless. Something else is abroad in the forest. And they cannot tell the difference between you and it. So they lash out.’

			Roggen knew well enough the dangers of such spirits – outcasts from the groves of the Sylvaneth, they took root in dark places and grew twisted and strange. 

			‘These spirits do as they will,’ his guide continued. ‘It is not Alarielle’s song that they hear, but a rather more primal melody, and darker by far, sung by one whose will is as tangled as the roots of this forest. You know of whom I speak.’

			Roggen could not repress a fearful shiver. ‘I do.’ He did not say the spirit’s name for to do so was said to attract her attention. And that, he desperately did not wish to do. ‘Is she abroad in these lands again?’ 

			‘Once. No longer. It was the self-styled Regent of the Outcasts who cursed this place with her thoughtless savagery. It was she who planted the plague-seed you seek, and her followers guard it even now.’ 

			‘What?’ Roggen blinked. The Bramble-Maiden hadn’t seen fit to mention that. Drycha Hamadreth, the Queen of Thorns, wasn’t the sort of foe he would have relished facing, even with two good hands. 

			The bramble-spirit tittered. ‘She did not tell you!’

			‘Perhaps she did not think it worth mentioning. Much like your name.’ Roggen pressed his injured arm close to his chest as he held on to the reins of his mount with his good hand. Riding a demigryph at full pelt was akin to being on a boat during a storm. It took years of training to learn the art, and years more to learn how not to get eaten in the event that you did fall off. 

			‘You would not eat me though, would you, my girl?’ he said, bending low over Harrow’s feathered neck. She squalled again, as if in reply, and snapped her hooked beak at the air. 

			‘Meat riding meat,’ the bramble-spirit hissed. It tightened its coils, scraping his bracer with its thorns. ‘Ridiculous.’

			‘But efficient,’ Roggen said. ‘We cannot all slip through the trees as easily as a fish swims in water.’

			‘What is a fish? Another meat-thing?’

			‘Yes. A delicious one.’

			The bramble-spirit made a disgusted sound. ‘Meat eating meat. Disgusting.’

			‘Did you not just say these trees fed on blood?’

			‘They are outcast, and mad.’

			‘Yes.’ Roggen caught sight of a mark on a nearby tree – several gashes akin to those that might be made by a demigryph’s claws. Behind him, he heard something moving through the branches. He did not look back. ‘South, you said?’

			‘Did I? I meant north. Yes, north. You are going the wrong way.’

			Roggen frowned, but turned Harrow’s head north. The demigryph shrilled in protest, but kept moving. ‘I must have misheard you,’ the knight said. 

			‘Yes. Meat does not know how to listen. You are deaf to the song of spirits. That is why we are Alarielle’s chosen, and you are nothing.’

			‘So you have said many times.’

			‘Meat is forgetful and must be reminded of its place.’

			Roggen snorted but didn’t reply. He thumped Harrow’s flank and she lashed out with a paw, gouging a nearby tree, marking their path. Only a few thin drizzles of sunlight pierced the canopy to illuminate the path ahead. He saw familiar slashes on several of the trees. They’d come this way before. ‘This forest fair drinks the light,’ he murmured.

			The trees seemed to lean close about them, as if curious. Perhaps they were. You could never tell, in Ghyran. In the Realm of Life, some things were far more aware than they might seem at first glance. Even the stones underfoot might have something to say, if you but listened. 

			‘How did you lose your hand?’ the spirit hissed, suddenly. ‘Was it in battle?’ It sounded eager, as well as curious. 

			‘And are you interested in the deeds of meat, then?’

			‘You have no idea how boring it is to be a bramble.’

			Roggen laughed. ‘Fair enough. But a tale for a tale. I tell you mine, you tell me yours. How does that sound?’

			‘I shall decide when I hear your story.’

			Roggen smiled. ‘I lost my hand in battle against a sorcerer. He sought to turn my very flesh against me, so I removed it.’ 

			He frowned, remembering the feel of change-fire as it seared his hand into a new and monstrous shape. The pain of that desecration had been worse, in its way, than that which followed. Sometimes, as he slept, he dreamed that he could feel some last tendril of altered flesh worming its way through him. Taking root like a cancer. He thought, perhaps, that he and the forest shared that in common. 

			‘Is that it?’

			Roggen blinked, startled from his reverie. ‘Is what it?’

			‘Is that all there is to your story? Did you kill the sorcerer?’

			‘No. He escaped.’ 

			‘That is a terrible story.’

			‘Is yours any better?’

			The bramble-spirit was silent for a moment. Then, with a rustling sigh, it said, ‘I was magnificent, once. A hero. I fought in the vanguard of my household and collected the heart-roots of many a foe. Now I am bound to these twists of bramble by the Everqueen’s command.’

			‘And why would your mistress do that to you?’ Roggen asked, though he suspected that he knew the answer well enough. The Everqueen’s aspects were as varied as the seasons, and like the seasons, some were harsher than others. 

			The bramble-spirit hissed angrily and scratched at the cap of his stump. ‘I made a mistake.’ The bitterness in the spirit’s voice was evident. ‘We are no more united than you meat-things. Groves jostle for a place in the sun. Their roots squeeze each other, seeking water. In the eyes of the Everqueen, we are as children. Some among us are unhappy to be seen so.’

			‘And you were one of these?’

			‘It is no business of yours, meat.’

			‘True. But will you at least tell me your name?’

			‘You do not deserve to know it!’

			‘Perhaps. Though we are companions, for the moment. I thought I should enquire.’

			‘I would no more tell you my name than you could grow a new hand,’ the bramble-spirit said derisively. ‘Feh! – the weakness of meat. So fragile.’

			Roggen grinned. ‘As the Lady of Leaves wills, little spirit. But there are some advantages to being made of meat, else I would not be here, in service to your mistress and mine.’

			‘But do you truly serve her? Or do you serve another?’

			Roggen frowned. ‘A man may serve more than one god.’ His Order had made an oath of service to the duardin god Grungni, in centuries past. Though they worshipped Alarielle, the Knights of the Furrow had often shed blood in service to Grungni. 

			‘And what if those gods disagree? The Crippled God,’ said the spirit slyly, ‘is not well loved in the courts of the Everqueen. His devices of steel and stone gouge the earth and gobble trees, ­scraping these lands bloody so that men might build cities. And yet here you are – a servant of the Lady of Leaves, wounded in the service of one she hates.’

			‘I serve Alarielle in all things.’

			‘Oh? I have heard, on the wind, that the Crippled God seeks weapons of power. Like the one entombed in this forest. Do you seek it for her, or for him?’

			Roggen hesitated. In truth, he had wondered that himself. He did not believe that which he hunted was one of the weapons Grungni sought. If it had been, he would have seen some sign. He made to reply when he heard a sound. Not the hissing murmurs of the outcast spirits, flitting through the trees around him, but something louder. 

			‘Well, have you no answer?’ the bramble-spirit demanded.

			Roggen turned in his saddle. ‘Be silent. I hear something.’ He hauled back on Harrow’s reins. The demigryph sank down with a petulant growl, tail lashing. He braced his elbow on her skull and cocked his head, listening. Sound carried strangely in this forest. Sometimes the source was closer than it seemed. 

			The bramble-spirit twisted, raising part of itself up. ‘The song… It has changed. Can you feel it?’

			Roggen could. The trees shook slightly, the branches rustling. The whisper of the leaves was like voices, murmuring in growing fear. Harrow hissed. Roggen sniffed the air and patted her beak. Whatever it was, it was not the Sylvaneth. ‘Yes, I smell it as well. Fire. And not the usual sort.’

			It stank, like the forest. A cloying stench, like the pyres of pox-afflicted corpses. He knew that smell – balefire. He’d fought Nurgle’s slaves before. There were few warriors in Ghyran who hadn’t. Like the flames that had taken his hand, balefires twisted what they touched as they devoured it. Where the smoke went, sickness followed. 

			It was no wonder the forest was fearful – it was not so ill that it did not fear what the balefires would do to it. 

			‘Fire is fire,’ the bramble-spirit spat.

			‘You know better than that, little spirit. This fire stinks, and not of smoke.’ His hand fell to the hilt of his sword. ‘I think I am not the only mortal in this forest.’ 

			‘Rotlings,’ the bramble-spirit snarled in understanding. 

			‘Let us go and see if I am right, eh?’ Roggen urged Harrow into motion. She took off eagerly, sensing battle in her future. 

			‘You would confront them?’

			‘It seems the quickest way to find what we seek.’ He bent low over Harrow’s neck as she surged through the wood. In the canopy overhead, he caught sight of pale faces. The outcasts were following him. Perhaps they already knew where he was going. Had they been trying to keep him away, or steer him to this point?

			‘I am leading you to what we seek!’

			‘You are not. At least not directly.’ Roggen glanced down at the tangle of bramble.

			‘Answer me true, little spirit, or I shall toss you into the next stream we cross. You are leading me in circles. Why?’

			The brambles contracted sullenly, their thorns scraping the cap over his forearm. Then, finally, in a small voice, it said, ‘I defend the Everqueen.’

			‘And I serve her.’

			‘Do you? This thing you seek is a poison. Better it be left in the dark.’

			‘Surely it is safer in Alarielle’s hands than here, making the lands sick.’

			The bramble-spirit gave a hissing laugh. ‘But it will not be in Alarielle’s hands, will it? You have not spoken to the Everqueen, meat, only her handmaiden. And they, like the seasons, turn as they will. Sometimes they blow sweet, and sometimes…’ The spirit subsided. ‘But such words are not for the ears of meat.’

			Roggen frowned but did not reply. For his folk, the Sylvaneth had always been a fact of life, remote and inhuman. But perhaps that was merely a mask they presented. Perhaps they were as prone to foolishness as any other peoples. 

			The thought was not a comforting one, and he quickly pushed it aside. Whatever the spirit’s worries, they were as nothing next to the thought that the servants of the Plague God might claim that which he sought. 

			 ‘Will you tell me your name now?’ he asked the bramble-spirit, as he rode. ‘It would be well to know it, since we are soon to go into battle together.’

			‘We do not have to go into battle at all. They are welcome to the cursed thing.’

			‘Then you would rather them have it? What would Alarielle say?’

			The spirit fell silent. Roggen smiled sadly. ‘Very well.’ 

			The ground turned to sludge beneath Harrow’s paws as they drew nearer to the source of the smoke. The trees and their tangling roots began to thin out, bending away to reveal a vast, rotunda-like glade. It was a veritable cathedral of wood, and the roots humped and coiled so that they resembled the stones of a nave. 

			At the end of that aisle rose a bubo of earth and rock. There was a wide gouge in its side, like a gangrenous wound. Piles of loose dirt and rock scattered haphazardly about. The stones which surmounted the bubo were larger than any man, and their flat faces were marked with strange, curling sigils beneath a shroud of yellowing moss. A trickle of gleaming water poured from between them to spill down the sides of the hummock of swollen earth. 

			As the water threaded through the worn runnels of dirt, it turned brackish and foul. Flies swarmed over it, their hum causing the air to quiver. Fleshy flowers the colour of rotting meat clustered about the base of the hummock and filled the glade. The air was thick with smoke and the sour stink of decaying vegetation. 

			Tendrils of balefire smoke wound through the woods opposite him. Roggen could hear the groan of falling trees. The ground shook with their dying. The bramble-spirit was keening softly. ‘I cannot hear the song. I cannot hear it,’ it wailed. 

			Roggen urged Harrow on. Mud splashed as she tore through the glade. She leapt up onto the hummock and scrambled up its slope to the stones. There was power in them; he could feel it. Though they were like healthy flesh grown over an infection. Whatever it was had burrowed beneath them and nestled below. But it seemed the Rotbringers had got to the infection first. 

			Quickly, he lashed his reins to his mangled arm and drew his blade. Like his armour, it was made from wood – in this case, the seedpod of a devourer plant. Thick, vein-like convolutions connected the dark blade to the hilt, and the pommel-stone was a milky-hued gem, uncut and heavy. ‘What are you doing?’ the bramble-spirit hissed. 

			Roggen ignored it. His attentions were fixed below, on the great hole that had been gouged into the hummock and the filthy labourers who clambered out of it, chortling amongst themselves. Two bore between them a heavy, oval-shaped scab of ossified roots. There was something within the tangle of rotting plant matter. An oily miasma seeped from it, and the air in the glade became close and foul as it was brought into the light. A sound like the buzzing of a thousand flies caused the air to tremble. 

			‘The axe,’ the bramble-spirit murmured, confirming Roggen’s suspicions. ‘They’ve found it.’

			‘Aye, and they wouldn’t have, if you had not played me false. Now be silent.’ He clucked his tongue. Harrow leapt. She was among the half a dozen ragged figures before they could even react. Her great claws slashed out, snapping bones, tearing flesh. She shrieked and spun, sending broken bodies flying. 

			Roggen added his voice to hers, bellowing as he laid about him with his sword. The Rotbringers, clad in grimy hauberks and rusty helms, stank of something left too long in the sun. Ruinous sigils had been carved into their armour. Pestilential tokens hung from their clothing. Pitted blades, wielded in panic, hewed at Harrow to no avail. The blows glanced from her armour or missed entirely. 

			A horn sounded as the last of them fell. Roggen turned. Diseased shapes forced their way through the trees, wreathed in smoke. Crossbow strings hummed as he swayed to the side and kicked Harrow into a gallop. She sprang towards the newcomers, screeching. With cries of panic, they scattered. Roggen wheeled the demigryph around, hauling back on the reins lashed to his stump. He had the advantage, so long as they didn’t realise they had him outnumbered. 

			‘This is foolish! Let them take it if they would – they will remove it far from here,’ the bramble-spirit shrilled as the horn sounded again. Closer now. 

			‘No,’ Roggen growled. ‘I swore to claim it in Alarielle’s name, and so I will. Such is my oath, and so it will be done.’ A crossbow bolt glanced off his shoulder-plate, leaving a greasy mark. He urged Harrow towards the crossbowman who was hurriedly trying to reload his weapon with bandaged fingers. Harrow bore down upon him, crushing him to the ground with an almost playful leap. 

			A bolt thudded into a nearby tree and Roggen turned. Several Rotbringers crouched behind a hastily assembled line of wooden shields, readying their crossbows. Cursing, he dragged Harrow around. He would not reach them in time, but would simply have to hope he could weather the storm. 

			‘Hold! Lower your weapons.’

			The bellow came from behind him. As it echoed through the glade, the Rotbringers lowered their weapons. Roggen straightened in his saddle and turned. ‘Lady of Leaves defend me,’ he murmured as he saw the newcomer. 

			‘I think you are on your own, meat,’ the bramble-spirit hissed. 

			The Rotbringer was bigger than the others, swollen with a hideous strength and clad in pitted, rusty war-plate. The leather straps of his armour creaked audibly as they sought to contain that putrescent form. A bulbous helm, wrought in a vaguely fungal shape, nodded atop a flabby neck. Strips of mouldy silk hung from the top of the helm, and a rotting tabard, marked with a stylised fly, hung from the brute’s torso. A heavy sword, blunt-tipped and saw-edged, rested across the saddle-horn of his steed, and he clutched a mollusc-shaped war-horn in one hand. 

			The horse – if it could be called such – was a scaly, scabrous monstrosity with too many legs and a concave skull that was more mouth than anything else. A barbed, serpentine tongue flickered from the depths of that cavernous jaw and tasted the air. It pawed the ground with enflamed talons, growling hollowly. 

			‘You have killed my men,’ the rider gurgled in a voice like mud striking the bottom of a bucket. ‘Who are you to dare such a thing?’ The Rotbringer did not sound angry as much as congratulatory. Then, such creatures rarely valued the lives of their servants. 

			Roggen hauled Harrow about. The demigryph hissed as it caught the plague-beast’s scent. ‘Who are you to ask me?’ Roggen countered. 

			The Rotbringer cocked his head. ‘You wear heraldry on that tabard of yours. Are you a knight, by chance?’

			‘I am,’ Roggen said. ‘What of it?’ Smoke hung heavy on the air. He could hear the crackle of flames and the groan of dying trees. Harrow clawed restlessly at the ground in no mood to stand still. 

			‘Only that we seem to be at an impasse, my friend,’ the Rotbringer said, chuckling. He hung his war-horn from his saddle. ‘As you are a knight, honour bids me offer you fair challenge. And bids you accept, I think.’

			‘What do you know of honour?’ Roggen growled. 

			‘More than most. I am Feculus, of the Duchy of Bitterbile. Knight of the Order of the Fly.’ The bloated warrior raised his rusty blade in salute. ‘Might I have your name, good sir knight?’

			Roggen hesitated in disgust. The creature before him was a parody of the knightly values his Order lived by. Nevertheless, honour demanded he answer. A knight could do no less. ‘Roggen, of the Ghyrwood March. Knight of the Order of the Furrow. In the name of the Lady of Leaves, I bid you leave this place, Rotbringer.’ 

			‘Alas, I cannot. I am on a quest. A relic of my Order rests here and I come to claim it – and through it, my birthright. I come to claim the broken axe of my kinsman, Duke Goral of Festerfane, left to rot here these many years.’ He gestured to the lump of cancerous root matter that now lay abandoned amid the bodies of the slain. 

			Roggen hesitated, eyeing the lump. Harrow was swift, but not swift enough to outpace crossbow bolts. There was no way he could reach it and escape. ‘You understand, I think,’ Feculus gurgled, mistaking his hesitation for something else. ‘I suspect you are after the same thing, else why would you be here now?’

			‘I understand nothing about you.’ Roggen leaned over the side of his saddle and spat. ‘I know that heraldry you wear, as you seem to know mine. You are the spawn of the Blighted Duchies. I heard tales of the fallen knights in my crib. Monsters and fools in service to daemons.’

			‘As we hear tales of you – blind servants of a mad goddess. You sold yourselves to the queen of shade and sweet water, and for what?’

			‘Better a goddess of life than a god of disease.’ Briefly, Roggen caught sight of tall, inhuman shapes moving through the trees. It seemed the Sylvaneth had come to watch. Perhaps they hoped the intruders would slay each other. Or maybe they had simply been drawn by the scent of blood and fire. 

			‘The King of All Flies rules all things – not just sickness.’ Feculus’ steed pawed the earth and he slapped its scaly neck affectionately. ‘But I have little interest in theological debate. Let us settle this argument in the way of true knights – with blood and steel. To the winner, the spoils.’ He gestured lazily to the hummock. ‘My kinsman’s axe, Lifebiter, stews there, in a poor grave. The victor shall claim the honour of freeing it.’

			‘Do not trust it – rotten meat lies,’ the bramble-spirit hissed. Its coils tightened warningly about his stump. 

			‘No. Rotten meat is honest, if not pleasant.’ Roggen had fought the warriors of the Order of the Fly before – they had been true knights, once. Twisted though it was, tatters of their ancient honour yet remained to them. Enough to make this an even contest, perhaps. He lifted his sword, copying the creature’s earlier salute. ‘Fine,’ he called out. ‘To the winner, the spoils.’

			‘Excellent! It has been many a year since I last jousted with a worthy knight.’ Feculus jerked on his steed’s reins, and brought it around. ‘Fear not – my armsmen shall not interfere.’

			‘The thought had not crossed my mind,’ Roggen said as Harrow took up a position opposite Feculus and his steed. ‘This is a matter for knights. Not low-born serfs.’

			‘Exactly. I knew you understood.’ Feculus laughed gutturally. ‘I knew the moment I heard their screams that Grandfather had blessed me with a proper foe. These tree-kin are no fit opponent for an honest knight. Creeping, scuttling things.’

			The bramble-spirit hissed in anger but Roggen ignored it. ‘Is that why you felled the trees and set them aflame?’ he asked. The smoke scratched his throat and he prayed silently for rain. Even just a drizzle to stir the air. 

			‘Only way to deal with such cowardice.’ Feculus laughed again. ‘Your folk do much the same, I hear.’

			‘You heard wrong.’ Roggen lifted his sword. 

			Feculus kicked his steed into motion, his spurs drawing yellow ichor from its flanks. The reptilian steed lurched forward with a bellicose hiss, its claws shredding many of the fleshy blossoms that littered the glade. He gripped its sides with his legs and lifted his heavy blade in both hands as it galloped. 

			Harrow lunged to meet it, squalling in eagerness, every feather on her neck stiff and sharp. Roggen raised his blade, angling it parallel to the ground. He would have to be quick; precise. The chosen servants of Nurgle were blessed with an endurance beyond human. They could survive wounds that would slay a mortal out of hand. 

			‘This is madness!’ the bramble-spirit shrilled, as the two beasts slid past one another. The plague-thing’s barbed tongue drew a bloody weal along Harrow’s flank while the demigryph’s claws gouged a hunk of meat from the other creature’s side. Feculus’ sword swept down, nearly splitting Roggen’s head in two. He weaved aside and thrust his blade through a wide gap in the Rotbringer’s armour. Black ichor spewed from the wound and his sword steamed as he ripped it free. 

			Harrow shrieked and twisted, catching hold of the plague-thing’s rear legs. Feculus turned in his saddle, bellowing. Roggen grimaced as he managed to deflect the Rotbringer’s blade. The effort it took all but numbed his arm. 

			The bramble-spirit dug into the cap of his stump as if in panic. ‘You cannot beat him, fool! He is too strong!’

			‘Either help or be silent,’ Roggen snarled. He rolled his stump, tightening the loop of the reins, preventing them from sliding free. He jerked Harrow’s head about and the demigryph snapped at the pox-knight, almost severing his leg. 

			As Feculus reeled, Roggen drove his sword towards another gap. But his blow was weak and the tip of his blade skittered short of his target. The plague-thing turned on Harrow, contorting itself with boneless ease. Its barbed tongue raked across Roggen’s chest-plate, tearing his tabard and causing the ironwood to smoulder and bubble. The reins slipped loose from his arm as he jerked back, and he fought to hold on with just his legs. The plague-beast’s claws sank into the demigryph’s side. Harrow rose with a roar.

			Off balance, Roggen tumbled from the saddle. He landed heavily and rolled aside, hoping to avoid the stamping feet of the two monsters. He held on to his sword – but only just. Feculus gave a shout of triumph and slashed at him. Roggen scrambled aside and the black blade dug into the ground. The pox-knight was too strong to parry. 

			As Roggen rose to his feet, Harrow knocked the plague-beast sprawling and pounced upon it. Staggering back, Feculus thrashed his way free of his saddle. Roggen flung himself at the pox-knight but Feculus spun, his sword looped out, nearly decapitating Roggen. The knight thrust his blade through a corroded hole in his opponent’s chest-plate and was rewarded with a groan. Feculus’ hand flashed down, catching hold of the blade. 

			‘A fair blow, sir, but for naught,’ the pox-knight hissed as he jerked Roggen forward, impaling himself further on the wooden blade. He raised his own sword. Roggen was forced to abandon his blade and leap aside as the blow shivered down. 

			Thunder rumbled overhead. A droplet of rain struck the back of Roggen’s neck as Feculus wheeled, laughing hollowly. He tore Roggen’s sword from his chest and tossed it at the other knight’s feet. He peered up at the sky for a moment, and then back at Roggen. ‘Fie sir, fie. Would you abandon your blade, like a coward? Pick it up.’

			Instinctively, Roggen bent to snatch the sword up. He realised his mistake a moment later and twisted away from the blow that would have split his skull. Despite his speed, the tip of Feculus’ sword crashed down across his chest-plate and knocked him sprawling into the mud. All the air was expelled from his lungs at once, and he lay gasping in the rain. 

			Feculus loomed over him. ‘My apologies, Sir Roggen. But all is fair in war, no?’ He raised his blade in both hands. As it fell, Roggen flung up his arms, hoping to perhaps catch it, or at least absorb some of the impact. 

			‘I knew rotten meat had no honour,’ the bramble-spirit hissed as its shape twisted and undulated, seeming to expand. A nest of brambles exploded upwards and snagged the descending blade. Feculus shouted in alarm as his weapon was twisted from his grip. He stumbled back as the brambles caught at his helmet and gorget, threading through the gaps. The bramble-spirit launched itself from Roggen’s stump like a striking viper to writhe about Feculus’ head. The pox-knight staggered, clawing at the vines, trying to pull them loose. 

			‘If you value your life, meat, you’ll find your sword,’ the spirit shrilled. Roggen did as it bade, snatching up his sword. Whirling, he rammed it through Feculus’ back. The tip of the ironwood blade punched through the pox-knight’s corroded chest-plate, dragging a lump of sour, black meat in its wake. Feculus stiffened. Then, with a groan, he sank to his knees, and toppled forward like a felled tree.

			Roggen ripped his sword free and turned as Harrow screeched. The demigryph crouched atop her own opponent, which twitched in its death-throes. Her flanks were striped with blood, her feathers plastered to her nape with the rain but she screamed again, savage gaze fixed on the remaining Rotbringers. 

			Roggen felt the impact of the crossbow bolt before he heard the twang of the string. He staggered as the bolt embedded itself in his chest-plate. Feculus had said his servants would not interfere – not that they wouldn’t try to finish what he’d started. A second bolt skidded past his cheek, tearing his flesh. 

			Before he could whistle for Harrow, he heard a scream and saw something reach down from the canopy overhead to pluck a hapless Rotbringer from his feet. The warrior vanished into the branches with only a scream to mark his passing. Pale shapes, wreathed in bark, scuttled from the underbrush. They rushed the pestilential warriors from all sides, hissing and chuckling, barely visible in the growing downpour. 

			Barbed vines snared a Rotbringer and dragged him to the wet ground. He was lost from sight among the thickly clustered flowers in a brief spasm of motion, his cries muffled by the fleshy blossoms. Another was yanked backwards into the trees, as if lassoed. His screams rose in pitch and volume for long moments, before falling abruptly silent. 

			The others broke and ran, fighting their way past the cackling tree-kin. Rusty blades bit uselessly at bark limbs, and corroded armour was little proof against slashing talons. Two more fell as the rest vanished into the trees. The outcasts descended on the stragglers with high-pitched shrieks of triumph before dragging them into the darkness past the trees. The Rotbringers wailed and clawed at the muddy earth, but to no avail. 

			Screams echoed through the glade. Roggen knew that the others would not escape, no matter how swiftly they fled. He limped to the corpse of the pox-knight, drawing the bolt from his chest-plate as he went. As the adrenaline faded, pain replaced it. His missing hand hurt worse than ever. He dropped wearily to the ground beside the corpse and looked at the tangle of bramble. 

			‘Do you still live?’

			‘Of course I live. I am not meat. I do not break so easily.’

			Roggen extended his stump. The brambles bunched and ensnared his forearm. ‘My thanks for your aid.’

			‘I did not do it for your sake.’

			‘Obviously.’

			It hesitated. ‘You are hurt.’

			‘I will be worse than that if the outcasts return before we have departed. I have a feeling they won’t be in any mood to honour my safe passage once their blood rises.’ 

			Roggen levered himself to his feet, wheezing with effort. He went to the knot of roots where the axe lay forgotten and stripped off his tabard. As he approached it, he saw the waters pouring from the stones had turned clear. The filth that had contaminated them was gone. And despite the stink of smoke, the air tasted cleaner, somehow. He could not say whether that was due to the rain, or his prayers. Perhaps the Lady of Leaves was simply watching over him. 

			He dredged his tabard in the clear waters, then awkwardly bound the cancerous lump in an improvised sling. He whistled and Harrow trotted towards him. She shied back from the lump but settled down as he murmured to her. 

			With great effort, he tied his sopping prize to the back of his saddle, then hauled himself up. ‘What now?’ the spirit hissed, as Roggen urged Harrow into motion. The demigryph loped from the glade, hardly slowed by her wounds. The rain was falling steadily now. He could no longer hear the fires or the screams of the Rotbringers. 

			‘What do you mean?’

			‘The axe. Who will you take it to? The Everqueen, or Grungni?’

			Roggen shook his head. ‘There was never a question. I made an oath.’ He lifted his stump. ‘An axe for a hand, as I swore in the ironwood grove.’

			After long moments, as the rain beat down on them and the trees leaned close, the spirit said, ‘My name is Kryael. I was once known as the Knight of Evensong. And I, too, swore an oath.’

			Roggen smiled. ‘Perhaps you will be known as such again, my friend.’

			‘Perhaps. And it could be, on that day, we will fight side by side again… Roggen.’

			Roggen laughed. ‘As the Lady of Leaves wills, my friend. As the Lady wills.’
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			At the stroke of seven on the arranged evening, Palem Bok found himself wandering the miasma-choked back alleys of Greywater Fastness. A bookseller and a spy, Bok was the epitome of neither. Tall and nondescript, he was all sharp angles and conservative colours. A grey man in a grey world. Despite the dull hues of his garments, however, they were of an expensive cut, tailored to his lean form. Bok was a man with standards, if nothing else.

			As the evening wore on, he traversed the tangled rookery with no sign of fear, despite the hostile eyes he felt watching him from darkened doorways and the cracks in boarded-over windows. Greywater Fastness was a hard city, and its people unforgiving of weakness. Bok was not weak. There was death in his heart, and there was nothing stronger than death. 

			Even so, his pale gaze flickered warily from side to side, watching the shadows for some sign of the person he’d come to meet. His hand rested close to the edges of his frock coat and the slim, multi-chambered flintlock pistol holstered beneath his arm. The pistol was of duardin manufacture, and thus guaranteed to perform its function without incident. Much like Bok, it was a most dependable weapon. He smiled as the thought occurred to him. There were worse things to be than a weapon. And worse masters by far than the one who wielded him. Or, rather, mistresses. 

			It had its annoyances. For instance, his intent for the evening had been to meet with a certain contact. He wished to arrange the purchase of a rare duardin bead-book, purloined at no small expense from the libraries of the Runemaster of the Hermdar lodge. There were any number of his usual clients who would dearly love to own such a rare volume on the art of fyresteel blending. Instead, he was now wandering this crooked labyrinth of back alleys, waiting for his mistress’ servant to reveal themselves. 

			Laughter echoed from a side street, where a crowd tossed rotting food into a massive cage. Inside it, a serpentine cockatrice shrieked and slammed against the bars. Its avian skull was hooded in order to protect gawkers from its deadly gaze. The hulking beast’s owner kept up a steady patter, trying to attract punters to come and see it up close. Bok felt a thrill of revulsion at the sight. He felt no sympathy for the creature. It was a foul thing, corrupt and twisted by sour magics into an abomination. He just hoped the cage was sturdy.  

			Loose metal rattled, somewhere out of sight. Bok paused, a fingerbreadth from drawing his pistol. Head cocked, he listened to the sounds of the city. Greywater Fastness was never silent. Its ironclad walls reverberated with the sounds of industry. The great furnaces roared day and night, and the sound of hammers ringing on metal filled the streets. A thick pall of soot and grime covered everything, blackening the walls of the buildings and obscuring the street. It was at its worst after a rain, and it was almost constantly raining. 

			Overhead, glowing spores drifted as they always did after a downpour, making strange patterns in the sooty air. Where they touched something solid, they took root and sprouted into shimmering fronds of iridescent greenery. Bok hurried into a covered alleyway, brushing some from his coat before they had a chance to blossom.

			He heard muffled voices, echoing strangely through the cramped street. In the dim light of a sputtering oil lantern hanging above a nearby doorway, he caught a glimpse of shambling figures – beggars, seeking shelter, as he was. Night soil wagons creaked somewhere close to hand. The bells on Cathedral Hill tolled the hour, and a flock of crows hurtled skywards from the slum rooftops, croaking raucously, their feathers gleaming with spores.

			Out of the smog lurched a beggar woman. She was small and hunched, wizened by hard living. She gazed at him through a veil of ratty hair, and her eyes lit up. She shuffled towards him across the filthy cobbles. ‘Sir, good sir, alms, sir,’ she wheezed. He could see bone gleaming through the pallid fuzz. Patches of leper-moss crawled across her skinny arms and marred her cheeks. 

			Bok’s nose wrinkled at the stench of her. ‘I have no alms, woman. No comets, no motes, no flinders for such as you.’ He made a show of fumbling at his pockets. Despite his obvious disgust, she did not turn aside. 

			‘Alms, sir. Alms for the poor.’

			‘Leave me in peace, wretch. I said I have no money.’ Bok took a step back, as her stink enveloped him. His skin crawled at the thought of her touch. She caught the edge of his coat. Annoyed, he lowered a hand, and a thin blade slid from a concealed sheath into his waiting palm. One more body on the night soil carts would not be noticed. 

			‘But you have red hands, brother, and they have performed black deeds,’ the woman mumbled through rotting teeth. Arthritic fingers contorted themselves in a sign known only to a few. Bok relaxed somewhat, ­sliding the blade back into its sheath before making a similar gesture. This, then, was the person he’d come to this squalid alley to meet. 

			‘The valley low, and the shadows long,’ he said, completing the code-phrase. ‘Hail and well met, sister. You bring some message from our lady of air and darkness?’ He tried to keep the suspicion he felt out of his tone. 

			It wasn’t unknown for agents of the Queen of Mysteries to practise their arts upon one another, in an attempt to rise in their mistress’ esteem. Silent, swift wars occasionally broke out, between rival agents and their followers. Bok had taken part in his share of these altercations, though never without good cause. For her part, his mistress seemed unconcerned, even amused, by such internecine conflict.

			‘I do, I do, brother. Our queen is much impressed by your handling of that matter with the playwright, some months ago. You rise swiftly in her regard, bookseller. Continue to do so, and there is no limit to what a man of your calibre might achieve.’

			‘You may thank the great lady for me, but I am content with my lot. The life of a humble dealer in rare volumes suits me, I find. But I will serve her to the best of my meagre abilities, even so.’ It was a practised speech. At once self-effacing and boastful. The beggarwoman grinned, as if in shared jest. 

			‘Just so, bookseller. What profits it a man to forget his station, eh?’ She coughed phlegmily and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. ‘We all have our parts to play in the black game.’

			Growing impatient, Bok leaned forwards. ‘Get to it. What does she want of me?’ 

			‘What she always wants, bookseller… You are to procure her something. Tonight.’

			‘I have other business tonight.’

			The beggar woman hissed, rheumy eyes narrowed in almost queenly disdain. She pulled herself erect. ‘You have no business save that which our lady allows you, bookseller. And you would do well to remember that. The charnel grounds are full of those who forgot that her desires superseded their own petty yearnings.’ 

			Bok smiled mirthlessly. ‘I remember. What is it then? Another rare grimoire? A treatise on the architectural styling of Lantean Empire? A book of poetry, perhaps, or the journal of some forgotten explorer?’

			‘It is not a book at all, brother. It is something greater by far.’ The beggarwoman clutched at his coat. She leaned close, and he gagged at the smell of her. ‘There is a certain house, near the Old Fen Gate, its shutters marked with the sign of the magpie…’

			‘I know it.’ Everyone knew it. Everyone who was anyone, at least. The Magpie’s Nest had played host to illicit dealings of all sorts, since the city’s founding. 

			‘An auction is to be held there, this very evening, for a select few. You will go and procure for our lady that which she desires.’

			‘Am I to guess, then, what that might be?’

			The beggarwoman licked her chapped and blistered lips. ‘You will know it when you see it, bookseller. It is quite unlike anything else.’ She fingered the buttons of his coat. ‘Do not fail her, brother. Now give me an alm, sir. Give me an alm, lest someone mistake us for acquaintances.’ She glanced around furtively. ‘Hurry, brother.’ 

			Grudgingly, he fumbled a coin from his coat and pressed it into her filthy hand. ‘Here. Now be off with you, wretch.’ He shoved her, for good measure. She scrambled away into the murk with a shriek he thought not a little overdone. He’d often heard it said that there was a frustrated thespian in every spy. 

			Bok sighed. An auction. He hated auctions, though he attended them often. At least this one was in the city, and close to hand. But he’d had no time to prepare. Then, that was likely the point. Neferata, Lady of Sorrow, was as cunning as she was powerful. The Queen of Mysteries gave her servants little warning of tasks they might resent, so as to ensure they did not waste time attempting to avoid them. Few tried to do so twice, in any event. 

			He turned his feet towards the Old Fen Gate. It seemed he would have to procure the bead-book another time. Such was the price one paid to serve the Mortarch of Blood. It was said by some that to serve Neferata was to serve death, and there was no master greater than death. 

			Bok had lived in death’s shadow since his childhood. He had hunted rats in the alleys of Hammerhal, one more feral orphan among the teeming multitudes. His parents had been soldiers of the Freeguild, he thought, though he did not remember them with any true clarity. It had been another life, and in another realm besides. 

			From rats, he had graduated to men. Even in the most orderly of cities, there were criminals. And criminals, or at least those of a certain station, often required the assistance of a man of Bok’s skills. He could balance a ledger and slit a throat with equal ease. Since he was a boy, he’d had a gift for sums and words, as well as blades. He had taught himself to read and write in his leaky lean-to, among the rubbish and vermin. 

			Now, he lived in a modest room above his little shop at the end of a cul-de-sac. Even in a city like Greywater Fastness, there were those who appreciated books. Especially old books, with cracked bindings and yellowing pages, which enterprising booksellers could charge handsomely for. 

			He still wasn’t certain how he had come to Neferata’s attentions, or why she had chosen to take him into her service. He suspected that it had something to do with his previous life. He had sent many souls shrieking to the lands of the dead. It was not inconceivable that Neferata had heard of him from one of his victims, and saw in him some potential. She had many pawns, some human, some not. Ageless and deathless, Neferata regarded the Mortal Realms as a game board – and men like Bok were her pawns. 

			All he knew for sure was that he owed much of who he now was to her patronage. She paid well – better than his old criminal masters – and often. And all she asked in return were regular missives, reporting on the activities of certain individuals native to the city, or the acquisition of rare texts and items of minor interest. Sometimes those acquisitions turned bloody, it was true. But such was a bookseller’s lot, and Palem Bok was a very good bookseller. Though there were days when he considered hiring an assistant. Someone to run errands, or commit the odd murder. 

			Upon leaving the tangled alleys of the rookery, he caught a ­rattletrap. The steel-rimmed carriage was an uncomfortable-looking vehicle, pulled by a steam-powered automaton wrought crudely in the shape of a horse. As he clambered into the battered conveyance, he held up a coin to the driver. ‘There’s an extra comet in it for you if you get me to the Old Fen Gate before the next tolling of the bells.’ The driver, a retired Freeguild soldier by his look, saluted lazily with the hook that replaced his left hand and gave a gap-toothed grin. He wrenched on the levers that rose up around his bench, and an excess of steam flooded the artificial innards of the mechanical horse. It gave a creaking whinny and clattered forwards, the rattletrap swaying in its wake. 

			The streets of Greywater Fastness were narrow rivulets of stone and metal, lit by oil lanterns or lightning jars. The latter dangled from iron chains, their flickering radiance washing over buildings, and making the shadows dance. The rattletrap passed through these striations of crackling light, carrying Bok to the city’s southern edge. Stone gave way to baked mud and thatch. The streets became wider, broken up by brick canals and wooden bridges. Turgid waters flowed slowly through these slimy corridors, diverted from the freshwater marshes beyond the walls. 

			Occasionally, marsh troggoths would haul themselves out of the canals, their flabby, scaly flesh encrusted with barnacles of ossified filth. The lumbering beasts would rampage through the slums, attacking anyone foolish enough not to seek shelter. They were almost always driven back by the soldiers of the Freeguild, and their bodies added to the great furnaces as fuel. 

			The marshes were smaller now than they had been when Bok first came to the city, and the walls farther out. Every season, the city grew and the wilderness shrank. Industry was ever the shield of civilisation, as an engineer of Bok’s acquaintance put it. He gave little thought to such things himself, and rarely left the inner city if he could help it. Bok was a man of soot and solid streets. The wilds of Ghyran held little to interest him. 

			‘Here we are then, sir,’ the driver grunted. There was a harsh burr to his voice, marking him as an Azyrite. Bok had no issue with Azyrites, though he knew those who did. What realm a man was born in mattered less to Bok than whether he had coin to spend. Bok paid him, and climbed awkwardly to the street. 

			The Old Fen Gate rose tall and solid over one of the largest and oldest of the canals. It had been the first gate, when the city was new and the marshes wild. The walls of the city had bypassed the towering structure, leaving it to become the de facto centre of a neighbourhood. There were shops now, instead of barracks, and the sides of the canal were thick with clustered clapboard buildings. 

			The Magpie’s Nest was one of those that crouched on the edge of the water. It bent over at an unsightly angle, faded bird-shapes daubed on its broken shutters. It looked as if one tremor would send all three stories sliding full into the canal. But looks could be deceiving. The building was sturdier than most, its foundations deep and its walls cleverly designed to fool the eyes of the uninvited. 

			He felt eyes on him as he made his way to the rear entrance, as was the tradition. The front door was for the Freeguild, or agents of the city’s rulers. The door overlooking the canal was for those who’d come to conduct business. Entrance was normally by invitation only, though occasionally there were open auctions, for the less notable. 

			He had attended one of these open auctions before, but had left empty-handed. His resources, while substantial, were not infinite, and the bidding had been fierce. Then, given that it had been a rare copy of Kelaf’s banned symphony, The Mirror of Onyx, perhaps not surprising. He wasn’t sure what was required of one to receive an invitation. He hoped it wouldn’t be an issue. 

			He knocked on the door, once and politely. It was always best to be polite, in these circumstances. It cut down on bloodshed. He heard the heavy rattle of a bar being withdrawn, and a moment later the door swung inwards. A slim figure was waiting for him. An aelf, he realised, taking in fine-boned features too perfect to belong to a human. Eyes like chips of obsidian met his own. She – and it was a she, though it was often hard to tell – was clad in loose robes of violet and a hauberk of black, jagged mail. A thick mane of white hair was swept back from her narrow face by a tiara of dark iron, and she had a curved falchion sheathed at her waist. 

			The aelf looked him up and down, an unpleasant smile crawling across her pale features. ‘Invitation?’ she purred, her fingers rubbing slowly against the pommel of her blade. 

			‘I don’t have one, I’m afraid.’

			‘That is a shame. But the canal is close, and it will be quick.’ Her fingers tightened about the hilt and she made to draw her blade. Bok stepped back, ready to produce the blade hidden in his sleeve, though he disliked his chances. He’d fought aelves before. The experience had been unpleasant. 

			‘Surely that I am here speaks to my character.’

			‘Not favourably,’ she said, taking a quick step towards him. 

			Bok hesitated. Instinct said flee. But she hadn’t drawn her blade yet. Maybe she was curious. Or bored. It must be dull, guarding a door. ‘I’ve come for the auction.’

			‘No invitation, no auction.’ She spoke serenely. 

			‘How much to garner an invitation, then?’

			‘That depends entirely on who you represent, my friend.’ The voice was a man’s. The aelf turned, bowed and stepped back, though her eyes never left Bok. The newcomer took her place at the door. He was a small man. Fussy looking, but bedraggled. Like a scribe gone ever so slightly to seed. True to that image, he held an armful of scrolls, and his hands and the cuffs of his robes were stained with ink. ‘Well?’ he pressed, adjusting the battered pince-nez he wore. ‘On whose behalf do you darken our doorway, sir?’

			‘A lady of some substance.’

			‘There are many ladies in Greywater Fastness. Shayl here, for instance.’ The little man gestured to the aelf. ‘I require a name.’ The way he said it made Bok pause. It was as if the little man were trying to impart something. 

			‘There we must part ways, sir. Her name is not mine to reveal.’

			The little man shrugged and glanced at the aelf. She smiled and reached again for her blade. Bok, thinking quickly, said, ‘Shadows and dust, sir.’ Attempting the code phrase was a gamble, but he had little to lose. 

			The little man looked at him. He adjusted his pince-nez. ‘Just and unjust alike,’ he said, after a moment. ‘You are one of hers, then.’

			‘I have that honour.’ Bok relaxed slightly. He had guessed right. Neferata’s influence stretched wide through the low places. All those who served her, even in the most minor capacity, recognised the code phrases of her agents. It was obvious to him now that she would have someone in the house, to alert her to the presence of certain items. 

			‘That is a word for it, certainly. Very well. Shayl, he may enter.’

			The aelf frowned, but made no attempt to argue. She ignored Bok as he stepped past her and entered the house. The entryway was a small, rounded chamber. A single corridor, out of sight of the door, extended deeper into the house. ‘The auction is soon to begin. Come this way, Master…?’

			‘Bok. Palem Bok.’ Bok followed the little man down the hall. Doorways lined its length, each draped with a thick, black curtain. Each curtain had sigils of warding and other, less recognisable magical symbols, woven into its folds. There would be illicit dealings going on in each of the rooms. Thieves laying plans, murderers plotting… The Magpie’s Nest was a house of rogues. 

			The little man glanced at him. ‘The bookseller?’

			‘You know me?’

			‘Of you. I am Pell. You are welcome here, sir. I trust you have come better prepared than your last visit. You were quite upset to lose that Kelaf symphony, I recall.’

			‘I am here on another’s behalf, this time.’ In truth, Bok had no idea how much Neferata expected him to pay for whatever it was she desired, or whether she was even planning to compensate him. Such were the perils of a whimsical mistress. Perhaps she expected him to simply steal whatever it was. 

			‘Yes, I presumed so.’ 

			‘Last time I was here, you had someone friendlier on guard duty.’

			‘Shayl has her talents. Friendliness is not one of them.’ Pell smiled. ‘She serves well enough to keep things civil, among our patrons.’

			Bok grunted noncommittally. Pell stopped before one of the doorways. ‘You will notice that you have not been disarmed. We expect all patrons to show a certain level of decorum in repayment for our hospitality.’

			‘I remember.’

			‘Good. Through here, please.’ Pell twitched the curtain aside, and Bok duly entered. The room beyond was not large. It was illuminated by half a dozen lanterns, scattered about and hanging from iron stanchions. The room itself was a plain square of wood and stone, barren save for several rows of hard benches, and a flat stage set at one end. 

			On the stage was a long table, and upon it were various objects of interest: a loose pile of thin volumes, obviously a set of some sort; a gruesome, bull-shaped icon that bore all the hallmarks of duardin craftsmanship; a bell jar, containing a night-blooming flower with amethyst petals; a small casket with brass hinges and a bear stamped on the lock; and a gilded skull with silver teeth.

			But the most interesting of the lot was a curious whip-like weapon, consisting of eight jagged metal bars, joined together by thin rings, so as to form a chain of sorts. It had a handle made from a carved femur at one end, and a barbed dart at the other. The chain was coiled loosely, and rested in a circle of what appeared to be dust or salt. Protective sigils had been chalked into the surface of the table around it, and the air above them shimmered with an oily quality. 

			Something about the weapon unsettled him. There was a malign potency to it. It reminded him of a bog-viper, readying itself to strike. And even as the thought occurred to him, he knew that it was what he had been sent here to acquire. Neferata wanted it, whatever it was. And that meant he had little choice but to acquire it.

			Bok took a seat, ignoring the glares of the other attendees. The benches were crowded. He surreptitiously studied the competition. Many of them were like him – intermediaries, acting on behalf of those too fearful or too well known to attend the auction in person. Others were more interesting. 

			One, sitting towards the front, was clearly a representative of the Collegiate Arcane, to judge by his ornate robes of white and gold, and the supercilious expression on his overfed features. He murmured softly to a small, dragon-like homunculus perched on his shoulder. 

			Another of the attendees was shrouded in all-concealing robes and a hood, with a strange, segmented mask hiding their face. The facets of the mask were marked with what might have been duardin runes, though not ones Bok recognised. The runes glowed dimly, and faint contrails of what might have been smoke or steam rose from them. 

			A woman dressed in crimson-dyed furs and leathers sat towards the back, her scarified features twisted in a frown. Her head had been shaved, save for a single braid, bound with brass wire. A savage, from the wilds of Ghur, perhaps, given the ritualistic nature of her scarring. She caught his glance and smiled widely, as if in invitation. Her teeth were filed. Bok looked hurriedly away. 

			Any further study of the crowd was interrupted by the arrival of the auctioneer. A thin man, fox-lean and ginger-haired. Pell was with him, and took a seat near the stage. The scribe opened a heavy ledger on his lap and produced a writing quill from somewhere about his person. He dabbed it into a cup of ink hanging from around his neck, and began to write. The auctioneer took his place on stage, hands clasped behind his back. 

			‘Greetings, gentles all. Welcome, and be at ease. My name is Ranaldsson, and I will be master of these ceremonies. Our first lot is the collected Revelations of Necoho, or the Light of Doubt, a fundamental text for an obscure sect of antitheists. Opening bid is one hundred comets, or the equivalent.’

			Once begun, the auction progressed swiftly. One by one, the items were secured by eager bidders, and the losers were left to grumble and scowl. The stranger in the segmented mask claimed the grotesque, bull-shaped icon with a sizeable bid of two thousand comets. The gilded skull, revealed to be something called the Gelt Aurical, was decisively won by the Collegiate Arcanum representative, and a fat merchant from Hammerhal walked away with the amethyst blossom, after a winning bid of a hundred shards of shadeglass. 

			A pair of duardin almost came to blows over the casket, which proved to contain a single bottle of wine of ancient vintage. From the cut of their clothes and their harsh accents, Bok thought they might have been guilders, fresh from the Kharadron sky-ports. 

			Finally, the item he’d been waiting for came up for bid. Ranaldsson seemed hesitant as he turned to the weapon. ‘And our last item. A weapon of curious design, it has proven to be… unique, as were the circumstances of its… ah… its acquisition.’ The auctioneer hurriedly looked away from the weapon. ‘Through the diligent efforts of Master Pell and others of this house’s staff, we have confirmed that this is, in fact, quite possibly Charu, the Soul-Lash – one of the infamous Eight Lamentations.’

			A stunned murmur swept through the crowd. Bok stiffened. Neferata’s desire for the weapon made sense, now. He’d heard the stories. Everyone in his profession had. Eight weapons, forged by the servants of the Blood God, Khorne, in the age before the storm of Chaos had washed over the mortal realms. The Eight Lamentations had been scattered and lost, appearing occasionally to wreak havoc before vanishing once more. Rumour had it that they had begun to resurface of late, and Neferata had directed her agents to keep their eyes and ears open for any hint of the weapons. 

			Bok had never thought to find one here, practically in his lap. From behind him, he heard the woman in red murmur, ‘From fire, came heat. From heat, shape. And shape split into eight. And the eight became as death.’

			Ranaldsson gestured for quiet, as the crowd’s murmuring threatened to boil over. ‘Please, gentles, please. Rest assured, we are certain of the item’s provenance. All effort has been made to keep it contained safely. Though I hasten to add that we are not responsible for anything that may occur once it leaves these premises.’ He gave a brittle smile. ‘Opening bid is three thousand comets, or the equivalent.’

			Bok grunted in consternation. A hefty sum, and one he couldn’t go far beyond without emptying his coffers. It would be worth it, though, considering the rewards Neferata might bestow upon him for delivering such a prize to her. 

			But before he could make a bid, the woman in red called out, ‘There will be no bids. The item is not for sale.’ She stood, and a hostile muttering swept the benches. At her gesture, several other members of the crowd stood as well. 

			They all wore shades of red, Bok saw, though the garments of some were of a more expensive cut than others. Their faces were similarly scarred, some in less noticeable ways. But for all the barbarity of her appearance, it was clear the woman was in charge. She stepped into the aisle between the benches and strode towards the stage. 

			Ranaldsson cleared his throat. ‘I beg your pardon, milady, but–’

			‘I am Kesh, and I do not give it. This weapon is not yours to sell, little man. It belongs to a god, and we have come to take it back, in the name of he who strides the red skies, wolf-fanged and mighty.’ She swept back her furs, revealing a brass-banded belt, and a pair of crude hand-axes hanging from it. The others threw off their cloaks or tore open coats to reveal similar axes, of varying craftsmanship. 

			‘You will give it to us,’ Kesh continued, ‘or I will take your skull.’ She unhooked an axe and pointed it at him. ‘Khorne demands it, and you will not gainsay him.’

			Ranaldsson spluttered. Bok had no doubt that the man had been threatened before, but perhaps never so bluntly. Others might have tried to win the bidding first, before threatening murder. But the servants of the Blood God were not known for their subtlety. 

			Pell chose that moment to lunge for a bell-pull hanging beside the doorway, but a thrown axe dashed his brains across the wall. As the scribe crumpled, Bok drew his pistol and fired. One of the cultists was punched off his feet, a red hole between his bulging eyes. With the echoes of the shot hanging on the air, the room exploded into violence. He saw the stranger in the segmented mask snatch a blood-cultist from his feet, and hurl him across the room in a display of inhuman strength. 

			A hurled axe sank deep into the bench behind Bok, narrowly missing him. He spun, but held his fire. Instead he cracked the blood-cultist across the skull, dropping her to the floor. The duardin pistol only had five shots. Bok was determined to waste none of them. 

			People were shoving and screaming, trying to escape the room. The blood-mad killers hacked and hewed at the crowd with furious intensity. Some among the patrons resisted, in their own fashion. The two Kharadron had drawn their cutlasses and fought back to back, their earlier argument forgotten. The Collegiate Arcane representative spoke a word of power, and turned a cultist into a living torch. The warrior screamed and fell across the benches, setting them alight. Somewhere, an alarm bell had begun to ring. 

			In the confusion, Kesh had reached the stage. Bok tried to take aim at the woman, but a cultist rose up before him, chanting the eighty-eight names of the Blood God as he chopped wildly at the panicking crowd. Bok shot him, but the cultist didn’t fall. His axe slashed down, nearly taking Bok’s arm off. A second shot punched his head back and dropped him to the floor. Desperate now, Bok forced his way through the crowd, determined to prevent Kesh from claiming the weapon.

			As he reached the stage, he saw Ranaldsson leap to the floor with a panicked yell, clutching a bloody arm. He fled, screaming for help. Kesh laughed and reached for the chain-whip, a dripping axe clutched in her other hand. ‘I think not,’ Bok said. Kesh turned, teeth bared, axe raised. He fired his pistol as the axe left her hand. 

			She clapped a hand to her leg and shrieked. The axe pinned his coat sleeve to the table, and knocked him off balance. The pistol clattered from his hand. He tore himself loose from the table as Kesh caught up her prize. 

			There was a crack, like stone splitting, as her fingers wrapped about the bone haft of the weapon. The links of the chain clattered, as if in welcome, and a shudder ran through it, and her. Her eyes flashed with red lightning, and as she turned, he saw that every scar on her face had opened anew and was bleeding. 

			‘The Soul-Lash is mine, weakling,’ she snarled, whirling the chain-whip about her. Bok threw himself aside, as the barbed tip snapped out with a silky hiss. It tore through the throat of an unfortunate man near the stage. There was a sound like tearing cloth, and a shimmer of greenish energy erupted from the dying man. It spun around the barb, and was almost instantly drawn into the weapon. 

			Kesh hissed in pleasure and leapt to the floor, whirling the chain-whip up and about her in a growing frenzy. It tore through the crowd and her followers alike. More surges of light were torn away from falling bodies – green, red, ochre, blue – and drawn into the links of the weapon. ‘Yes, it is as the blood-seers claimed – Charu drinks the spirits of the fallen. I feel their strength within me.’ She laughed wildly. ‘Blood and skulls for my lord Khorne!’

			The room was rapidly filling with smoke. The lanterns had been knocked over in the chaos, spilling burning oil everywhere, and the sorcerous fire started by the wizard leapt from bench to bench. There was a scrum at the doorway, as people tried to force their way out. Those left inside were either trying to stay out of Kesh’s way, or brawling with her followers. 

			Kesh’s form was limned with a sickly radiance. The chain-whip moved like a thing alive, rather than a weapon. Perhaps it was hungry, after its captivity. Bok pushed the unsettling thought aside as he found his pistol and scooped it up. He tried to line up a shot while she was distracted, but too late. 

			The chain-whip bent about her of its own volition and darted towards him. The barb tore flinders from the stage and forced him back a step. Kesh turned before he could recover, and the whip arrowed towards him again. He twisted aside, but not quickly enough. One of the metal bars caught him in the ribs and smashed him from the edge of the stage. 

			Pain flared through him as he hit the floor, and he felt as if something in him had torn loose. But luckily, the barb had missed him and his soul remained his own. He heard the crackle of magics and saw the Collegiate Arcane representative fling ethereal lightning towards Kesh. She snarled and cracked the whip. The spell tore in two, and ragged motes of light danced across the air. Unhindered, the barbed tip caught the wizard in the chest and tore his soul screaming from him. The backlash of sundered magics howled through the chamber, overturning benches and smashing bodies against walls. 

			Bok lay still, eyes closed against the glare. When he opened them, the crowd was gone. Most had fled, but the rest had not managed to escape. And Kesh was nowhere in sight, though he could hear the clash of weapons somewhere out in the corridor. For a moment, he considered letting that be the end of it. He could slip out, with no one the wiser. But Neferata would know. And that thought was more frightening than any mystical soul-eater.

			Wearily, he hauled himself to his feet and stumbled out into the hall, after retrieving his pistol. Smoke filled the space. The fire had spread. The corridor was littered with bodies. Some had been trampled, others bore bloody wounds. The unseen alarm bells were still ringing, and he heard the thump of running feet somewhere above him. He staggered down the hall, clutching his side. 

			Kesh had carved herself a path to the street. The marks of the chain-whip were evident on the walls and floor, as well as on many of the bodies. When he reached the entry hall, he saw that the heavy door had been smashed off its hinges. There was no sign of the aelf. From outside, he could hear the rattle of steel and the stamp of feet. 

			He reached the door and stopped. Outside, the aelf, Shayl, and Kesh spun and fought with a speed that defied description. The aelf moved with all the quicksilver grace of her kind, but Kesh matched her speed, driven to inhuman extremes by the power of the Soul-Lash. Shayl’s blade deflected the chain-whip as it curled around her, sending the barb spinning away. Kesh parried the aelf’s counter-stroke with her remaining axe. The two women stamped and whirled back and forth along the edge of the canal. The ragged remnants of stolen souls clung to Kesh like a smoky shroud, and her laughter boomed out over the waters as she fought. 

			Bok leaned against the doorframe, wheezing. His side ached where the chain had crunched against his ribs. Kesh’s three surviving followers hadn’t noticed him yet, enraptured as they were by the duel. He extended his pistol. One shot left. He would need to make it count. Time stretched unbearably. Smoke from the fire billowed past him, filling the street. 

			Then, it happened – Shayl lunged, but Kesh smashed her blow aside throwing her off balance. The barb of the chain-whip hissed down, smashing her sword from her hand and throwing her to the ground. Kesh gave a shout and swung the Soul-Lash up, ready to add the aelf’s soul to her collection. 

			Bok fired. 

			Kesh stiffened. The side of her head was a red ruin. She turned, wobbling on her feet, her remaining eye fixed on Bok as her warriors turned. Kesh took an unsteady step towards him. The Soul-Lash snapped and twisted like an angry viper. Her mouth worked, but no words came out. She made as if to raise the chain-whip, but instead pitched forwards with a disgruntled sigh and lay still. 

			Bok swung his pistol towards the remaining cultists. ‘Stay back, or I’ll fire.’ The blood-cultists snarled as one and started towards him, axes raised. He tossed the empty pistol into the face of the closest, and drove a kick into the midsection of another. An axe bit the air dangerously close to his head, and he turned, punching its wielder. The haft of a weapon caught him in the side of the face and he staggered, the street spinning. 

			A second blow knocked him from his feet. He covered his head and rolled away. He heard a scream and glanced up. Shayl stood behind one of the cultists, her sword embedded in his back. She ripped it free and twisted, opening the jugular of a second. The third roared and leapt at her, axe raised. Bok snatched up a fallen axe and surged to his feet, catching the cultist in the abdomen. The man folded over with a gurgle and Bok released the axe, letting the dying man slump. Shayl looked at him, eyebrow raised. ‘I had him,’ she said.

			Bok shrugged. ‘You’re welcome to the credit.’

			She frowned and studied him. ‘You fight well. For a human. I am sorry we did not get to match blades earlier.’

			‘I’m not,’ he said. She laughed. 

			‘No. It would have been a shame to kill you.’

			Iron grated against the street. An ugly moan filled the air. Shayl turned, and past her, Bok saw Kesh struggling to her feet. Blood and brain matter dripped down the side of her face as her good eye fixed on them. Bok stared. ‘A bullet to the head usually does the trick.’ 

			Before Shayl could reply, the barbed head of the Soul-Lash rose up over Kesh’s back like a scorpion’s stinger. The links clicked like laughter as the woman took a step towards them, and he realised suddenly that Kesh was no longer in charge. 

			Whatever fell power lurked within the weapon, it had obviously decided that it wasn’t finished with them yet. With an inhuman screech, Kesh jerked forwards, slashing at them with the chain-whip. Bok lurched aside and felt the air part before his face as the chain slashed down. Shayl attacked, driving her blade into Kesh’s side. The woman ignored the blow and shoved the aelf aside. 

			‘She’s already dead,’ Bok shouted. 

			‘Then how do we kill her?’ the aelf demanded, ducking beneath the arc of the chain-whip. She scrambled backwards. 

			Bok frowned, at a loss. Kesh laughed – there was nothing human in the sound. Broken spirits swirled about her, bound to the monstrous weapon. They moaned in what might have been pain, and the killing sigils hammered into the iron bars of the chain flared with unnatural heat. Kesh’s wrist bulged oddly as she slashed the Soul-Lash out again, carving divots from the street. 

			‘Her hand,’ Bok snarled. Shayl looked at him, eyes narrowed. Bok flung his arm to the side. A twist of the wrist and the weight of his concealed blade slid into his waiting hand. A moment later, the blade was flying through the air. It sank into Kesh’s remaining eye with a wet, hollow sound. She staggered, blind. ‘Now,’ he cried. 

			Thankfully, the aelf was quick on the uptake. Her blade chopped through Kesh’s wrist. The Soul-Lash, and Kesh’s hand, clattered to the ground with a petulant rasp of iron links. As soon as the weapon hit the ground, Kesh toppled backwards with a sigh. 

			Bok released a shaky breath. He approached the body carefully. But she seemed to have surrendered to the inevitable at last. He pried his blade free and wiped it clean on her ragged furs, before tearing them from her body. He nudged the chain-whip into the furs with his foot and wrapped it up. He could hear its links rasping in frustration. 

			‘What an awful thing you are,’ he said, as he tied the edges of the furs together. ‘The Queen of Mysteries is welcome to you, and good riddance.’

			‘Is she dead?’ the aelf asked, as he lifted the bundle and slung it over his shoulder. She held a hand pressed to her gashed arm, but was otherwise unharmed. 

			‘For the moment.’ He looked up. The Magpie’s Nest was completely aflame now. It had burned before, and he had no doubt it would be rebuilt, in time. He looked at Shayl. ‘You appear to be out of a job.’

			She shrugged. ‘It was boring.’

			Bok hesitated. Then, he smiled. 

			‘Have you ever considered a career in the book trade?’ 

		

	
		
			THE RED HOURS

			EVAN DICKEN

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			[image: ]

			 


			‘Going somewhere, hero?’ 

			The mounted guard leading Captain Byrun Hess’ ibuq jerked at the reins, forcing the reptile to shear left. With his hands manacled in front of him, Hess had to shift awkwardly to keep his seat. The move set the medals on his breastplate jingling, and the two guards laughing.

			They’d stripped him of his sword, his pistols, even his mother’s­ lucky helmet, but Lord Marshal Khir had been insistent that Hess keep all his medals. They were, after all, why he was marching through the hinterlands of Chamon, rather than dangling at the end of a noose.

			‘Not so arrogant now,’ the other guard, Rollo, said with a lazy sneer.

			‘Captain,’ Hess replied through gritted teeth.

			‘What?’ Rollo cocked his head.

			‘Not so arrogant now, captain,’ Hess said slowly. Khir had left him his rank, too, and he’d be damned if he let some slack-jawed latrine digger forget it.

			‘Apologies, captain, I forgot to salute.’ Rollo shifted in his saddle to solemnly place a fist over his heart, then punched Hess squarely in the mouth.

			This time, he toppled from his ibuq.

			The ground hit him like a cannon shot, driving the breath from his lungs. Although it was meant more for parading than hard use, his armour took the worst of the fall, but Hess’ head rebounded from a rust-spotted outcrop, sending red and white flares dancing across his vision. 

			He lay on the ground gasping like a gut-shot orruk. The ringing in Hess’ ears was gradually eclipsed by the laughter of the two guards – Rollo’s high and quick, Gert’s like the raspy croaks of a startled crow. They’d been goading him for days, poking, prodding, taking joy in Hess’ shame. 

			The base-born always enjoyed seeing a noble brought low. 

			Hess struggled to his feet, blood dribbling from his split lip down the front of his breastplate. He hated the Realm of Metal with its strange coppery sun and its jagged horizon. Even the mounts were wrong. Hess had been forced to trade his warhorse for an ibuq, a stocky, broad-shouldered breed of Chamonic lizard that grew to roughly the size of an ox. Although Hess was an expert rider, he found the ibuq’s waddling, splay-legged gait unsettling, not to mention the steady rasp of their scales, the flicking of their long tongues as they tested the air, and the low, rattling grind as they crushed rocks in their heavy underslung jaws. It was nothing short of maddening.

			Gritting his teeth, Hess slowly pushed to his feet. More wounding than the pain in his side were the scuffs and tarnish on his ceremonial armour. The fall from his mount had chipped the rearing silver mare of Hess’ family crest emb­lazoned on the breastplate, the green and gold lacquer peeling from the rust-scabbed steel. He couldn’t help but recall the first time he’d worn the armour marching down the Grand Concourse of Azyrheim – his father’s eyes bright with unshed tears, the tight-lipped nod his mother had given as she watched him accept his captaincy in the Freeguild mounted pistoliers. But that was all gone now, lost to the jealousy of a petty old man. Now, Hess was nothing – a disgraced officer forced to endure the taunts and abuse of soldiers not fit to lick his boots.

			Fury set Hess’ face burning, his throat hot and tight. He ran at Rollo, shouting and throwing his hands up to startle the guard’s mount. For all their fierce demeanour, ibuq were beasts of burden, flighty and unsuitable for combat. As Hess had hoped it would, Rollo’s mount shied away, hissing, and the guard tumbled from his seat. 

			Hess tackled the man before he could rise. They rolled on the ground, flakes of rusty metal scouring the filigree from Hess’ pauldrons and greaves. Although his hands were chained, he outweighed Rollo by twenty pounds, and managed to clamber atop the struggling guard to headbutt him in the nose. 

			Too late, Hess heard the clatter of Gert’s ibuq. The butt of her crossbow cracked across his shoulders, sending him sprawling. 

			‘Our orders are to deliver you to your new post – they don’t say in how many pieces.’ Gert reversed her crossbow and levelled it at Hess. ‘Do you feel like fighting, captain?’

			Hess pushed to his knees to glare at the guard. Scowling, he shook his head.

			Gert gave a satisfied grunt and turned to her companion. ‘Are you okay?’

			Rollo stood, wiping the blood from his nose. He glared at Hess for a long moment, then walked over to slap the flank of Hess’ ibuq. With a snorting hiss, the beast shambled away into the rubble. 

			‘Looks like the captain’s mount ran off.’ Rollo moved to retrieve the reins of his own beast. ‘You’re going to have to walk the rest of the way, hero.’

			Hess stiffened, squinting down the thin ribbon of gold that was the old Lantic road. To either side the Glitterpeaks rose like ancient, pitted blades, their jagged flint-and-iron crests dusted not with snow but orange-red blooms of corrosion. Instead of dust, the wind carried flecks of rust, the smell of it reminding Hess of old blood. Higher up, windswept metal rasped across flinty outcrops, producing the showers of sparks for which the mountains were named.

			He looked to Gert. Of his two captors, she was the more reasonable, if only marginally so. ‘I won’t make it on foot.’

			She returned his gaze with slit-eyed hatred. ‘My brother was at Beacon Field.’

			Hess suppressed a wince. There was no sense in arguing. It didn’t matter that Hess had won the battle, that he had slain the sorcerer Avul Thrice-Burnt and scattered his mad followers to the wind. Someone needed to answer for the dead, and Hess, in his wounded pride, had as good as delivered himself to the lord marshal on a silver platter. 

			It was painful to straighten his bruised back, and even more so to walk, but Hess vowed he wouldn’t give Khir’s thugs the satisfaction of seeing him hobble. For a wild moment he considered running off into the jagged countryside, but he knew he would not get far. Even if he stripped off his plate, Hess had seen enough of Chamon to know he would survive barely a day in the scouring heat.

			To add to the insult, Rollo approached and tied a rope around the chain that bound Hess’ hands, securing the other end to the pommel of his saddle. The guard’s ugly smile made it clear that if Hess stumbled, Rollo would be happy to drag him.

			Hess staggered across the pitted ground, careful of the hunks of rusty metal that littered the road. Above, the sun glittered like molten bronze, waves of heat distorting the black iron peaks that loomed over them. His armour felt like an oven, the heavy ceremonial plate slowly broiling Hess alive even as the rough iron of the manacles chafed his wrists raw. 

			His tongue rasped against cracked lips, the skin of his face hot and tight. Heat pressed in from all sides, wicking away Hess’ sweat. Even the breeze was no relief. It came like the blast of a forge bellows, carrying grains of rust that scoured his exposed skin.

			After what seemed an eternity, the guards called a halt, Gert tossing Hess a canteen while Rollo scanned the horizon. Hess made a grab for the water but stumbled as Rollo nudged his ibuq forward, the rope jerking Hess off his feet. 

			‘Go on.’ Rollo snorted a wet laugh through his broken nose. ‘Pick it up.’

			Hess stood to glare up at the guard, not wanting to give Rollo the pleasure of seeing him scrabble in the dust. 

			‘We don’t have time for this,’ Gert said, thrusting her chin at something in the distance.

			With a snarled curse, Rollo jerked Hess closer and untied the rope from his manacles. Perhaps noticing the murder in Hess’ eyes, Rollo waved the rope at him. ‘If you attack me again, captain, this will be around your neck.’ 

			A few days ago, Hess would have been happy to teach the fool another lesson. Now, his thoughts were only of the canteen. The water was tepid and coppery, like blood, but Hess gulped it down as though it were wine from the Arch-Lector’s vineyard. 

			The guards dismounted. Retreating to the dubious shade of a sharp-edged overhang, they tied up their mounts, then began to argue in quiet tones. Rollo gestured at the mountains, his shoulders high and tight, the way he got when he was nervous. Gert chewed her lip, then gave an irritated nod, turning back to her ibuq to unlimber her crossbow.

			‘What’s going on?’ Hess joined them in the shadow of the overhang. 

			Rollo kicked a spray of rusty grit at him.

			‘Quiet!’ he barked.

			Shielding his eyes from the bright sun, Hess scanned the path ahead. The old Lantic road twisted through the Glitterpeaks like a river of gold, still bright even after centuries of neglect. In the distance, Hess made out two riders on ibuq picking their way down a switchback etched into the pitted face of the mountain. 

			Rollo stepped into the centre of the road, sword drawn, while Gert stayed in the shade of the overhang, crouched behind a slab of corroded iron, her crossbow ready.

			‘Who are they?’ Hess moved over to her.

			Gert shrugged. ‘Maybe raiders, maybe natives.’

			‘Unchain my hands,’ Hess said. ‘If there is a battle, you will need my aid.’

			She snorted. ‘We don’t need nothing from you except quiet.’

			Hess lapsed into silence, mentally counting steps – one to where Gert crouched, four to where Rollo stood in the road. If it came to a fight, he would need to move quickly. Hess would not die in this Sigmar-forsaken hinterland because his guards were incompetent fools.

			It was not long before the riders arrived, slouched low in their saddles, almost completely hidden by long cloaks of rough-spun cloth threaded with rusty fibres of metal. 

			One of the riders hung back while the other dismounted with a wave, unwinding his scarf to reveal a darkly tanned face, his cheeks chapped and windburnt. Gold tattoos traced the line of his jaw, filigreed arcs twining across his forehead in an intricate pattern that glittered in the failing light. 

			‘Natives,’ Rollo muttered, shifting to point his blade at the tattooed man. ‘That’s far enough.’

			The man paused, hands held wide, a broad smile on his face. He glanced past Rollo to grin at Hess.

			‘By gold and steel, you must be our new captain.’ The man offered a sloppy salute. ‘Flynn, at your service.’ He nodded at his companion. ‘That’s Thystra – she’s our tracker.’

			The other cloaked rider remained motionless. Little was visible save for her sharp, cool-blue eyes.

			Rollo’s blade didn’t waver. ‘There was no mention of an escort.’

			‘Castellan Altenbach sent us.’ Flynn’s hand drifted towards his cloak. ‘I carry the order if you wish to see it.’ 

			‘Keep your hands raised,’ Rollo barked, gesturing to where Gert knelt. ‘Or she’ll put a bolt through them.’ 

			‘We’re on the same side.’ Flynn’s eyes flicked to Gert as she stood from behind the rock, but his smile never wavered. ‘The Glitterpeaks are already sufficiently dangerous without your bellowing causing an avalanche.’

			Rollo hissed. ‘If you are so afraid why don’t you turn around and go back the way you came?’ 

			Flynn gave a sad shake of his head. ‘Can’t have our new captain marched to death now, can we?’

			Rollo half turned. ‘Are these your friends, Hess? Other traitors come to break you out? If you think I’ll let you escape without a fight, you’re–’

			Flynn skipped forward, slapping aside the flat of Rollo’s blade with his bare hand. The guard tried to bring the sword around, but Flynn was too close. The Chamonian dug his fingers into the pressure point at the base of the man’s throat. Rollo squawked. No stranger to brawls, he quickly recovered, crashing a fist into the smaller man’s side, and the two fell to grappling.

			Gert let out a soft curse, shifting to take aim at the melee. Before she could fire, Hess lunged. His kick was awkward, but it was enough to send Gert’s bolt skittering wide. She hammered the butt of her crossbow into Hess’ stomach, and he crumpled like rotten wood.

			Gasping on the ground, Hess watched helplessly as Gert tossed the crossbow aside to draw her blade and advance on the struggling men. He tried to call a warning to Flynn as Gert raised her sword, but could manage barely more than a whispery cough.

			The scrabble of claws on metal caught both Hess and Gert’s attention. The guard spun to see Thystra’s ibuq, somehow now riderless, bearing down on her. The beast’s dark eyes were wide and frightened, its heavy jaw hanging open to bare the ridges of steely bone it used to grind minerals and hard scrub. 

			With a shout, Gert leapt from the beast’s path and right into Thystra’s arms. Hess had not seen her move, but somehow the rider had slipped along the other side of the road, her rusty cloak blending perfectly with the metallic detritus. Thystra rose from behind a rocky outcrop to hammer the pommel of her dagger into the back of Gert’s neck. The guard crumpled, her sword clattering from nerveless fingers.

			Calmly, Thystra stepped over the unconscious guard, then knelt to grab a fistful of Rollo’s hair. The guard tried to pull free of Flynn but stiffened as Thystra jerked his head back and set her dagger against his throat.

			‘Drop your weapon.’ Her voice was cold and flat, words whetted with the threat of violence. 

			With a snarl, Rollo cast his sword aside and relaxed his grip on Flynn. 

			‘See to your comrade.’ Thystra hauled him upright with surprising strength and shoved him stumbling towards Gert. As she moved, Hess was surprised to see the tip of one sharply pointed ear slip free of the hood. 

			An aelf. 

			Flynn got to his feet. He prodded at his bruised ribs, wincing, then ambled over to help Hess stand. ‘Are you fit to ride, captain?’

			‘Always.’ Hess shook his manacles. ‘Although I do manage better with my hands unchained.’ 

			‘Of course, captain.’ Flynn nodded to his companion. ‘Thystra, would you mind fetching the keys from our friends over there?’

			The aelf moved to where Rollo knelt beside Gert, and held out her hand.

			‘The lord marshal will hear of this.’ Rollo spat a bloody ­gobbet at her feet. 

			Thystra stared at the blood, strangely still, her hand tight on her dagger.

			‘There’s no need for that.’ Flynn let go of Hess to hurry to the aelf’s side. With a pained smile, he knelt to retrieve the key ring from Gert’s belt and tossed it to Hess before taking Thystra by the shoulders and turning the aelf away with surprising gentleness. ‘Your mount.’

			The aelf blinked as if waking from a dream. With a shake of her head, she shrugged free of Flynn’s grip, stalking off into the rubble to retrieve her ibuq, which was cropping at the scrubby brush a few dozen yards from the road.

			Hess raised an eyebrow at the strange exchange. His new companions seemed colourful to say the least, but now was hardly the time to ask questions. He unlocked his manacles, then ambled over to Rollo’s ibuq and mounted. The guard’s glare could have etched steel, but Hess ignored him. 

			Flynn collected his own mount and, after a moment of rummaging in his saddlebags, produced a cloak of the same metallic rust-brown material he and Thystra were wearing. ‘Best put this on, captain. It’ll help with the sun and the grit.’

			‘My thanks.’ Hess threw the cloak over his shoulders and drew up the hood. They started forward, Thystra drawing ahead. 

			Flynn handed Hess some dried fruit, which he devoured, and a full waterskin. When he had slaked his thirst, he turned to Flynn. 

			‘You are native to Chamon?’

			‘I grew up in the Lantic ruins a few weeks’ ride from here.’ The Chamonian made a strange splay-fingered sign with his right hand. When Hess frowned at the gesture, Flynn gave a little chuckle. ‘Sorry, sir, it’s an old habit. My people believe the Gilded Web traps misfortune and bad memories.’ 

			‘I am in need of some good fortune.’ Hess swallowed the last of the water and settled into the saddle, his various aches and pains receding into the background for the moment. ‘What can you tell me about the fort?’

			‘The Grave of Heroes is paradise, sir.’ Flynn gave a little chuckle. ‘Tucked away, with high walls and plenty of stores. What more could you desire?’

			‘What more, indeed.’ Hess gave a low sigh, feeling the weight of his future pressing down on him. ‘Though its moniker is ominous.’ 

			‘The name is older than history,’ Flynn said. ‘Somebody hacked the fort from the Glitterpeaks in the Age of Myth. I figure it got its name from a battle, or maybe a mess of battles. Thystra might know more, she’s been here longest.’ 

			‘We should find shelter.’ Thystra was scanning the darkening horizon. ‘The sky bears an ill cast.’

			‘A shardstorm?’ Flynn asked.

			Thystra cocked her head as if testing the breeze. ‘Perhaps.’

			Flynn must have noted Hess’ confusion because he turned, shivering. ‘It seems we located you just in time, captain. Shardstorms are nasty, wicked things. A wind comes tearing through, while sparks and lightning streak along the Glitterpeaks.’ He broke off a bit of rusted iron from a nearby overhang, then held it up so Hess could see the roughly serrated edge. ‘It whips this chaff up into a maelstrom of spinning razors that can strip a man to his bones in less than a second.’

			They clattered up a craggy switchback, Thystra ranging ahead in silence. Hess chewed his chapped lips while Flynn nattered on about the mountains, the weather and the local wildlife. They made camp in a shallow cave, formed where one of the mountain’s vast iron slabs had begun to shear away. It was out of the wind, at least, and Hess was grateful for the chance to lower his hood. 

			Flynn made a small mound of metal shavings and, after empty­ing the contents of a small vial onto them, set the pile alight. The Chamonian chuckled at Hess’ surprised flinch. ‘Merely a little alchemy, captain. It’s nothing to worry about.’

			Hess started into the sickly green flames, the vile glow of Avul Thrice-Burnt’s balefire bright in his memory. The mad warlock had set it boiling down the battle line, Sigmarite soldiers little more than writhing shadows in the blaze. The field had been a trap, the ground seeded with pitch. Avul’s flames had burned through half the regiment before Hess managed to put an end to him.

			He eyed Flynn, hand drifting to the place where his pistols should have been. 

			‘It takes some getting used to.’ The native’s grin set his tattoos flashing in the firelight. ‘But you’re in Chamon. This place has a way of changing things, captain.’

			Hess offered the man a stiff smile, knowing it was best not to make enemies until he got a sense of the place. They hunkered close to the fire as the sun went down, ushering in a chill as punishing as the day’s heat. 

			‘How large is the garrison?’ Hess asked once they’d finished their dinner of dried meat and gritty bread. 

			‘There is Castellan Altenbach, Valdemar Schmidt, and Hanar – he’s the smith.’ Flynn ticked the names off on his fingers. ‘Oh, and Thystra and me, of course.’

			Hess sat back, feeling a flush creep up his neck. Khir had truly chosen the most pathetic outpost of Sigmar’s might for Hess’ exile. ‘The garrison contains only five soldiers?’ 

			‘Six, counting you, sir.’ Flynn gave an amiable nod. ‘There used to be hundreds, back when the Freeguilds first came through, but the front moved on. Those who remained were never replaced when they died or went elsewhere. You’re the first new addition since Schmidt.’

			‘And what brings you here?’ Hess asked Thystra.

			She made no reply but to tug her cowl lower.

			‘Don’t worry, captain,’ Flynn said. ‘Thystra is a bit surly, but she is the best scout we have. She was once a Lion Ranger, in fact. I once saw her chop straight through–’ 

			‘Enough, Flynn.’ The aelf’s voice was sharp. ‘You speak of that of which you have no knowledge.’

			The Chamonian held up his hands in surrender, then lay down, wrapping his cloak tight.

			Thystra moved to the mouth of the cave, her back to Hess as she stared out into the starless night.

			Hess couldn’t seem to relax, made uncomfortable by the lambent green glow, so reminiscent of the inferno on Beacon Field. He found himself staring into the fire, the interplay of shadows giving the impression of shapes within the blaze – men and women writhing amidst the bilious flames, their forms merging into something huge and monstrous, something unholy. Even now, the memory of it lurked in the back of Hess’ mind like childhood trauma, tainting everything it touched. 

			He tore his gaze from the flames, tamping down the blighted memories. Thystra was watching him. The aelf’s eyes flickered like a cornered animal’s in the greenish glow, but her expression was, if not exactly sympathetic, then possessed of a certain terrible recognition.

			She regarded him for a long moment, then nodded, turning back to her watch.

			Hess took long, slow breaths, his hands tight on his knees. Silence descended on the camp, broken only by the occasional metallic pop of the fire. Although he was tired to the bone, somehow Hess knew sleep would be a long time coming. 
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			The Grave of Heroes lived up to its name. Captain Hess had never seen a more funereal edifice. The fortress was set back in the mountain, squatting under a rocky overhang that looked to have been hacked from the cliff. High iron curtain walls loomed above the ragged defile, their tops capped with crenellations that reminded Hess so much of tombstones he expected to see names and dates etched into them. As they rode closer, he made out vague humanoid shapes carved into the walls, their features worn almost smooth by the slow rasp of Chamon’s iron-flecked winds. The figures might have been fighting, or dancing or praying, but Hess couldn’t tell which.

			The fortress gate would have been more at home on a mausoleum. Deep-set and foreboding, it was made of black iron reinforced with strips of steel. Instead of rivets, the gate was studded with line after line of silver and bronze faces, tarnish scabbed around their chins, trails of blue-green verdigris dribbling like blood from their eyes and mouths. Although each face was distinct, there was a similar set to their jaws and a hardness in their eyes, an expression that spoke of nobility and power. Hess was reminded of the golden masks worn by Sigmar’s Stormcast Eternals.

			The battlements were bare save for a few decrepit cannons. At a glance, Hess could tell the weapons were poorly maintained, rusted into their chassis, the barrels wind-scarred and rough. The sight made Hess long for his pistols – a pair of pieces from the workshop of the duardin master smith Thora Steelsong, their handles inlaid with fine gold from the Altenbach mines, their firing action smooth as silk. No doubt they adorned the wall of Lord Marshal Khir’s study, the finely bored barrels and perfectly calibrated sights wasted on a man who would never come within a hundred miles of battle.

			Hess swallowed the upswell of bitterness, forcing his thoughts clear. Khir would have to wait; right now his only goal was to find some measure of advantage in this awful place.

			Like most castles, the Grave’s gatehouse protruded from the walls, forming a short tunnel studded with murder holes to allow the defenders to bombard attackers without exposing themselves to enemy fire. Although Flynn and Thystra entered the tunnel without concern, Hess couldn’t help but regard the rusted grates with suspicion.

			‘Welcome home, sir.’ Flynn rode up to rap on the gate. When his knock was greeted by silence, the Chamonian gave Thystra a sideways look. ‘You think he heard?’

			‘Hanar?’ The aelf glanced at the door, eyes narrowed. ‘Asleep, most likely, or nursing another idiotic duardin grudge.’

			‘Still, I wouldn’t want to get him in more trouble.’

			Thystra kicked her ibuq forward to hammer the pommel of her sword against the heavy iron gate. The aelf’s blows resounded through the keep, growing in volume until they seemed to echo from the Glitterpeaks themselves. Shouts came from inside the fortress. 

			‘That’s gone and done it,’ Flynn winced. ‘Schmidt won’t be happy.’

			There came a crash from within, followed by the shriek of old gears, and the gate began to grind open. 

			Hess heard the woman long before he saw her.

			‘I have this theory,’ she began, her pitch raised in the manner of someone who was used to an audience. ‘When I first heard them say duardin are like stone, I thought of you and disagreed. But then I realised chalk is stone too. It is weak and soft like you, Hanar. Weak and soft. But that’s not even the worst part, is it?’ 

			Someone rumbled a response.

			‘The worst part is, like chalk, you rub off on everything around you.’ The gate had opened far enough now that Hess could see the speaker: tall and broad-shouldered, with a face that looked like it could have been hacked from a slab of basalt. The woman wore a breastplate over dusty priest’s robes, a heavy warhammer belted at her side. As she turned, Hess could see the scarred outline of a twin-tailed comet branded into one cheek, marking her as a devotee of Sigmar. 

			The object of her ire was a glowering duardin, gaunt and sallow, with dark, thinning hair and a patchy beard. The duardin’s gut protruded over his thick leather belt, and although his bare arms were corded with muscle, it was wiry rather than the broad and bulky thews Hess had come to associate with the dispossessed. Like his harasser, the duardin also wore a ­hammer, but where the woman’s was heavy and utilitarian, his was short-handled, with a finely crafted head worked with swirls of decorative gold inlay. 

			‘The stink of your incompetence is in the walls, the gears, the very air.’ The warrior priest raised her arms as if to call down a bolt of flame from the heavens, not even turning as Hess and the others cantered into the courtyard.

			Thystra took in the exchange with an irritated frown. ‘Fools leading fools.’ With a shake of her head, she dismounted and led her ibuq away.

			Flynn lingered, his smile turning nervous. Not knowing what else to do, Hess watched the exchange. 

			‘You couldn’t be bothered to even open the gate,’ the warrior priest shouted, bending over to spray the duardin with beads of spittle. ‘Tell me, did you even start repairing the storm defences?’

			The duardin – Hanar, Hess assumed – kicked at the ground and muttered something unintelligible.

			‘Well, it will be important when the next shardstorm blows us all back to Azyr in tatters!’ The priest rocked back on her heels. 

			Hess opened his mouth, but the woman was already talking again.

			‘I want you to go over to the battery.’ The priest shoved Hanar with her boot, sending the duardin stumbling towards a low iron shack slouched against the northern wall. ‘Go on, open it up. Shouldn’t be hard seeing as you haven’t fixed the doors.’

			With a smouldering frown, the duardin threw open the creaking iron gate and stepped inside.

			‘Now, take one of the powder kegs over to your forge.’ 

			Hess watched disbelievingly as the duardin rolled a barrel of black powder to the southern end of the courtyard and into the open doorway of a circular building. 

			‘There.’ The priest crossed her arms. ‘Now you’ll be the first to die from your own laziness. And if you think for a moment I’m going to–’

			‘Stand down.’ Hess used his command voice, pitched to carry over a chaotic battlefield. ‘You must be Schmidt.’

			The priest whirled to glare up at him, irritation etched into every line of her face. ‘And you are?’ 

			Hess said nothing, regarding Schmidt through narrowed eyes, fists clenched against the urge to strike the woman for her disrespect. She reminded him of Khir – always shouting, never satisfied, always ready to cast the blame on others.

			Flynn eventually broke the silence. ‘He’s our new captain.’ 

			The priest reddened, the tendons standing out on her neck. 

			‘Schmidt. I would have thought the dangers of situating a barrel of explosives next to a forge would be self-evident.’

			‘It would be.’ The priest shot a furious look towards Hanar. ‘If he ever bothered to light the damned thing.’ 

			Hess twisted on his ibuq to stare down at the duardin, who had been watching the priest’s dressing down with barely concealed delight. ‘Return the barrel to the battery, and get to work on those storm shutters.’

			Hanar gave a little start, then scuttled into his forge without saluting.

			‘Captain.’ Schmidt ground the word out between gritted teeth. ‘You’re making a mistake.’

			‘You are dismissed, Schmidt.’ 

			‘I–’

			Hess glared down at her, steel in his voice. ‘Do not make me repeat myself.’

			With a quick salute, Schmidt stalked away, disappearing into the ­shadows of the keep.

			Hess watched her go with no small amount of satisfaction. As minor nobility, he had tolerated enough petty tyrants to last him a lifetime – men and women who thought they were better just because they had an ancient name or title. No matter that they were cowardly, foolish or lazy – they were inevitably propelled to high positions on the strength of their blood, there to squat like insipid gargoyles while greater beings languished in the lower ranks. 

			Hess was finished bowing and scraping. When he rose again, and he would rise, it would be with his honour intact. 

			Flynn let out a low whistle. ‘You didn’t make any friends there, sir.’

			Hess dismounted. ‘I am not here to make friends.’ 

			‘Noted.’ Flynn glanced at Hess’ battered armour. ‘I suppose you will want to wash before you see Altenbach.’

			‘I suppose I would,’ Hess frowned. Altenbach – the name sounded familiar. 

			Flynn directed Hess to the stables at the north end of the courtyard. Although there was room for many mounts, Hess only counted six ibuq including his and Flynn’s. After watering their mounts, Flynn led Hess across the yard, through one of the keep’s heavy iron doors, and into a low-ceilinged mess hall. Long steel tables and benches lined the room, which looked large enough to seat a hundred soldiers, perhaps more. Most of the room was in darkness, but green-flamed alchemical lanterns guttered in recessed sconces, the walls seemingly carved from the same metallic stone as the rest of the place. 

			‘These tunnels run all through the Grave for when the storms come.’ Flynn nodded down the hall to the right. ‘Barracks and brig are that way.’ He gestured at the darkness on the far side of the mess. ‘The armoury is through there.’

			The Chamonian turned to the left, ambling down the hall and past a flight of stairs. ‘The castellan’s office is in the upper chamber.’ He indicated another a little farther on. ‘And these stairs lead to your quarters.’

			‘What’s down there?’ Hess thrust his chin at the darkened hall.

			‘That leads to the forge and the magazine,’ Flynn said as they climbed the echoing staircase. ‘But there’s not much call for either of those. The Grave is far from the front lines.’ They reached the top and he opened the door.

			Hess’ room was cavernous. The vaulted iron ceiling, floor of brushed copper tiles and lack of windows made it feel more like a castle hall than a bedroom. 

			‘There’s water in the basin.’ Flynn’s voice echoed in the massive chamber. ‘And clothes in the dresser. If they don’t fit, I can get more. One thing the Grave doesn’t lack for is supplies.’ Flynn gestured at the room. ‘Or space.’

			‘Thank you, Flynn.’ Hess stepped into the room, his boots loud on the tiles. 

			After a ragged salute, Flynn started back down the stairs.

			Hess shut the door. A leather weapons belt lay coiled on the bed, sword and pistol scabbarded at either side. Hess drew the blade, inspecting the length. It was of middling quality, the steel warped slightly to the left, but the edge was sharp enough. The pistol had been recently cleaned and oiled, although the action was rough and the trigger far too loose. 

			He sheathed them both with a regretful sigh, then set about peeling off the sad remnants of his ceremonial armour. He took his time removing the medals from his ragged sash, setting each reverently in one of the empty dresser drawers. They had suffered much during his trek across Chamon – like Hess’ name, tarnished but still intact. 

			At least he hoped so.

			It would take a master smith to fix all the dents and scratches in Hess’ armour, but he felt exposed in just a shirt and trousers, so after washing he strapped on the breastplate and pinned a few of the less blemished medals back onto his sash. Then he belted on his weapons and went to visit Altenbach.

			After the stark, brooding nature of the rest of the fortress, the castellan’s office was a surprise. The walls were panelled with stained oak and hung with silver-edged drapes of purple velvet. Lamps burned in recessed sconces, illuminating the dozens of paintings, sculptures and etchings arrayed around the room. The subjects of the art ranged from portraiture, to landscapes, to irregular patterns, but all had an indistinct, dreamy quality, as if Hess were viewing them through a curtain of fine aelven gossamer. Even in the portraits, the colours were brighter, the features more stylised than was the common among the artists of Azyr. 

			Altenbach’s office was dominated not by a desk but a dusty sheet on which stood a tall statue. Carved from gold-flecked marble, it seemed to be of a many-armed woman, although like the paintings, the perspective was odd: the aristocratic fineness of her cheekbones; her nose; her wide, piercing eyes exaggerated in a way that put Hess in mind of a demigryph sighting prey. He took a step towards it, his boots sinking into the thick rug.

			‘Heroic, isn’t she?’ The question came from just behind Hess. He spun, hands going to his weapons. 

			Altenbach was a small woman, her features hawkish in the way of the high aristocracy. She wore a dust-covered smock, her greying hair, longer than regulation length, tucked into a loose ponytail.

			As though a gear had slipped suddenly into place, Hess remembered where he had heard her name before. ‘Sophia Altenbach.’

			The castellan tapped her lips with one long-fingered hand, her gaze never leaving the statue. ‘I meant for her to seem brave and valiant, but I can’t seem to get the face right. No dynamism, no vigour. What do you think, captain, more lines around the eyes? Or maybe I should give her a stronger jawline?’

			‘I saw your sculptures at the Auraculum,’ Hess said. ‘During the Ephemeris Festival, the night before–’ He swallowed as Altenbach’s lips gave an irritated twitch. 

			‘It’s nothing, long forgotten.’ She waved airily, regarding him for the first time. ‘You have the accent of someone noble-born. Tell me, do they still speak of my work in court?’

			Hess was silent for an uncomfortable moment. The truth was that few dared mention Sophia Altenbach, not after the Order of Azyr had decreed that her sculptures be smashed and her paintings burned. Hess recalled a particular work – a painting of Sigmar standing on a mountain of bones, his armour drenched in blood, his mighty hammer raised as he exhorted his followers forward, blindfolds over their eyes. A lesser noble would have been tossed onto the pyre along with their art, but the Altenbachs were among the most influential families of Azyrheim, with wealth, power and a pedigree to match. 

			The castellan raised an eyebrow.

			Hess hesitated a second longer, then shook his head. 

			‘It is to be expected, I suppose.’ She strolled over to a small table upon which sat a bottle of wine and several crystal glasses. ‘The Order sees only the storm. They are blind to the starry skies beyond.’

			She poured wine in both glasses, handing one to Hess. A glance at the bottle gave him pause. ‘Is that…’

			‘The Arch-Lector’s vineyard? Yes, I suppose it is.’ Altenbach raised an eyebrow. ‘My family makes sure the Grave is very well supplied. Their way of apologising for allowing the Order to ship me off to languish in this backwater prison. Go on, have a seat, drink it down.’ 

			Hess sat, finishing the glass in one gulp, too confused and anxious to appreciate the subtleties of the vintage. He had expected the castellan to be a disgraced officer, perhaps a base-born soldier who’d risen through the ranks too quickly, not an artist banished for pushing the bounds of expression.

			Altenbach refilled his glass, slopping some over the side. ‘The reports say I am to keep an eye on you.’

			‘If you will just let me explain.’

			‘They also say you attacked the lord marshal.’ Altenbach pointed the bottle at him, her tone suddenly serious. ‘Do I have anything to fear from you, captain?’ 

			‘It was not like that. Khir is a liar and a fool.’ Hess felt an angry flush creep up his neck. ‘No, Castellan Altenbach, you have nothing to fear.’

			‘Good.’ Altenbach turned away to regard the statue once again. Hess sipped at his wine as she made a full circuit then paused to look down at his medals. ‘Are those real?’

			Hess coughed, the wine stinging his nose. ‘Every single one.’

			‘I meant no insult.’ She set the bottle down next to him. ‘You must have been quite the rising star.’

			‘I did my duty.’

			She laughed, wine spattering the front of her smock. ‘That line may work on the courtiers back in Azyr, but you’re neck deep in the Grave now, my boy.’ She spread her arms. ‘I am sure you are working up some grand heroic notion of winning back your spurs, but there is no way out. Believe me, I have tried. The sooner you let those dreams go, the sooner you can continue with the remnants of your life, such as it is.’

			It might have been the wine or the lack of sleep, but Hess felt light-headed, his face hot as the Chamon sun. Perhaps the castellan was right. If an Altenbach could not buy her way free of this garrison with her copious wealth and connections, what chance did he have? The glass felt like a lead weight in his hand, the air in the chamber seeming suddenly hot and close. Hess squeezed the bridge of his nose.

			‘Oh, it’s not quite so bad as all that.’ The castellan sat across from him, leaning back to put her feet up on the table. ‘Lots of space, plenty of time, no ignorant clergy looking over your shoulder. I would recommend cultivating a hobby. Tell me, do you like art?’

			‘I’ve never had the eye for it.’ Hess ran a hand through his sweaty hair, imagining years trapped in the place, decades of his life wasted for no good purpose. 

			‘Ah well, I suppose that was too much to hope for.’ Altenbach slid the bottle towards him. ‘Still, there is always drinking. To be honest, it will be nice to have another person of breeding to talk with. Thystra and Hanar don’t know the meaning of courtesy, Flynn is chatty enough but hardly fit for polite company, and I would rather walk as nature intended into a shardstorm than spend an hour in conversation with Schmidt.’ She raised an eyebrow. ‘Have you met her?’

			‘Schmidt has the voice of an orruk,’ Hess said. A pleasant warmth had crept up through his chest, setting his lips buzzing and his hands feeling loose and distant. ‘Not to mention the manners.’

			Altenbach lifted her glass. ‘I’ll drink to that.’

			And so they did.
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			Hess bolted awake to a teeth-rattling explosion, his room echoing with the shriek of metal on metal. He fell out of bed, scrambling for his pistols. 

			‘Korelai, rouse the men! Andon, my horse! The camp is under attack!’ Hess surged to his feet. Somehow the enemy had taken them unawares. He needed to get to his company, to restore order.

			Except Hess was not in camp. And he no longer commanded a company.

			The rattling cacophony was like a knife grinding into Hess’ skull. It sounded as if the fortress was on the receiving end of an artillery barrage. Hess stumbled across the room, one hand pressed to his throbbing head as he scooped up the guttering lantern. It had been a mistake to sleep in his armour. Hess’ tongue felt thick, his mouth sour with old wine, every muscle complaining as he threw open the door. Somehow, he managed to stumble to the bottom of the stairs without splitting his head open. He turned the corner to find Thystra sprinting down the hall towards him, lantern in hand. 

			It was the first time Hess had seen the aelf without her cowl. Thystra’s blonde hair was cropped short, although roughly, as if it had been hacked off by a blade. She had the pale blue eyes and high cheekbones common to her race, but her gaunt cheeks and the shadowed hollows under her eyes served to accentuate the sharpness of her features. While her left ear swept to a gentle point, her right was little more than a mass of pale white scars. 

			‘What’s happening?’ Hess’ question was swallowed by the grinding tumult. 

			‘Shardstorm!’ Thystra shouted as she took Hess by the arm, half dragging him down the hall. ‘We must retreat deeper into the keep!’

			They turned another corner, heading not for the courtyard door but across the mess, pelting through a long kitchen and into what appeared to be the armoury. As Thystra shut the door behind them, the mad clatter of the shardstorm faded to a dull roar. 

			Hess looked around, wide-eyed, surprised not by the size of the place but its contents. Flynn had not been lying when he said the fortress was well stocked. Altenbach’s family had not skimped on supplies. Steel glittered in the lantern light – swords, spears and shields hanging in neat rows. Sheaves of arrows stood next to a long stand of bows, and Hess counted easily a dozen bags of shot beneath a felt-lined case full of pistols. There were racks and racks of armour – muscled cuirasses hanging next to articulated pauldrons and breastplates, shelves of heavy bronze helms that appeared to be straight from the Age of Myth. 

			The Grave of Heroes had clearly been meant to weather a siege, and not just one from the look of things.

			Schmidt and Hanar bust into the armoury. The priest had the wiry duardin by the scruff of the neck, propelling him forward. Catching sight of Hess, Schmidt shoved Hanar to the ground.

			‘The bastard didn’t even touch the storm shutters.’ The priest raised her arm to show torn fabric, blood dripping from a long, wicked-looking cut. ‘I almost died when the window to my quarters burst in. I swear to Sigmar this wretch weakened the lock on purpose.’

			‘You dare question my honour, umgi?’ Hanar scrambled to his feet to glare up at Schmidt, heavy fists clenched at his side.

			Hess held up a hand. ‘Now is not the time.’ 

			‘You are correct.’ The priest aimed a kick at the duardin. ‘The time to fix the shutters was before the shardstorm hit.’ 

			‘Enough, Valdemar.’ Altenbach came stumbling into the armoury. The castellan looked almost as bad as Hess felt, her clothes in disarray and her hair stuck out in wild shocks. ‘I heard an explosion.’

			‘That would have been the powder store,’ Schmidt said with a pointed look at Hess. 

			Altenbach massaged her temples. ‘Is everyone accounted for?’

			‘Flynn?’ Hess asked.

			‘I haven’t seen him since this afternoon.’ Schmidt sounded almost defensive. 

			‘Well, he has to be somewhere,’ the castellan said after a moment of awkward silence.

			Hanar muttered something under his breath.

			‘What is it?’ Schmidt asked. ‘What else have you done?’

			‘Guard duty.’ The duardin scowled at her. ‘Flynn was up on the walls.’

			Schmidt took a quick step towards Hanar, one bloody fist raised. ‘That explosion probably destroyed half the outer wall. The Chamonian is likely dead because of your incompetence.’

			The duardin didn’t back away. ‘I am a master smith of the first rank, trained at the forge of Ulf Hardrada. I will not be scorned by a moon-faced wench with pretensions of command.’

			‘Quiet, both of you,’ Altenbach snapped. ‘We will deal with this after the storm. For now, we need to rescue the Chamonian. The courtyard is going to be a mess after the explosion, but if anyone can find shelter in a shardstorm, it is Flynn.’

			Hess nodded, surprised by the castellan’s desire to search for Flynn. Used to Khir’s cowardice, he had expected an argument, but Altenbach seemed to be made of sterner stuff than the lord marshal, despite having never been blooded in battle. He gestured at the racks of armour. ‘Thystra and I can go.’

			Hess glanced at the aelf, realising she had not spoken since Schmidt and Hanar arrived. Thystra had gone bone-pale, ­staring at Schmidt’s wounded arm with wide, terrified eyes. 

			‘I don’t–’ She swallowed, hands clenched at her sides, legs rigid. ‘Blood.’

			Altenbach let out a soft curse. ‘Captain Hess, you and I are going outside. Valdemar, Hanar, help us with the armour.’

			Hess hurried over to the racks, Hanar close behind. As a mounted pistolier, Hess had always preferred mobility over protection, but here he wasn’t trying to skirt an enemy formation or outpace a pack of skaven. There seemed to be no complete sets of armour, so Hess kept his breastplate, strapping the other plates on piecemeal. Clucking his tongue, Hanar moved to help. Rushed and haphazard as the process was, Hess couldn’t help but admire the speed with which the duardin worked. 

			‘My gratitude.’ He slipped a closed-face helm over his head, cinching the buckles of his gorget. ‘If only my squire had known plate mail half so well.’

			Hanar scowled, tightening Hess’ armour straps with a hard pull. ‘Manling, I was once personal armourer to Warden King Orm the Red. For five decades, my skills kept him free of scratch or bruise.’ The duardin spat on the ground. ‘I am glad you feel my work outdoes the work of beardless human boys.’

			Hess shifted in the plate. ‘I meant no insult.’

			But the duardin was already moving off.

			‘Schmidt, bind your wound. Hanar, secure the door behind us.’ Altenbach’s voice was muffled through her full helm. ‘And Thystra, keep an eye them. If either of those fools so much as looks at the other while I’m gone, throw them outside.’

			The aelf gave a tight-lipped nod. Schmidt and Hanar glowered, although each was careful to keep their gaze fixed on the floor.

			‘Captain,’ Altenbach said, bending to heft a metal-faced tower shield. ‘Grab another of these and follow me.’

			Hess blinked at the castellan. He had taken Altenbach for an aesthete, a dilettante, certainly not someone capable of such quick, decisive action. Grinning behind his helm, he did as he was bid, hefting the shield by its centre grip. 

			They hurried down the corridor and straight into hell. 

			Once, while pursuing a band of Ironjawz across the fleshy, bristle-topped ridges of the Bruteplains of Ghur, Hess’ company had drifted too close to the battle lines. A stray mortar salvo hit their formation, bodies tumbling through the air in a whirlwind of fire and flechettes. Hess still remembered the way his soldiers’ armour crumpled like paper, pierced through in a hundred places, their corpses scattered as if by the hand of a petulant gargant. 

			It was nothing compared to the shardstorm.

			Hunks of stone and jagged metal ricocheted from Hess’ shield, the force of their impacts almost driving him to his knees. They struck sparks from flinty outcrops, flashes of bright yellow and orange that showered the courtyard in flaming rain. The air smelled of ash. Bright arcs of lightning snapped down from the brooding thunderheads above, crackling across the maelstrom in swirling, spitting balls of energy. 

			Hess pushed forwards, back to back with Altenbach, he in front while the castellan warded the rear. He hunkered behind the heavy tower shield, flinching as the occasional chunk of iron ricocheted over the top to rattle off his visor. 

			The courtyard was a shambles and filled with debris. Although the powder store was gone along with most of the wall north of the gatehouse, the stables looked to have weathered the explosion intact. Hess hoped the ibuqs had as well.

			A section of the courtyard was simply gone, a massive chasm cutting it almost in half. If Flynn had been caught by the explosion, there would be little left of him. Hopefully, he had found shelter on the wall south of the gate. 

			Hess nudged Altenbach, and when she turned, he tilted his head at the intact section of wall. She gave a quick nod, and they began to shuffle around the edge of the crevasse, Hess in the lead. The shardstorm roared like a wounded dracolith, battering them with claws of shrieking, spinning metal.

			Easily ten paces wide, the crevasse ran from beyond the outer wall to almost touch the keep. Within, hard-packed earth had fallen away to expose a gaping hole, which revealed some manner of cavern below the fort. As Hess peered down into the darkness, a flash of lightning struck the gatehouse, illuminating the depths of the chasm. In that moment, he could see that the jagged iron of the mountain gave way to worked stone and steel, the hint of a tiled floor at the bottom of the crevasse. There seemed to be some manner of underground passage below the courtyard. The architecture appeared very different to that of the fortress, the walls inlaid with what looked like mosaics, the lines graceful where the Grave’s were sharp and blocky. Hess craned his head for a better look, but with the lightning gone, the chasm was dark once more. 

			With a strained snarl, he pushed into the bladed wind, making for the intact portion of the walls. A fist-sized hunk of iron rebounded from his shield, sending him stumbling back into Altenbach, his shoulder and arm numb from the impact. To her credit, the castellan braced her shield against the ground, and after a moment of awkward shuffling Hess found his feet. 

			The storm struck sprays of sparks from the iron wall, casting it in flickering relief. Hess scanned the top of the wall. Although he could barely make out the battlements among the hail of jagged steel, he could see they offered no shelter from the storm. Cursing, he was about to signal Altenbach to turn back when he noticed the fortress gate was open. 

			The huge metal portal had been thrown wide, the winch chains drawn tight to hold it almost flush against the outer wall.

			He nudged Altenbach and they made for the gate. 

			The shardstorm’s force lessened considerably in the shelter of the overhanging battlements, the hail consisting only of those stones and bits of metal that managed to rebound off the ground or inner walls. Still, Hess kept his shield up as they advanced. 

			As they approached, he could see there was perhaps a foot of clearance between the gate and the outer wall, the protruding masks keeping the portal from resting completely flat against the iron. Hess shifted to peer down the thin gap. As his eyes adjusted to the gloom, he saw Flynn wedged near the back, pressed between the gate and the wall. The Chamonian looked quite the worse for wear, one leg twisted at an unnatural angle. Still, he managed a pained grin as Hess’ shadow filled the slender opening. 

			Hess tugged at the door, but it did not move, the chains holding it tight against the wall. 

			‘The winch is in the gatehouse!’ Altenbach’s shout was almost lost to the storm.

			Hess shook his head. ‘If we open the gate from up there, Flynn will be cut to pieces before we can reach him.’

			Signalling to Altenbach to keep her shield up, he dropped his own and shifted to wrench the heavy iron portal away from the wall. Tears pricked the corners of Hess’ eyes, his arms trembling with the effort, but the gate moved barely at all. Something ground painfully in Hess’ shoulder and he fell back, almost knocking Altenbach to the ground. She dropped her shield to catch him by the arm, metal pinging off their armour. Hess could see Altenbach’s eyes through the visor of her helmet – tired, but more irritated than afraid.

			She jerked her head at the door, pointing first at Hess, then herself.

			Hess took a deep breath and nodded.

			Together, they stood to take hold of the door. Bits of iron and flint battered Hess’ armour. He felt a twinge at the back of his knee where a flechette slipped through to cut chain and cloth. Sticky blood began to pool in his boot, but thankfully he felt none of the terrifying numbness that so often accompanied a deep wound. At his side, Altenbach shuddered, a chunk of flint striking sparks from her pauldron. But she did not let go. 

			Hess set his legs, back bent with effort. Above, the metal faces on the gate watched, silent in their perfect regard, their features more akin to gods’ than mortals’. Strangely, Hess found himself wondering who they might have been – if not gods, then heroes, certainly. How it must pain their spirits to know their names had been lost to history, their deeds erased by time. More than anything, Hess understood their loss. 

			‘Sigmar, give me strength.’ Gritting his teeth, he wedged an arm into the crack, heaving until he felt his spine must break from the effort. Even over the storm, it seemed he could hear Altenbach’s furious curses. Inside, Flynn shifted to brace against the door and, screaming, pushed with all his might. 

			Slowly, the door moved.

			When they’d cleared perhaps a foot, Hess lunged inside, protecting Flynn with his body while Altenbach recovered the shields. 

			‘Get on my back!’ Hess shouted.

			Flynn nodded, linking his arms around Hess’ shoulders as he stood. Altenbach slid Hess’ shield through the crack, then raised her own to give him room to manoeuvre back to the front. 

			Together, with Flynn sandwiched between them, they edged their way towards the keep. With Flynn on his back, the going was even slower. More than once Hess felt his wounded leg tremble from the weight, but thankfully it held. At last, they were able to throw the door open and collapse into the mess hall. Altenbach tossed her shield to the ground, turning to slam and bolt the door behind them.

			‘My apologies for not giving warning of the storm,’ Flynn said through chattering teeth. The pain of his injured leg had left the Chamonian as pale as weathered bone, his hair slicked with sweat. ‘Usually you can hear a shardstorm miles away, but this one came out of nowhere. I barely had time to release the gate winch and jump down.’ 

			‘No apology necessary.’ Altenbach leaned against a table to remove her helmet. ‘We are just glad you’re alive.’

			Flush with adrenaline, Hess found himself grinning despite his exhaustion. ‘Let us patch your wounds now, Flynn.’

			‘My thanks.’ The man let out a low moan as they helped him limp towards the armoury. Still, he returned Hess’ smile.

			‘I was indebted to you for rescuing me back on the road.’ Hess gave a rueful shake of his head. ‘I just didn’t imagine I’d get the chance to settle the debt so quickly.’
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			The others were upon them as soon as Hess and Altenbach carried Flynn into the armoury. 

			‘He is injured,’ Hess said to Thystra as she ran up to take Flynn. ‘Are you going to be okay?’

			The aelf nodded, her eyes downcast. ‘I was startled by the blood earlier, that is all.’ 

			Hess let her take the Chamonian over to where Schmidt was clearing one of the armoury tables. Satisfied Flynn was being cared for, he sat so Hanar could help remove his armour. Although the cut on the back of his leg had bled quite a bit, it was shallow enough that even Hess’ mediocre knowledge of field medicine was sufficient to patch the injury. When it was done, he limped over to where the others stood around Flynn.

			‘The knee is dislocated,’ Thystra said, feeling Flynn’s leg. ‘We will need to set and splint it.’

			‘I had to jump from the wall after I set the gate winch turning,’ Flynn said, wincing as Thystra delicately probed the bruise on his swelling limb.

			‘You wouldn’t have had to jump if our engineer had fulfilled his duty.’ Schmidt’s voice rose above the distant rattle of the storm. ‘It should’ve been Hanar out there, not you.’

			The duardin gave a low growl. ‘I am a smith of–’

			Schmidt spoke over Hanar, her tone mocking. ‘The first rank? Personal armourer to King Gorm Gristlebeard? Yes, we’ve all heard your lies.’ 

			Hess turned to see the two had squared off against each other, stony-faced. He looked to Altenbach, but the castellan was staring into nothing, smiling as she muttered under her breath.

			‘I’ve seen no forgecraft from you, duardin.’ Schmidt said. ‘I think your clan was as embarrassed of you as we are. I think they sent you out into the wastes to die a noble death, but you were too much of a coward for that, weren’t you?’

			Hanar glared up at the thickly muscled warrior priest. ‘By the Six Smiths, no one calls me a coward.’ 

			‘I think you crawled up into the Grave while no one was looking, hiding away like a–’

			The duardin’s fist caught Schmidt on the tip of the chin, snapping the priest’s head back like a hurled stone. She rocked on her feet, then caught herself, lunging at Hanar. They fell to the ground, grappling and punching. 

			‘Castellan!’ Hess shouted, sprinting towards the scuffle. 

			Altenbach blinked as if seeing the fight for the first time. ‘Schmidt, Hanar, stand down! That’s an order!’

			If the two heard, they gave no sign. 

			Hanar had straddled the priest, snarling oaths and threats in the hard-edged tongue of the duardin as he pounded on Schmidt. 

			‘Kinless thaggazz,’ he spat. ‘Your ancestors weep at the mention of your name.’

			Hess grabbed the duardin by the shoulder, and received an elbow to the stomach for his trouble. The priest’s face was masked in blood, muscles straining as she tried to dislodge Hanar.

			Desperately, Hess drew his pistol, reversed his grip, and slammed the butt into the back of Hanar’s head. The duardin lurched, but did not fall. Planting his feet, Hess brought the pistol down again, much harder.

			At last, Hanar tumbled off the priest. 

			Schmidt started to scramble to her feet, but Hess kicked her back down. ‘Enough!’ 

			Hanar had rolled to his knees, breathing hard, a thin runnel of blood trickling from his scalp. For a moment, the duardin looked about to launch himself back into the fray, but then he slumped back with an angry snarl. 

			‘Striking a warrior priest of Sigmar.’ Schmidt had one hand to her bloodied nose, her voice little more than a rasp. ‘What is the punishment for that, captain?’

			Hess looked down at her, disgusted, then turned to Altenbach, who was once again staring at nothing, her mouth working as if she were attempting to decipher an ancient text. Hess blinked. ‘Castellan?’

			‘I have finally figured it out.’ Altenbach turned to Hess, one finger raised. ‘The face,’ she grinned. ‘The face!’ 

			Hess stared at her. He had thought the castellan courageous, but now he was beginning to suspect she might be quite mad. ‘Sir, what shall we do about Hanar and the priest?’

			Strangely, the castellan’s expression seemed more irritated than angry. ‘Both of them are confined to quarters until further notice.’

			‘This is unacceptable.’ Schmidt knocked Hess’ boot aside, pushing to her feet. ‘I’ve tolerated your heretical leanings for too long, Altenbach. The art, the dreams, it’s clear you’ve finally lost your mind. The Order of Azyr will hear of this.’

			‘You threaten me with witch finders?’ Altenbach’s laugh was high and manic. ‘Send your letter, priest, and I will send one of my own. Let us see who they come for.’

			Schmidt’s complexion shaded from red to purple, but she made no retort. Hess frowned at the two of them – Altenbach’s controversial paintings were well known, of course, but Schmidt? She seemed too hidebound for a heretic.

			The castellan waved a hand as if to brush away a bother­some fly. ‘Captain Hess, if these two will not return to quarters, you are to escort them to a cell. See to it that the Chamonian’s wounds are bound and everything is put back to rights. I will be in my office. Do not disturb me under any circumstances.’

			‘As you wish,’ Hess muttered to her retreating back.

			‘I have better things to do than trade insults with mewling manlings.’ Hanar spat a bloody gobbet onto the ground, then stalked from the armoury.

			‘You’re just going to let him go?’ Schmidt asked. ‘You all saw the duardin attack me.’

			Hess crossed his arms. ‘I’m not sure what I saw.’

			Schmidt looked to Flynn, then Thystra, but neither met her gaze. The priest’s furious scowl distorted the fiery comet on her cheek. She turned away without saluting, kicking through the door into the mess.

			‘Well, that’s more excitement than we’ve had in some time,’ Flynn said. 

			‘I have a feeling it is far from over,’ Hess replied. ‘In the meantime, let us set that leg.’

			Flynn swallowed, looking pale, but gave a tight-lipped nod. ‘I suppose we should.’

			Hess helped him lie down on the table while Thystra rooted around in the back of the armoury. Thystra returned with bandages, a splint and a heavy steel bottle, which the Chamonian quickly uncorked. He took a long pull. 

			‘Captain, will you hold him?’ Thystra asked, glancing at Hess. ‘This will not be pleasant.’

			Flynn took another swig then set the bottle aside and laid back as Hess gripped his shoulders. With practised ease, Thystra took hold of the Chamonian’s leg, and pulled.

			Flynn gave a muffled shriek, almost tearing free of Hess’ grip, but Thystra was quick, and had the splint on before he could injure himself further. White-lipped, Flynn let out a shaky sigh. ‘Not the worst thing I’ve ever felt, but damned close.’

			Hess patted him on the shoulder, then nodded to Thystra. ‘That was well and quickly done.’

			‘It was necessary to learn.’ Thystra’s lips gave a little twitch. ‘Lion Rangers operate far behind enemy lines. If someone gets injured…’ She tilted her head, frowning. 

			‘I met a company of Lion Rangers, once.’ Hess sat, wincing at the slight stab of pain from his injured leg. ‘We were hunting down the raider bands that spun off after Ardleg’s horde was splintered at Broken Tor. We ran into a warband on boars. I’d put my company against anyone or anything, but light cavalry are no match for blood-crazed Bonesplitterz. I thought we were done for – then the Lion Rangers came streaming over the ridge, axes flashing. They rolled right up the orruks’ flank. I saw a Ranger take a boar’s head clean off with one stroke.’ Hess paused. Thystra’s expression had turned pained, her hands clenched in her lap. 

			‘My apologies,’ he said. ‘I didn’t intend to dredge up bad memories.’

			‘It is nothing.’ Her voice was flat. ‘We should see to Flynn’s cuts, and yours as well.’

			Hess sat on the bench next to the table where Flynn lay. ‘It is fine – barely a scratch.’ 

			Thystra frowned, glancing down at Hess’ injured knee, which had already bled through his hastily applied bandage.

			He held up his hands in mock surrender, gamely allowing the aelf to remove the wrapping. Fetching the steel bottle, she poured a bit over the wound.

			Hess grunted as the alcohol burned. ‘What is that?’

			‘Tarlish Spike. The Fyreslayers make it,’ Flynn said with a wink. ‘It’s good for wounds, and for stripping rust off old hinges.’

			Hess let out a shaky breath. It certainly felt as if someone had driven a spike into his knee.

			His wound had begun bleeding freely again. Thystra’s hands trembled as she unwound a new bandage, her jaw tight, her shoulders high as if she expected to be attacked at any moment.

			‘Let me.’ Hess took the bandage from her. 

			‘It is shameful.’ Thystra looked away with a furious scowl. She held up her hands, clenching and unclenching her fists. ‘What use is a warrior who cannot bear the sight of blood?’ 

			‘I understand.’ Hess let out a deep sigh, wrapping the bandage tight around his wounds. ‘For me, it is flames.’

			Thystra sat at the other end of the bench. ‘What?’

			‘Balefire.’ He nodded at the sputtering lanterns. ‘At Beacon Field, battling Avul Thrice-Burnt. My company was scouting ahead, but we happened on the warlock and his followers performing some manner of fell ritual. We were under orders not to engage, but I saw an opportunity to cut the head from the serpent. My soldiers charged in.’ The memory filled Hess with fury, and he spat to the side. ‘It was a trap.’

			Hess took another pull from the bottle, remembering. ‘Avul sacrificed thousands of his own followers just to lure us in, then he set the whole field alight. Those of us in front managed to get ahead of the flames, but I can still see the people burning. All of them. Avul had orchestrated the entire thing as some manner of grand sacrifice. He was cackling like a madman.’ Hess slapped the pistol at his side. ‘A dozen shots I fired, and that monster kept laughing. I had to stab him through the mouth, near remove his head, and then trample him into the ground before he finally stopped.’

			‘Good show, captain.’ Flynn slapped his uninjured leg in approval.

			‘It did end the war,’ Hess said. ‘They pinned a medal on my chest for killing the sorcerer, then sent me here for getting my entire command killed.’

			They sat in silence for some time. With a start, Hess realised Flynn’s cuts were still bleeding, and took up the bottle and bandages. He glanced back at Thystra, offering the aelf a tentative smile. ‘You have done enough. I can see to these.’

			Thystra returned a grateful nod.

			‘That was quite a story, captain,’ Flynn said, frowning. ‘I’ve never been in a proper battle. Some who have passed through feel that natives should not be trusted to hold the line here.’

			‘What was it like?’ Hess asked. ‘Growing up out here in the Realm of Metal?’

			‘Oh, terrible.’ Flynn shifted his leg with a little grunt of pain. ‘An injury like this would have ended me. The best my tribe could do would be to put me out of my misery before the marauders came. That way, at least, I wouldn’t feel it when they ate me.’

			Flynn gave a mirthless laugh. ‘You should’ve seen it, captain. When those Stormcasts came flashing in on streaks of lightning, my people thought it was the old Lantic legions back from the dead. They were like gods. Better than gods. Those of us who were left joined the Freeguilds right away. Thing about it is, you high-borns don’t tend to like natives.’ Flynn made the straight-fingered warding gesture again.

			Hess frowned, wrapping a bandage around Flynn’s upper arm. ‘That is not true.’

			‘Perhaps.’ Flynn clucked his tongue. ‘There are all manner of tainted folk out here. Sometimes the rot runs deep. It’s hard to tell, or so the officers told us. Better to keep the auxiliaries cordoned off where the priests can burn out any corruption, or what they think is corruption. My people didn’t keep many traditions, but those we held, we held tight. Old battle hymns to salt and steel, rituals with purposes long forgotten, our filigree.’ He pointed to the network of golden lines tattooed on his face. ‘The Order of Azyr didn’t take kindly to any of it…’

			Hess winced, already dreading the end of Flynn’s tale, but the Chamonian just trailed off. After a moment, Flynn shook his head as if to clear it. ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to bring down the mood.’

			‘My comrades were tortured to death,’ Thystra said, her voice low and tight. ‘We were scouting the ruins of the Gilded Steamgird – rumour was that a cult was excavating for ancient weapons. It was more than a cult. There was a whole horde gathered in the shadow of the old Lantic wall. One moment we were scouting along the wreckage, the next they were all around us – humans, beasts and things I still have no name for. I lost my ear, but was able to conceal myself amidst the rubble. The rest of my squad was taken. For four days I hid there, watching and listening while those creatures made sport of my friends. Through it all – the torture, the blood, the vile rites – none of my comrades gave me up. I couldn’t help them. I couldn’t run. All I could do was watch them bleed.’

			She closed her eyes, her breathing shaky. ‘Then the horde moved on, vanishing into the Iron Desert. After that, I couldn’t stay with the Lion Rangers.’

			‘It was not your fault,’ Hess said. 

			Thystra straightened. ‘Your flames, captain. Do you think the memories shall ever fade?’ 

			Hess didn’t answer, but he didn’t need to. They all knew the truth of it. 

			‘Look at us.’ There was no mirth in Flynn’s chuckle. ‘Maybe we belong in the Grave after all.’ 

			Thystra stood. ‘I should see if the storm is letting up.’

			Hess helped Flynn to his feet and handed him a makeshift crutch. Together, they limped out into the mess hall. 

			‘Captain.’ Thystra paused at the edge of the hall, looking back. ‘I–’

			With a rattling boom, the door to the courtyard burst open. A huge, silver-armoured figure stood silhouetted in the doorway, a lantern in one gauntleted fist, a long, glittering blade in the other. Blood streamed from gashes in her armour, the blessed sigmarite battered almost shapeless by the fury of the shardstorm. Her silvered mask had cracked, revealing a slash of bloody cheek, and she held her sword arm close to her side as if the limb was shattered.

			She took a step into the mess, then fell to one knee, her broken wings trailing behind like a tattered cloak. Flechettes clattered off her back, striking white sparks from her armour. She pushed to her feet, then turned back into the storm to force the door closed.

			‘By Sigmar,’ Flynn said. 

			It wasn’t until Flynn spoke that Hess realised he’d been standing transfixed, his mouth hanging open. He’d seen a Stormcast Eternal before, but never this close, for Sigmar’s chosen vanguard were often at the forefront of battle, ahead of even the mounted scouts. They appeared where the fighting was thickest, striking deep behind enemy lines to carve a glorious path through the enemies of order, their celestial beacons lighting the way for all. 

			‘I am Eris Brightmourn, Knight Azyros of the Maelstrom of Light.’ Despite her obvious injuries, the Stormcast’s voice didn’t waver. She took another faltering step, seeming to propel herself forwards by force of will alone. 

			Hess looked up at her, his tongue seeming to fill the whole of his mouth. ‘Lady, how may we assist you?’ 

			Eris toppled heavily to the side, her armour denting the steel of the mess table. She removed her helmet, revealing a face that was surprisingly human. Blood spattered her dark skin, one eye swollen almost shut, a long gash running from forehead to chin.

			Hess and Thystra ran to her, Flynn limping after. Hess moved to press the sleeve of his shirt to Eris’ wound, but the Stormcast caught his wrist, her grip like a steel manacle. 

			She pulled him close. ‘Beware. The legend foretells…’ Her eyes became distant, unseeing. ‘We are too late. The red hours are upon us.’

			‘I don’t understand,’ Hess said, but the Stormcast had already slumped to the side, her eyes rolling back in her head. 

			‘Is she dead?’ Thystra frowned.

			‘No,’ Hess replied, feeling the faint yet unmistakable flutter of Eris’ breath on his cheek. ‘But she is close.’

			‘Why come here of all places?’ Flynn’s question hung in the air, but the only soul who could answer it lay bleeding in front of them.
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			‘Castellan, I know you said not to disturb you, but urgent matters require your attention.’ The door to Altenbach’s office swung open at Hess’ knock. The chamber beyond was dimly lit, the heavy purple drapes hanging loose from their ties to give the room a close, claustrophobic feel. As before, it smelled of incense and paint, although the air came threaded with a sharper smell – coppery, bright and familiar. 

			Without entering the room, Hess held up his lantern, the greenish glow of the alchemical fire illuminating the ruined office. Smashed ceramics littered the carpet, busts torn from their alcoves and trampled to bits. Although Altenbach’s canvases still hung on the walls, they were defaced with splashes of dark paint. 

			‘Altenbach?’ Hess drew his sword. Stepping into the room, he realised with mounting horror that what he’d first thought were scrawls of paint was actually blood.

			Stance low and cautious, he brushed aside the drapery. 

			Altenbach lay at the statue’s feet, tangled in the tarp, her blood painting the walls, the drapes, even the velvet batting on the ceiling. Despite the gore-spattered surroundings, the castellan looked to be untouched, her clothes bloody but untorn.

			Biting back a curse, Hess quickly crossed the room to kneel next to Altenbach. Blood from the rug soaked into his trousers and the sleeves of his shirt as he sought to extricate the castellan from the bloody tarp, more spattering his breastplate.

			An unconscious gasp slipped from Hess’ lips as Altenbach finally rolled free, her head lolling back to reveal that her throat had been opened ear to ear. 

			Hess dropped the body, surging to his feet, his heart racing. He looked around the room, sweeping the curtains aside with his blade and finding only more bloody wreckage. With the broken vases, torn drapes and smashed paintings, the room looked to have been the site of a brutal struggle. Yet Altenbach’s hands and arms were free of defensive wounds. In fact, the only visible wound was the slash across her throat. 

			Hess swallowed thickly. Whoever had killed the castellan had spread the blood after the slaughter. To Hess, the action spoke not only to the murderer’s cruelty and revelry, but of their madness. 

			Hess ran at full pelt back to the mess hall, almost losing his footing as his blood-soaked boots skidded on the stairs. Thystra and Flynn were stooped over the unconscious warrior.

			‘We have the Stormcast Eternal laid out.’ Thystra stood. ‘But we will need Hanar to help with the armour before we can see to her wounds.’ The aelf took a surprised step back as she saw Hess, hand snapping to the hilt of her sword. ‘Captain, why are you covered in blood?’

			‘Arm yourselves.’ Hess stopped, panting from the run. ‘Altenbach has been murdered.’

			‘Sigmar preserve us.’ Flynn produced a wicked-looking dagger. ‘How did she die?’

			‘We need to gather everyone.’ Hess set about loading his ­pistol, ignoring Flynn – he was all too aware they had no time for questions. ‘And quickly – someone or something may have snuck into the fort.’

			‘Hanar’s quarters are next to the forge,’ Thystra said. ‘And Schmidt bunks in the old barracks room near the southern wall.’ 

			‘You two stick together, collect the priest,’ Hess said. ‘I’ll go after Hanar.’

			‘Alone?’ Flynn pushed to his feet, wobbling a little on his makeshift crutch. He glanced to where the Stormcast Eternal lay stretched out on the ground. ‘What about her? Someone should stay.’

			Hess shook his head. ‘Sigmar will protect her.’

			‘Be careful, captain.’ Thystra nodded to Hess and moved off, keeping her pace steady with Flynn’s shuffling limp.

			Hess headed the opposite way. The hall doglegged as it connected with the fortress’ outer wall. Hess could hear the grinding rattle of the shardstorm outside, louder now that only a few feet of stone protected him from the whirling shrapnel. For a moment, he worried that the explosion might have collapsed the section of the wall connecting to the forge, but although he could hear the ping of metal farther down the hall, the route to the forge was clear.

			A wave of heat washed over Hess as he stepped inside. Although Schmidt had said the forge had not been lit in a long time, it looked to be well cared for. Fiery light bathed the room, the whoosh of bellows sending swirls of ash through the air. Hanar stood by a pair of anvils, hammer and tongs in hand as he beat at a piece of white-hot steel. 

			‘What are you doing?’ Hess didn’t point his pistol at the duardin, but neither did he lower it.

			‘What do you think?’ Hanar turned to quench the steel in an oil bath, hissing flames threading the air for a moment before the piece was fully submerged. After a moment, the duardin held up the steel, which looked to be a curved piece of plate. ‘The temper always tells.’

			‘Is that part of a storm shutter?’ Hess asked.

			‘Gromril is fine for kings, but give me good steel any day.’ The duardin turned the plating, letting the oil drip off. ‘You can work on it for weeks – heat, hammer, reheat, over and over, pour yourself into it, but you never know until the temper. Like people, I suppose – sometimes they break, sometimes they warp and sometimes they come out stronger than before.’ 

			Hess regarded the duardin, frowning. Unlike Thystra and Flynn, he didn’t know where Hanar had been when Altenbach was murdered, and yet it seemed the duardin had been at the forge for some time. Hess had some forgecraft – enough to know Hanar would not have been able to slaughter Altenbach and keep the fires stoked. 

			‘Altenbach is dead,’ Hess said.

			The duardin’s lips quirked into a half-smile. ‘Finally drink herself into the grave, did she?’

			‘She was murdered in her office.’ 

			‘Truly?’ Hanar gave a surprised grunt, setting down the plating to wipe his hands on his leather apron. ‘By the flames of Grimnir, I didn’t think the priest had it in her. Just let me get my hammer and we shall avenge the castellan.’

			‘I’d prefer you left your weapons here.’ Hess pointed his ­pistol at the duardin.

			‘Grungni’s beard.’ Hanar scowled at Hess, eyes narrowed. ‘Captain, such a request sounds as though you are accusing me.’

			‘I am not accusing you of anything,’ Hess said with a thin smile. ‘For now, I wish to gather the garrison in one place.’

			The duardin gave a low, angry rumble, seeming to size Hess up. After a moment, he shrugged. ‘So be it. But, by Ulthar’s blazing hammer, if I fall weaponless when battle comes, you can be sure my shade will seek you out, manling.’

			Hess gestured at the door with his pistol. ‘Be that as it may, you and Schmidt are the only two people who were alone when the castellan was killed.’

			‘Swapping tales of war and glory with Goldcheeks and Clipear, were you?’ Hanar gave a gravelly chuckle as he walked down the hallway. ‘I remember those days, back when I had ­stories worth telling. Seems we have a lot in common, you and I.’

			Hess did not lower his pistol. ‘Do we?’

			‘Oh, I’ve got stories too, captain.’ The duardin said, anger threading his voice. ‘Do you know of Thora Steelsong?’

			Hess raised an eyebrow, remembering the smooth action of his old pistols. ‘She does fine work.’

			Hanar snorted. ‘Thora was my apprentice. Taught her everything I knew, groomed her to take over from me as armourer to the Warden King. But Thora had bigger ambitions. One day, Orm the Red went out to see off some orruks. It was a small skirmish, but he came back wounded – his pauldron had come off mid-battle.’

			Hanar’s lips twisted into a sour scowl. ‘Blame fell on me, of course. Only I know I strapped that armour down tight. That kin traitor Thora must’ve weakened the links. I said as much to Orm, but the Steelsongs were an old and respected clan, beyond reproach, and my clan… Well, our standing was somewhat less exalted.’

			Hess felt his stomach tighten in anticipation of what came next.

			‘May Thora’s ancestors weep to hear her name. She stole my secrets, stole my position, stole my honour and set me in my grave.’ The duardin spread his hands. ‘Just as someone did to you, I imagine.’

			‘Near enough.’ Hess nodded towards the mess hall, unwilling to let the duardin see that he had rattled him. ‘Keep walking.’

			They turned the corner into the mess hall, which was still empty apart from Eris, who lay next to one of the steel tables.

			At the sight of the unconscious Stormcast, Hanar gave a low whistle. ‘Fist of the mountain, manling, what else have you been keeping from me?’

			‘She came in from the shardstorm.’ Hess motioned to one of the benches with his pistol, and Hanar sat, hands resting companionably on his knees. 

			‘Haven’t seen one of her kind around these parts for going on twenty years.’ Hanar scratched his beard thoughtfully. ‘You wouldn’t have anything to do with this, captain?’

			‘Of course not.’ 

			‘By the halls of my father, something big is in the offing.’ The duardin’s smile revealed the gaps in his teeth. ‘An opportunity to be sure.’

			‘What do you mean?’ Hess asked.

			‘Stormcasts go where the danger is greatest.’ Hanar shrugged. ‘Heroic deeds abound for those with the will and the strength.’ 

			Hess glanced towards the hall leading to the barracks. 

			‘Getting nervous?’

			Hess kept his face impassive despite his growing apprehension. The Grave was not that big. Thystra and Flynn should have been back by now, unless they had run into the murderer, or if Schmidt was the murderer.

			‘I am no aelven sneakthief or skulking grot.’ The duardin leaned back, arms draped casually across the table. ‘My ­hammer will leave no question as to who I have slain.’ 

			A soft green light illuminated the entrance hall, growing brighter as whoever held the lantern approached. Hess let out a breath of relief as Thystra and Flynn stepped into the mess. They had their weapons drawn, but Schmidt was nowhere to be seen.

			‘We searched the barracks top to bottom – no sign of Schmidt, captain,’ Flynn said. ‘Shall we search the rest of the fort?’

			The duardin flexed his thick arms. ‘See, captain, the answer is bright as flame. Schmidt is your murderer.’ Hanar clapped his hands. ‘Now, can I go back to my forge?’

			‘I want you with me,’ Hess said. ‘Flynn, you too. We are going to the castellan’s office.’

			‘And me?’ Thystra asked.

			‘I need you here with Eris.’

			She frowned. 

			‘Just keep this trained on the entrance.’ Hess reversed his ­pistol and handed it to the aelf, leaning in to speak in a softer voice. ‘Altenbach’s quarters are not something you wish to witness.’ 

			Thystra took the pistol with a tight-lipped nod.

			‘If we hear a shot, we will come to your aid,’ Hess said. 

			‘If you must deny me my hammer, at least grant me a blade,’ Hanar said.

			‘I’ve seen you fistfight.’ Hess favoured the duardin with a brittle smile. ‘You will manage.’

			The castellan’s office was just as Hess had left it. At the sight of the blood and destruction, Flynn pressed a sleeve to his mouth, while Hanar just crossed his arms, his expression almost regretful. 

			Hess walked over to squat by Altenbach’s body, using his blade to roll her over. 

			‘It appears she died fighting.’ Hanar squinted at the scrawls of blood on the walls and drapery.

			‘I am not so sure.’ Hess sucked air through his teeth. 

			‘And just how would you know that?’ The duardin asked.

			‘There are no wounds on her apart from the slashed neck. If the castellan had fought, she would have more injuries.’ He tapped her belt with the tip of his sword. ‘Her dagger is also still in its sheath. I think whoever did this slit the castellan’s throat, then made a mess of things.’

			Flynn blanched, glancing at the blood. ‘They did all this after she was dead? But why?’

			Hess frowned. ‘I wish I knew.’

			‘By Sigmar! What happened?’ The shout came from behind them. 

			Hess whirled to see Schmidt standing in the doorway. The priest had changed robes, her arm bandaged, her face splotchy with bruises. She took a slow step forward, gaze flitting around the room as though she were a startled bird. 

			Hess drew his pistol and pointed it at the warrior priest. She glanced at the weapon, then at Altenbach’s body, brow furrowing.

			‘I didn’t!’ Schmidt’s exclamation ended in a groan as Hanar crossed the room in two quick strides and drove his fist into the priest’s stomach.

			The duardin grinned as Schmidt crumpled to the ground, gasping. ‘By Grungni, that was satisfying.’

			They used a curtain cord to bind the priest’s hands and feet, propping her up against the wall.

			‘I did not do this horrible thing,’ Schmidt said between ragged breaths.

			‘I’m not so sure.’ Hess squatted to look her in the eye. ‘You changed clothes.’

			‘My robes were covered in blood.’

			Hanar snorted. ‘I’m sure they were.’ 

			‘That is enough, duardin.’ Hess fixed Hanar with a stern look before turning back to Schmidt. ‘You were not in your quarters.’

			‘I was outside in the courtyard, praying for guidance,’ Schmidt said. 

			‘So why come here?’ Flynn asked.

			The priest gave a heavy sigh. ‘I came to talk to Altenbach. I thought that perhaps if I could reason with her…’

			‘As if you could reason with anyone, liche,’ Hanar spat.

			‘I see I arrived too late.’ Schmidt blanched as her gaze slipped from Altenbach’s body to the blood-spattered walls. She began to tremble, lips drawing back from her teeth in a snarl that seemed almost instinctual. 

			Hess followed her gaze, but saw nothing other than bloody scrawl.

			‘The marks,’ Schmidt gritted out from between clenched teeth. ‘They are abominations. The darkest of sorcery.’

			Hess shivered. 

			‘And just how would you know that?’ Hanar growled.

			After a stunned moment, Hess laid the edge of his sword against Schmidt’s neck. 

			‘I am a warrior priest of Sigmar. His holy hand guides me. Even now.’ Schmidt met his eyes, although her body still shook. ‘Some manner of malignant ritual was worked in this place.’

			Feeling an uncomfortable tightness in his gut, Hess scowled at the walls. Now that Schmidt had pointed it out, the bloody scrawl did look like writing. 

			‘You cannot truly believe her lies, captain,’ Hanar rumbled. ‘This vile thagi merely seeks to hide her crime.’

			Hess looked to Flynn. The Chamonian had drawn his dagger but seemed unsure, darting glances at both Schmidt and the bloody walls. 

			‘You must listen, Hess.’ The priest’s throat bobbed, sending a thin line of blood trickling along Hess’ sword. ‘Something terrible happened here.’

			‘Of that I am certain,’ Hess said, chewing his lip as he looked from Altenbach’s body, to the bloody signs, to the priest. The evidence pointed to Schmidt, but with an unconscious Stormcast in the mess and a shardstorm raging outside, Hess was unsure. He needed more time, more information, more support. ‘Flynn, would you help me escort the priest to a cell.’

			Hess held up a hand to forestall any protest. ‘Hanar, you will return to the forge, finish those shutters. When the storm clears, we will send Thystra to the nearest garrison for assistance.’

			‘The storm could last for weeks, sir,’ Flynn said. ‘And Copper Ridge is a three-day ride, even with extra mounts.’

			‘She can take every damn ibuq in the stables.’ Hess stood, waving his sword at the bloody sigils. ‘If there is dark magic at work we are going to need more than three soldiers to fight it.’

			‘And if Schmidt is lying?’ Hanar asked.

			‘I pray to Sigmar that she is.’ Hess set his shoulders against the anxious chill creeping up his neck.

			‘Of course, castellan,’ Hanar returned a lazy salute.

			‘It’s captain, smith.’

			‘For now.’ The duardin’s gaze flicked to Altenbach’s corpse, then, with a shake of his head, he started back down the stairs.

			‘What did he mean by that?’ Flynn asked as he helped Hess get Schmidt to her feet. 

			‘Who knows? Duardin minds work differently to those of men.’ Hess shrugged. Still, as they frog-marched Schmidt to her holding cell, he couldn’t help but see the glimmer of hope in his predicament. With Altenbach gone, the Grave would need a new castellan. If Hess could save Eris, perhaps even help her with her mission, it would make for quite a recommendation. Moreover, if he brought Altenbach’s murderer to justice, Lord Marshal Khir would have trouble blocking Hess’ promotion. 

			As they locked Schmidt into her cell, Hess felt the spark of hope kindling in his breast. Whatever the outcome, his opportunity had come. 

			Just as he had known it would.
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			Hess started awake as something clattered in front of him. Caught by echoes of fiery dreams, he tried to stand, knocking a knee painfully against the armoury table. 

			‘Breakfast, captain.’ Flynn flourished his hands at the bowl of porridge and dried fruit on the table. After changing out of his bloody clothes, Hess had joined the others in the armoury away from the clashing shriek of the shardstorm to discuss what to do about Schmidt. He must have fallen asleep.

			He knuckled his eyes, blinking groggily. ‘By Sigmar, man, do you ever sleep?’

			‘Rarely and never soundly.’ Flynn’s grin made his tattoos writhe like golden serpents. ‘A holdover from my youth.’ 

			Hess coughed, then ran a hand through his hair. Someone had draped a blanket over his shoulders.

			‘The storm let up just a few minutes ago,’ Flynn said.

			‘Where is Thystra?’

			‘Seeing to our Stormcast friend,’ Flynn said. ‘She’ll be back in a moment.’

			‘We need to survey the damage then get a rider to Copper Ridge.’ 

			Flynn clucked his tongue. ‘You should eat first, captain.’

			Hess took a bite of porridge, then another, not realising how hungry he was until he had wolfed down the whole bowl. 

			‘Eris is still alive, if only barely,’ Thystra said, wiping her hands with a cloth as she walked into the armoury. ‘It is unbelievable. She must have walked miles through that unholy mess. A normal woman would have been shocked, burnt and sliced to ribbons – not necessarily in that order.’

			‘Eris Brightmourn is hardly a normal woman,’ Hess said with no small amount of awe.

			‘I have made her as comfortable as I can,’ Thystra said, frowning. ‘But her injuries exceed my meagre skill, and that armour cannot be removed.’

			‘They say Stormcast Eternals can recover from anything.’ Flynn collected the breakfast bowls. ‘Even death.’

			‘We need to move quickly.’ Hess nodded. ‘Thystra, pack a bag and head for the stables. I need you to make for Copper Ridge. Flynn, let us see what is left of the Grave of Heroes.’

			Although the central keep was mostly intact, the rest of the fort looked as if some great beast had rampaged through. The sky was flat as a sheet of tempered steel, grey and empty but for the bronze glare of Chamon’s sun. Drifts of rusty shrapnel were piled against the remaining wall, which, apart from the section south of the gatehouse, was little more than a jumbled heap of stone and iron. Strangely enough, the forge had escaped the destruction – the small, squat building looking none the worse for wear apart from a few places where the metal roof tiles had been torn away. Smoke rose from the canted chimney, and Hess could hear Hanar hammering away within, rumbling to himself in the hard-edged tongue of the duardin.

			‘First time the forge has been lit since Firefall. Hanar must have been working all night.’ Flynn used his crutch to sweep some of the shrapnel from their path. ‘He sounds happy enough, though.’

			‘He does?’ Hess cocked an eyebrow. 

			They picked their way through the debris, wending around the edge of the chasm that split the courtyard. It was mid-morning, so the sun only illuminated the upper half of the crevasse. Peering down, Hess could just make out where the metal-veined rock of the mountain gave way to worked stone. The edge of a chipped mosaic was visible in the shadows; what looked to be an armoured figure brandishing a glowing blade, although against what Hess could not tell.

			‘Any idea what that is, Flynn?’ he asked.

			The Chamonian leaned over the edge, squinting down. ‘Damned if I know. The Grave is old, the Glitterpeaks even older. Lots of history, lots of ruins, lots of places built on top of other places.’

			‘Maybe it is what Eris came seeking,’ Hess said. 

			‘If so, I suggest we give it a wide berth.’

			‘Perhaps.’ Hess chewed his lip thoughtfully. ‘Perhaps not.’

			He was about to suggest lowering a lantern down when a shout came from the stables. Hurrying across the yard, Hess drew his sword and pistol, quickly outdistancing Flynn. He burst into the stable to see Thystra standing still, one hand over her mouth, her eyes like silver coins in the gloom.

			‘They’re dead.’ Her voice came muffled. ‘All of them.’

			Hess surveyed the room, speechless. The air inside the ­stables was thick with the coppery reek of freshly spilled blood. The garrison’s half a dozen ibuq slumped in their stalls, bodies untouched save for the single clean stroke that had removed each of their heads.

			Flynn hobbled in and stopped at the gruesome sight. He blew out a long breath, cheeks puffing out.

			‘Who could have done this?’ Thystra asked.

			‘Schmidt?’ Flynn pressed a fist to his mouth as if to forestall an upswell of bile.

			Hess sheathed his sword, kneeling to press two fingers to the edge of one of the spreading pools. When they came back red and tacky, he frowned. ‘This is relatively fresh. Unless Schmidt can walk through walls, she couldn’t have killed the ibuqs. Look at the cuts – it would require not only tremendous strength but also skill to cleave straight through like that.’

			‘And a headsman’s blade,’ Flynn added.

			Thystra glanced back at the forge, scowling. ‘Or a duardin axe.’

			‘It makes no sense. Why would Hanar slaughter our mounts?’ Hess stood, wiping the blood from his fingers. ‘Still, we should speak with him.’ 

			They made their way over to the forge, which was sealed up tight apart from the chimney. Hess couldn’t help but notice the storm shutters were in good repair. They could hear Hanar within, the hammering stopped but the duardin still singing, his voice warped by the strange acoustics of the steel walls. 

			‘Hanar!’ Hess shouted to be heard through the door.

			The singing quieted.

			‘Come to steal my designs, Thora?’ A gravelly chuckle echoed from within. ‘Not this time. It took years, but I finally understand. I was weak, soft – I needed to be tempered, to pass through the crucible.’

			Hess shared a confused glance with his companions.

			There came the sound of the door bolt being slowly drawn, but Hanar did not emerge.

			Hess took a step back, then mimed kicking in the door. When Thystra nodded, he turned to Flynn, leaning in to whisper as he handed him his pistol. ‘Hang back. If things go badly, shoot the duardin.’ 

			Taking a deep breath, Hess held up three fingers, counting down quietly.

			They burst in, blades at the ready. At first, Hess saw nothing out of the ordinary, but Thystra’s gasp snapped his attention to the far side of the forge.

			Hanar stood by the anvil, arms spread wide. The duardin was covered head-to-toe in heavy steel plates, articulated joints swaddled in chain and draped with overlapping scales. He was almost invisible in the armour, his face covered by a mask of beaten steel, a beard of wrought iron spreading below. There were sigils etched into the plate, a jumble of duardin runes broken by jagged lines and strange, slashed symbols that seemed to tug at the eye. With mounting horror, Hess recognised many of the symbols from Altenbach’s chamber.

			‘Sigmar stole all the glory, but it was the Six Smiths who forged his Immortals,’ Hanar beat a gauntleted fist against his breastplate. ‘Duardin smiths. Duardin secrets. Why should others profit from our skill? I spit on sigmarite. Steel is perfection, and I have become perfect.’

			An ear-splitting crack from behind caused Hess to flinch. When he looked back, Hanar had dropped to one knee, his breastplate dented by the force of the shot. 

			Flynn limped into the forge, a smoking pistol in one hand. ‘I believe this counts as things going badly, sir.’

			Roaring, Hanar surged to his feet. He came at them with hands out-stretched, steel fingers flexed to crush and tear. 

			Hess dodged out of the way, his sword screeching across the scales on the duardin’s hip. He heard Flynn curse, then a crash as the Chamonian was knocked tumbling into a rack of iron bars. Hess spun, landing a solid slash on the duardin’s side. The blow left his hand numb but barely scratched the steel.

			Hanar’s backhand caught Hess in the shoulder. Even rolling with the hit, Hess was nearly swept from his feet. He back­pedalled, narrowly avoiding another swipe, his sword licking out to carve a swatch of curls from the duardin’s wrought-iron beard. Behind Hanar, Flynn struggled to rise while Thystra stood paralysed, her mouth working. It was clear Hess was overmatched, but together they might be able to wear the duardin down, like wolves nipping at an angry bear. 

			‘Thystra, get behind him!’ Hess shouted.

			The aelf met Hess’ gaze, then turned and ran from the forge.

			Hess barely had time to register her cowardice when a kick to his midsection set him sprawling across a table. He lay gasping as Hanar loomed above him.

			‘I will not be discarded like old scrap gone to rust!’ the duardin bellowed as he snatched his hammer from a nearby anvil, then raised it for the killing blow. Hess struggled to lift his blade. It would do little to stop Hanar from smashing his skull like old crockery, but he could not simply surrender. 

			The duardin stumbled as Flynn tackled him from behind. The wiry Chamonian clung to Hanar’s back, struggling to wedge his dagger into the tiny gap where the duardin’s helmet met the plates bolted to his neck. 

			Feeling as if he had been kicked by a horse, Hess forced himself off the table, gripping the hilt of his sword with both hands. His blow caught Hanar in the side, denting the armour.

			With a roar, Hanar snatched Flynn from his back, slamming the Chamonian face first into the heavy iron hood that hung over the furnace. He tossed him aside, then turned to catch Hess’ blade. 

			Hess strained to wrench the sword free of the duardin’s iron grip.

			‘I have been tempered, captain.’ Hanar casually snapped the blade off at the hilt, then dropped it clattering to the ground. ‘Have you?’

			His fist crashed into Hess’ ribs. Hess rolled across the tiled floor of the forge, fetching up against the wall. It was all he could do to force himself upright, let alone stand. Through bleary eyes, he watched as Hanar rolled his neck, then turned to scoop a glowing steel rod from the furnace. 

			‘Why should the storm reap the glory,’ the duardin said, putting a boot on Flynn’s back and pressing the Chamonian down, ‘when it is the forge that labours?’

			With a grunt, he brought the bar down like a spear. Flynn screamed as it pierced him, his tattoos catching the firelight. The Chamonian fell limp, the only sound the hiss of the hot metal as the forge filled with the familiar reek of scorched flesh. 

			Hess gave a strangled shout, trying to stand, but his legs gave out, sending him toppling back to the wall with a helpless groan. The air of the forge felt stifling, almost too hot to breathe.

			‘I must thank you, captain.’ Hanar walked slowly towards him. ‘I always had the idea for this, but it didn’t crystallise until I saw that Stormcast.’

			Hess pushed unsteadily to his feet, casting about for something, anything – and noticed the barrel of black powder just a few strides away. Whether out of contempt or sheer laziness, the duardin hadn’t taken it back to the powder store.

			Hess snatched the handle of a pair of tongs that Hanar had left in the fire. The metal seared his hand, the pain hot and bright, but Hess gripped it tightly. Grimly, he limped towards the powder keg.

			‘Fighting to the last. You would’ve made a fine duardin, captain.’ Hanar glanced at the tongs, chuckling. ‘Pity you won’t live to see me get revenge on Steelsong and her ilk.’

			With shaking hands, Hess tore the bung from the powder barrel, then turned to face the mad duardin. Tongs raised, he took a deep breath.

			At least it would be over quickly.

			There was a call from the doorway. Thystra charged into the forge, a silvery two-handed axe in her hands. 

			Hanar turned to catch the blade in one gauntleted hand, but the glittering ilthmar sheared through steel, chain and flesh, sending the duardin’s fingers clattering to the ground. 

			‘Kinless elgi, you dare to stand in the way of my vengeance!’ Hanar launched a heavy backhand at the aelf, but Thystra ducked the blow, bringing her axe around in a tight arc that caught Hanar just below the breastplate. 

			Hess stumbled towards the struggle, feeling as if his legs were trapped in drying amber.

			The duardin grunted, blood staining his bared teeth a bright red. Roaring, he smashed the bleeding stump of his hand into Thystra’s shoulder. The aelf spun with the blow, almost losing her footing as she used the momentum to lend force to her axe blow. The ilthmar blade bit deep into the chain on Hanar’s thigh.

			Quick as a silversnake, the duardin’s hand lashed out, steel fingers closing on the haft of Thystra’s axe. She wrenched at the blade, but Hanar only grinned, apparently untroubled by his injuries. ‘I have been tempered, tested – my rise has been foretold, aelf.’ 

			With a shout, Hess thrust the hot tongs into the wound on Hanar’s side. A sickening hiss accompanied the sudden reek of burnt flesh, and the duardin flinched away. Jaw set, Thystra wrenched her axe from the duardin’s grip, and pivoted to smash the haft into Hanar’s face.

			The duardin’s head snapped back and he stumbled, arms spread wide to keep his balance. 

			Thystra brought her axe down in a heavy overhand swing, all her force behind the blow. The blade sank deep into Hanar’s chest, metal shrieking. 

			The duardin toppled, eyes wide, lips working soundlessly as he struggled to rise. Thystra’s axe descended like a holy comet – once, twice and, at last, Hanar lay still.

			Hess’ tongs clattered to the tiles. He flexed his burnt hand, sure the hot metal had scorched flesh from bone, but there was little more than an angry red line across his palm. The handles of the tongs must not have been in the fire long. It seemed fortune had not abandoned Hess entirely.

			If only he could say the same about Flynn.

			Head low, he walked over to Thystra. ‘You came back.’

			‘Too late.’ She fell to her knees beside Flynn’s body, tears cutting silver tracks down her cheeks. ‘I’m sorry, captain. Hanar’s armour – I knew our swords wouldn’t pierce it.’

			Gingerly, she set the axe down to cradle Flynn’s head. ‘Brave fool.’

			‘He saved me, again.’ Hess’ words came out thick. ‘I’ll see him buried with full honours, even if I have to carve his tomb with my bare hands.’

			Thystra smoothed back Flynn’s hair. ‘I think he would have liked that.’

			‘You saved me, too.’ Hess knelt by her side. ‘Overcame your fear even.’ 

			‘It’s strange.’ She let out a shaky breath. ‘The memories are still there, but they no longer cut.’

			‘You are stronger than your past.’ Hess laid a hand on her shoulder, tears pricking the corners of his eyes as he gazed down at Flynn’s body. ‘We all are.’
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			Schmidt looked like a woman awaiting execution, her back bent, hands tied, broad shoulders rounded and head hanging almost to her chest. Still, there was steel in the priest’s eyes as the door to the tiny, dusty cell creaked open. She stood, squaring her shoulders as she met Hess’ gaze. ‘I won’t go quietly.’

			‘I should hope not.’ Hess cut Schmidt loose from her bonds and handed the warrior priest her warhammer. 

			The priest took the weapon, her heavy brow knotted in confusion.

			‘Flynn is dead,’ Thystra said. ‘Hanar killed him. We believe he murdered Altenbach as well.’ 

			Hess expected Schmidt to show anger, even contempt at her sudden vindication, but the warrior priest only gave a heavy sigh, her voice flattening into the rhythms of catechism. ‘Evil grows in darkness. The righteous raise their lanterns high to drive back the night, ignorant of their own shadows.’

			Hess glanced to Thystra, who shrugged.

			‘A passage from the Book of Dawn – an old Sigmarite text written before the retreat to Azyr. My mother used to read it to me.’ Schmidt gave mirthless laugh. ‘I suppose it would be considered heretical, now. The high clerics are not fond of having their failings brought to light.’

			‘You were right. Something unholy has come to the Grave. Hanar was…’ Hess sucked air through his teeth. ‘Just come and see.’

			They made their way to the forge, Schmidt’s expression growing grimmer as Hess and Thystra related the fight with Hanar. Even so, the priest muttered a startled prayer when she first saw the duardin’s body. 

			‘The symbols on his armour are the same as in Altenbach’s chambers,’ Hess said.

			‘Sigmar preserve us.’ Schmidt made the sign of the hammer with her arms.

			‘I have a suspicion,’ Hess said. ‘The explosion of the powder store did not just knock down the outer wall, it opened a crack in the mountain. I saw something down there, below the fort. I think whatever corrupted Hanar came from down there.’

			‘Do you think that was what the Stormcast was searching for?’ Thystra asked.

			‘A Stormcast?’ Schmidt blinked. ‘Here?’

			‘Her name is Eris Brightmourn,’ Hess said. ‘She came during the storm.’

			‘We need to speak with her right away,’ Schmidt said. 

			‘I give the orders, Schmidt.’ Hess fixed the priest with a stern gaze. Their eyes met for a moment, then Schmidt looked away, nodding.

			‘If only we could speak with Eris.’ Thystra shook her head sadly. ‘The shardstorm almost killed her – waking her up may still do so.’

			‘Whatever your question, the answer lies at the bottom of that chasm,’ Hess said. ‘I’m sure of it.’

			Thystra nodded. ‘There are ropes and harnesses in the stores.’ 

			‘That settles it,’ Hess said. ‘We will go down together.’

			‘Should one of us stay with Eris?’ Schmidt asked.

			Hess frowned. ‘If there is anything like Hanar down there, we are going to need every one of us. Speaking of which, I’ll need a new sword and pistol, and something heavier.’ He bent to retrieve the dead duardin’s hammer. 

			After arming themselves from the fort’s copious stores, Hess and the others loaded up on ropes, taking care to secure them to the heavier of the fallen stones in the courtyard near the chasm. Strapping on his harness, Hess clipped himself to the rope, alchemical lantern held high as Schmidt and Thystra lowered him down.

			The flickering green light cast the walls in ghostly tones, the armoured figures on the mosaics seeming almost to writhe in the bilious glow. A swell of unease tightened Hess’ throat, prickling along the back of his neck and leaving his hands damp and clammy. Swallowing the urge to order Thystra and Schmidt to pull him back up, he drew his pistol for comfort, then leaned in to examine the mosaics. 

			If Thystra could push through her fear, so could he. 

			The colours of the mosaic tiles were bright, even after what must have been centuries. The scenes depicted a battle – rank upon rank of soldiers in bronze armour of ancient design arrayed against a tall figure with a gleaming sword. Shifting the light, Hess could see the figure was armoured as well, although far more ornately, wreaths and twining dragons picked out in intricate detail on its breastplate, its greaves and pauldrons worked into the shape of snarling lions. The billowing expanse of its rich purple cloak seemed to merge with the dusky horizon at its back. Unfortunately, the tiles displaying the figure’s face had fallen away, leaving nothing but a shadowed hole in the rock.

			Hess’ feet hit the bottom, and he moved to secure the guide line, making room for Thystra and Schmidt to lower themselves down. 

			‘The armour they are wearing is from the Age of Myth.’ Thystra stepped up to study the mosaic.

			Hess thrust his chin at the faceless figure. ‘I wonder who it is they are fighting.’

			‘Or what?’ Schmidt unclipped her harness, then knelt to light her own alchemical lantern, drawing her warhammer as she stood. 

			Hess took the lead, pistol trained on the darkness beyond the circle of lantern light. A hall extended beyond the crevasse, a T-junction leading to two short passageways that curved into sharp dead ends after perhaps a dozen yards. Frowning, they doubled back, heading down the central corridor in the opposite direction. 

			It went on for much longer. Soon, the light from above disappeared altogether and the mosaics were bathed in verdant hues. Two more tunnels branched off from the central hall, curving in the opposite direction of the first, but also ending in dead ends after only a short distance. 

			More mosaics lined the walls. In each, the ancient host confronted another towering opponent of statuesque proportions. The figures’ armour and weapons changed, as did the various cloaks and banners they carried, but in all the representations their faces were gone.

			‘It seems strange the tiles would crack like that.’ Hess squinted at a broad-shouldered man in silvery armour brandishing what looked to be a double-headed pike. 

			‘Not cracked – look.’ Schmidt held up her lantern. ‘See the scratches on the stone behind? Someone pried them off.’ 

			‘Wait, there are symbols,’ Thystra said. ‘Carved into the rock.’

			Hess saw nothing, but knew better than to question aelven vision. 

			‘Do they match the ones from Altenbach’s chamber?’ Hess asked.

			‘I do not know.’ Thystra squinted at the shadows. ‘Schmidt may have a better understanding.’ 

			Schmidt leaned her warhammer against the wall. ‘Lift me up so I can get a better look.’

			Hess made a stirrup of his hands while Thystra kept watch. The priest was a muscular woman, and he had to brace himself to keep her steady.

			‘I don’t remember all the sigils, but these look different,’ she said. ‘Let’s try another.’

			They examined the stone behind the missing face of a woman riding a three-headed serpent, then a man whose armour seemed to be made of glowing rubies. 

			At the last, Schmidt gave a grunt, motioning to be let down.

			‘These are trigrammatic wards. Very old, very powerful,’ she said. I was responsible for maintaining similar ones on the gates of the Chained Temple in Azyrheim, although these must be keyed to the power of Chamon.’

			Thystra raised an eyebrow. ‘You are full of surprises, priest.’

			‘Warding is one of the foundational arts – one of the first things ­theurgical initiates in the Order are taught.’ Schmidt gave an uncomfortable smile. ‘It is more forgiving than what comes later.’

			‘These wards – what was their purpose?’ Hess asked.

			‘They protect against dark influence, keeping unholy forces out.’ Schmidt rocked back on her heels. ‘Or in.’ 

			Hess suppressed a wince. ‘Are they still functional?’

			‘It’s hard to tell without examining them all.’ Schmidt reddened.

			‘Well, if these wards are meant to keep something in, they are no longer working,’ Thystra said. ‘Hanar was proof enough of that.’

			‘Hopefully, that was all of it,’ Hess said.

			Thystra gave a brittle smile. ‘With our fortune?’ 

			‘Best find out, then.’ Hess turned to continue down the hall. Although he knew it would almost certainly amount to nothing, it made him feel good to point his pistol at the darkness beyond the shadowy light of their lanterns.

			The hall continued as before, walls adorned with bronzed armies arrayed against tall, faceless antagonists. At last, it ­widened into a large circular chamber cut from dark stone. Rows of tall columns spanned the room, reminding Hess of the duardin halls he had visited back in Azyr. Some of the pillars had fallen or shifted, either toppled by time or the recent explosion. A trickle of dust fell from the ceiling as they edged inside. 

			‘Careful, captain.’ Thystra laid a hand on Hess’ arm, nodding at the shadowed ceiling. ‘The ceiling looks unstable.’

			‘What is this place?’ Hess asked quietly, shining his lantern around the columned hall. ‘A temple, a shrine?’

			‘It’s a tomb.’ Schmidt’s lantern illuminated a rectangular stone slab nestled between two pillars. No, not a slab – it was a sarcophagus. Hess could see more arranged around the circumference of the chamber; dozens, hundreds, all carved from the same pitted stone. 

			‘They were buried like monks,’ Thystra said. ‘No wealth, no possessions.’

			‘Captain, I think we have found the Grave of Heroes,’ Schmidt said.

			At first, Hess thought the caskets were unadorned, but as he approached he began to see that what he thought was the rough texture of the stone was actually inscribed text. No bigger than Hess’ thumbnail, the words covered every inch of the coffin, a mad scrawl of lines and circles. He had just knelt to study them when Thystra gave a low hiss.

			‘The sigils are different to those in Altenbach’s office and Hanar’s armour.’ The aelf spoke softly, as if afraid she might be overheard. ‘But the hand is the same.’ 

			Hess leaned closer. The writing crawled across the stone in a mad jumble of whorls and hachures, lines twisting in and around themselves like insects. They seemed to shift in Hess’ vision, glittering like flames as they swam into more familiar patterns, the wild scribble becoming almost readable. He could almost hear them now. A low rasp, like claws on slate as the sigils scrabbled into his thoughts, there to root and blossom like a terrible flower. Slowly, Hess understood: the symbols themselves were not changing; rather, they were somehow changing him. 

			‘Captain.’ Schmidt caught Hess by the shoulder, startling him from his mired thoughts. ‘Nothing good can come from those sigils. Trust me, I know better than any.’

			Shaking his head to clear it, Hess stood, and together they made their way deeper into the cavern. He recognised more wards edging the chamber. Unlike those in the hall, these were crafted of lead and dull iron, set into the joint where the wall met the ceiling and floor. 

			‘Sir, there is daylight ahead.’ Thystra nodded deeper into the chamber.

			Although Hess saw no change in the darkness, he gave a quick nod, and they pressed forwards – nothing but more columns and sarcophagi to either side. At last, his lantern illuminated the far side of the chamber. There was a doorway set into the wall exactly opposite the one they had entered. 

			The wards continued around the edges of the portal, but the gates themselves were open, the heavy iron doors bent outwards as if they’d been torn loose by some tremendous force. Hess could see there were more wards across the threshold, although it looked like something had taken a pickaxe to them, hacking out a strange symbol on the stone below the door.

			It was a central circle with a short line radiating from its upper right edge. The line bisected two crescent moons – the larger, closer one facing towards the circle, the smaller, farther moon facing away.

			Hess frowned down at the symbol. ‘Schmidt, do you recognise this?’

			‘No.’ With a muttered oath, the priest glanced away. ‘But I know enough to recognise evil when I see it.’ 

			Hess looked beyond the broken gate. The stone beyond was unworked, a dim glow from the far end of the cave illuminating the rock outside the circle of their lanterns. It might have been Hess’ imagination, but he swore he could feel the cool kiss of fresh air upon his cheeks. 

			‘If something was down here, it is not anymore.’ Hess stepped over the unholy sigil, glancing down at the broken wards. ‘Can you repair these, Schmidt?’

			Schmidt sucked air through her teeth. ‘Perhaps. Although even if I could, I doubt it would hold for long.’

			Hess glanced towards the distant light. He had hoped to find answers below the fortress, but all they had unearthed were more questions. Moreover, they were all still in danger, perhaps more now they knew Hanar was not the source of the corruption. 

			He cleared his throat. ‘We need to get back to the fort.’

			Neither Thystra nor Schmidt offered a word of argument, following Hess as he strode down the tunnel. He almost cried out with relief as the ragged circle of daylight came into view. After the claustrophobia of the tomb, the dry heat of Chamon’s sun was very welcome.

			Shielding his eyes, Hess looked around. They had exited perhaps two hundred yards down the mountain, the walls of the fortress just visible over a rocky escarpment. The cave mouth was small, concealed by a fall of jagged rocks – almost invisible unless you were standing right on it.

			‘What now, captain?’ Schmidt asked.

			Hess squinted up at the fortress. ‘We must speak with Eris.’

			‘And if the Stormcast is still unconscious?’ Thystra asked.

			Hess gave a tight smile. ‘Then we shall have to wake her up.’
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			Eris had regained a bit of her colour, bruises fading and the cuts where the whirling shrapnel had sliced through her helm already scabbed over. The Stormcast appeared still far from recovery, but at least no fresh blood leaked from the joints in her armour.

			‘We call this saavalas.’ Thystra cupped the small bowl of dark blue liquid in one hand. ‘We used it as a last resort when one of our comrades was badly wounded and needed to get somewhere safe. It provides a short boost of vitality, but it does not heal.’

			‘This is one of Sigmar’s holy heralds,’ Schmidt protested. ‘We should not be plying her with stimulants.’

			‘It is our only option.’ Hess met Schmidt’s angry gaze. ‘Unless you fancy walking to Copper Ridge for reinforcements?’ 

			The priest seemed about to speak, but looked away, scowling.

			‘I’m not happy about it either.’ Hess frowned down at the unconscious Stormcast. ‘But we need to know what we are up against.’

			At Hess’ nod, Thystra tilted the bowl to Eris’ lips. With the Stormcast unconscious, the process went slowly, but after what seemed an eternity, Thystra stood and wiped her hands on her trousers. ‘Stand back. I am not sure what will happen.’

			Eris lurched up from the floor. One gauntleted hand shot out, fingers digging into the steel of the nearest mess table as if it were wet clay. Her tattered wings spread wide, ragged feathers batting at the air as the golden lantern sitting next to her flared painfully bright. 

			Hess threw himself to the ground to avoid the sweep of one sharply pinioned wing. He heard Thystra grunt, then fall as an errant flap knocked her from her feet. Schmidt had already fallen to her knees, hands clasped and head bowed.

			‘Where am I?’ The Stormcast’s voice cut through Schmidt’s prayers, her glittering blade at the ready. ‘What have you done to me?’

			‘You are in the Grave of Heroes, my lady.’ Hess bowed, shielding his eyes from the glare of the celestial beacon. It felt as if he were face to face with a bonfire. ‘You were wounded in the shardstorm.’

			Eris tried to stand, but her leg gave way and she fell back against the table. ‘I remember.’ 

			‘There is an old catacomb below the fortress,’ Hess said. ‘Whatever you were sent here to stop has got free. It killed two of our companions and somehow possessed a third. Please, we need your help.’

			Eris took a rasping breath, the light from her lantern flickering as something rattled deep within her chest. ‘I am too weak.’

			‘Can you summon aid?’ Schmidt gestured at the Stormcast’s celestial beacon.

			‘I have already tried,’ Eris said. ‘This place is too steeped in shadow – corruption seeps from the very stones.’

			‘Whatever dwelt in that tomb has been loosed upon the land,’ Thystra said. ‘Please, tell us what it is we face so that we might stop it.’

			Eris looked to her hands, her expression unreadable. ‘I cannot.’

			‘You may be immortal, my lady, but we are not.’ Hess pushed to his feet. Even standing, he was dwarfed by the Stormcast’s armoured bulk. He tamped down a momentary flash of panic as she met his gaze – the Stormcasts were Sigmar’s chosen heroes; to confront one was tantamount to calling the god’s will into question. Still, if he could overcome the flames, he could overcome his fear. ‘Your silence murders us.’

			‘Death might be better.’ Eris spoke in a whisper, but still her voice carried.

			‘Corrupted seeds taint even the purest soil,’ Schmidt added. ‘Better to die in ignorance than live with damned knowledge.’

			Hess turned on her. ‘I, for one, would rather fight, Schmidt.’

			Schmidt opened her mouth, then rubbed a hand across her face, glowering.

			‘We are soldiers, but you would send us into battle unarmed,’ Hess said to Eris. ‘If we are already doomed then what is the harm of knowing?’

			Eris watched him for several long heartbeats, her eyes dark and liquid in the lantern light. At last, she heaved a heavy sigh. ‘Fabula Inuicta. It is a power from long ago – not a creature so much as a legend that grows with the telling. It went by many names – “Talespinner”, “Mythshaper”, “Mother of Heroes”. Once it was a great and noble thing, its progeny aiding Sigmar in his quest to tame the Mortal Realms, but it could not equal Heldenhammer’s might, and so time saw its arrogance curdle into jealousy. When dark forces invaded, it was quickly corrupted, as were its champions, becoming little more than a tool for the Ruinous Powers.’

			‘The tall men and women on the mosaics below,’ Thystra said. ‘They must have been its worshippers.’ 

			‘More than that,’ Eris said. ‘And less.’

			‘But how do we fight it?’ Hess asked.

			‘You do not understand.’ The Stormcast shuddered, blood leaking once more from the rents in her armour. When she coughed, bright red spattered the silver of her breastplate. ‘You face a daemon. It cannot be defeated, only bound and forgotten.’ 

			‘A daemon?’ Schmidt squeezed her eyes shut as if the very word pained her, her face going the colour of dry bone as she sat heavily on the steel bench. ‘I have heard tales of witch finders battling dark forces, of foul creatures banished by Sigmar’s holy light, but faith preserve us, we face a being beyond mortal reckoning.’

			Thystra’s hands curled into fists at her side, her expression cold and unreadable, her gaze faraway.

			Somehow, Hess had already known, but the revelation still left him shaking. He had heard rumours of entire detachments torn limb from limb, the survivors stumbling back, their bodies riddled with unnatural maladies that swept through armies like wildfire. Somehow worse were the stories of commands driven to gibbering madness, or of soldiers threaded with darkness, their corruption hidden until they mustered home and murdered their families. The witch finders destroyed such tainted folk, but there were always whispers, always questions as to what could inflict such a horrific spiritual malady upon the faithful of Sigmar.

			He thought again of the balefire, of the thing Avul Thrice-Burnt had sought to summon from the flames. If they faced such a creature, then there truly was no hope. 

			Eris coughed again, her celestial beacon flickering. The sickly green glow of the lanterns seemed to take on an almost sinister tone. Shadows writhed in the wan light, the tang of burning metal suddenly sharp in Hess’ nose. He gripped the pommels of his belted weapons to keep his hands from trembling, then looked to Eris. ‘Go on.’ 

			She swallowed, the strength bleeding from her voice. ‘This place, this fortress, it is an oubliette, a place to bury uncomfortable truths.’

			‘The Grave of Heroes.’ Hess gave a bitter laugh. ‘I think you will find we understand its purpose quite well.’

			‘I came to see if the wards remained intact.’ Eris’ eyes were glassy, her breaths quick and panting. ‘But the storm…’

			‘Worst in a century,’ Thystra said. ‘And it seemed to spring from nowhere.’

			Schmidt grunted. ‘A taste of this thing’s evil, no doubt.’

			‘There are no records of the daemon. Its story is passed down to but a single guardian, for as knowledge grows so does the creature’s strength.’ Eris gave a pained wince, although whether from her wounds or the revelation Hess could not tell. ‘None were told of my mission. I came to check the wards, but the creature was somehow ready for me. Knowledge of the daemon must have spread.’

			‘Did anyone else know of your coming?’ Hess asked.

			‘The castellan,’ Eris said. ‘But she was told nothing of my purpose.’

			‘Altenbach is dead,’ Hess said. ‘This thing might have somehow wrested the information from her.’

			‘Or she was in league with the abomination,’ Schmidt said. ‘We should flee this unholy place.’

			‘I fear it is already too late for that.’ Eris spoke slowly, as if trying to force the words out. ‘This daemon, it does not possess minds so much as inhabit ambitions, twisting them to suit its own dark designs. You may not know, may not even remember acting. Any one of you could already be corrupted.’

			‘How would we know?’ Hess looked to his companions, seeing his own suspicions mirrored on their faces. They had been through much in the last day, but how well did he truly know them? 

			‘The signs are very subtle, at first.’ Eris’ voice had faded to barely a whisper, and Hess found himself leaning in to catch her words. ‘There is no obvious physical corruption. Those possessed by the daemon simply become… more. Stronger, faster, luckier – they shrug off wounds that would fell lesser beings, their injuries heal more quickly. Soon, you become part of the thing’s mad tale, your will subsumed, your actions circumscribed by the bounds of the role it has given you.’ She let out a shuddering breath. ‘It cannot be defeated,’ she said again. 

			Hess shook his head. ‘There has to be a way. There is always a way.’

			With a heavy clatter Eris collapsed back to the floor, her eyes closed, her celestial beacon barely brighter than a candle. Hess knelt to press trembling fingers to the side of her neck, almost crying out when he felt a fluttery pulse. 

			‘There is a way.’ Thystra spoke from behind him.

			Hess glanced at the aelf. The sharp lines of her face combined with the sickly alchemical light to turn her scowl into something hard and cold. 

			Thystra took a slow breath as if to steady herself. ‘We have to kill the Stormcast.’

			Schmidt moved towards Eris’ prone body to shield her from the aelf, even as Hess took a horrified step back, drawing his weapons. 

			‘I am not tainted, captain.’ As if sensing Hess’ thoughts, Thystra spread her hands. ‘Eris will die – perhaps sooner, perhaps later, but either will be far too late for us. However, if she dies now, her soul will fly back to Azyr, carrying word of the evil here.’

			Hess frowned. ‘How do you know this?’

			‘I fought for many years with the armies of Sigmar,’ Thystra said quietly. ‘Long enough to see Stormcasts like her die and come back.’ She glanced at Schmidt. ‘Is that not what they taught you in the Order?’

			The priest nodded, eyeing the aelf warily. ‘It can take time. Sometimes years, decades even, but they do come back.’ 

			‘How will that help us?’ Hess asked. 

			‘She is a Knight Azyros, one of Sigmar’s heralds.’ Thystra held up a finger. ‘When her soul returns to whence it came they will know there is danger here. Aid will come.’

			Hess stood, backing away, his thoughts a tangled mess.

			Thystra nodded to where her axe leaned against one of the benches. ‘It will be quick, painless, better than the lingering fate that awaits her here.’

			‘I cannot believe we are even considering this.’ Schmidt stepped between her and the weapon. ‘To slay one of Sigmar’s chosen is the worst sort of heresy.’

			‘And when this daemon murders us all? What then, priest?’ The aelf tilted her head at Eris. ‘Do you think it will spare her?’ 

			‘I was banished from the Order for weakness of faith,’ Schmidt replied. ‘I will not make the same mistake here. You shall not touch Sigmar’s herald, aelf.’ 

			‘Blind fool.’ Thystra’s hand twitched towards her sword belt. 

			Schmidt’s gaze flicked to the blade at Thystra’s waist, then she raised her warhammer, eyeing the distance between them. 

			The sight of the two squaring off dispelled the panic that had snared Hess. He levelled his pistol at them. ‘Enough.’

			Thystra eyed him coolly, but the priest turned, lips twisted into a wild snarl like a woman possessed. Hess felt his finger tighten on the trigger. Schmidt had already proven herself susceptible to violence; if anyone had succumbed to the daemon’s influence it was the priest. Faith could be a shield, but it could also be a weakness. 

			Hess bit his lip. Fear would not guide his actions. He had been mistaken about Schmidt before; if he had believed the priest perhaps Flynn would still be alive. With a sigh, Hess released his grip on the pistol, letting it hang from one finger. 

			‘Calm yourselves.’ Hess raised his other hand, palm out. ‘I understand your trepidation, Schmidt, but I think Thystra is right. We face evil in its purest form.’ He gestured at Eris. ‘Our lives are nothing compared to the harm this creature could wreak if we allow it to escape. This is a being that gave even Holy Sigmar pause. We must oppose it with everything in our power – now, while we still can.’

			Schmidt shook her head as if to pull free of a noose. ‘This cannot be the way.’

			‘You see darkness all around. I know, I see it too,’ Hess said. ‘But, remember your Book of Dawn – faith can sometimes blind you. Look to your own shadow, Schmidt.’

			Schmidt flinched as if Hess had slapped her. The priest’s sigmarite warhammer lowered, her shoulders rounding. With a pained nod, she stepped aside.

			‘Outside.’ Thystra’s words were almost too soft to hear. ‘We must take her outside.’

			Together, they dragged Eris into the courtyard, laying her in one of the places Flynn had cleared of wreckage. Hess set her sword in one hand, her lantern in the other. Placing Eris’ helmet at her side, Hess stood back as Thystra stepped up and braced herself to behead the Stormcast.

			He forced himself to watch as the axe rose, the blade catching the morning light that crept over the fortress’ ruined walls. The stroke was clean and quick. Even though Hess had prepared himself, the whip crack of holy lightning made him cringe. There was a flash, then the sharp smell of scorched metal. 

			When the bright after-images cleared from Hess’ vision, nothing remained of the Stormcast’s body save a slash of soot-blackened stone and a fine spray of blood stippling the ground in a clear arc.

			It wasn’t until Hess saw Thystra’s uniform that he knew he had made a terrible mistake.
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			‘It had to be done.’ Thystra shouldered her axe, fixing Schmidt with a look that was part sympathy, part challenge. For her part, the former warrior priest had dropped to her knees, forearms together, fists clenched below her bowed head. Although her voice was too low for Hess to make out the words, he was sure Schmidt was praying. Hopefully the priest had enough grace left for them both.

			Hess took a slow step back, eyes on Thystra, trying to seem casual even as he cursed himself for a fool.

			‘Captain?’ Thystra turned, head cocked as she noticed Hess regarding her. 

			‘I have seen more people beheaded than I care to admit, both on and off the field. Blood goes everywhere, even if the stroke is clean.’ Hess nodded at the scorched patch of rock where Eris had lain. ‘And that was a clean stroke, Thystra.’

			She shrugged. ‘I was a Lion Ranger.’

			‘Aelves are stronger than men, yes, and Lion Rangers are famed for their axe work.’ Hess let his hands rest on his sheathed weapons, as if as an afterthought. ‘But seeing a cut like that got me thinking where I might have seen it before.’

			‘You said my people saved your life.’ The aelf’s tone was light, but there was an undercurrent of wariness in her stance. 

			‘That is not the sort of skill someone forgets.’ Hess nodded as he spoke, keeping his voice soft and friendly. ‘But I wasn’t talking about that.’

			‘Is that so?’ She edged a foot forward, widening her stance.

			Hess took a breath to steady himself. ‘Who slaughtered the ibuqs, Thystra?’ 

			There was no warmth in her smile. ‘Hanar.’

			Hess felt a surge of relief as Schmidt stopped her prayer to regard them. If it came to a fight, he hoped he could count on the priest. 

			‘That is what I thought, too,’ Hess said. ‘But the pieces don’t fit. For one, Hanar didn’t use an axe.’

			‘There are plenty of axes in the stores.’ The aelf glanced to the fort’s ruined outer wall, taking a lazy step towards it as if to better appraise the wreckage. The move put Schmidt in between them, potentially spoiling Hess’ shot. 

			‘And yet, there were none in the forge or the stables,’ Hess said. ‘I did not put it together then, what with Hanar and Flynn, and the tomb. But now I remember the wounds, the blood.’ 

			Hess sidestepped towards the arc of red that was all that remained of Eris, a move that cleared his line of fire. ‘Even if Hanar had found an axe, even if he had delivered those blows, he was a duardin – he would have been striking from below. The blood would have arced very differently.’

			Thystra snorted. ‘So, you believe I crept over to the stable while you and Flynn were staring at the pit, then beheaded half a dozen ibuq without making a sound or getting a drop of blood on me?’

			‘It seems far-fetched, I know, even for a Lion Ranger. The old Thystra would have been frozen at the sight of so much blood, but you… Well, I’m not so sure.’ Hess drew his weapons to punctuate the point. ‘Still, it wasn’t until you took Eris’ head that everything came together. Like I said, I’ve seen quite a few beheadings, and not once did the headsman come away clean, and never did they manage it on one stroke. But you just cut the head from a Stormcast Eternal, and look at your clothes.’ He pointed his pistol at the aelf. ‘Spotless.’

			Schmidt stood, hefting her warhammer as she stared at Thystra. 

			‘That is quite a tale.’ Thystra chuckled. ‘Let me spin you a more believable one. A disgraced captain is relegated to a backwater post. His career in tatters, his ambitions thwarted, he seeks a way out, any way out. Not one day after his arrival, his commanding officer is murdered. Even more conveniently, he rushes to her side, getting blood all over himself.’

			The priest took a step back, her gaze flicking to Hess. ‘Altenbach was sympathetic to my cause. Killing her would have gained me nothing,’ Hess said.

			‘That is not a denial, captain.’ Thystra slipped her axe from her shoulder. ‘At first, I thought Hanar had murdered the castellan, then I remembered her throat was slit from behind. Could you explain to us how a duardin smith managed to slip into Altenbach’s quarters without her knowing, then hop up to cut her throat in one clean slash?’ 

			Hess cursed inwardly as Schmidt shifted to regard them both. He might be able to shoot Thystra before she could close the distance, but that would leave him open to the priest’s attack. Meeting the aelf’s eyes, Hess could tell she was making the same dire calculation.

			‘We have been comrades for years, Schmidt,’ Thystra said to the priest. ‘How well do you know Captain Hess?’

			A bead of sweat traced an icy line between Hess’ shoulder blades. The urge to scream built behind his clenched jaw, desperation snarling his thoughts. He felt as he had at Beacon Field, watching his company burn; as he had when Lord Marshal Khir had thrown the slaughter in his face. Both times, Hess had lashed out, but Avul’s death had not quieted the screams, nor had punching Khir in his cowardly old mouth. If anything, it had made them louder. The bitter memories had quieted only after he’d come to the Grave of Heroes, after the shardstorm, after Altenbach, and Hanar, and Flynn, and Eris. 

			After the daemon had been freed.

			Like a horn call cutting through the din of battle, the answer echoed through Hess’ mind. Slowly, he spread his hands, letting his weapons clatter to the ground. ‘Do you not see? This is what the daemon wants.’

			Thystra paused, one thin brow arched. Schmidt stood with her mouth hanging open. For a moment, Hess thought he’d got through to them, but then Thystra shook her head. ‘The words of a guilty man grasping at straws.’

			The aelf stalked towards Hess. His weapons lay on the ground before him. Hanar’s hammer was still belted at Hess’ waist, but he knew he would not have time to draw. Dully, he wondered if he would feel anything when Thystra killed him.

			At least it would be quick, clean. Probably better than he deserved.

			‘The captain is correct.’ Someone spoke behind them. Strange harmonics threaded the voice, as if it were not one person talking but many. Still, there was something oddly familiar about it. ‘Witnessing you tear each other apart is exactly what I want.’

			Hess turned in surprise, the sight that greeted him snatching the breath from his lungs. 

			Altenbach’s statue emerged from the shadows of the keep, ducking through the open door to stand tall in the afternoon sun, at least a dozen feet of gold-flecked marble cast in heroic proportion. Its legs were sculpted with lithe musculature, feet shod in sandals with calf-high laces, its waist wrapped in a battle-kilt like the portrait of an athlete from the age of myth. The statue had donned a massive breastplate of gilded steel, the front worked with the strange, unholy sigil from the tomb below the fortress. 

			Hess’ gaze slid across the statue’s arms, unable to focus. Sometimes it had two, supple and well muscled, but as it moved there seemed to be many arms: some long and chitinous, with sharp, rasping claws; others seemingly boneless and studded with suckers; and still more swathed in glittering scales, their three-fingered hands ending in hooked talons – a profusion of implied limbs that made his eyes water from the strain of taking them all in. 

			But the face… The face was what caught his attention.

			The jawline was a little straighter, the nose not quite as hawkish and the eyes less deeply set. It was the face of a woman in the blush of youth rather than one sliding into middle age, but it was definitely, undeniably Altenbach.

			‘What do you think, captain?’ She turned her head, grinning, her profile as sharp as a freshly minted coin. ‘I finally found my face.’

			‘Sigmar preserve us…’ Schmidt took a step back, her warhammer held low by her side, apparently forgotten in her wide-eyed horror.

			Hess clawed at the collar of his shirt. The courtyard seemed to swirl around him, the air almost too thin to breathe. He tried to retrieve his weapons, to draw Hanar’s hammer from his belt, to call to his comrades, to run, but his limbs seemed frozen. It was all he could do to clench his jaw against the scream building in his throat.

			Thystra moved to Hess’ side, her axe gripped in white-knuckled hands, her gait awkward, as if her legs might give out at any moment. Hess was glad to have her there, all former animosity washed away by the sight of the thing that Altenbach had become. 

			‘What are you?’ The question slipped unbidden from Hess’ lips.

			‘I am what I always was – an artist,’ the daemon said.

			Never taking his eyes from the statue, Hess knelt to retrieve his weapons. ‘You are naught but a daemon.’

			‘That term is so limiting.’ The statue raised its arms, not so much moving as slipping from pose to pose. ‘I was here before your arrogant warrior-god sought to beat the Mortal Realms into submission. My noble champions were feted far and wide, their names on the lips of king and beggar alike. We fought alongside him, but the hammered god grew jealous of our deeds, for what mortal champion should stand as high as the divine?’

			‘That is not as we heard.’ Hess’ only thought was to buy time, although for what he had no idea. He gripped his weapons tighter, but the sword and pistol felt insignificant compared to the monstrosity that stood before them.

			‘From Sigmar’s Stormcast slave?’ Altenbach’s laugh was rich and bright.

			‘You are an abomination.’ Schmidt regarded the statue with naked revulsion, her hammer raised as if to strike it down.

			‘No, I am an embarrassment. A truth they would rather bury than acknowledge.’ The daemon with Altenbach’s face smiled at them, its tone turning conciliatory. ‘I believe that is something the three of you can understand.’ 

			‘After so long – why now?’ Thystra asked.

			Hess glanced towards the aelf. Her eyes were shadowed, her thin lips quirked in an expression that seemed almost resigned.

			‘I have the captain to thank for that.’ The statue gestured at Hess as if displaying a fine painting. ‘After years of cowards and cast-offs, they finally delivered me someone who understood what it meant to sacrifice others to the flames of ambition, someone who would stop at nothing to be remembered, to rise and never fall.’

			Thystra took a step back, her expression almost pained. ‘I thought…’

			‘Oh, I have not forgotten you, aelf.’ The statue spread its arms as if to gather them in. ‘You came to me broken, and I mended you, just as I did the others.’

			‘And Hanar?’ Hess asked. ‘Did you mend him?’

			‘The duardin had the ambition, but not the will.’ It shook its head regretfully.

			Hess felt his anger growing. ‘You murdered Flynn.’ 

			‘The Chamonian? Of course,’ the daemon replied. ‘A little tragedy to imbue just the right amount of gravity. To set the stakes, if you will.’ It gave a little flick of its hand as though brushing away some dust. ‘But enough of that. We have much more momentous things to discuss.’

			Hess scowled. ‘Such as?’ 

			‘Why, the forging of your legends, of course.’ Altenbach’s smile was perfect.

			‘You promise only slavery, daemon,’ Schmidt said, spitting at its feet. ‘I will take nothing from you.’

			‘But you already have, Valdemar. As has Thystra.’ The daemon glanced at Hess. ‘She did kill the ibuqs, if you were wondering, captain.’

			The daemonic statue stretched like a basking steelcat, seeming to revel in the wide-eyed horror of Hess and his companions. Smile dripping with cruel promise, it withdrew a small pouch from its breastplate and tossed it at Hess’ feet. 

			Dully, he nudged it with his boot. The pouch was surprisingly heavy, the contents shifting like coins. Hess did not need to look inside to know what it contained: thirty-four medals – comets, hammers and crossed blades picked out in precious metals, valour ribbons like bright punctuation in the story of his life.

			Hess swallowed, glancing at his companions. Schmidt held her warhammer in trembling hands. Thystra simply stared at the ground, head bowed, her shoulders rounded.

			‘I am sorry, captain.’ The aelf lifted her head to meet his gaze. ‘You cannot know what it was like.’

			‘I understand.’ He took a step towards her, hand extended. 

			‘No, you don’t. Your life is like a glowfly – one bright burst and you are gone.’ Thystra snapped her fingers with surprising vehemence. ‘I have been in the Grave for decades. You speak of flames, of scars, but I will carry mine beyond the lives of your grandchildren’s grandchildren. You will be dust and still my ghosts will haunt me.’ 

			Hess drew back his hand. ‘This is not the way, Thystra.’

			‘I cannot go back.’ She knuckled her eyes, then looked away. ‘I cannot face them.’

			Hess swallowed, his throat suddenly dry and tight. The fires burned in his thoughts, bright as the bronze Chamon sun overhead. Images came rushing back, painful as fresh brands. The smell of oil in the high grass, Andon’s questions, Korelai’s misgivings, the look that Big Surov had given Hess when he ordered the charge anyway. He had been thinking only of victory, only of himself. Even when Lord Marshal Khir had confronted him about the slaughter, Hess couldn’t understand – they had won, had ended the threat of Avul Thrice-Burnt’s heresy in one fell swoop.

			‘I was wrong.’ Stripped of justification, of poisoned ambition, Hess felt the weight of his actions truly settle on his shoulders. Letting out a shuddering breath, he cocked his pistol, turning to face Altenbach. ‘I am no hero.’

			‘I expected such foolishness from Schmidt, but I thought you were made of sterner stuff, captain.’ The daemon’s tone was regretful, but there was a slight uptick at the corner of Altenbach’s lips that seemed almost like approval. ‘Pity. It seems I will have to kill you after all.’
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			The report of Hess’ pistol was as loud as a cannon shot in the echoing confines of the courtyard. The statue moved quickly despite its considerable bulk, blurring to the left so the shot glanced from its breastplate, gouging a streak across the unholy sigil.

			Schmidt charged past him, bellowing an old Sigmarite battle hymn. 

			‘I fight for Sigmar’s glory!’ She swung her weapon around in a heavy overhand swing. ‘His great hand guiding mine.’ Sparks flew as the heavy hammer dented the daemon’s breastplate. 

			‘Through him I find victory.’ Schmidt pivoted as the daemon swiped at her, bringing her hammer down in a blow that sent webbed cracks spreading through the statue’s forearm. ‘My spirit made divine!’ 

			Thystra stood as if transfixed, jaw slack, her axe hanging from one hand.

			Realising he would not receive any help from the aelf, Hess dropped his pistol and charged, drawing Hanar’s hammer from the loop of his weapon belt. The haft was shorter than Hess was accustomed to, the wide grip meant for duardin rather than human hands, but it would still be far more effective against stone than Hess’ sabre. 

			He struck at the daemon’s thigh with sword and hammer, heavy, punishing strikes with little finesse. The marble cracked and flaked, a fleck of broken stone slicing across Hess’ cheek. He felt rather than saw the blow coming and threw himself to the side just in time to avoid the daemon’s clenched fist as it whipped through the air where his head had been but a moment before.

			Laughing, the daemon kicked up a spray of shardstorm debris. Hess threw up an arm to shield his face, but Schmidt caught the full brunt of the attack. 

			‘My god, he stands beside me, his strength–’ The priest’s battle chant faltered as the flechettes opened ragged cuts on her exposed flesh.

			Hess expected Schmidt to fall, but like a wounded bull she shook her head and charged once more. 

			‘It is my shield!’ Bleeding but undaunted, Schmidt skirted the daemon, her hammer shattering the statue’s other elbow. ‘With the fire of faith inside me, my soul shall never yield!’

			Hess scrambled after the warrior priest, notching his sword on the daemon’s wrist, then bringing his hammer around to widen the crack. More gold-flecked marble flaked away and the hand broke free. Suddenly handless, the daemon retreated with an irritated hiss. 

			The two of them pressed the attack, raining blows on the statue as the daemon tried to back away. It was not until Hess felt something curl around his ankle that he realised what he had forgotten.

			The daemon had not two arms, but many – a profusion of twisted limbs, chitinous, tenebrous, flesh and stone, all shifting in and out of view like heat mirages.

			The tentacle drew tight around Hess’ leg, snatching him from his feet. He hit the ground face first, the crack of his nose breaking accompanied by a flash of pain that brought tears to his eyes. The sabre clattered from his hand, but he hung doggedly to Hanar’s hammer even as the daemon dragged him through the jagged debris and up, twisting, into the air to hang upside down.

			Blood from his broken nose dripped into Hess’ eyes, his stomach as heavy as a cannonball. He clenched his jaw against an upswell of bile, wiping a sweaty hand across his eyes to clear them even as he flailed about with Hanar’s hammer.

			Schmidt grunted as one of the daemon’s chitinous claws closed around her chest and lifted her from the ground. She brought her hammer down, again and again, but without any leverage the blows were weak and ineffectual.

			The daemon turned to the priest, watching her struggles as a child might those of a particularly fascinating insect. Slowly, it closed its claw, and the priest’s breastplate began to buckle, metal squealing. Schmidt’s furious shout tapered into a stuttering gasp as she fought to draw breath.

			Hess dangled helplessly, unable to reach the daemon, barely able to see for the blood that streamed from his ruined nose. He noticed Thystra, still standing just a few paces away, her axe held low and forgotten, her gaze locked on Schmidt. As the priest began to scream, she flinched and looked away.

			‘Thystra!’ Hess shouted, his voice raw and ragged. ‘Do something.’

			‘I cannot.’ She shook her head violently, eyes squeezed shut. ‘There is no way back.’

			‘So you will stand by and let us die?’ Hess pleaded. 

			The aelf’s axe came up, but she didn’t move. 

			As if savouring the exchange, the daemon shifted its attention from Thystra to Hess.

			‘Your comrades – it was not your fault. You could not save them,’ Hess said. ‘But you can save us.’ 

			A single tear cut a path through the dusty grime on Thystra’s cheek, but the aelf would not meet Hess’ gaze. Desperately, he looked to Schmidt, and for a moment, thought the priest dead, until he heard her let out a wheezing curse. 

			‘At last,’ the daemon crooned, raising Hess to eye level. A taloned hand slipped from the fractured blur of its shoulder to stroke Hess’ cheek. He felt a warm trickle of blood creep from the slash it left behind. The statue’s smile was wide and satisfied, as though the daemon were a skilled craftsman appreciating a newly finished piece.

			Hess tried to twist away, but the tentacle held him fast. He felt the cold sting as the daemon caught him by the throat, then a terrifying numbness as its talons began to dig into the flesh of his neck.

			A loud crack pierced the choking miasma of Hess’ thoughts. The daemon lurched and the pressure on Hess’ throat suddenly relaxed. Sucking in a grateful gasp of air, he twisted to see Thystra’s axe crash again into the daemon’s left knee. 

			Any thoughts Hess might have had of being able to match the aelf in combat were dispelled in a moment of open-mouthed awe. Thystra moved more deftly than he would have believed possible, the heavy-headed axe seeming light as a duelling foil in her double-handed grip. She held the weapon with the blade reversed, the spike on the back like a pickaxe. Even as Hess watched she whipped the axe around again to smash another hunk of stone from the statue’s leg, driving the daemon to one knee.

			Rather than continue to strike at the injured joint, Thystra leapt, using the daemon’s thigh as a springboard to vault the intervening distance between her and where Hess hung. There was a wet thud as the tentacle’s rubbery flesh parted before the glittering edge of Thystra’s axe, then Hess was falling. 

			For the first time, he was ready for the shock. Hess tucked his shoulder, hitting the ground at a roll. Shardstorm detritus sliced through his clothes, the wounds like hot daggers in his back and legs. Dully, he stumbled to his feet, turning to see Thystra slip behind the staggered daemon, her axe a brilliant blur as it parried and cut at the thing’s myriad arms. 

			A glance at the statue’s perfect grin told Hess all he needed to know. Even with all her skill, it seemed all Thystra could do to keep the snatching claws at bay for a moment. 

			He gritted his teeth, helpless fury boiling up as he realised that, even together, there was no way they could overcome the fiend head-on. The key was to strike hard, withdraw, then attack from an unexpected direction. 

			Schmidt’s struggles were growing weaker, Thystra beset on all sides. Hess clapped a hand to his bleeding throat and ­stumbled towards the fray, knowing there was little he could do to tip the scales. 

			Altenbach’s smile mocked him, so he did the only thing he could think of. 

			Hanar’s hammer arced through the air, spinning end over end to crash into the statue’s elegantly chiselled face. It was not a perfect throw, but with all Hess’ strength behind it and the solid weight of the duardin’s warhammer, it did not need to be.

			The daemon reeled back, hands flying to its face as it let out a manic shriek. Seizing the momentary distraction, Thystra slipped to the side, hacking down at the claw that held Schmidt. Two quick strikes and the warrior priest rolled free to lay gasping on the ground. 

			‘It is too strong.’ Hess stumbled over to tug Schmidt away from the writhing daemon. ‘We must withdraw.’

			The priest gave an unsteady nod, snatching up her hammer, but Thystra shook her head. ‘Where can we run?’

			Hess glanced around. With the daemon’s size and strength they were at a disadvantage in the courtyard, but the tighter confines of the fortress’ halls would be harder for the thing to navigate. He nodded towards the keep. ‘Inside.’

			With a grunted affirmation, Schmidt staggered towards the door. Blood leaked from beneath the warrior priest’s battered breastplate. Her steps were irregular, unsteady, and she seemed to keep hold of her hammer through reflex alone.

			Hess followed for a few steps before realising Thystra wasn’t behind him. He glanced back to see the aelf hadn’t moved. 

			‘What are you doing?’ he shouted as the daemon rose to its feet behind her.

			‘I told you, captain. I cannot go back.’ With a sad smile, Thystra turned to face the cackling monstrosity. 

			Hess could only scream curses as the aelf charged, the blade of her axe flashing in the sunlight as it rose, fell, then rose again. Unable to watch, he turned to shamble towards the keep, the door barely visible through his tear-blurred eyes.

			‘Thystra?’ Schmidt asked as Hess stumbled inside. 

			Not trusting himself to speak, Hess only shook his head. Chanting a soft prayer, Schmidt joined him, and together they shut and barred the heavy iron door, then collapsed, panting, to the cold stone. 

			‘What now?’ Schmidt asked between wheezing breaths.

			‘That door won’t stop the daemon for long.’ Wincing, Hess pushed to his feet. ‘We need somewhere to hide and some time to think.’

			Schmidt thrust her chin towards the mess hall ‘The stores are deep. There are many hiding places.’

			‘The daemon seems to have Altenbach’s memories – the armoury will be the first place it looks.’ Hess paused as the glimmer of an idea shone through his scattered thoughts. ‘Follow me, Schmidt.’ 

			They limped through the mess hall and towards the stores, leaving a bloody trail – just as Hess had hoped. 

			Once inside, he swept a tarp from atop one of the piles of sundries, then, after tearing off a piece to bind his throat and another to press to his bloodied nose, he wrapped the remainder around Schmidt, bundling up the priest’s wounds. It might have been nerves, or the high of battle, but the pain of Hess’ injuries had faded to a dull ache. He took a few deep breaths, pushing down the discomfort. 

			‘The blood trail will lead that thing here,’ he said. ‘It will take some time for it to search the entire armoury.’

			Schmidt tucked the edges of the tarp into her belt. ‘Should we get more armour? Heavier weapons?’ 

			Hess regarded the racks of equipment, considering. Even full plate wasn’t likely to stop a blow from the daemon, and he was beginning to suspect they would need more than ­hammers to even have a chance at beating it. Hess snatched up a harness with a brace of pistols, then another for good measure. Checking the harness’ pouch, he found shot, flint and wadding, but there were no cartridges and the powder horn was empty. 

			‘All the powder was in the magazine.’ Schmidt spoke as if pronouncing a death sentence. ‘That thrice-damned duardin blew it up on purpose. I am sorry I didn’t notice his corruption.’

			‘Don’t blame yourself. You were the only one who–’ Hess took a quick breath, remembering. Not all the powder was gone. 

			‘Follow me.’ Hess broke into a shambling run, grinning over his shoulder at Schmidt’s puzzled frown. ‘Schmidt, you might have just saved our lives.’
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			‘Careful, careful,’ Hess whispered as he and Schmidt tipped the bucket of jagged metal shards into the barrel of black powder. They had done their best to pick out all the chips of flint; even the smallest spark would turn the forge into a fireball. 

			‘Your aelf friend is dead.’ The daemon’s voice echoed through the fortress, muffled somewhat by the barred and barricaded door of the forge. From the clatter and scraping, it sounded as if the thing still searched the halls, but the keep was small enough that Hess was under no illusions about how long they could remain hidden.

			‘Thystra died slowly. Just like her Ranger comrades.’ Its laugh had an unearthly timbre that seemed to resonate deep within Hess’ chest. ‘She called for you at the end, both of you.’

			‘Sigmar spare me from evil – my life is but a candle, lost amidst your holy light.’ Schmidt muttered the prayer, her cheeks reddening. 

			‘It goads us,’ Hess whispered.

			With a nod, Schmidt seemed to collect herself then pressed a swatch of oilcloth over the mix of powder and shrapnel, softly tamping it down with the head of her hammer. Together, they lowered the barrel’s lid, then wedged it back into place.

			Schmidt wiped the sweat beaded on her forehead. ‘Wonderful. Now, tell me again how we set this off without killing ourselves?’

			Hess examined the makeshift fuse he had twisted together from a length of waxed cord. It seemed about the right length to give them half a minute or so, but he was no engineer – the fuse could burn twice as long, or ignite the bomb the moment they lit it.

			‘Now, where would two cowards hide?’ The daemon’s tone had become playful, mocking. Its voice was like an insect crawling up the back of Hess’ neck. ‘Really, this is beneath you.’

			Hess swallowed a curse, forcing his attention back to the matter at hand. ‘The fuse could work. We just need to figure out a way to keep the daemon in the forge long enough for the powder to detonate.’

			‘There are too many variables.’ Schmidt shook her head, swallowing. ‘This is our only chance. I’ll stay here and light the powder myself.’

			Hess frowned. ‘There has to be a better way.’

			They regarded each other for a long moment. 

			Hess leaned back, chewing on his lip. ‘What do we know of this daemon?’

			Schmidt straightened. ‘It is an unholy abomination, banished by the divine will of Sigmar.’

			‘Well, yes.’ Hess gave a thin smile. ‘But what else? There has to be something we can use.’

			Schmidt shrugged. ‘It thinks it is a hero?’

			‘No, not quite.’ Hess massaged the back of his neck with one hand. ‘Eris called it “Mother of Heroes”, remember? I don’t think it wants to be a hero, so much as make them. Like the mosaics down in the tomb – the men and women in them were champions. It feeds on ambition, on legends.’

			‘So even if we defeat Altenbach, the daemon will just find another pawn.’ Schmidt frowned, shoulders rounding. ‘It is like Eris said, there will always be men and women of ambition for it to prey upon. There will always be heroes.’ 

			‘This daemon has a physical form, but it draws its strength from an idea.’ Hess chewed his lip, considering. ‘We need to figure out a way to destroy not just the creature but its history, its legend.’

			‘It lives through its heroes.’ Schmidt made a fist, eyes wide. ‘The tomb.’

			‘Yes.’ Hess clapped his hands together, then winced at the sound. 

			‘That should certainly be enough powder to do it.’ Schmidt glanced at the bomb. ‘Now the only problem is, how do we roll this barrel of high explosives across the courtyard, lower it down into the chasm, get it to the tomb, lure the daemon after us, trap it long enough for the bomb to detonate, then escape – all without having our heads ripped off?’

			Hess sat back, grinning. ‘I might have an idea about that.’ 

			The eyes of the silver-and-bronze faces seemed to follow Hess as he sauntered up to the wall. Glittering from the shadows of the gatehouse tunnel, they were imperturbable in their steely regard – row upon row of heroes, their legends little more than ash carried on the wind. He wondered about all they had done, all they had seen.

			All they had sacrificed. 

			Hess compulsively checked his pistols – four of them, loaded, primed and secured in the harness crisscrossing his chest. 

			Closing his eyes, Hess took a few deep breaths to steady himself, his hands tight on the haft of Thystra’s axe. It had been laying a few paces away from her crumpled body, the handle cracked, the edge notched in a dozen places, but still Hess had felt the need to slip across the courtyard to recover the weapon.

			Robbed of life, Thystra’s body had seemed little more than a bloody wisp, her aelven slenderness making her appear almost emaciated. Thankfully, she’d fallen facing away from the weapon. Hess did not know if he could stand to meet her dead gaze, terrified of what he might see – pain, regret, betrayal.

			Now, he stood before the gate, axe in hand. Soon, one way or another, it would all be over. 

			The daemon was still inside the keep. Schmidt had prayed for a miracle, and it seemed she had received one. It was by Sigmar’s divine grace alone that Hess and Schmidt managed to lower the heavy powder keg into the chasm without alerting the abomination, but that was all about to change.

			Hess heard a scrape from the chasm, then the sound of boots hitting tile. There was a moment of held breath, then Schmidt’s voice rang out from below, muffled, but clearly audible.

			‘Now!’

			With a deep breath, Hess brought the axe down to smash one of the faces. There was steel beneath the bronze, or perhaps the metal was alloyed with some harder material, but it took Hess several ringing chops to reduce the mask to slag. Eris had called the creature ‘Mother of Heroes’. Hess only hoped his suspicion was correct – that these were the missing faces from the mosaics in the tomb below, that they were the daemon’s heroes, its children.

			Grimly, Hess moved on to the next face, and the next. He was just taking aim at the face of a woman with high, arching brows and a wolfish aspect when the daemon spoke behind him.

			‘Anaura Moon-touched.’ 

			Hess turned to regard the thing. It had not emerged from the fight with Thystra wholly unscathed. The daemon favoured its right leg, the left knee cracked almost all the way through. A number of its arms were missing, the blurred space around its shoulders where the extra limbs resided held more than a few bleeding stumps. The daemon’s face – for Hess could not think of it as Altenbach’s any longer – was a flaking ruin. Hess’ hammer throw had crushed its nose and spread thin fractures through the statue’s cheeks, fine as the patina on an ancient oil painting. Still, if the wounds inconvenienced it, the creature gave no sign.

			‘Anaura rode upon a serpent of silvered light, her hair pale as her armour, bright as a fallen star in the gloom.’ The daemon smiled as if recalling a fond memory. ‘She slew the Twin Kings, wight lords of dusk and dawn, and freed a nation from eternal twilight. They would have made her queen, but she refused.’

			‘Is that so?’ Hess gave a tight-lipped smile. If the daemon wanted to reminisce, he was happy to listen. Every moment it spent talking was one more for Schmidt to set the explosives and repair the wards at the tomb’s entrance.

			‘Anaura wished for nothing but to be free.’ The daemon regarded the ruined visage. ‘This world may have forgotten her, but I remember all my heroes.’ 

			‘Heroes?’ Hess snorted. ‘You mean pawns.’

			‘I never made anyone do anything they did not wish to.’ The daemon’s lips twitched into a smile that appeared almost wistful. ‘I wonder if Sigmar could say the same.’ 

			‘I do not presume to judge the motives of a god.’

			‘And therein lies the problem,’ the creature said with a dismissive toss of its head, a move so much like Altenbach that Hess was momentarily taken aback. ‘You call me a daemon because you have been told to.’ It touched the broken symbol on its breastplate. ‘The priests of Sigmar look at my master’s followers and see gluttons and hedonistic mystery cults, but Slaanesh is so much more. It embodies not only desire and decadence, but also perfection. And is that not what Sigmar seeks as well?’

			Hess could muster no reply, so he settled for simply glaring at the thing.

			‘Your priest has abandoned you.’ It gave a chilling grin. ‘Just like your god.’

			The daemon hadn’t moved, and yet it seemed somehow closer. Hess squared his shoulders, trying to keep his back straight even as a tiny, animal voice in the back of his head shrieked at him to flee.

			‘Poor, foolish Schmidt.’ It loomed over him. ‘Who would have thought conviction such a poor buttress to courage.’

			‘I wouldn’t know.’

			‘Are you not a man of faith, captain?’ 

			‘I prefer to place my trust in more tangible things. Comrades, cannons.’ He brandished Thystra’s axe. ‘Cold steel.’

			The daemon’s laugh was bright and clear as the peal of a festival bell. ‘I knew I liked you, Hess. Are you sure you do not wish for your command back?’

			Hess made no reply, teeth gritted against the upswell of poisonous delight he felt at the idea of Lord Marshal Khir being led away in chains. He wanted nothing more than to see his name cleared, to ride with his old comrades again, to see his mother and father as proud as they had been the day he had earned his captaincy. 

			If only the price were not so high.

			‘I’ll never join you.’ Hess’ words came out soft and weak, his voice little more than a hoarse rasp. 

			‘Oh, my dear captain.’ The daemon’s grin slipped, its tone suddenly sober. ‘You already have.’

			Unable to abide the thing’s lies any longer, Hess hurled Thystra’s axe. The notched aelven blade glittered in the coppery light as it spun towards the daemon. As he had expected, the creature slipped from the weapon’s path. The dodge bought Hess time to draw his first brace of pistols.

			This close, there was no chance for the daemon to evade. 

			The first shot hit it in the shoulder, exploding through its myriad shifting limbs in a spray of golden ichor. The second struck its already cracked leg – not a perfect shot, but enough to drop the thing to one knee. Still, the daemon somehow managed to lunge as he sprinted by, one taloned hand cutting close enough to stir the hair on the back of his head. 

			Sweat stung Hess’ eyes, the headlong rush reopening the cuts on his ankle and face. He dropped his pistols, drawing the second brace. His breath came in wheezing gasps, the air suddenly seeming too thin. He skirted a drift of jagged shrapnel, then flinched as the daemon kicked through the pile with a clattering roar.

			The chasm was still a dozen paces ahead, the daemon close enough that Hess could feel the tremor of its stomping footfalls through the ground. It shrieked and cackled, voice shifting from Altenbach’s airy tone to a deep, resonating basso. 

			Hess twisted to squeeze off a shot, far too wide. In desperation, he threw his pistol at the daemon, only to have the thing bat the weapon aside with contemptuous ease.

			A tentacle coiled around his waist, drawing tight enough to send jolts of pain arcing up his spine. How could Hess have ever thought he could escape this thing? 

			Grimly, he pressed the barrel of his last remaining pistol against the rubbery flesh. The report left his ears ringing, the powder flash sending bright after-images dancing across his vision. With an otherworldly shriek, the daemon tossed Hess to the ground, the spatter of bright, golden blood from the wounded limb pattering across the back of his breastplate. Gasping in a grateful breath, he rolled to his knees, searching for the rope through blurry vision. The daemon’s roar was the crash of a burning building toppling in on itself, its heavy footfalls the toll of a funeral bell. 

			Hess’ questing fingers found the rough-woven rope, and he gripped it, hoping it was the right one. 

			With a shout he rolled into the chasm. There was a moment of weightlessness as the world spun, then the rope went taut, cutting into the flesh of Hess’ palms. He slammed against the chasm wall hard enough to knock the breath from his lungs. His bruised chest flared with the sharp stab of newly broken ribs. 

			He kicked off the wall, letting the rope play through his hands. They left smears of blood upon the coarse cord. 

			‘What of your deeds? Your medals?’ The daemon called from above. ‘This cowardice ill suits you.’

			Hess clenched his jaw against the agonised scream building in his throat. Still, the rope cut deeper than the daemon’s taunts. Hess had never been one for the melee, the bloody press of bodies – charge and withdraw, skirmish and flank, it was the pistolier’s way. 

			He hit the ground with a bone-jarring thud, barely catching himself before he could topple forward. A trickle of pebbles and dust rained down on Hess’ head, and he turned to see the daemon climbing down the wall of the chasm. It moved like an insect, strange arms spread wide to find cracks and protrusions, and yet there was an odd delicacy about its descent. It came slowly, testing its weight with each move as if afraid to dislodge or mar any of the mosaics on the tunnel walls. 

			Hess sprinted down the length of the chasm, hands clenched into bloody, painful fists. His chest felt tight and congested. Each gasping breath sent a stab of agony radiating through his side. And yet, somehow, he managed a shambling run.

			Schmidt had left a lantern up ahead, the alchemical light casting sickly shadows across the mosaics. 

			Images of heroes flashed by Hess, armour and weapons brilliant in the lambent glow, their faces gone, all replaced with the daemon’s foul sigil – just as their legends had been consumed by the creature. He bent to scoop up the lantern, hissing in pain as the handle bit into the raw flesh of his palm. 

			‘Face me.’ The daemon thudded to the tiles at the far end of the chasm.

			Hess groaned, willing his numb legs to propel him forward, step after staggering step. He just needed to get it into the tomb. 

			‘I can promise you a fight for the ages,’ the daemon said, its footfalls loud in the echoing confines of the chasm. ‘You deserve better than this slow, slovenly death.’

			Hess swallowed against the raw, primal terror twisting in his gut. Let the daemon play its games, as long as it followed. He staggered through the door leading to the inner crypt, dodging around canted pillars and faceless, unadorned sarcophagi. His breath came in whooping gasps, his hands and legs moving as though they were carved from stone, and still he pushed on, praying that he had bought Schmidt enough time to repair the wards.

			He glanced back, relieved to see the daemon still stalked after him. It moved deliberately, careful to slip between the unstable pillars holding up the ceiling of the tomb, and to step over the sarcophagi. 

			Dust stung Hess’ already raw throat. A coughing fit caused him to stumble, his hand leaving a bloody smear on the ­jumbled text inscribed on a nearby sarcophagus. 

			The daemon gave an irritated hiss. ‘At least do yourself the courtesy of not leaving a mess. You sully the tales of your betters.’

			With a start, Hess realised he could understand the inscriptions. Strange symbols reordered into familiar words, almost as if they wanted to be read. They were as the daemon said – legends of great deeds done by heroes millennia dead. Those who buried them had left no record, no trace, hoping to forget. But the daemon would not let them, could not let them. How long must it have taken the thing to inscribe them? He imagined it down here, decade after decade, slowly scratching each hero’s story into their tomb.

			At last, Hess knew how to hurt it.

			With a snarl, he drew his dagger, scraping it across the writing. 

			‘Defiler!’ For the first time, the daemon’s scream held true anger. ‘You spit upon true heroes.’

			Something heavy crashed into Hess’ back and sent him tumbling across the floor. He slammed against a pillar, blinking through dust-caked eyes as he scrabbled towards the broken door at the far end of the chamber. He could see it through the clearing dust, the wards picked out in rusty iron and lead – not gold, Hess understood now, nothing to catch the eye, to kindle the spirit. The door stood open and empty, Schmidt nowhere to be seen.

			The barrel sat nearby, nestled against the base of one of the large columns, the orange-white light of its sputtering fuse like a flare in the sickly shadows. 

			Hess rolled painfully to his knees, standing although his legs felt as weak as wet clay. He waved his light in an attempt to distract the daemon from the barrel, but it knocked the lantern from his hand.

			It turned to regard the powder keg. ‘Captain, it seems I have misjudged you. This was quite the plan.’

			The daemon knelt to pluck the fuse from the keg, pinching out the flame between two long-nailed fingers. 

			Spitting blood, Hess gripped his dagger in shaking hands and crawled over to scratch it across the writing on the nearest sarcophagus.

			‘Don’t ruin this moment with petulance.’ The daemon knelt next to him, and, with a frown that was almost maternal, it gently set him on his feet. ‘Die like a warrior. On your feet, weapon in hand.’

			A flutter of motion by the door caught Hess’ attention, but when he glanced over there was no one there. With a sigh, he tossed the dagger away. It was probably too much to hope for a miracle.

			‘Stubborn.’ The daemon’s tone almost seemed to carry a hint of respect. ‘We could have done such great things.’

			Hess spat a gobbet of blood at its feet. ‘My apologies.’

			The daemon took him by the throat. ‘Are you sure you won’t change your mind. Together, we could–’

			‘Enough,’ Hess rasped. ‘You really can’t help yourself, can you?’

			The daemon’s scowl turned ugly even as its grip tightened.

			Hess felt his vertebrae shift under the pressure, the edges of his vision curling up like a dry leaf. It surprised him that his last thoughts were not of his comrades, his battles, the day he’d won his spurs, nor even of Lord Marshal Khir, but of the dead. 

			He wondered if they would be waiting for him.

			Distantly, he heard shouting, a high, angry cry, the clatter of weapons hitting armour, the scream of the wounded. All around was green light, the glow of flames, a pyre of hateful shadows curling in upon themselves. 

			Through the haze, Hess felt the daemon stagger. 

			He blinked away the burning after-images to see Schmidt. The warrior priest smashed her hammer at the daemon’s waist, again and again, like a woman felling a tree. At last, the unnatural marble seemed to give, and the daemon fell.

			Hess’ surroundings came roaring back, each gasped breath seeming to open the door of his senses wider and wider. Strong hands dragged Hess to his feet, Schmidt’s face bobbing into view. ‘Can you walk, captain?’

			‘Barely.’ Hess leaned heavily on the priest as they shuffled towards the warded door. It felt as if he were watching his body from afar, his movements as loose and jerky as a badly stringed puppet. He took a limping step towards the door, then paused. It was not enough to escape – even if Schmidt had repaired the wards, the daemon could just get out through the chasm.

			He pushed away from the priest. ‘The powder.’

			Casting about Hess spied his discarded lantern and lunged for it. The alchemical flame had diminished, but thankfully still burned. 

			‘You think this will stop me?’ There was a crash from behind as the daemon struggled to rise, and fell back. Schmidt’s blows had pulverised its waist, its legs dragging behind as it crawled towards them. ‘I only require another body.’

			Hess rejoined Schmidt, and together they pressed for the warded door. The daemon’s claws shrieked across the tiles as it clawed after them. Schmidt made as if to turn back, but Hess pushed her through the door, then spun to hurl the lantern at the powder barrel. It hit with a dull crash, green flames spreading over the top of the keg.

			Hess lunged through the door, then stooped to help Schmidt to her feet. Arm in arm, they shambled down the tunnel, the daylight ahead seeming an unreachable promise. He could almost feel the daemon closing on them, its arms outstretched, talons flexing. Every step seemed to drag, as though they were wading through thick liquid. Hess’ hands were numb, his chest screaming with every shallow breath. The back of his neck prickled with the nearness of the creature. A heartbeat, perhaps two, and it would be on them.

			There was a flash of golden light from behind them, the dusty air of the cave filling with the smell of scorched metal.

			‘Praise Sigmar, the wards held,’ Schmidt said between rattling breaths. 

			‘You are nothing!’ Shrieking, the daemon hurled itself against the wards again and again. ‘You will die unremembered, no more than a mote of dust in the world’s eye.’

			For once, Hess ignored it.

			The explosion sucked the breath from Hess’ lungs, a tidal wave of smoke and dust plucking him from his feet. Schmidt was torn from his grip. He was carried rattling down the tunnel like a piece of metal in a shardstorm. It was all Hess could do to shield his head as he tumbled across the hard stone, the world spinning. 

			Then he was out into the light, the air. 

			Hess skittered down the mountainside in an avalanche of rust and shale, tumbling over and over until he at last came to rest in the sheltering shadow of a rocky defile. It was agony to breathe and the air was full of settling debris, but it was still the sweetest he had ever tasted. He lay there for what seemed an eternity, waiting for death to finally put an end to his pain.

			Over the ringing in his ears, he could hear the rumble of falling rock, the distant boom of the crypt collapsing in on itself, burying the daemon and its poisonous legends under thousands of tonnes of rock and metal. 

			Hess grinned through the pain, his eyes misty with tears of relief. 

			‘Thystra, Flynn, we did it.’ His words were barely a whisper. ‘By Sigmar, we did it.’
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			The Grave of Heroes lay in ruins – the outer wall cracked in a dozen places, the gatehouse listing to one side and the central keep collapsed into the rusty ground. Even so, the sight made Hess content. With any luck, nothing of the daemon’s tomb had survived.

			He half crawled, half limped up to the gatehouse. It had taken the better part of the afternoon to dig himself free of the rubble and shamble his way up the old Lantic Road. He had seen no sign of Schmidt apart from a long smear of blood across the face of one of the pitted boulders. Hess had not the strength to search; the priest was certainly dead – just like Hess should have been.

			The gatehouse had partially fallen, the gate itself crushed beneath falling stone and metal, the entrance little more than a shallow cave speckled with jagged shardstorm debris. The sun was just dipping below the peaks, the pitted iron of the wall still warm from the day’s heat. It would get cold soon, but that was a problem for later. 

			For now, it just felt good to sit.

			There was a scrape from the shadows inside the gatehouse, boots on stone. Hess half turned to see Schmidt shuffle into the light. Any surprise he felt at the priest’s survival was eclipsed by the site of the woman’s injuries. The priest looked as bad as Hess felt, her face a mass of bruises, her breastplate gone, one arm bound to her chest in a makeshift sling, and a nasty-looking slash running up her thigh.

			‘You survived.’ Schmidt put no weight on her injured leg, hopping over to slump down against the wall across from Hess.

			Hess shrugged, then winced at a flare of pain from his wounds. ‘Just lucky, I guess.’ 

			‘Luck?’ Schmidt snorted. ‘That was a damned miracle. The explosion should have torn us apart.’

			‘I suppose Sigmar must still have plans for us.’ Hess swallowed, unsettled by a growing sense of apprehension he was not able to properly articulate. As if in response to some unnatural signal, he noticed for the first time an odd weight inside his shirt. Snaking a hand inside, he withdrew a small bag, its contents clinking softly in his grip. 

			Strange, he didn’t remember retrieving his medals.

			‘Think you’ll earn another battle honour for this, captain?’ Schmidt’s throaty chuckle descended into a series of rasping coughs. 

			Hess regarded the sack. If word got out he had helped destroy a daemon it would mean more than a parade. Khir would have no choice but to give him his company back. Better, it would put the lord marshal in the awkward position of either appearing like a fool for banishing Hess, or having to claim it had been his plan all along. The latter would certainly need Hess’ active participation, which would give him quite a bit of leverage over Khir – enough perhaps for the lord marshal to give Hess his own command.

			Hess’ thoughts spun at the possibilities, or perhaps it was just the blood loss. He opened the bag. Gold and silver medals glittered in the dying light, brighter even than Hess remembered. 

			It was everything he had wanted, and more. 

			The joy came bittersweet, however. He had not done it alone. 

			‘I shall see to it that Thystra and Flynn receive a hero’s–’ Hess caught himself. ‘Are buried with full honours.’

			The priest nodded heavily. ‘It is only right.’

			‘And you, Schmidt,’ Hess said. ‘The priesthood will certainly look favourably upon your valour.’ 

			‘If we survive long enough for help to come.’ The priest returned Hess’ smile, her teeth stained a dark red. ‘And if we remain untainted.’ 

			Hess frowned at the implication. Suddenly, his medals didn’t seem to shine so brightly, thoughts of his new command vanishing like smoke in the breeze. Like a serpent uncoiling, a terrible idea rose in Hess’ thoughts. 

			‘Do you think the daemon is truly gone, captain?’ Schmidt asked.

			Hess grunted, jerking his head at the toppled fort. ‘Nothing could have survived that.’

			‘What if that was the point?’ Schmidt asked. 

			‘What do you mean, Schmidt?’

			‘Eris said the daemon couldn’t be killed, that it didn’t possess so much as inhabit ambition.’ Schmidt forged on, as if needing to get the words out. ‘What if Altenbach’s statue was just another pawn? What if this is not the end of the story but the beginning?’

			Hess licked his chapped lips, considering. ‘Even if the daemon was as Eris described, all record of it is gone. Its legend is dead.’

			‘Not in here.’ Schmidt tapped her head, then pointed to Hess. ‘Or there.’

			‘But we buried that abomination, destroyed its accursed tomb.’ Hess’ words came out like a plea. ‘That has to be enough.’

			Hess let out a slow, rattling breath, seeming to sink in on himself. 

			‘It has to.’

			They sat in silence for a long time. Hess knew the realisation should have troubled him, but all he could manage was a strange sense of anticipation. He had done the right thing, had not succumbed to the daemon’s temptations. It had no power over him, now or ever. A lightness filled his chest, warmth spreading through his limbs, the pain of his injuries seeming to recede before the bright promise of his future. 

			‘Captain?’ the priest asked, her voice little more than a whisper.

			‘Yes?’ Hess could almost hear the laughter of his comrades, the beat of hooves on earth and stone, the crack of pistols, the cheers, the adulation as the crowd chanted his name over, and over, and over.

			‘I know Thystra killed the ibuqs and Hanar weakened the magazine, but that daemon needed to be summoned, to be bound. The bloody sigils in Altenbach’s quarters were ritualistic. The daemon had no form before it possessed the statue – it could not have written them itself.’ Schmidt shifted, lips working as if she were trying to spit out something bitter. ‘How could the castellan have scrawled all that blasphemy with a slit throat?’

			Hess narrowed his eyes. ‘What are you getting at, Schmidt?’

			Schmidt met Hess’ gaze. ‘Did you murder Castellan Altenbach?’

			‘No.’ Hess leaned forward, somehow calm despite the heat, the pain, the rising terror. ‘What about you, Schmidt? Where were you when the castellan was killed?’

			‘Praying.’ Schmidt blanched, glancing away. ‘At least I think I was.’ 

			Hess scanned the ground around them. He had lost his dagger in the tomb, but the earth was still littered with razor-sharp chunks of shardstorm debris. 

			‘If there is even the slightest chance the daemon yet lives in us…’ Schmidt gave a weak cough, her face contorting in pain even as blood speckled the ragged remains of her robe. ‘We must tell the Order.’

			Hess gave a solemn nod, shifting as though his wounds pained him to hide his hand as he palmed a sharp bit of iron.

			Schmidt sat with a relieved smile. Her breaths were coming quicker now – short, wheezing gasps that spoke to Hess of broken ribs, perhaps even a punctured lung. She might die before help arrived. 

			If Schmidt survived long enough to tell her tale to the Order of Azyr, nothing else would matter. The Order would not care that they had defeated the daemon, that they had won. If there was any chance either of them was tainted, they would be executed. A cold dread spread through Hess, sitting in his stomach like lead shot.

			‘Your leg.’ He edged closer, nodding at the long gash in Schmidt’s thigh. ‘It is bleeding again.’

			Schmidt glanced down, her head lolling forward before snapping up again like someone fighting sleep. ‘So it is.’

			Hess tore a dirty strip of linen from the remains of his shirt and knelt to press it against the wound.

			Schmidt looked up at him, her gaze clouded from pain and blood loss. ‘You’re a good man, Hess. I am proud to call you captain.’

			She might have said more, but all Hess could hear was Khir’s laughter. He thought of his companions, his parents, the shame they would feel. No matter that Hess had slain the daemon and destroyed its accursed tomb; no matter that he was the hero of a dozen battles, honoured and decorated. He would be stricken from the Freeguild rolls, his deeds torn from the records, his name, his life, his legend forgotten. 

			It would be as if Captain Byrun Hess had never drawn breath.

			The shard of jagged iron cut deep into Hess’ palm as he tightened his grip. He felt a hot trickle of blood creep down his knuckles, but the pain was nothing compared to the thought of being erased. Of having no chance to reclaim his standing. To once again seek glory in Sigmar’s name. Grunting from the effort, Hess thrust the makeshift blade into Schmidt’s side. She lurched, choking on the blood that filled her mouth. A gout of crimson fountained from the priest’s side, making the metal slippery, but Hess bore down, working the jagged iron deeper even as Schmidt beat at him. 

			‘It is better this way,’ Hess whispered as her struggles slowed. ‘I will see to it you are remembered, honoured.’

			Schmidt’s eyes sought Hess’, her gaze pinioning his with a fierce intensity.

			‘Rest, now. You will be a hero, Schmidt.’ Tears pricked the corners of Hess’ eyes. He could feel himself grinning, wide and proud. ‘We all will.’

			Schmidt gave one last heave and fell still, the blood slowing to a trickle, before stopping altogether. 

			Panting, Hess pushed to his feet. He regarded Schmidt’s body – battered and blood-soaked as she was, it would be difficult to determine which wound had killed her.

			Hess felt a twinge of guilt as he tossed the bloody bit of iron into a crack in the ground. Not a heroic deed, by far, but Hess wasn’t concerned.

			In the end, all that mattered – all that ever mattered – was the story he would tell. 

			As if to punctuate that thought, a series of sharp cracks echoed from the ruined walls of the Grave, azure flashes so bright Hess had to shield his eyes. When his vision cleared, he saw a dozen tall, silver-armoured forms fan out across the courtyard, mighty blades, bows and hammers raised as they advanced across the broken rock. Unlike Eris, their armour was intact, their shields showing a gold hammer with twin lightning bolts set against a rich blue background. 

			Just in time.

			At the sight of the Stormcast Eternals, Hess felt as if a terrible pressure had been lifted from his chest. They were Sigmar’s chosen, heroes in gleaming plate, wise and steadfast, armed with the weapons of the gods. They would know what to do. And yet, he couldn’t help but remember the mosaics in the tomb – other champions, other heroes.

			Straightening his shoulders, Hess limped out to meet them, his footfalls lost amidst the heavy tread of sigmarite-shod feet, the snap of cloaks in the breeze, the creak of blessed armour. 

			At the sight of him, the Stormcasts raised their weapons, their noble voices carrying through the clear mountain air, words lost amidst the pounding of blood in Hess’ ears. They were all around him now, a wall of silver and blue, their gleaming masks fierce in the light of dawn.

			‘Worry not. The daemon has been destroyed, as have any who succumbed to its dark influence.’ Hess raised his hands, unafraid. He knew they would recognise one of their own, see all the great things he had done, all the deeds he would yet accomplish.

			The heroes might have finally arrived, but this was still Hess’ story.
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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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