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			From the maelstrom of a sundered world, the Eight Realms were born. The formless and the divine exploded into life.

			Strange, new worlds appeared in the firmament, each one gilded with spirits, gods and men. Noblest of the gods was Sigmar. For years beyond reckoning he illuminated the realms, wreathed in light and majesty as he carved out his reign. His strength was the power of thunder. His wisdom was infinite. Mortal and immortal alike kneeled before his lofty throne. Great empires rose and, for a while, treachery was banished. Sigmar claimed the land and sky as his own and ruled over a glorious age of myth.

			But cruelty is tenacious. As had been foreseen, the great alliance of gods and men tore itself apart. Myth and legend crumbled into Chaos. Darkness flooded the realms. Torture, slavery and fear replaced the glory that came before. Sigmar turned his back on the mortal kingdoms, disgusted by their fate. He fixed his gaze instead on the remains of the world he had lost long ago, brooding over its charred core, searching endlessly for a sign of hope. And then, in the dark heat of his rage, he caught a glimpse of something magnificent. He pictured a weapon born of the heavens. A beacon powerful enough to pierce the endless night. An army hewn from everything he had lost. 

			Sigmar set his artisans to work and for long ages they toiled, striving to harness the power of the stars. As Sigmar’s great work neared completion, he turned back to the realms and saw that the dominion of Chaos was almost complete. The hour for vengeance had come. Finally, with lightning blazing across his brow, he stepped forth to unleash his creation.

			The Age of Sigmar had begun.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			The Crawling City

			Skuralanx the Scurrying Dark, the Cunning Shadow, servant of the Great Corruptor, verminlord and blessed child of the Horned Rat, crept on stealthy hooves through the dead temple towards its central chamber. The daemon’s massive frame was heavily muscled beneath his mangy hide, and his bifurcated tail lashed in equal parts annoyance and excitement as he ducked his many-horned, fleshless skull beneath a cracked archway.

			He crawled, skulked, scurried and slunk through the shadows cast by the eternal lightning-storm which swirled about the cracked domes and shattered towers. Writhing streaks of lightning cascaded down broken statues or struck the pockmarked plazas of the temple-complex. The sky above was a knot of painful, shimmering cobalt clouds, and the daemon avoided the sight of it as much as possible.

			The mortals who had built this place called it the Sahg’gohl – the Storm-Crown of the City-Worm. A fitting name, Skuralanx thought, for a place where the air stank of iron and the elemental heat of Azyr. Within the domed central chamber was a door to that realm, and it wept forever in fury. Perhaps that explained the lightning. Skuralanx didn’t know and didn’t particularly care. Such doorways could be twisted out of shape and off-path with ridiculous ease, if one knew the trick of it.

			But that was not his purpose here. Not yet at any rate. He was no brutish Warbringer or treacherous Warpseer, looking to conquer for conquest’s sake. No, he was a child of the Great Witherer, born of blessed foulness and blighted shadows, and his was a higher calling. The Eater of All Things was in turmoil, roiling with conflicting desires which could only be assuaged by that which Skuralanx sought – or rather, by that which his servants sought on his behalf.

			One of the Thirteen Great Plagues was here. He was certain of it. Hidden away from the eyes of mortals and daemons alike. Skuralanx had followed its trail from the Jade Kingdoms of Ghyran to the rime-encrusted tarnholds of the fallen duchies of Shyish, and now, at last, here, to the Ghurlands and a city built on the broad, ever-undulating back of a colossal worm.

			And he had not come alone, no-no. Skuralanx was a craftsman, and like all craftsmen, he possessed many tools. Two had come to the city-worm at his command, though neither knew that the other served him. The skaven of the Red Bubo Procession and the Congregation of Fumes, drawn from the Clans Pestilens, had risen at his order and drowned the inhabitants of the city in a foetid tide of pox and pestilence. Led by their quarrelsome plague priests, the two congregations had burst from the body of the worm, ringing their doom-gongs and spreading noxious death wherever they scurried.

			It had been a thing of beauty and horror in equal measure. A civilization, millennia old, ruined in a fortnight by the teeming, pestilent hordes that scurried forth at his behest. Even better, his chittering servants were now hard at work making this place fit for the children of the Horned Rat. Soon, this city, which had once belonged to the man-things, would instead be home to the Clans Pestilens. And Skuralanx would rule over them – whichever ones managed to survive, that is. He played no favourites and was content to allow them the freedom to murder one another with vicious abandon.

			As long as one or the other found that which he desired, he cared nothing for their fate. They were in competition, and every setback and victory spurred them on to greater heights of cunning, just as he’d planned. Live or die, his triumph was assured. One of them would find the Liber and bring it to him.

			Had he wished, he could easily have sought out the object of his desire himself. Indeed, there were some among his kin-rivals who would have done just that. But Skuralanx was patient. And besides, what was the point of having minions if one didn’t let them serve? Had not the Horned Rat spawned his children to serve him, after all?

			Snickering, the verminlord leapt onto the shoulder of Sigmar. Or his statue, at least. Stern, bearded, unforgiving, the massive sculpture of the man-thing god glared out over the chamber where once his followers had gathered in worship. The chamber glowed with an unpleasant radiance. The glow emanated from the vast iron hatch composed of intersecting plates and set into the base of the statue’s plinth. Lightning dripped from it, crawling across the walls and floor in crackling sheets. It filled the air and made his hide prickle.

			The interlocking plates had been designed to be opened only in the proper order. Skuralanx had no doubt that his cunning would prove equal to the task, when the need arose. At but a touch, he would wrench the realmgate open and twist it back upon itself, turning the way to the Jade Kingdoms and the maggot-infested warrens his minions called home. Plague congregations and clawbands without number awaited but the merest whisper of his voice, for his schemes and the tools with which he enacted them were infinite.

			Beyond the chamber, through the shattered walls, Skuralanx could see the wide, pillar-lined causeway which connected the ruined temple to the rest of the city. 

			‘Blind, so blind, yes-yes,’ the daemon hissed, carving filthy runes into the statue’s cheek. He had come here every day for weeks to do so, because it amused him, and the statue’s face was all but swallowed up by the daemonic graffiti. ‘Can’t see what’s right in front of him, oh no. Blind god, broken god, dead god.’ 

			He looked up past the lightning to the amber skies of the Ghurlands, where strange birds flew and worse things besides. ‘Soon, all of the gods will be dead, yes. Only one left, only the strongest, the stealthiest, the most brilliant of gods, yes-yes… all dead, and we will ascend in their place.’

			They would rise and flourish, spreading decay across the Eight Realms. Yes, and more besides. All realms, all worlds, all peoples would fall. All would rot, never to be renewed. From out of this glorious corruption, new life would swell, but not mortal life, not man-thing life or hated duardin, no-no – only skaven life. Only the faithful skaven-life – no place for the unbelievers. All things would die.

			And Shu’gohl, the Crawling City, would be the first.

			The air smelled of worm. Not an unpleasant smell, by the standards of Vretch of the Red Bubo, but not altogether pleasing either. It was a coarse, acrid odour which clung tenaciously to everything here, living or otherwise. It filled the sprawling city of looming towers and swaying bridges which the skaven of the Clans Pestilens had, for the most part, occupied. It was even, regrettably, in his fur. It overlaid his natural pungency, subsuming the unique tang of his many and varied blessings, drowning them in worm-stink.

			Chittering in annoyance, he scratched at a ripe blister until it burst, briefly releasing a revivifying aroma of pus and blood into the air. The plague priest’s thin nose twitched as the sickly-sweet smell faded, and was once more replaced by the dry stench of the monstrous enormity known as Shu’gohl, the Crawling City.

			The great worm crawled ceaselessly across the Amber Steppes of the Ghurlands. Its segmented form stretched across the grasslands from sunrise to sunset, carrying the city and its people along with it. Shu’gohl crept slowly from horizon to horizon, day after day, devouring all in its path with remorseless hunger. It was not alone in this – to Vretch’s knowledge, there were at least ten of the immense worms remaining in the grasslands, driven to the surface in aeons past by great rains. Someday they might once more descend into the cavernous depths beneath the Amber Steppes, but for now they seemed content to squirm mindlessly across its surface, cracking the earth with their weight.

			That suited Vretch just fine. The thought of all that amber-hued sky stretching far above was nothing less than terrifying to most skaven, but Vretch was not most skaven. And in any event, the Setaen Palisades were cramped enough to make any child of the Horned Rat feel at home. The great, bristle-like hairs which rose from the worm’s hide were as hard as stone, and thousands had been hollowed out in ages past to make the tiered towers which rose throughout the city.

			Those hairs closest to the eternal lightning storm which wreathed Shu’gohl’s head had been made over into veritable citadels. They rose higher than any other structure in the city, and were connected by a vast network of bridges, nets and heavy palisades made from quarried worm-scale and frayed hairs culled from the worm’s dorsal forests. From the uppermost tiers, which Vretch had claimed for his own, one could see the entirety of the Crawling City. Not that there was much to look at. The man-things knew little of artisanry, preferring to stack stone rather than burrow through it.

			His chambers were in the highest tiers of the Setaen Palisades, where the city’s noblest families had once resided. The former inhabitants now swung from makeshift gibbets and iron cages outside his windows, where they could be retrieved at any time he deemed necessary. Sometimes he rattled the chains, just to hear them moan. It had a soothing quality which he had come to appreciate in the weeks since his arrival.

			The chamber at the heart of his domain was circular, and mostly open to the elements. The domed roof was supported by intricately carved pillars, and the floor was covered now by the tools of Vretch’s trade – ever-seething pox-cauldrons and bubbling alembics, piles of grimoires and heaps of parchment, and tottering stacks of cages, in which plague-rats and moaning man-things waited for his ministrations. Flayed hides, still dripping and streaked with rot, hung like curtains from the roof, and the signs most sacred to the Horned Rat had been carved onto every available surface. Plague monks clad in ragged robes moved back and forth through the chamber, their scrawny limbs bound in filthy bandages. They worked at various tasks, stirring his cauldrons and refining the battle-plagues they would inflict on the dwindling kernels of resistance within those areas of the Crawling City they controlled.

			And then, and only then, it would be Kruk’s turn. Vretch’s claws tightened unconsciously as he thought of his brutal and foolish rival. Kruk, plague priest of Clan Festerlingus, had pursued Vretch to Shu’gohl like a bad smell. Then, that had always been Kruk’s way. Indeed, Vretch could almost admire such single-minded determination, were it not for Kruk’s blasphemous inclinations. Every skaven knows proper buboes are red, Vretch thought, grinding his teeth as the old anger surged through him. Red!

			Both plague priests had followed a trail of stories whispered about the campfires of the savages who populated the Amber Steppes, racing to be the first to find their quarry. Vretch’s agents had spied upon the tribes of wild riders and nomads who fled before the approach of Shu’gohl. The worm-city crawled endlessly across the steppes and brought with it a strange plague, which afflicted all those caught in its shadow. 

			Vretch and his congregation had ascended on the worm, burrowing through its hard flesh and soft tissue to attack the city and its unprepared defenders from within.

			Or so they had planned. Vretch ground his teeth in frustration. They had erupted from Shu’gohl’s flesh to find the defenders already occupied with Kruk and his heretical Congregation of Fumes. Now, Kruk held the tailwards section of the city, past the Dorsal Barbicans, though how long he would remain there only the Horned Rat knew.

			He and Kruk were both looking for the same thing – the source of the mysterious plague which stalked in Shu’gohl’s wake. It rose from the worm’s ichors and stained the land black. The afflicted man-things grew hollow and rotted away, eaten inside out by burrowing black worms. He’d tested it numerous times since, and found it to be a thing of great beauty. Perhaps it was even one of the Thirteen Great Plagues…

			The floor beneath his claws shuddered unexpectedly, and he tensed, clutching at a support pillar. He scuttled to the window and peered out over the expanse of the Crawling City, which sprawled like an unsightly encrustation across Shu’gohl’s broad segments. Its towers and tiers rose and fell with the segments and furrows of the great worm upon whose back it had been erected in millennia past.

			Smoke still rose from beyond the distant walls of the Dorsal Barbicans. Kruk’s congregation hard at work, no doubt. Or perhaps something else… Only a few days ago, the skies overhead had grown dark and thunderous, and a harsh rain had fallen. Lightning had struck the great worm, causing it to shudder in agony. The storm clouds had dispersed somewhat as the worm continued its eternal crawl, but they were still there. His whiskers twitched.

			The Setaen Palisades themselves rose in staggered levels, starting from a segment of the worm. The upper levels were built around the tops of setae, so that they moved when the worm moved. They had been crafted with care and skill, raised by the hands of eager artisans to house the mighty and wealthy of Shu’gohl. Now, they were steadily being transformed into fields of rot and plague by the hands of their former inhabitants.

			How they wept, these weak man-things. How they shrieked and cried, as if they did not understand that all things rotted, all things died. Even the great worms of the Amber Steppes.

			He looked down, eyes drawn by the clangour of industry. Far below, his followers oversaw the excavation of the Gut-shafts. Hordes of man-thing slaves, chained with iron and disease, cleared the great pores of flesh and solidified mucus, opening a path into Shu’gohl’s interior. As he watched, a geyser of the worm’s viscous blood spurted up, drowning a dozen slaves, as the Crawling City shuddered again. From somewhere far beyond the storm which wreathed the worm’s head, a throbbing, dolorous groan sounded. Birds rose from the tops of the towers and fled shrieking into the sky.

			Soon, Vretch thought, the worm would die and its great hide would slough into bubbling ruin. A great stink would rise from it, choking the sky. It would be beautiful, Vretch thought. Especially if Kruk perished in the meantime.

			A garbled moan caused him to turn. His assistants cowered back from the source of the sound, and he could smell the whiff of fear musk rising from them. Vretch chuckled and waved them back. The monks huddled away as Vretch stepped towards the crude plinth which had been built around the largest of his pox-cauldrons.

			The Conglomeration was his finest work. A dozen slaves had gone into its creation, their tormented bodies merged through a combination of a hundred different plagues and poxes. Bile, pus and blood from weeping sores and raw wounds had flowed together to harden into stony scabs. The twitching mass of flesh, bone and infection sat astride its plinth and gazed down at Vretch with dull eyes.

			‘Vrrretch,’ the thing said, with many mouths.

			‘I am here, my most verminous of masters,’ Vretch said. The Conglomeration was an oracle, of sorts. On the rare occasions when it spoke, it did so with the voice of the Great Witherer. Other plague priests looked for their omens in the froth of cauldrons or the guts of boil-afflicted rats, but Vretch had provided the god and his servants a suitable receptacle for their mighty will.

			‘You are too slow, Vretch,’ the Conglomeration hissed. The various heads spoke all at once, their individual voices merging into a familiar baritone snarl that shook Vretch to his bones. It was ever thus; his patron spoke with the voice of the Destroyer, the Crawling Entropy, the Eater of All Things… Skuralanx, the Scurrying Dark. One of the mightiest of those verminlords blessed to serve the Horned Rat in his truest aspect – that of the Corruptor. ‘Too slow, too slow. That heretical fool Kruk is ahead of you. Where is my pox, Vretch? Where are my blisters, my buboes, my worm-plagues?’

			Vretch thrust a claw beneath his robes and scratched furiously at his greasy fur. Mention of his rival always made him itch. Red buboes, red! he thought. ‘Coming, coming, O mighty Skuralanx,’ he said. ‘I read-study quick-quick, yes? I must learn-know all there is, yes-yes?’ He scanned his chambers – the piles of scrolls, the bubbling cauldrons, the dismembered prisoners. Then, more firmly, he said, ‘Yes.’

			The conjoined mass of skaven-flesh gave an impatient growl. Loose limbs flailed and claws smacked the stone floor. Blind eyes rolled in their sockets as froth-stained muzzles snapped in apparent frustration. The whole mass gave the impression that it was about to tear itself apart. Vretch stepped back warily.

			‘Are you lying to me, Vretch?’ Skuralanx hissed. ‘What is there to study here? Kruk controls the great library in the Dorsal Barbicans, not you.’

			And many thanks for reminding me of that, O most scurvy one, Vretch thought sourly. The Libraria Vurmis, the repository of centuries of knowledge gleaned from the far reaches and diverse kingdoms of Ghur by the scholar-knights who’d founded it, lay in the hands of the one skaven singularly unsuited to possess such a treasure. 

			‘Much-much, yes,’ he said, gesturing around in what he hoped was a placatory fashion. ‘More than one library in this squirming bastion, O mighty one.’

			He hunched forward and swept out a crusty claw, indicating his surroundings. ‘I have found many-much secrets, O Conniving Shadow,’ he said obsequiously. ‘There is a world apart, in the guts of the great worm. One of the missing Libers is there – your most loyal and faithful and devoted servant is certain!’

			The blind eyes of the conjoined skaven rolled towards him, as if peering at him in judgement. The bulk swelled and quivered for a moment. Then Skuralanx said, ‘Yessss. Find this world for me, Vretch of Clan Morbidus, and Skuralanx the Cunning shall see that you are rewarded beyond your wildest imaginings.’ Several gnarled claws rose and gestured contemptuously. ‘First, however, you must hurry-quick and send your devotees tailwards. The old enemy has come, riding sky-fire and bringing pain for the Children of the Horned Rat.’

			‘The lightning,’ Vretch said. He had seen the storm-things before, at a distance, some months ago. It had been in the Jade Kingdoms, and he twitched as he recalled the gigantic silver-armoured warrior who had slaughtered so many of his fellows in the Glade of Horned Growths. That was where he’d first made Skuralanx’s acquaintance. The Scurrying Dark had filched his broken form from the battlefield, and they had made their bargain in the shadow of the great Blight Oak.

			‘Yes,’ Skuralanx murmured, through many mouths. ‘The destroyers of Clan Rikkit, the harrowers of Murgid Fein and Cripple Fang, have come to Shu’gohl.’

			‘And you want me to… go towards them, greatest of authorities?’ Vretch asked.

			‘Yesss.’

			Vretch scrubbed at his muzzle. After a moment, he said, ‘Why, O most scurviest of scurvies?’

			‘They will defeat Kruk. Or he will defeat them. But either way, the Libraria Vurmis will be lost to you. You must claim it and all of its wisdom,’ Skuralanx hissed. The Conglomeration grew agitated, and the plinth creaked beneath its weight.

			‘But… I already have it, most blemished one,’ Vretch said, peering at the Conglomeration. ‘Access to it, at least.’ He scratched at his chin, dislodging a shower of lice. ‘Yes-yes, all mine – ours! Ours! – most lordliest of lords.’

			The blistered muzzles of the Conglomeration turned towards him. The question hung unspoken on the air. Vretch shrunk back, somewhat unnerved by the expressions on its faces. ‘I– I have a claw in Kruk’s camp, my most cunning and wise and beautiful master,’ he said, slyly.

			The daemonically possessed mass grew still. Then, as one, the many mouths sighed, ‘Of course you do.’

			The smell of blood hung as heavy as dust on the air of the Libraria Vurmis, and it only grew stronger as Kruk dug one blistered talon into the cheek of the man-thing. Squeelch clutched at his ears as the man-thing began to scream again. The cries echoed through the wide, circular chamber and even out along the ramparts of the Dorsal Barbicans, in which the library nestled. Kruk chittered in pleasure and continued with his ministrations, pulling and peeling the human’s abused flesh until bone gleamed through the raw red. 

			‘Talk-talk, man-thing,’ Kruk gurgled, holding up a gobbet of dripping meat. ‘Talk, or lose more bits, yes-yes.’

			Squeelch looked away. He wasn’t particularly squeamish, but between the noise and the smell, he was getting hungry. He gazed about him, taking in the Libraria Vurmis and the bodies which now decorated its floors. In life, they had been something the man-things called Vurmites – an order of holy warriors, devoted to the library and its secrets. In death, most of them had begun the delightful slide into putrescence. Those who were not quite dead yet were chained or nailed to the great curved shelves which occupied the chamber, to await Kruk’s attentions. 

			Throughout the chamber, the most trusted members of Kruk’s congregation searched the great shelves for anything of interest, or fuel to feed the fires which heated their pox-cauldrons. The plague monks worked under the watchful gazes of Kruk’s personal censer bearers. The deranged fanatics held their spiked, smoke-spewing flails tightly and dribbled quietly, twitching in time to a sound only they could hear.

			Squeelch grimaced and turned as the man-thing librarian sagged in his bonds. He moaned softly as his blood spattered across the piles of loose pages and torn parchments which covered the floor. He was the seventh in as many days, and was sadly proving about as useful as the other six. Squeelch could only assume that the weeks of deprivation and torture had rendered them senseless. Either that, or the fact that neither he nor Kruk could speak their language was proving a greater stumbling block than expected. Regardless, Kruk’s frustration was palpable. His scarred tail lashed like a whip as he dug his claws into the dying man’s flesh.

			Squeelch cleaned his whiskers nervously, watching as Kruk tore the hapless man-thing apart. The plague priest was a brute, even among the black-furred monstrosities of Clan Festerlingus. He was broad for a skaven, and his heavy robes made him seem all the larger. His cowl was thrown back to reveal a flat, wide skull wrapped in seeping bandages. Kruk was missing his right ear and his left eye, courtesy of a rival plague priest – Vretch, of Clan Morbidus, current occupier of the other half of the Crawling City.

			Vretch had tried to obliterate Kruk with a meticulously planned trap. As Squeelch recalled, it had mostly involved certain explosives, procured from the Clans Skryre at what was no doubt great expense, stuffed down the gullet of the man-thing Kruk had selected for his second interrogation. Squeelch recalled this because he had been the one to plant them, at Vretch’s behest. It was always a behest, with Vretch. An imploration, a request, a favour… commands by any other name. Commands that Squeelch was happy enough to follow, as long as it led to his assumption of the Archsquealership of the Congregation of Fumes. Even if Vretch was a heretical Red Bubite. Purple, that’s a proper bubo, Squeelch thought. But still, by clinging to Vretch’s tail, he might rise very far indeed.

			Unfortunately for them both, Kruk was sturdier than he looked. Thus, Vretch and poor, put-upon Squeelch would have to find a more effective means of his disposal. Squeelch had considered and subsequently discarded any number of options, from the mundane – a knife in the back – to the noteworthy – many knives, not just in the back – to the extraordinary – more explosives, and in greater quantities, possibly also filled with knives – but no real solution, as yet, had presented itself.

			Kruk’s resilience was frustrating. Under his leadership, the Congregation of Fumes had staggered from one massacre to the next, swelling and shrinking with an unfathomable virulence. But such destructive potential was wasted on a creature like Kruk. Even Vretch agreed with that. There were better ways to spread the Great Witherer’s gospel through the Mortal Realms. And Squeelch would do it, with Vretch’s backing. The Congregation of Fumes would stalk at the forefront of Vretch’s procession and reap the benefits of that alliance. Why, together, they might even challenge the great clans themselves…

			But all of that was predicated on his removal of Kruk, a task that seemed more difficult with every passing day. Kruk was a monster, and Squeelch doubted that even a direct hit from a plagueclaw catapult would finish the other plague priest off. Two or three, at least, he thought nervously, watching as his superior dismembered his prey. ‘Maybe more,’ he muttered.

			‘Wwwhat did you say?’ Kruk hissed, turning to glare at him. ‘What-what? Speak up quick-fast, Squeelch.’ Brown fangs flashed as he stepped towards his lieutenant.

			Squeelch shied back, clutching his boil-dotted tail to his chest as he tried to avoid Kruk’s single, madly gleaming eye. ‘Nothing, O most pestiferous one,’ he squeaked. He was beginning to suspect that his bargain with Vretch hadn’t been well thought-out.

			‘Lyyyying,’ Kruk crooned, stretching the word out. He reached out a bloody claw and grabbed a handful of Squeelch’s whiskers. Squeelch whined and fought the urge to squirt the musk of fear as Kruk pulled him close. ‘Speak, Squeelch. Or I will tear out your tongue and eat it, yes-yes?’ Kruk’s own tongue slid out to caress his scarred muzzle, as if in anticipation. The plague priest had eaten his last second-in-command, Squeelch recalled.

			No, not well thought-out at all, he thought, in growing panic. His hand edged towards the poison-encrusted dagger hidden within his robes. He would only get one chance, if Kruk decided he’d outlived his usefulness.

			‘Kruk.’

			Kruk released Squeelch and turned, good eye narrowing in consternation.

			‘Kruk, Master of the Fumes. Heed me.’

			‘Skuralanx,’ Kruk muttered. Squeelch swallowed. The air had taken on an oily tang. He could hear and feel something gnawing its way towards them, through the spaces between moments. His head ached and blisters burst and popped on his flesh as he staggered back, scratching at himself. The flesh of his tail grew hot and he felt as if his stomach might burst. He heard a skittering as of a thousand rats, and then the body on the floor began to wriggle and twitch in a most unseemly fashion.

			A great talon rose upwards through the bloody midsection of the dead man, clawing at the air. Then it fell, striking the floor. Clawed fingers spread, and wormy muscles bunched. With a sound like a branch being pulled free of mud, something monstrous hauled itself out of the corpse’s midsection. A narrow head, bare of flesh and topped by massive horns, breached the blood first. Then a second talon. The sound of buzzing flies filled the air, and eyes which glimmered sickeningly fixed unwaveringly on the two plague priests.

			Squeelch cowered back, trying to make himself as small as possible. Kruk tensed, his scabrous tail lashing. ‘Greetings, most-high Skuralanx, Cunning Shadow and Mighty Pestilence,’ the burly plague priest said, his good eye narrowed in wariness. ‘To what do I owe this pleasure, O most esteemed patron?’

			‘No pleasure, Kruk. Only impatience. Where is my Liber, Kruk? Where is the Great Plague?’ Skuralanx said, blood running down his mangy fur. ‘Have you found it yet?’ Squeelch flinched as the daemon’s voice echoed through his head. Kruk’s daemonic patron was a power unlike any other. He loomed over the two plague priests, and the tips of his great curving horns scraped the domed ceiling of the library. Clouds of flies swarmed about his massive shoulders and lice squirmed in his mangy fur. His cloven hooves drew sparks from the stone floor as he shifted impatiently.

			Kruk looked down at the body the verminlord had emerged from, and then up at the daemon. ‘No, O most Scabrous One,’ he said. His shoulders were hunched, and his head held low. Not even Kruk was mad enough to openly challenge a firstborn child of the Horned Rat. ‘The man-things are… stubborn,’ Kruk said.

			The daemon’s fleshless jaws clacked in seeming frustration. ‘You hold one of the greatest libraries in this realm, Kruk – have you even thought to search for my book amongst all of these others?’ the daemon hissed, extending a hand to indicate the shelves which surrounded them.

			Kruk blinked and looked around. Squeelch tried his best to make himself inconspicuous. As he shied back, the daemon’s gaze fell on him. What might have been amusement flickered in that hellish gaze, and Squeelch froze. He knows, he thought, in growing panic. He knows!

			‘Stupid-stupid man-thing books hold no answers worth the name, O horned and hoofed one,’ Kruk said, gesturing dismissively. As he spoke, the ground shuddered and several of the great shelves toppled, spilling their burdens across the floor. Panicked squeals came from outside on the ramparts as Shu’gohl convulsed in what Squeelch suspected was agony. The quakes had been growing stronger, and happening more often. Hundreds of skaven and man-things alike had died, crushed by the twitching segments of the worm as it trembled.

			‘Vretch believes that they do,’ Skuralanx said slyly, as he shoved a fallen shelf aside.

			‘Vrrretch,’ Kruk growled. Iridescent foam bubbled in the folds of his muzzle. ‘Kill-kill! Tear-bite him, yes-yes!’ the plague priest continued, hunching forward, his bloody claws opening and closing uselessly on the air. ‘Strike him down for me, mighty Skuralanx.’

			Skuralanx rose to his full height. ‘Who are you to command me thus, priest? I am the will of the Great Ruiner made manifest. You do my will, little flea,’ the verminlord hissed, his tail lashing in anger. ‘And I say that there are more important matters to attend to than your petty murder-lust. Or even your failure to find my pox…’ The daemon sank to its haunches as Kruk backed away, head bowed.

			‘More… important?’ Kruk said, slowly.

			‘Lightning-things come, Kruk. More dangerous even than Vretch. You must kill them, quick-quick,’ the verminlord said, stirring the gory remains of the librarian with one of his curved talons.

			Squeelch blinked. They’d heard and seen the lightning which struck the outskirts of the city, causing the great worm to heave and thrash. Kruk had dismissed it, and the subsequent reports of fighting in the lower segments of the city. The Congregation of Fumes had spread like a miasma, each individual choir rampaging through a chosen section of the city, killing those who resisted their attacks and capturing those who didn’t.

			But that already unsteady flow of chattel had been interrupted. Kruk, with his usual simplicity, had assumed the others had fallen to fighting amongst themselves over some scrap of street or a theological debate, as was their wont. Squeelch’s own congregation had reported sighting strange flying shapes, neither bird nor beast, and the sound of lightning, though the sky was clear. But… lightning-things? He clutched his tail, kneading his sores in agitation.

			‘Lightning-things,’ Kruk hissed, his good eye widening in pleasure. ‘Yessss…’

			Squeelch tensed. He knew that tone. Kruk was insane – his brain was rotted in his mossy skull. He had a love for bloodshed that outstripped even that of a daemon like Skuralanx. 

			‘Yes, I shall rip them and break them. I shall fill their pretty armour with maggots,’ said Kruk. He whirled and caught Squeelch by his robes. ‘Get to your plagueclaws, Squeelch. Fill the air with great clouds of pestilence and your lovely poisons – I would fight in the shade.’

			‘Beast-bane, follow me,’ Lord-Celestant Zephacleas roared as he crashed through the makeshift stockade. The Astral Templar swept his runeblade and hammer out to either side, smashing timbers and cutting through the thick ropes which held the wall together. Lengths of fossilised hair and wood toppled as the Decimators of his Warrior Chamber joined him in tearing apart the skaven stockade. It took longer than it should have.

			The verminous palisades were crude things made from scavenged scrap. The skaven weren’t artisans by any stretch of the word, but their defences had a certain primitive strength regardless. They were built for function rather than form, akin to the Stormcast Eternals themselves.

			Zephacleas and his Stormcasts were one amongst many Warrior Chambers sent to the Ghurlands to free the kingdoms and tribal lands of the Amber Steppes from the clutches of Chaos. 

			Shu’gohl was not the only ambulatory metropolis upon those plains – many of the remaining great worms bore some form of edifice or structure upon their backs, and had done since before the beginning of the Age of Chaos. Isolated and ever-moving, the surging tides of Chaos had swept about them, unnoticed by the vast monstrosities and avoided by the populations who clung to them.

			Despite this, some belonged wholly to Chaos now, like Guh’hath, the Brass Bastion, which carried its population of wild-eyed Bloodbound across the steppes in search of slaughter, or Rhu’goss, the Squirming Citadel, its ancient ramparts manned by the soulless crystal automatons of the Tzeentchian sorcerer-king Terpsichore the Unwritten. Others, like Shu’gohl, had seemingly resisted the touch of Chaos for centuries, until the coming of the skaven.

			Warriors from the Hallowed Knights and the Lions of Sigmar sought to topple the Hundred Herdstones of Wolf-Crag, even as the Sons of Mallus laid siege to Guh’hath. But to the Beast-bane had fallen the task of freeing the Crawling City from its skittering conquerors and preventing the death of the great worm.

			Their orders were to fight their way through the skaven-held regions of the city, all the way to the ruins of the Sahg’gohl – the great temple of Sigmar which had been built by the first inhabitants of the Crawling City. The temple had once contained a realmgate connecting the Crawling City to the Luminous Plain in Azyr, and it would be so once again, once the Crawling City was free of its verminous invaders. The Sahg’gohl clung to the worm’s head like a lightning-wreathed crown, and Zephacleas yearned to see it – to see the glory of such a place restored.

			Others might have attacked the Sahg’gohl directly and left the freeing of the city for later – Taros Nine-Strike, the Lord-Castellant of the Beast-bane, for one. But then, Taros put his faith in expedience. Zephacleas favoured a different approach. What good was a temple when the folk who would worship within it were dead?

			He bellowed and Liberators stepped forward, using their shields and hammers to wedge apart the broken sections of palisade as the Lord-Celestant led the Decimators into the fray. While the Liberators worked, Judicators fired over their heads, driving back the skaven. The ratmen reeled beneath the sizzling volley, and Zephacleas seized his moment, leading his Paladin retinues forward into the heart of the foe.

			The Lord-Celestant was a giant of a man, even among the Stormcasts, and he sang with joy as he wielded hammer and blade. Once, he’d fought simply for food to ensure the survival of his tribe in a land full of monsters. Now, he fought to sweep the Mortal Realms clean of Chaos in all of its forms. 

			He scanned the interior of the stockade and saw a dozen large, crude cages made from pox-warped bone and disease-toughened ligament. Inside the cages, men, women and children screamed and wept.

			Zephacleas growled in anger and took a step towards the cages. A skaven leapt at him from the crumbling stockade, a filth-covered mace clutched in its grimy claws. He spun, smashing it from the air with a blow of his hammer. More of the vermin scuttled forward in a disorganised rabble, flowing around and between the cages, chanting in high-squealing voices and swinging spiked censers with berserk abandon. 

			‘To me, my brothers – let us show them how the Astral Templars wage war,’ he said, spitting a frenzied rat-monk on his runeblade.

			Liberators armed with dual warblades joined Zephacleas and his Decimators in hacking away at the charging skaven. The amethyst-armoured Stormcasts fought as savagely as their Lord-Celestant, as savagely as they had in the Gnarlwood so long ago. But the ratkin were as thick as fleas on the ground and showed no signs of retreat. 

			‘Thetaleas,’ Zephacleas said, signalling to the Decimator-Prime of a nearby retinue of axemen. ‘Teach them to fear us, as you and your men did in the Gnarlwood.’

			‘As you command, Lord-Celestant,’ Thetaleas said, lifting his thunderaxe. ‘I shall give them peace, one strike at a time.’ The Decimators surged forward, away from the other Stormcasts, where they could ply their trade freely. With broad sweeps of their axes they cut a path through the swarming skaven. They hacked down droves of the ratkin, until at last, even the most maddened of the skaven began to fall back before their inexorable advance. The remains of the horde began to scurry away, shrieking.

			‘Well done, Thetaleas,’ Zephacleas said, as the last of the skaven vanished through the outer wall of the stockade. ‘Now see to those cages.’ He gestured with his hammer. ‘We’ve only got a few moments before they regroup.’ 

			As one, the Decimators moved to obey, as they had every time before. They had freed captives in a hundred such stockades since arriving on the back of the great worm. Zephacleas joined his warriors in tearing apart the cages.

			The folk of the city were not familiar to him, though they might have been descendants of those tribes he’d once fought beside and against. But they were mortal and free of the taint of Chaos, and that was enough. He chopped through the warped bars of a cage and tore apart chains of ligament and muscle.

			‘Out, hurry,’ he boomed at the cowering captives. He drove his sword into the ground and extended his hand. ‘Come on, the way is clear.’ The captives stared at him, awed and terrified by the armour-clad giant. Zephacleas grunted in frustration. ‘Out with you,’ he barked.

			‘Calm yourself, Zephacleas. They are frightened.’

			Zephacleas turned as a figure loomed up behind him. ‘There you are, Gravewalker. Help me with them. We do not have much time.’

			‘If you stop shouting, they might be more inclined to listen.’ Like all those who held the post of Lord-Relictor, Seker Gravewalker was a fearsome sight. He was clad in heavy, ornate amethyst armour marked with sigils of death and rebirth. His face was hidden beneath an imposing skull-helm, and the ragged hide of a fire-wyrm hung from one shoulder plate. The beast’s narrow skull was set into the Gravewalker’s reliquary standard, alongside ornaments of gilded bone. A heavy warhammer hung from his belt. He raised his hand, and a crackle of soft lightning played about his fingers. Every mortal eye turned towards him.

			‘Go, my children. We come in Sigmar’s name, and strike your foes with his fury. Go, and spread the word to those who yet fight that the God-King has come, and his storm shall sweep your kingdom clean,’ he intoned, his voice swelling to fill the air like the peal of a bell. A man, his flesh bruised and bloody, took a step forward. A woman joined him. Then others, young and old alike, until all were pushing their way free of the cage and fleeing the stockade.

			‘I could have done that,’ Zephacleas said, as the last of the captives flowed past him, joining those freed from the other cages. There were places in the city which yet resisted the skaven, isolated enclaves where they might find safety.

			‘You have other concerns, my Lord-Celestant. The skaven have regrouped,’ Seker said, drawing his relic hammer from his belt. Zephacleas uprooted his sword and moved towards the rear of the stockade, the Lord-Relictor following close behind.

			‘Liberators forward,’ Zephacleas said, as the first of the rat-monks squeezed back through the stockade. The skaven didn’t attack immediately, but their numbers grew by the moment. ‘Lock shields and hold your ground. Gravewalker, get the mortals to safety,’ Zephacleas said. The Lord-Relictor nodded and stepped back, shouting orders to those retinues not already part of the battle-line.

			Zephacleas’ pulse quickened at the thought of the battle to come. He could hear the sounds of fighting outside the stockade, as the rest of his chamber defended the newly-freed mortals from harm. The skaven outside were swarming about the stockade, trying to overwhelm the Stormcasts through sheer weight of numbers. But they would fail. Come in your thousands, vermin, we shall not fall, he thought. We held you at the Gates of Dawn, and in the Hidden Vale, and we shall hold you here.

			The skaven charged across the stockade, squealing and screeching. A terrible cloud of poison followed them, spewing from the censers of those in the lead. Zephacleas resisted the urge to race to meet them. Judicator retinues loosed volley after volley, at the Lord-Relictor’s command. The crackling bolts tore great holes in the mass of robed and furry bodies, but the creatures did not slow.

			‘Stand fast, my brothers. They are but beasts, and we are their bane,’ Zephacleas cried, as he split the skull of a squealing rat-monk. The hooded skaven fell, but it was soon replaced by others. They flung themselves at the thin line of Astral Templars in a screeching, stinking wave of diseased flesh and filthy robes. Their weapons shattered against the sigmarite shields of the Liberators, but they seemed to take no notice of such trivialities.

			‘Push them back,’ Zephacleas bellowed. He caught a skaven in the chest with a well-timed kick, crushing the life out of the filthy beast. Liberators and Decimators moved to join him as he stepped out of line. The warriors formed a ragged chain and began to fight their way forward. ‘We are ruin,’ Zephacleas said, lashing out wildly at the skaven.

			‘We are destruction,’ the warriors around him responded as they fought. Their savagery matched his, and for a moment, the Lord-Celestant was a mortal again, fighting alongside his clansmen, the heat of battle rising in their veins, their foes falling before them.

			‘We are death,’ Zephacleas roared, splitting a cowering rat-monk from skull to tail. ‘Death and ruin! Death to the dealers of death! Ruin to the bringers of ruin!’ His warriors bellowed in reply, their voices mingling, becoming a single fierce note of promise. As far as a war cry went, it was a simple thing, and prone to being bent out of shape when the mood struck him. He did not hold with words forged from iron and prayers set in stone. Let the Hallowed Knights or the Hammers of Sigmar march to a familiar beat, if that gave them comfort. For Zephacleas and his warriors, the song of battle was always different. Yet it served its purpose as well as any hammer or blade.

			And at the sound of it, the skaven at last broke. The bloodied remains of the horde streamed away in panic, biting and clawing at one another in their haste to escape. Zephacleas was tempted to pursue them, but he restrained himself. The man he had been would not have hesitated, but that man was dead, and there was more to their mission here than simple slaughter. He raised his sword, signalling for his warriors to fall back and reform their lines.

			As Thetaleas and his Decimators moved forward to tear apart the rear wall of the stockade, Zephacleas turned to his Lord-Relictor. ‘Once the stockade is down, we’ll continue the advance along the dorsal thoroughfare. We should reach the Dorsal Barbicans by nightfall.’ He gestured to the distant ridge of ramparts. Streaks of oily green light rose from its length and fell into the city as they watched.

			The catapults of the skaven had been firing at those sections of the Crawling City still in the hands of its original occupants, spreading a miasma of corruption and sickness through the streets. Whether the intent was wholesale slaughter or merely to drive the sickened and panic-stricken mortals into the claws of the roaming bands of rat-monks, Zephacleas didn’t know. Whatever the reason, the battery of verminous war engines had to be silenced if they were to free Shu’gohl from the skaven.

			‘We’d stand a better chance if you didn’t insist on hurling yourself into the thick of the fray at every opportunity. If you should fall…’ Seker began.

			‘I would be reforged anew, and you would lead the Beast-bane in my stead in the meantime,’ Zephacleas said, bluntly. Despite his bravado, the thought was not a pleasant one. Zephacleas had already endured the Reforging. He’d lost his mortality, his memory, and perhaps more besides. What else might he lose, were he forced to endure it again? He thrust the thought aside. ‘Warriors fall in battle, Gravewalker. You know that as well as I. I will not fear the inevitable,’ he said.

			‘I do not ask for fear, Lord-Celestant. Merely restraint.’

			‘Restraint?’ Zephacleas growled.

			‘Some, yes. A modicum of caution, even,’ Seker said, mildly. He turned. ‘The stockades are down, Lord-Celestant. Shall we advance?’

			‘Yes,’ Zephacleas said. He spun his hammer in a tight circle. ‘I have the sudden urge to hit something.’

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			The Coming of the Star-Devils

			Vretch hummed to himself as he made the preparations for his journey. Stacks of tomes, scrolls and parchments, many now weighed down with mould or warped by the wet heat of the pox-cauldrons bubbling away throughout his chamber at the top of the Setaen Palisades, awaited his inspection. Most, if not all, had been smuggled from the Libraria Vurmis by Squeelch – loyal, craven, untrustworthy Squeelch – or captured by his own forces when many of the library’s man-thing guardians had fled towards Shu’gohl’s head. They’d fled right into his clutches.

			‘Sought to keep them out of Kruk’s hands, good plan, yes-yes, smart plan,’ he chittered, glancing up at the rusty gibbets which hung from the roof of the chamber. ‘Useful man-things, so useful.’ Things that had once been human crouched or slumped within them, their abscess-covered bodies twitching fitfully as what he’d planted within them grew agitated. Soon, those abscesses would ripen and burst, and his greatest weapons would be unleashed on whichever foe happened to be nearby. He scrubbed his muzzle in satisfaction.

			‘Very useful, yes,’ he muttered. The man-things had shown an almost skaven-like cunning and foresight in guarding their knowledge – the most valuable bits of it anyway. The moment Kruk had first set his clumsy claw on the steps of the Libraria Vurmis, they had been scurrying in the opposite direction, fleeing through the Scar-roads – hollows of scar tissue, running beneath the worm’s hide, hidden from the eyes of all but those who knew where to look. They’d fled through those secret tunnels and right into Vretch’s claws, as his forces pushed from the opposite end of the worm. Even better, they’d brought the heart of the library with them: the most ancient texts, crumbling scrolls scoured by peddlers and explorers from the distant shores of the Hollow Sea and the now-lost Citadel of the Midnight Sun.

			But those were as nothing next to the true treasure – the Mappo Vurmio, the Map of the Worm. Vretch picked up the ancient cartographical volume and ran his claw over it, chittering in delight. Drawn on hairs cut from the setae of the worm that were woven, pressed and dyed, and protected by a cover made from two of the great beast’s scales, the Mappo Vurmio showed the most direct route to Olgu’gohl, the Squirming Sea, within the belly of the worm. What’s more, it showed the way to what Vretch believed to be the source of the strange pestilence he’d come in search of. Somewhere, deep in the worm’s gut, lay one of the missing Libers Pestilent.

			The Clans Pestilens, including Morbidus and Festerlingus, had been searching for the Libers Pestilent and the Great Plagues inscribed within them since time immemorial. Seven had been found, but six yet remained, including the one Vretch believed to be hidden somewhere in the Crawling City – which one it was, he didn’t know, but he desired it all the same.

			Each of these mighty tomes contained the secrets of one of the Great Plagues – its ingredients, its effects and the ways and means of its brewing. Wars had been fought over them, and he who possessed all of them would become the vessel by which all non-skaven life would be eradicated from the realms, and all of creation given over into the claws of the Great Witherer. Vretch was determined to be that vessel. Or, at the very least, close behind that vessel, ready to enjoy the benefits of such proximity. Unfortunately, that would never be, if Kruk got to it first.

			‘But he will not-never! All mine, all mine,’ he hissed, clutching the map to his scrawny chest. ‘Kruk is nothing, a fool, yes, a blind runt, yes-yes!’ He spun in a circle, lifting the book over his cowled head as he danced about in manic glee. ‘Soon, Vretch shall be the Plague-master and Kruk shall be dead-dead-dead.’

			He slowed as he realised his assistants were watching him. He snatched the book to his chest and hissed at them. ‘What are you looking at? Prepare my poxes for the journey. Hurry-quick!’ The plague monks scurried to obey, several of them nearly colliding in the process. Vretch watched them for a moment, tail lashing, before turning back to his collection.

			He would need to take some, but could not take them all. Not all, no, but many. He would need them when they reached Olgu’gohl. There were secret places and strange things, in the deeps. Vretch had the uncomfortable suspicion that a skaven could spend years scurrying through the stomach of Shu’gohl, and never find what he was looking for. Still hugging the Mappo Vurmio to his chest, Vretch began to separate the rest of his hoard.

			The piles slid and toppled, filling the air with loose sheets of parchment, as Shu’gohl shuddered suddenly. Vretch’s cauldrons wobbled on their tripods, and bilious liquids slopped to the floor, scalding several of his assistants. The gibbets above clattered and twisted in their chains, and the insensate things within them moaned sorrowfully. Vretch cursed and snatched up an armful of books, trying to salvage them from the pox-froth spilling across the floor. The liquid was a dilution of the original pestilence which had brought him to the Crawling City. It had taken him days – and hundreds of man-things – to refine it into something close to the potency of the original pox. ‘Skirk, Putrix! Save the books, fools,’ he squealed.

			Two of the plague monks flung themselves between the steaming pestilence-broth and the books. They rolled about in it, soaking it up with their fur and grimy robes. Skirk sat up with a shriek, his flesh melting from his crooked bones. Putrix clawed at the floor, squealing in agony as great boils the size of a skull rose on his flesh and burst, disgorging thousands of squirming worms. The worms melted away as quickly as they’d come, and the two plague monks slumped, rotting quietly, their bodies forming a natural bulwark between broth and books. Vretch peered over them and gestured airily. ‘Clean it up, quick-quick,’ he said to his other attendants. ‘We might be able to get some use out of it yet.’

			‘Faster-faster, quick-quick,’ Kruk shrilled, exhorting his followers to greater speed as the Congregation of Fumes flowed squealing and chittering out of the anterior gates of the Dorsal Barbican. He bounded ahead of them, stopping only when they lagged too far behind. The laity of the congregation were made up of plague monks culled from a dozen lesser clans. They sought his patronage and the protection of his mighty procession. Many were willing to die for Kruk and the rest were, at the very least, willing to kill for him.

			At their head, and just behind him, came the Reeking Choir, his plague censer bearers, those skaven most devoted to the Effluvial Gospels and to him personally. They swept their great, spike-tipped censers in wide arcs, filling the air with a toxic miasma that inflamed the senses and filled the mouth with froth. They were led by a boil-covered, skull-faced creature named Skug, whose twisted frame was bloated with watery blisters and lesions that wept an ochre pus. Skug’s muzzle had rotted to the bone, but he felt no pain, thanks to the blessed smoke of the many censers which hung from the chains draping his body.

			Kruk inhaled a lungful of Skug’s smoke as he burst into a scurry, letting its putrid aroma fill him. His mind swam with images of disease, corruption and death – all of the beauty of the world-to-come. That was the true way of it, the best and most glorious way to worship at the cloven hooves of the most gaseous Great Corruptor. The Horned Rat was the source of and the spewer forth of the Grand Effluvium, those great gastric gases which would sweep over the Mortal Realms and strangle the breath from the unworthy.

			And Kruk would be the Archfumigant, the Spreader of Gaseous Blessings, who would squat at the right talon of the Horned Rat for all eternity. The plague priest sucked in another mouthful of smoke, and felt the growing ache in his claws fade. From behind him came the clangour of plague-bells as his followers rang out the call to war.

			Soon, every choir, congregation and clawband on the anterior side of the barbicans would follow the ringing of those bells and join him. They would come at his call, or suffer for their absence later. Those who had dared invade his territory would drown in blessed smoke and blood. So demanded Skuralanx and so Kruk would ensure.

			It had been truly a sign of the Horned Rat’s favour the day he’d made the acquaintance of the verminlord. The daemon had spoken to him through Skug’s varied collection of boils and lesions, and warned him to flee the warrens beneath Putris Bog before the Stormcast Eternals arrived to lay waste to his allies in Clan Rikkit. He’d led what he could of the congregation, including many from Rikkit who’d abandoned their old loyalties for new, through the sorcerous gnawholes Skuralanx had cut in the skin of the world.

			And he’d followed Skuralanx ever since, waging war at the whim of his horned patron. The Congregation of Fumes had sacked the ivory temples of Ghurok-kol, and filled the deep corridors of Iron-Bear Hold with poisonous smoke, slaying three in five of its duardin defenders. They had spread contagion and death across the Ghurlands at Skuralanx’s whispered word.

			That the verminlord hadn’t saved him out of the kindness of his heart was not lost on Kruk. That too was in the Effluvial Gospels, and he bore the creature no grudge for its manipulations. After all, he had given Kruk and his congregation a purpose more glorious than any other, and now he had set them at the throats of their foes. And once this battle was done, once the foe was beaten and choking on their own blood, then Kruk could turn his attentions to his true purpose. He would find the Liber that the verminlord said was hidden here and offer it up to mighty Skuralanx, and through him, the Great Corruptor.

			As if in fear, the worm-flesh beneath his foot-claws began to convulse. It was as hard as stone normally, but as the great beast trembled in pain, it became pliable and unsteady. Two of the tall setae-structures swayed into one another with a sound like grinding rock, and splinters of the iron-hard bristles rained down upon the Congregation of Fumes. Screeching skaven were crushed between the structures, but Kruk paid their panicked cries no heed.

			Overhead, the storm-tossed amber skies were streaked with green, as Squeelch – loyal, fearful Squeelch – saw to the plagueclaws. Kruk was glad that he had not yet had reason to kill the other plague priest – Squeelch was useful, and his cringing was amusing. He also brewed the most magnificent poxes, capable of felling whole tribes of orruks or even a rampaging gargant at the merest whiff. Yes, Kruk would have to learn Squeelch’s secrets before he killed him.

			From behind him rose a familiar squealing and creaking. Kruk stopped and turned, his good eye widening in anticipation. A heavy archway of stone, mounted on a precarious assembly of rickety wooden timbers and massive wheels, loomed above the press of his congregation. The archway acted as a frame for an enormous blazing orb of pure filth which swung on rusty chains. A coterie of plague monks, all members of the Reeking Choir, pushed the Plague Furnace forward through the crush of skaven. Some were caught beneath its wheels and pulped, still singing their praises to the Great Corruptor.

			It was the war-altar of the Congregation of Fumes, a mobile pulpit from which Kruk could shriek out the blessings and the curses of the Horned Rat. The massive censer which swung from its arch had been doused in rancid warpstone and virulent concoctions and set alight. The fumes which wafted from it drove his followers into a sacred battle-fury.

			Plague monks flooded out of the doorways and the side-streets between the towering structures of the city. More of them scuttled across the creaking bridges and woven net-paths which were strung between the wide tiers of the towers, following the summoning knells. Kruk began to chitter the seventh hymn of the Effluvial Gospels as he clambered aboard the creaking Plague Furnace, and Skug joined him. Soon the rest of his followers took up the chant. The sound of their screeching rose high into the air, until it seemed as if the whole world were screaming with them.

			The Congregation of Fumes was racing, rapid-quick, to war.

			Skuralanx crouched atop the tower of hair, claws dangling between his knees as he observed the goings-on below. Around him rose heavy barrels, meant to collect falling rain and filter it down into the tower below. Somewhere within the tower, he knew, were the fungus farms which had fed the folk of Shu’gohl and now served as breeding grounds for poisonous moulds. Idly, he dug a talon into one of the barrels and let the water spill out to rain down on the foetid tide of skaven flowing through the street below.

			The verminlord watched as Kruk led his congregation away from the Dorsal Barbicans and towards the approaching Stormcast Eternals in his usual joyous fashion. To his credit, the one-eyed plague priest was always at the forefront, leading his censer bearers right into the heart of the foe. He was like an unchecked pestilence, reaping a heady toll in the Corruptor’s name.

			Vretch, on the other claw, was akin to a more subtle pox, creeping along on mouse-feet. Very, very slow mouse-feet. Skuralanx hissed in momentary annoyance and glanced over his shoulder towards the Setaen Palisades. Of the two of them, he favoured Kruk, if only because the brute was easier to control. But Vretch was closer to their goal.

			A good decision, to spare that one’s life, the daemon thought, as he picked at the lice in his matted mane of hair. A good decision to spare both, though for different reasons. And to pit the one against the other had been a masterstroke, worthy of even the Verminking himself. Only through conflict could victory be achieved.

			Survival of the fittest. That was the one law, the true law, to which all of the children of the Horned Rat were beholden. Only through struggle could they grow in strength, only through fear of a rival could deviousness be honed to a razor’s edge. They must be strong, in order to survive what was to come. The Age of Chaos was ending. Soon, the Age of the Rat would begin. When all thirteen Great Plagues had been reclaimed, the Mortal Realms would groan in anguish. All man-things would die, no matter what god they served. They would fall and rot, never to rise again. And only the children of the Horned Rat would…

			Skuralanx stiffened. The wind had turned. Shu’gohl twisted suddenly, and great clouds of dust rose up over the distant horizons of the worm’s flanks. Skuralanx hesitated, and then glanced upwards. The daemon hated the yawning emptiness of the open skies. When there was only wind on his whiskers, he felt exposed and alone, despite his divine might. There were no shadows to hide in, no defence from that which might swoop down from the wide, hungry sky. Even so, he forced himself to look. The sky above had grown dark with deep ochre storm clouds, and lightning flashed in their depths. He bared his teeth at the clouds and wondered if the man-thing god, Sigmar, was sending more warriors.

			But no, this was different. He could feel it in the air. Not the storm, which was unpleasant enough, but something else. The sensation of something approaching, something vast and serpentine, slithering down the long trail of years on his tail. Daemons could not, as a rule, feel fear. Fear was for mortal beings, and Skuralanx had never been mortal. He was a facet of something greater, something mightier than any mortal being, and more cunning than any man-thing god. The Horned Rat contained squealing multitudes. And yet… and yet.

			And yet, there it was. That clench of nonexistent muscles, that cold shiver racing from brain to tail, telling him to run, to flee back to the warm and the dark, away from whatever was coming. It was an ancient feeling, reverberating outward from a single moment of pain the origins of which were hidden even from Skuralanx. He thought it must be akin to what a louse might feel, when its host was struck. The part of him that was not just Skuralanx the Cunning, but was a sliver of that elemental malevolence known as the Horned Rat, squealed deep in its lair in the holes between moments. Squealing in fury and something that could only be… fear.

			Fear of an old foe, come anew. Fear of a forgotten enemy, newly recalled.

			The verminlord hunched forward, digging his claws into his perch, and gnashed his teeth. His tail lashed back and forth, causing his perch to sway slightly. In his mind’s eye, he saw the ragged tatters of broken days, and felt the weight of forgotten moments as scaled shapes glided through jungle shadows. He heard the hiss of a fiery rain striking the steps of squat pyramids. He felt the air grow hot, and saw the sky go dark as the moon came apart and was swallowed by a serpent made of stars and… and… and Skuralanx screeched as he tore his claws free and raised them to the sky. The sky, he thought. The sky!

			Like arrows of light, they streaked down through the storm, and the curve of the worm’s back seemed to rise to meet them.

			The stars were falling from the sky.

			The worm-wind swept down through the setae, bringing with it the iron odour of distant lightning and the stink of open wounds. Shu’gohl shuddered, and stones cracked and shifted. A tiered building tore away from a jutting hair and smashed down across the wide street, filling the air with dust and splinters of stone. The great worm groaned in agony and the air rang with the sound of the beast’s distress.

			‘Forget the skaven – this thrashing will be our death,’ Zephacleas growled, as he pressed forward through the roiling surge of dust, his bones reverberating with the echoes of Shu’gohl’s pain. He splashed through steaming rivulets of filthy water as he slashed out, killing a dust-blind skaven. There were hundreds of the creatures fleeing ahead of the advancing Astral Templars, though whether they were running from their foes, or simply trying to escape being crushed by the worm’s paroxysms Zephacleas couldn’t say. ‘This poor brute will crush us before we can save it from the vermin gnawing its innards.’

			‘An ignoble death, I agree,’ Seker said. ‘Best we hurry then, eh?’ The Lord-Relictor crushed a stumbling rat-monk. The creature’s filthy hide was riddled with stone slivers and it was screeching in pain even before his hammer touched it.

			‘Aye,’ Zephacleas grunted, as he stamped on a wounded skaven’s skull, killing the squalling creature instantly. ‘Care to lend a hand in that regard, Gravewalker – or would you rather watch me do it?’

			‘At my Lord-Celestant’s command,’ Seker intoned. He stopped and reared back, arms spread. The air before him twisted and grew bright. Threads of lightning stretched from a central point before him, curling about the head of his hammer and swirling through the fire-wyrm skull set into his reliquary standard. The wind picked up, and the Gravewalker thrust his arms forward. Lightning snarled outward, searing the air free of dust and killing the closest skaven. But as the crackle of the celestial energies faded, the clangour of plague-bells rose to replace it.

			‘I think they’re done running,’ Zephacleas growled. ‘Lord-Relictor, see to the battle-line.’

			‘And you, Lord-Celestant?’

			‘I go to do as I was forged to do, my friend,’ Zephacleas said, clashing runeblade against hammer. ‘I am impatient and have no wish to play the millstone. Thetaleas – to me! Duras, you as well,’ he added, gesturing to a nearby Liberator-Prime. ‘Time to hunt, Bearslayer.’

			‘As you command,’ Duras said, striking his warblades together. The Liberator-Prime was almost as fierce as his Lord-Celestant, and had earned his war-name in the Borealis Mountains, after stalking a Chaos-touched crag-bear for seven days before tracking it to its lair and slaying it. Like Thetaleas, he too had been at the Gnarlwood, and learned its lessons well.

			As we all did, Zephacleas thought, as he led his chosen warriors forward towards the approaching skaven. Four Warrior Chambers of Astral Templars had entered the Gnarlwood of Ghur and cleansed it, despite heavy losses. It was where the Beast-bane had earned their title, in blood and fire. There too they had learned that no shield wall, no matter how strong, could last indefinitely; that no defence was impregnable, and no foe unbreakable. And, perhaps most importantly of all, that the best defence was a good offence.

			His warriors spread out around him as they ran. They would bloody the enemy before they reached the shield wall – that was the Beast-bane way. The skaven boiled into sight, flooding the street in a chittering horde, and the Stormcasts raced to meet them in a loose line. Zephacleas crushed the first with his hammer, and beheaded the second. To either side of him Thetaleas and Duras led their retinues into the thick of the foe. And as he fought, the world grew soft at the edges and one moment flowed seamlessly into the next.

			Sometimes, when his choler was at its height, he thought he was elsewhere, fighting beneath amber skies against savage foes. He felt a drumbeat in his soul, and a deep and abiding sense of something lost. Those were good days, though I can but see them dimly, he thought, as his hammer smashed a leaping skaven from the air. He remembered the smell of cooking fires, and the weight of crude bronze armour. The warmth of his tents in winter, and the voices of his clan – of those closest to him.

			His runeblade sung out, smashing through a fuming censer to pierce the brain of its wielder. His clan were dead now, though their descendants might yet survive somewhere on the great northern taigas of the Ghurlands. They are dead, and I am dead – but I fight on, he thought. And while I fight, they live. The thought lent him strength as he turned and drove his hammer down, crushing a frothing skaven. That was the burden of Sigmar’s chosen. Two lives, two souls, forged anew in cosmic flame and clad in star-metal.

			The whistle-crack of arrows sounded, causing him to whirl. A rat-monk thudded into the dirt at his feet, three faintly glowing arrows rising from its crooked back. Zephacleas looked up and saw a winged shape swoop towards him, realmhunter’s bow raised in salute. 

			‘Well timed, Mantius,’ Zephacleas said, raising his hammer in a return salute. ‘Your arrows are as deadly as ever, Far-killer.’

			‘As is my duty, Lord-Celestant. Besides, the Gravewalker would be annoyed if you fell so ignobly to such vermin,’ the Knight-Venator called down. 

			Clad in amethyst and gold, with a crest of purest white rising above his ornate war-helm, the Far-killer was amongst the most lethal of the Beast-bane’s warriors. His arrows had helped to fell the Black Bull of Nordrath and plucked out the single eye of the tyrannical Butcher-king. Where he flew, death followed.

			‘As would I, sky-hunter,’ Zephacleas said. He gestured with his sword. ‘Take your retinues high, my friend – and rain death and ruin on our foes.’

			‘As you command,’ Mantius said. His great, crackling wings snapped, and he banked left. He rose upwards a moment later, joined by several retinues of Prosecutors. The winged Stormcasts fell smoothly into position behind the Knight-Venator, flying with a precision that did them credit. It served them well a moment later, as the sky was suddenly filled with a barrage of rancid filth.

			‘Take cover,’ Zephacleas bellowed. The Stormcast Eternals were in range of the deadly war engines now, if only just. And the skaven appeared to be wasting no time in taking advantage of that fact. A globule of the poisonous slop splashed down, spraying corrosive fluid over the Stormcasts. One of Duras’ Liberators stumbled, choking, and dropped his weapons to claw at his helm. The warrior fell to his knees and toppled forward, his body already vanishing in a slash of azure lightning. Another joined him, and another. ‘Back! All of you, get back!’ Zephacleas shouted.

			Thetaleas and the others retreated, giving ground before the sickening impacts. Zephacleas looked up and signalled to the Prosecutors. The winged Stormcasts swept down and hurled their celestial hammers with pinpoint accuracy, creating a wall of explosions between their fellows and the tide of filth which spread towards them.

			Zephacleas and the rest of the vanguard retreated. Skaven bearing whirling censers emerged from the smoke, chittering frenziedly as they pursued the Stormcasts. Glowing arrows knocked several of them sprawling and celestial hammers crushed the rest as Mantius and his Prosecutors sped low over the enemy ranks.

			‘Far-killer – take out those catapults if you can,’ Zephacleas shouted, as the Stormcast shield wall split to allow the vanguard to retreat. The sigmarite shields slammed back together with a ringing crash as the first of the skaven reached them. High above, Mantius saluted and swooped upwards. 

			Zephacleas turned his attentions back to the battle at hand, confident that the Knight-Venator would accomplish his task. Skaven were spilling out of the setae towers, scrambling down the swaying structures towards the battle unfolding below. ‘Thetaleas, bolster the left flank,’ he commanded. ‘Duras, take the right – we must do this the slow way.’

			As his warriors hastened to obey, Zephacleas scanned the area – crude barricades and filth-pits covered the street, signs of skaven habitation. The mortal inhabitants of the city had long since abandoned these ways to the invaders, leaving behind only mouldering corpses dangling in curse-gibbets or heaped in the filth-pits to rot and become the fertile soil for new plagues and poxes.

			The streets of the Crawling City changed shape constantly as the worm moved, making the towers and walls on its back shift position, forcing the Stormcast Eternals to rely on their winged brethren to guide them. The only unchanging routes were those which stretched between the uppermost tiers of the tallest setae. Woven from worm-hairs and sealed with ichor, they bent and swayed with the movements of the worm.

			Unfortunately, the setae were also full of skaven. They had turned most of the natural structures into stinking warrens, burrowing down deep through them into the worm’s body. Shu’gohl would be dead and the city in ruins by the time the Astral Templars cleared them. But if they could silence the catapults and take the Dorsal Barbicans, they might be able to prevent one of those eventualities at least. 

			Then we’ll burn their stinking warrens clean, as we did in the Ghurdish Heights, he thought, with savage satisfaction.

			The worm heaved, and skaven rained down, tumbling from the swaying towers. Those on the ground didn’t seem unduly bothered, and they pressed on, squealing blasphemous chants. Besides the sheer number of their foe, the Stormcast shield wall was hemmed in by the plague-clouds launched from the verminous catapults. Trying to cut off possible avenues of retreat, Zephacleas thought, watching as the right flank of the shield wall shifted slightly to avoid the breeze-borne clouds of contagion which spread slowly across the battlefield.

			Even worse was the creaking war engine which loomed over the centre of the skaven horde, expelling a foetid murk from the massive censer swinging from its arch. He’d seen similar war-machines during the battle for the Gates of Dawn, and in the plague-burrows of the Ghurdish Heights. The smoke from its censer drove skaven into a frenzy, but could melt the flesh from a warrior’s bones. A skaven rat-priest stood atop the pulpit mounted on the front, shrieking in what might have been fury.

			Swirling clouds of flies filled the air, flowing towards the Stormcasts as the rat-priest gestured. As the solid wave of insects swept over the shield wall, they clustered at the eye and mouth slits of the Liberators’ helms, smothering their heads and blinding them. Warriors staggered and the line began to come apart. They recovered almost instantly, but the skaven took full advantage of the momentary lapse. Skaven censer bearers lurched forward, shoving aside the other rat-monks in their haste to reach the shield wall.

			A smoking censer crashed down, knocking a Liberator from his feet. It was a massive sphere of black iron, almost as large as the skaven which wielded it. The creature, clad in rotting robes, slammed a taloned paw down on the shield of the fallen Stormcast, pinning the warrior in place as it swung its weapon up for a second blow.

			Zephacleas charged towards it, bulling aside several smaller vermin. He slammed into the skaven and sent it sprawling. More of its censer-wielding brethren swung at him, and the fuming spheres struck his armour with hollow clangs. The air became thick and foul, and he coughed, trying to clear his lungs even as he whirled his sigmarite war-cloak out. The runic enchantment woven into the cloak activated, and dozens of small hammers hurtled into the packed ranks of the enemy, killing many of the ratkin and driving the rest back.

			‘On your feet, Arcos,’ Zephacleas said, as he parried the smoking censer with a blow from his hammer. As the Liberator clambered upright, Zephacleas defended him from the skaven. With hammer and blade he drove them back again, and again they hurled themselves forward, yellow froth dripping from their scabrous muzzles. ‘Get in line – force them back, brothers, force them back,’ he said.

			Zephacleas glanced around, ‘Gravewalker! We are on the verge of being overwhelmed. We need to drive these beasts back,’ he called, as the shield wall began to reform itself with a crash of metal.

			‘Aye, my Lord-Celestant,’ the Lord-Relictor said, bringing the sigmarite ferrule of his staff down on a skaven’s skull. He set his staff and began to chant, his sonorous voice echoing out above the clamour of battle. The air began to smell of hot iron, and the fire-wyrm skull on Seker’s staff glowed with a sapphire light. 

			Before his prayer could reach its crescendo, the sky flared a deep cobalt.

			‘I didn’t know you could do that,’ Zephacleas said, as the light grew more intense. It was not painful to look upon, though the skaven didn’t seem to agree. They edged back, screeching and chittering in a growing frenzy. Even the clangour of their bells had fallen silent.

			‘It is not me,’ Seker said, in a hushed voice. ‘It is the light of Azyr. The breath of the very stars themselves. But it does not burn here by Sigmar’s will – something else invokes it.’ The Lord-Relictor sounded… shaken, as if he found it hard to comprehend what was happening.

			‘Whatever it is, I’m not letting this opportunity pass us by. Beast-bane, forward–’ Zephacleas began, but Seker stopped him.

			‘No, look,’ the Lord-Relictor said, extending his staff towards the light. 

			It swelled, growing brighter by the moment. Scores of skaven were incinerated by the celestial radiance, and the rest crowded back from it. Their flesh steamed and burned as they fought with one another to escape the light. It was as if some force had plucked a star from the firmament and dropped it onto the Crawling City. Shu’gohl roared, and the ground shook as the worm reared, casting the shadow of its head across the lower sections of the city. The light filled the streets, rising above the tallest tower before fading to reveal something that was neither Stormcast nor skaven. 

			‘Sigmar’s light – it is one of the Starmasters,’ Seker said, as the blue haze faded and the thing was revealed fully. ‘The seraphon have come.’

			‘That’s a seraphon?’ Zephacleas said, staring at the new arrival. Its massive frame was squat and vaguely batrachian in appearance. It sat hunched atop a graven throne which was clustered with thick vines and brightly hued blossoms unlike any he’d ever seen before. The throne hovered above the street, surrounded by the same flickering azure radiance which illuminated its occupant. Heavy-lidded, half-shut eyes flickered, and a wide mouth opened in what might have been a sigh. A long arm rose and gestured. The air reverberated with a forceful silence. The dust stirred, and in the skies above, heretofore unseen stars flickered strangely.

			Something crawled up the back of the throne and perched at its summit. It wore thin, pale robes and a cloak of feathers over its scaly shape, and its narrow skull was topped by a vibrant crest. It clutched a golden staff in its claws, and as Zephacleas watched, it extended the staff towards the skaven. The occupant of the throne gestured lazily, and the air before it was suddenly suffused with radiance. A spiralling nimbus of light grew and spread, and the air trembled with the sound of bestial roars and hisses.

			A moment later, rank upon rank of reptilian warriors emerged from the glowing nimbus and moved towards the skaven. They advanced shoulder to shoulder, bearing exotic weapons and armour which gleamed with a fiery radiance. Even as they tore into the skaven, their ranks split to disgorge a pack of monstrous reptiles ridden by saurian warriors. At the head of these scaly riders was an even larger monstrosity, such as Zephacleas had never seen save in half-formed memories of deep jungle crevasses and bellowing shapes which hunted for man and beast alike. The great beast bore another of the scaled seraphon on its back and both rider and mount roared in fury as they tore through the skaven like a sword through flesh.

			Taken aback by the sudden appearance of this new threat, the skaven could muster no defence. Their horde crumbled in on itself, as the more fanatical fought and the more prudent attempted to flee. From atop the war engine, the skaven priest chittered imprecations at its followers, but to no avail.

			Zephacleas clashed his weapons together. ‘They’re distracted. Gravewalker, keep herding them towards the newcomers – if the seraphon want to slaughter vermin, let’s oblige them. Beast-bane, forward!’ he said, raising his sword and signalling the shield wall to advance. The Lord-Relictor shouted something, but Zephacleas was already moving. 

			The Astral Templars forced the confused skaven back, herding them towards the advancing seraphon. ‘Thetaleas, with me,’ Zephacleas said, calling out to the Decimator-Prime. ‘I intend to turn that war engine of theirs into kindling.’

			Alongside the Decimators, Zephacleas began to carve himself a path towards the skaven catapult. But as they drew near, it seemed as if others had the same idea. At the urging of its scaly rider, the monstrous reptile broke into a ground-shaking run, followed by the rest of the mounted seraphon. The great beast rammed the war engine, knocking it over. The machine crashed down on its side, crushing any skaven too slow to get out of the way and spilling the priest and its bodyguards to the ground.

			The rat-priest was on its feet in a moment, whirling to face the first of the smaller saurian knights as its mount scrambled over the fallen war engine. A crackling burst of sickly green energy erupted from the rat-priest’s claw. Great sores opened all over the scaly forms of both rider and mount. Jaws gaped in a silent shriek and a shimmering light burst from yawning wounds, as both vanished in a flare of starlight.

			The rat-priest chittered and swung its claw towards another of the seraphon. Zephacleas charged forward, knocking the creature’s guards sprawling. As it turned towards him, its single eye widening, his runeblade swept down, removing its glowing claw. It screeched in agony and staggered back amongst its fellows, where the Lord-Celestant lost sight of it. The other rat-monks surged backwards in a wave of foulness, carrying their leader with them.

			The saurian riders moved to pursue them, their scales glittering like starlight. Zephacleas and the others held their ground as the seraphon swept past them in silence. He killed a foam-jawed skaven and then was left with nothing to do but watch as the reptilian beings drove the skaven back or butchered them where they stood. The ratkin retreated, scurrying down side-streets and up the sides of the towering setae, vanishing almost as quickly as they’d arrived. The great reptile crouched over the remains of the war engine, roaring in triumph.

			‘Zephacleas–’ Seker began, as he joined Zephacleas. Steam rose from the Lord-Relictor’s armour, and Zephacleas could smell the iron tang of celestial lightning.

			The Lord-Celestant shook his head, still watching the carnosaur and its rider. The saurian warrior was a battle-scarred creature clad in golden armour. It clutched a spear in one talon and bore a golden gauntlet on the other.

			‘We need to reform the lines, before they finish with the vermin. I don’t want to be caught out in the open, if they decide to turn on us after.’

			‘They won’t,’ the Lord-Relictor said, softly.

			‘How do you know?’

			‘The Moon Monks of Hysh say that they are the children of Dracothion, spawned by his breath in the Age of Myth. They say that the Great Drake’s hatred of Chaos burns like a star in the heart of each seraphon,’ Seker said.

			‘They say – don’t they also say that they usually vanish, when the battle’s been won?’ Zephacleas asked, watching the ranks of scaled warriors move with enviable meticulousness. Stormcast Eternals were drilled past the point of perfection, but the seraphon arrayed themselves with inhuman precision, as if they were not individual creatures at all, but rather the components of some greater pattern that was beyond human comprehension.

			‘Indeed. Which implies that the battle has not yet been won,’ Seker said, in reply.

			The ranks of the seraphon stood inhumanly still, facing the Stormcast line. Silence fell, broken only by the cry of distant birds and the dull grinding pulse of Shu’gohl’s progress across the steppes. Zephacleas shook his head. ‘What are they waiting for?’

			‘Us,’ the Lord-Relictor said. ‘I believe – I feel – that they wish to speak.’

			‘Have they ever done that before?’ he asked.

			‘Not to my knowledge.’

			‘Oh,’ Zephacleas said. ‘I’m not exactly one for diplomacy, Gravewalker.’

			‘Speak to them as you spoke to the sylvaneth, in the Jade Kingdoms,’ the Lord-Relictor murmured. ‘Someone must, and you are here. We are here. We are Sigmar’s voice, raised in greeting, and his hand, extended in friendship.’

			‘Yes,’ Zephacleas said, doubtfully. ‘Let us hope they don’t bite it off.’ He stepped forward, weapons held low and away from his body. He left the shield wall behind and moved to meet the seraphon as they approached. The Lord-Relictor was right. This was as much their duty as the breaking of chains and the felling of tyrants. Besides, the creatures were between the Stormcasts and the Dorsal Barbicans; best to find out now whether they were allies or obstacles. As he drew close, he could sense the celestial energies radiating from the creatures. It unsettled him in a way he couldn’t explain.

			Zephacleas stopped and raised his hammer. ‘In the name of Sigmar, and the Realm Celestial, I bid thee greetings…’

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			The Dreaming Constellation

			The air of the Setaen Palisades smelled of the sweetest rot and rising infection to Vretch as he strode across them, warpstone-tipped staff in one claw and the Mappo Vurmio clutched in the other. The hard flesh under his foot-claws was growing soft with inflammation, and small geysers of seepage erupted here and there, pooling about the raised platforms which held the slave-cages. The cages had once held the many-legged parasites that nestled in the furrows and folds of the worm’s flesh, which the folk of Shu’gohl raised for meat. Now they held man-things, and stank of fear and pain, as well as the various illnesses which ran rampant through the imprisoned population.

			The man-things were veritable gardens of delight, in that regard. Every little pox found its place, and they rotted so swiftly that his plague monks were hard-pressed to keep up. When one of the man-things succumbed, a pox-bell rang and his followers scurried to see which plague was responsible. Only those which brought about swift rot and ruin were extracted and fostered – the swifter the better. The Horned Rat cared nothing for fecundity or the propagation of his poxes – only the end result.

			All in all, the palisades were a thing of beauty, Vretch thought. It was almost a shame to leave. But the Gut-shafts waited, and he was impatient. The sooner he found the missing Liber, the sooner he could sweep his enemies – Kruk included – before him. It was also far too open out here, away from the cramped safety of the towers. He glanced at the swirling clouds above, before hastily looking away. He seized his few remaining whiskers and began to groom them to calm himself.

			He occasionally heard the sounds of battle carried on the wind. He wondered whether Squeelch still lived, and whether he’d made his assassination attempt on Kruk yet. If not, he might have to punish his not-quite underling. He sighed. Squeelch had showed such promise, but even if the other plague priest had failed, Vretch would not. Yes, the sooner he was safely below, the sooner victory could be achieved.

			Each of the Gut-shafts was topped by a rickety frame of mouldy setaen timbers. Platforms of worm-meat and cauldrons of ichor were drawn up by gangs of chained slaves, under the watchful gazes of his most trustworthy plague monks. As new loads were drawn up, bells rang out, summoning more slaves to unload the platforms.

			Not all of the shafts were being emptied – some were being filled with the bodies of dead and dying man-things. As they decomposed, the stuff of their rot would seep into the raw, wounded flesh of Shu’gohl, further weakening the great worm. It would die, as all things must die, for the greater glory of the Horned Rat.

			And for the greater glory of Vretch, he thought, sniggering. The Crawling City would become a great warren of rot, a sacred temple of putrescence. All of skavenkind would flock to it, in time, as the word of its dreadful miasma spread from it. And Vretch would be its master. Vretch, master of one of the Great Plagues. Vretch, best-beloved of the Great Corruptor. Vretch, Grand Squealer of the Basilica of Red Buboes.

			First, however, he must find that which he sought. 

			A noise caught his attention. He glanced behind him at his procession. A great mass of plague monks shuffled in his wake, their robes and weapons dripping with filth. They twitched and coughed, like true members of the Clans Pestilens – their bodies were temples to the many and multifarious blessings of the Horned Rat. They felt no pain, no weakness. The skaven of less faithful clans did not understand them or the purity of their purpose. They were the most worthy of all the Great Corruptor’s children, and Vretch was the worthiest of the worthy.

			Doom gongs rang out in gloomy fashion, and bale-chimes clanged as his chosen servants followed him, murmuring the praises of the Great Witherer. Those closest to the front of the procession carried those tomes and scrolls he’d chosen to bring with him, often staggering slightly beneath their weight. At the centre of the procession was the Conglomeration, squatting on its palanquin of bone.

			He had considered leaving the thing behind, but it was his conduit to Skuralanx and the will of the Great Horned Rat. That wasn’t the only reason he would need it where he was going, however – the thing was the only creature he’d discovered so far to be immune to the strange plague which had brought the skaven to Shu’gohl in the first place. He patted his robes, where a jar of the pox-froth which had spilled earlier rested. When the time came, the Conglomeration would ingest it and sniff out the source of the Great Plague. As if reading his thoughts, the mass of scab-melded skaven shook, its many tails lashing with surprising vigour.

			Vretch watched the Conglomeration twitch and shriek with some concern. While the accumulation of diseased flesh was prone to paroxysms, this was something different. A number of its larger abscesses burst, expelling steam and superheated pus. They sprayed across the plague monks who bore its palanquin on their shoulders. One of the bearers screamed as boiling pus spattered across his muzzle, burning his flesh to the bone. The monk staggered away, clutching at his snout, squealing in agony. The stink of fear-musk filled the air as the palanquin dipped and shifted. His congregation scattered, abandoning their fellows with commendable speed.

			Vretch backed away as the Conglomeration heaved itself to the side and bit off the head of another bearer. The other two couldn’t hold up the palanquin by themselves, and it crashed to the ground, spilling the monstrosity off. It shrilled out in what might have been pain, or perhaps hunger. Its heads jerked and bit at the dying bearer. All save one.

			That one turned towards him, malformed features contorted in a snarl. ‘Vvvvretch,’ it groaned in the unmistakable tones of the verminlord. ‘Heed me, most subservient one…’ Flailing limbs caught handfuls of the ground and it began to drag itself towards him. Vretch backed away.

			‘I hear and heed, O most puissant and shadowed one,’ he chittered, jabbing at the roiling mass of infected flesh with his staff. ‘You don’t have to come any closer, no-no.’

			‘Vretch, an old-new enemy comes slithering down out of the stars,’ Skuralanx hissed. The Conglomeration’s other heads turned, jaws still mindlessly chewing bits of bearer. They fixed Vretch with the daemon’s gaze and he froze in place, staff hanging forgotten in his hands. ‘They come for Kruk first, but they will come for you as well…’

			Images flashed through the plague priest’s head – vague, ghostly moments, stolen from the world-that-was, the world the Horned Rat had led his children from at the tolling of the great plague-bell. The beginnings of the Virulent Exodus, when the Horned Rat carried the forefathers of all skaven through the tunnel of stars.

			Vretch’s body spasmed as he felt the stinging rain of fire that had consumed that despoiled world, and the fear of those who’d fled. More, he heard the thump of monstrous drums, rising out of the deep jungles to reverberate through his wormy bones. He heard the earth-shaking tread of great beasts as they pursued him, and the ever-hungry roars of titanic predators, hungry for the flesh of cringing skaven. He felt the Fear – the old fear, the first fear – flood him, and he squealed in panic.

			The sky yawned wide above him, like the jaws of something infinite and terrible. A serpent of clouds and stars, its eyes swirling vortices, its scales the light of flaring suns. Vretch fell to all fours, clawing at the ground, trying to dig a hole, to escape the eyes of the Fear. His only thought – escape, escape, escape!

			‘There is no escape, Vretch. You are cornered. Your burrow is aflame, your warrens invaded. The old enemy comes, and no shadow can save you. Only victory – victory, Vretch! Only that can save you from the jaws of the serpent.’ The hands of the Conglomeration clutched at him, tearing at his robes. Vretch shook himself and skittered back, trying not to thrust at the thing with his staff.

			‘I am near-close, yes-yes, Mightiest of Mightiness,’ he chittered. His heart thudded in his chest, and his ears echoed with the dull scrape of scales over stone. He fought against the urge to squirt the musk of fear. From the smell, his followers had not been victorious in that regard. A number of plague monks had sought safety on the struts and framework of the shafts, while others stared at the Conglomeration, frozen in huddled masses.

			‘Near? Then where is my pox, Vretch?’ Skuralanx growled. ‘Do you hear the thunder? Do you hear the serpent’s hiss? They are coming, Vretch – only the pox can stop them. Where is it? Where?’

			‘O– Olgu’gohl, the Squirming Sea, O savage scurrying one,’ Vretch squealed. He sank to his haunches and lifted his head, instinctively baring his throat to his master. ‘It is below – far below! Through the Gut-shafts, most insidious one,’ Vretch chittered in what he hoped was a placatory fashion. ‘They will take me – take us! Us! – to that which we seek. I go now, below.’

			‘Hrrryes, below,’ Skuralanx grunted. The quivering bulk grew still, but the hell-spark eyes remained fixed. ‘Run, Vretch. Scurry-fast, quick-quick… the old serpent is on your trail, looking to snap you up. Only once all of the Great Plagues are gathered can the Horned Rat hurl his other aspects aside and become the Great Witherer Ascendant. Only then can he bite through the throat of the old serpent, and silence its hisses for good. And Skuralanx shall be the one who brings that final victory about,’ Skuralanx hissed. ‘Find me that Liber, Vretch.’

			The Conglomeration fell silent, and its gazes again became dull. It squirmed and gibbered as Vretch gestured for his assistants to roll it back onto its palanquin.

			‘Yes,’ Vretch muttered. ‘But not Skuralanx, no-no. Only Vretch.’ He warily jabbed the insensate bulk and then looked around at the hunched and cowering shapes of his followers. ‘Well? Pick it up, you fools. We have wasted enough time! The Squirming Sea awaits!’

			The Dorsal Barbicans were a hive of activity. Skaven ran to and fro, congregations jostling for space behind the stone ramparts or within the towers. At the highest point of the worm-spanning fortress, the Archfumigant of the Congregation of Fumes was being treated for his sadly non-fatal injuries. Squeelch watched as Kruk stripped the filthy bandage from his maimed limb. A pale steam rose from the wound – the mark of the enemy’s magic. It burned the flesh free of blessed diseases. Squeelch’s lice-ridden flesh crawled at the thought. He had worked very hard on his collection of skin diseases. He stepped back, putting another claw’s length between himself and Kruk.

			‘Star-devils,’ Kruk snapped, his good eye wide with fury. ‘We were betrayed! Betrayed!’

			Squeelch refrained from asking the obvious question. Instead, he nodded jerkily. ‘Yes-yes. But what now, O Hardy Scion of the Horned Rat?’

			‘Nowww?’ Kruk growled. ‘Now, you summon a warpflame, fool-fool!’ The plague priest reached out with his good claw and caught a handful of Squeelch’s robes. ‘Quick-quick, or I will eat your heart.’ 

			He extended his bloody stump. Squeelch pulled himself free and gestured over the chunk of warpstone lashed to the top of his staff. The green stone began to glow with a sickly light, and he felt the ticks in his ears grow agitated in response. An oily flame blossomed from the facets of the warpstone and he held it out.

			Kruk thrust his ruined claw into the flames and hissed in mingled pain and fury. ‘Get me the censer, quick-fast,’ he snarled, as he withdrew the smouldering stump. Skug lurched forward, holding a makeshift gauntlet. It slid over Kruk’s stump with a click, as the warpstone-infused nails within immediately pierced the charred flesh and spread like cancerous roots. Kruk shrieked in pain and bashed a nearby censer bearer on the skull with his new limb, killing the unlucky skaven instantly. Squeelch flinched, glad that it wasn’t him. Skug tittered phlegmatically and shook his chains.

			Squeelch hated the censer bearer with a passion. The leader of the Reeking Choir was as foul a watch-dog as Kruk could hope for. He was certain Skug harboured his own schemes and desires, but for now, the boil-encrusted brute seemed content to ward Kruk against any harm that might befall him, whether from without or within. Squeelch looked away from the operation, and studied the defences he’d laboured so long over.

			The Dorsal Barbicans were heavily manned. The bulk of the congregation’s laity now guarded the walls, clutching their weapons in anticipation of the confrontation to come. Censer bearers from the Reeking Choir moved among them, filling the air with pungent smoke and wailing out the thirty-nine Bubonic Hymns. Some few stragglers scurried across the setae bridges from the outer towers, seeking shelter within the barbicans.

			The sound of thunder echoed up from the streets below, signalling the approaching enemy. There was a strange musk on the air – dry and harsh. Squeelch felt his insides twist in knots at the merest whiff, and knew he was not alone. All across the barbicans, skaven muttered to one another in growing fear. They could all feel it – all save Kruk and his Reeking Choir, whose noses were dead to anything save the scent of decay.

			It came with the star-devils, swooping down on searing celestial winds to burn away all save the urge to run, to flee. Only their numbers and the bilious fumes spewing from the censers of the Reeking Choir kept those crouched atop the barbicans from scattering and fleeing.

			Squeelch found comfort in his plague-engines. The plagueclaws were the holiest of the holy, and Squeelch felt his sores pucker in pride as he gazed at the rancid contraptions of rusty metal and festering wood. They were as the filth-encrusted talons of the Horned Rat himself, gouging at the enemy. Plagues brewed by his own claws were ladled into the catapults to be hurled into the enemy’s midst. With his plagueclaws, Squeelch had spread many a blessed sickness through strongholds and citadels, through streets and caverns. He had rewarded many of his most fervent followers with the honour of crewing one of the machines.

			Those who now crewed the plagueclaws had shed their robes, so as to better saturate themselves in the hissing virulence of the ammunition. Their mangy hides were covered in abscesses and weeping tumours, and many had lost most, if not all of their hair. Soon, they would rot away entirely, their shrieking essences becoming one with the Great Witherer. He would have to remember to choose their replacements.

			To Squeelch, that was the truest way of war – to share the blessings of the Horned Rat with the foe, but from afar. Very, very far. A rain of death, rather than a poke with an infected stick. That was the best way.

			Kruk held up his gauntlet and examined it with his good eye. It was a smaller, fist-sized censer, taken from Skug’s plethora and mounted on a heavy iron bracer. Greenish fumes rose from it, flowing up Kruk’s arm and around his bandaged head. ‘It’ll do,’ he grunted, inhaling the smoke with a sigh. He looked at Squeelch. ‘Destroy it.’

			‘Destroy what, holiest of holies?’

			‘The city. All of it. Turn it to sludge, now-now!’ Kruk snarled, thrusting his censer beneath Squeelch’s nose. ‘Fire the plagueclaws – destroy everything. Let the star-devils wade through oceans of filth, if they would.’

			‘But– but our warriors, most powerful of plague-winds,’ Squeelch began, flinching at the mention of the scaly creatures. He had never seen them before, but something in him recognised them regardless. Rising up in him, he felt the instinctive urge to find a hole and hide away from them, to burrow deeper than they could follow. For a moment, he was lost, and he knew the full terror of being prey.

			‘They die for the glory of the Corruptor. If you would not join them, you will do as I command,’ Kruk growled, his eye glittering with malice. He did not seem afraid. Then, Squeelch would have been astounded to learn that Kruk even knew what the word meant. ‘Destroy everything – the city, the lightning-riders, the star-devils, all of it.’

			‘A– as you command, O mighty Summoner of a Thousand Pestilences.’ Squeelch turned, ready to screech orders at the plagueclaw crews to begin loading his deadliest poxes. If the foe wanted to take the Dorsal Barbicans, they would have to do so through a rain of plagues. But before he could give the order, something caught his eye.

			He turned, gazing up into the storm-tossed sky. Gleaming shapes glided out of the clouds on crackling wings and dove towards the barbicans. He peered up at them, trying to understand what he was seeing. His eyes widened. ‘Fire-fire! Hurry! Quick-quick,’ he shrilled, flinging out his claws in panic.

			Kruk whirled, glaring up at the descending shapes as the plagueclaw crew hurried to ready the war engines to fire. ‘What–?’ he growled. ‘Treachery!’

			The first plagueclaw fired, hurling a steaming mass of putrescence into the air. The diving storm-things rolled through the sky, nimbly dodging the missile. There were twelve of them, and their wings gleamed like fire. Storm-swift, they swooped. Heavy hammers appeared in their waiting hands, manifesting in a blaze of light. A moment later, those hammers were spinning through the air towards the barbicans.

			They struck like comets, shaking the great walls down to their foundations. Squeelch was knocked from his claws. He cowered for a moment, expecting the nearest plagueclaw to topple over on him, but it merely swayed in place. The crews scrambled across it, readying it to fire.

			Skug jerked him to his feet. ‘Up-up, squealer,’ the skull-faced skaven gurgled. Squeelch slapped his claws aside.

			‘Do not be touching me, fool-fool,’ Squeelch hissed, exposing his teeth. Skug snarled at him, and Squeelch prodded him in the chest with his staff. The chunk of warpstone lashed to the end lit up and Skug cowered back, raising his claws in surrender. Before Squeelch could poke him again, Kruk caught hold of the staff with his good claw.

			‘Cease-stop, fool. Enemies aplenty before us,’ the scarred plague priest roared, shoving Squeelch back against the plagueclaw’s frame. More of the glowing hammers struck the barbican wall as the winged Stormcasts swooped overhead. Panicked skaven ran in every direction, trying to avoid the storm of debris that arose from the impacts.

			The plagueclaws continued to fire, their crews driven beyond fear, beyond sense, by their proximity to the foul ammunition of their war engines. The boil-encrusted crew-skaven fought to swing the catapults about, trying vainly to track their foes. Squeelch hissed in consternation as a glowing hammer tore apart the frame of one of his charges, nearly destroying it.

			Incensed, the plague priest thumped the barbican with his staff, and unleashed a putrescent light from the warpstone crystal mounted atop it. One of the winged Stormcasts was caught full-on by the blast. Amethyst armour corroded as the flesh within turned black and gangrenous. What was left of the warrior tumbled from the air to land with an undignified splat. Azure lightning roared upwards from bubbling remains, and Squeelch flinched back.

			‘Haaaa, yes-yes, that’s the way, Squeelch,’ Kruk screeched. ‘Kill-kill, rapid-quick!’ He thrust out his censer. The smoke spewing from it billowed abruptly, shredding and reforming to become a massive claw. Kruk swung his arm, and caught one of the storm-things in the smoky talon. The warrior struggled, trying to smash his way free. Kruk rotated his wrist, and the claw tightened, enveloping the warrior in its noxious grip. The storm-thing’s struggles became more frantic as the poisonous vapour filled his lungs. Then, abruptly, he went limp.

			Kruk chortled and let his victim fall. ‘They die easy,’ he grunted, looking for more prey as lightning crackled upwards from the dissolving body. Skug knocked him aside as a glowing arrow thudded into the barbican where he’d been standing. Kruk smacked Skug away with a curse and clambered to his claws. More arrows rained down, impaling skaven where they stood. Death fell across the barbican, marked by glowing contrails.

			As Squeelch ran back and forth, trying to avoid the shimmering arrows, he caught sight of the sky-archer hovering over the barbican, his crackling wings holding him aloft. The warrior’s armour was more ornate than that of his hammer-wielding followers, and his arm was a blur as he loosed arrow after arrow in rapid succession.

			Squeelch flung himself beneath the frame of a plagueclaw, narrowly avoiding losing the tip of his tail. Kruk was not so lucky. The plague priest screeched as an arrow pinned his tail to the rampart. He staggered as the second tore through his robe, somehow missing anything vital. One of the winged Stormcasts swooped low, hammer raised as if to remove Kruk’s head. Despite being pinned, the plague priest was in no mood to surrender to fate. The smoking censer that had replaced his claw lashed out and caught the winged warrior in the head, dropping him twitching to the parapet.

			At Kruk’s shriek of command, Skug and the rest of the Reeking Choir swarmed over the downed warrior. A moment later, the censer bearers were thrown back by a crackling bolt of lightning, which speared upwards to streak towards the heavens.

			By now, the miasma of the whirling censers was rising into the air, and skaven swarmed across the barbican. Fanatical plague monks clambered up the plagueclaws, slashing wildly at the winged Stormcasts if they drew too close.

			Kruk tore himself free of the arrow that pinned his tail, even as it dissolved into motes of light. He shook his censer-claw at the winged shapes in a show of defiance, as the plagueclaws continued to fire, filling the air with boiling clouds of sickness. Squeelch stuck his snout out from under the plagueclaw and gave the ground a thump with his staff.

			The bodies of the fallen skaven began to twitch as the lice and maggots that occupied their robes were wracked by the transformative energies of his spell. The insects became humming flies. At Squeelch’s gesture, the flies rose up in a massive, buzzing cloud and roiled towards the Stormcast Eternals, shrouding them in biting, stinging swarms. The winged warriors darted skywards a moment later, leaving both the flies and the barbicans behind.

			Squeelch’s triumphal chitter was cut short as Kruk hauled him out from under the catapult and held him aloft with his muscular claw. ‘Stop wasting time, fool-squealer,’ he snarled. ‘Destroy this city – destroy everything! For the glory of the Horned Rat!

			The seraphon did not immediately react to Zephacleas’ greeting. As he stood waiting, he studied them. While he had never encountered them before, others had, if only briefly, most notably in the Gorevale, as well as the Fortress of Embers on Obsidia Isle. Never before had the seraphon remained after the battle was done. Always, in his admittedly limited experience, they vanished in beams of starlight, returning to wherever it was that they came from.

			But not this time. This time they waited, though Sigmar alone knew for what. 

			Zephacleas saw a plume of fire rise up over the Dorsal Barbicans, and knew that the Far-killer had begun his attack. Impatience won out over discipline, and he took a step towards the seraphon. The saurian warriors raised their glittering spears with a thunderous rattle. He stopped, gripping his weapons more tightly, ready for whatever might come next. The little saurian in its feathered cloak met his gaze. He felt a chill, and tensed as it raised its staff.

			The ranks of the seraphon split, allowing a large shape to amble through. It was massive, far bigger and bulkier than the saurus warriors around it. The creature stalked forward, slamming its war-mace against its curved shield. It bellowed in challenge. Zephacleas instinctively bellowed back. The creature glared at him, its nostrils flaring. It was larger than any Stormcast Eternal, and twice as broad. Its turquoise scales were interrupted by weals of pale scar tissue, criss-crossing its wide torso and marring its face. It slammed its star-metal war-mace against its shield again and lurched forward.

			Instinctively, Zephacleas caught its blow on his sword and struck its shield with his hammer. It gave a chortling grunt and came at him again, more swiftly this time. They traded blows, moving back and forth between the two forces. Within moments, however, Zephacleas realised that the creature was only playing with him. Anger surged through him, and he pressed the attack, trying to bring it to its knees – whatever game it was playing, he was in no mood for it. But the seraphon caught his fiercest strikes on its shield or turned them aside with its war-mace, matching him blow for blow.

			Abruptly, it stepped back. Arms spread, it turned its back on him and roared. Zephacleas lowered his weapons, sensing that the game, or perhaps test, was over. The little skink advanced to meet its champion, then stepped past to where Zephacleas stood. It cocked its head. 

			‘Sutok has tested you,’ it chirped. ‘You glow with the light of Azyr. You shine like the stars in the dark between realms. Great Kurkori has thus decreed that we will speak.’ It swung its staff back, indicating the seemingly slumbering slann on its floating throne.

			Zephacleas waited. The skink eyed him. ‘The stars change. The skies burn. The war remains the same,’ it chirruped. It raised its claw in a complex gesture. ‘Always the war. Great Kurkori dreams always of war. The last war and the first.’ The skink straightened abruptly. Its head swivelled, gazing at its seemingly insensate master. ‘Never to wake, only to dream, until dream’s end.’ It turned back, fixing Zephacleas with a beady eye. ‘You are part of it?’

			‘I…’ Zephacleas began, wondering how to answer. Then he nodded. ‘Yes.’

			The skink’s crested skull twitched and dipped, reminding Zephacleas of one of the flightless predatory birds of the Savannah Kingdoms. He smiled at the thought, but only briefly. Those birds were larger than a man, and deadly. In his mortal days, the armoured knights of the kingdoms had tamed them to ride in battle. The skink chirped wordlessly, and he wondered whether it knew what he was thinking.

			‘Will we dream together?’ it said, after a moment. ‘Will we dream of war? Of death, to the scurrying vermin?’

			Zephacleas nodded in understanding. ‘Aye, and gladly.’ He extended his hammer. ‘We fight to free this city from the vermin which infest it, to free its people and the great beast upon whose back they ride.’

			‘You march to the great fortress which spans the worm,’ the skink said. ‘Great Kurkori has seen it.’ Before he could reply, it clicked its jaws and added, ‘You must march further and farther. You must go into its belly and to the worm’s head. This, Most Ancient Lord Kurkori has seen in his visions,’ the skink said. ‘The future and the past are all one for him. He has seen what will be, what is and what must be for the dream to be good.’

			‘And you will march with us,’ Zephacleas said, somewhat shaken. The seraphon knew of their mission.

			‘The Most Ancient and Somnolent Lord Kurkori has seen it,’ the skink said. Zephacleas peered at the slumbering shape of the slann. He wondered if the creature was even aware of what was going on. Then, perhaps it didn’t matter for such a being. An ally was an ally, and he was not one to turn away the offer of friendship. Especially if it meant the difference between success and failure.

			He looked down at the skink. ‘Then let us ensure that it is indeed a good dream, my friend. I am Zephacleas, Lord-Celestant of the Beast-bane, servant of Sigmar,’ he said.

			The skink stared up at him. It blinked, and said nothing. Then, ‘Takatakk. I am Takatakk. Starpriest to the Dreaming Constellation, servant of Kurkori.’ It looked up at him, expression inhuman and unreadable. ‘We have come to fight beside you, dream-of-Sigmar.’

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			Into the Depths

			Vretch strode down through the pleasingly noxious murk of the Gut-shaft. The incline was raw and infected. It sloshed pleasantly beneath his claws as he used his staff to test the route ahead. The shaft was a steep slope of shuddering meat, shot through with webs of veins and throbbing runnels full of what passed for the worm’s blood. Ichor dripped from the walls and ceiling of the shaft, and curtains of torn fat and muscle flapped wetly in the breeze which had followed the skaven down.

			It was the most comfortable he’d felt since he’d first led his procession up through the gnawholes and onto the surface of the worm. The fleshy tunnel reminded him of the cramped and crooked corridors of Blight City, full of the comforting smells of rot and skaven – if somewhat more perilous, on the whole.

			More than once since he’d begun his expedition, the scoured walls of the worm’s pores had expanded to envelop an unwary plague monk. Shu’gohl’s thrashing had grown worse since they’d started their descent. He wondered whether it had anything to do with the stink of pox-sludge which drifted from the dorsal area of the city.

			Kruk was up to something. Nothing intelligent, obviously. No, Kruk was a fool and prone to foolish things. Vretch was tempted to bite his own tail in frustration at the other plague priest’s disagreeable antics. Even at a remove, occupied by battle with the storm-things and the star-devils, his rival was causing him difficulties. Then, it had always been that way.

			Kruk was a natural disaster looking for a place to happen. If Squeelch didn’t act soon to put Kruk out of his misery, Kruk might kill the worm before Vretch had found what he was looking for, and that could prove disastrous. Who knew how Shu’gohl’s death might affect its internal regions? Things could shift or dissolve, carrying the object of his quest further out of reach. And that would be disastrous – Skuralanx might even blame Vretch for the delay, and punish him accordingly. He shuddered.

			As he did so, he caught a glimpse of something out of the corner of his eye. A flickering shadow. He glanced back, but saw only the shadows of his followers, cast by the light of the warpstone torches they carried. Unconsciously, he hugged the Mappo Vurmio to his chest. A trick of the light, he thought.

			Despite the worm’s convulsions, they reached the bottom of the shaft with little real difficulty, and most of his procession intact. It wasn’t that far, through the layers of flesh and muscle. The shaft flowered into a wide lump of fatty tissue, which jutted over what he believed to be Shu’gohl’s intestinal tract.

			A foul wind rose up out of the dark and washed over him, carrying with it, the sound of… squirming. He smelled ichor and something else, something bilious and musky all at once. ‘Quick-hurl a torch, fast-fast,’ he said. One of his plague monks scuttled forward and threw a warpstone torch into the darkness, briefly illuminating the immensity below.

			In that glimpse, Vretch saw that the Squirming Sea was well-named. It was a narrow sea of digestive juices running lengthwise along the worm’s body, broken at points by steaming reefs composed of uncountable squirming worms – whether these were parasites, or offspring, Vretch couldn’t say. In the distance, he could just make out the shapes of broken spires and crumbled towers, rising from the bubbling waters. It was said that whole man-thing fortresses had been swallowed by Shu’gohl on its eternal crawling. And more than just fortresses – encampments of orruks and even the warrens of skaven had been drawn into the worm’s belly.

			It was one of the latter he had come to find: the lost warren of Geistmaw. It was an innocuous little den, inhabited by a clan of old. They had perished to a skaven, but had not been forgotten. He opened the Mappo Vurmio and flipped through its stiff pages. Those ancient cartographers had discovered the remains of the warren and its unfortunate inhabitants. And after they had mapped it, they had died one by one from a strange sickness – a sickness, according to their peculiar man-thing scratching, much like that which had drawn him here in the first place. Vretch licked his snout in anticipation.

			He knew, with every fibre of his keen and matchless intellect, that the forgotten clan of Geistmaw had discovered the secret of one of the Great Plagues and brewed it, only to be subsumed by the worm before they could unleash it. How long must it have taken for the poisonous atmosphere of the lost warren to spread through Shu’gohl’s stomach-sea? A hundred years? A thousand? Only to be expelled at last in the worm’s wake, to poison the land where it squirmed. Such was the potency of the Great Plagues that they remained dangerous even centuries after their brewing.

			He traced a page with his claw, following the route those long-dead mapmakers had taken. Most of what the worm ate passed through its digestive tract. But some things became lodged in the flows and eddies of Olgu’gohl, there to become a permanent fixture of this ill-lit realm. The Geistmaw warren was one such thing. Once, it had occupied the remains of a man-thing fortress of the same name; now both fortress and warren hung suspended from the worm’s stomach-lining over a natural eddy in the digestive fluid.

			It would not be easy to reach, but reach it he would. He was too close to fail now. He peered over the lip of the precipice, down into the digestive waters below. He turned back to his followers and raised his staff. ‘Hurry,’ he snapped. ‘Lower the raft-platforms, quick-quick.’

			His procession devolved into a flurry of activity as skaven dragged the rafts forward. The wide, scoop-shaped platforms had been made from ichor-hardened setae and scale prised from the worm’s back. They would resist the acidic waters of the Squirming Sea, as would the oars woven from similarly hardened setae-strands – or so his assistants swore. The oar-skaven were clad in thick, heavy robes designed to resist even the most virulent pox-brews, and wore goggles and cowls to protect their faces. Vretch had his own goggles and congratulated himself for thinking of them – the stinging steam rising from the gut-juices of Shu’gohl would have blinded even one as inured to pain as himself.

			His followers dragged the rafts to the edge as others clambered down the fatty cliff below to create a living chain by which the rafts could be passed from one set of claws to the next. The rafts were lowered one after another without incident, and sat waiting in the bubbling stream below. Then, and only then, were Vretch’s books and the Conglomeration lowered to occupy the largest of the rafts. His pox-cauldrons and plague-urns were scattered about the rest – their contents would smoke and spew, keeping any potential predators at bay. The Horned Rat alone knew what sort of monstrosities lurked in Shu’gohl’s gullet.

			But soon, none of that would matter. Soon, nothing would be able to stop him. Vretch would rise, and the Mortal Realms would fall.

			Tokl watched as the vermin lowered themselves into the bubbling river. When he was certain they’d left no watchers behind, he dropped from the wall. The rest of his cohort did the same, moving in perfect unison. Nimble and clever, the band of chameleon skinks had pursued the skaven down the pulsing length of the fleshy shaft, and they would pursue them further still, until the Great Lord Kurkori commanded otherwise.

			Such was their function. Tokl and his warriors were the unseen instruments of the slann’s will, the forgotten moments of the Great Dream. Their scales mimicked the hue of their surroundings as they stalked their prey, and the whisper of their celestite blowpipes was all but inaudible. They existed within the shadows, where the light of Azyr did not always reach, invisible, at times, even to the eyes of their fellow seraphon. But so too were they invisible to the servants of the Dark Gods. They were the Unseen Correctors, and they set broken dreams to rights at their master’s command.

			Tokl licked his bulging eyes, trying to attune them to the humid interior of the worm. The lingering traces of warp-smoke stung him, and he longed for the open air. His cohort chirped in alarm as the worm convulsed and the shaft shuddered about them. He heard the panicked squeals of the skaven as they fought to keep their rafts from turning over.

			He did not know why the vermin had come down here, and it was not his function to ask. It did not matter. The vermin hunted, and they would be hunted in their turn. 

			The worm shuddered again. The great creature was in agony. Monstrous as it was, it deserved better than to be eaten away from the inside out by the scuttling rat-vermin. But Great Lord Kurkori had decreed that such would not happen here, and Tokl and his cohort would do their part to see that it didn’t.

			Tokl chirped and gestured. ‘Move. Swift. Silent,’ he chirped. They would scale the walls of the great worm’s intestine and hide among its folds and creases as they shadowed the vermin.

			‘Attack?’ one of the others asked, head cocked.

			‘No,’ Tokl chirruped. ‘We keep our distance.’ The sickening fumes rising from the cauldrons mounted on the rafts would kill a skink as easily as whatever predators lurked in the great worm’s stomach. They would follow their quarry at a distance, and strike when the time was right. When Takatakk commanded.

			They were guided by the will of the Dreaming Seer, and they would not fail.

			The wind had turned, and the stink of melting setae washed over the Dorsal Barbicans. The streets and furrows before the barbicans were covered in steaming, bubbling sludge. The great worm thrashed in continual agony, setting the barbicans to shuddering. Skaven lined the walls, chanting the Thirty-three Rapturous Hymns to the Third Great Plague as they swayed amidst the thick smoke emitted by the censers of the Reeking Choir. The plagueclaws continued to hurl their frothy projectiles, filling the streets of the Crawling City with poisonous smog. And as they launched, Squeelch worked steadily to brew new plague-slop for them to toss into the city.

			‘Load-load,’ he chittered as he stirred the mixture in the pox-cauldron before him with his staff. ‘Faster, fools, faster!’ 

			His crews hurriedly ladled the brew into the plagueclaws, scratching at their sloughing flesh as they worked. His assistants were stationed before similar cauldrons up and down the barbicans, using the recipes he had taught them to prepare ever more powerful mixtures. Plague monks staggered towards him, dragging baskets full of shrieking rats. Squeelch stepped back, allowing them to dunk the baskets in the cauldron.

			The baskets were then dragged to the buckets of the plagueclaws, where they would be hurled into the city. Some of the rats would endure the landing and scurry forth to spread sickness. They were hardy creatures, as befitting creations of the Horned Rat, and were easily capable of surviving long-distance, high-speed travel, especially when bolstered by a healthy mixture of plague-broth. It was an old tactic, a traditional tactic. Squeelch had learned it from his master, and his master before him, before murdering them both with a tainted bowl of fish heads. He sighed happily as he hawked a huge glob of phlegm into the pox-cauldron and continued to stir the soupy mixture.

			He took a cursory sniff, and instantly his lungs filled with a cloying weight. He hacked in satisfaction, pounding on his chest. One of the crew-skaven, overcome, toppled forward face-first into the cauldron. At his gesture, the others stuffed the body into the thick soup. He jabbed at the still-twitching carcass with his staff. It would add to the potency.

			This was a good brew. One of his best yet, he thought. His sores tingled in pride as he filched his snuff-bag from within his robes and stuffed a talon in it. The powdered warpstone within was mixed with dried pus scraped from the bodies of plague victims, and something vaguely sweet. He stuffed his powder-coated talon into his mouth. Green sparks danced behind his eyes, and he felt as if he could out-think a hundred rivals.

			Sniffing, Squeelch stared at Kruk’s broad back, and wondered whether he could shove him over the edge of the rampart before Skug reacted. He lifted his staff from the cauldron, considering. One good poke, yes-yes, and much-dead Kruk, he thought. It was glaringly obvious to his superior intellect that even Kruk couldn’t survive such a fall.

			Kruk might not even mind. It was how he’d taken control of the Congregation of Fumes in the first place, after all. And the title of Archfumigant had passed through at least a dozen claws before Kruk had pitched old Frekt into a toad dragon’s mouth at the Guttering Fen. No, Kruk wouldn’t mind. He was a traditionalist at heart.

			Kruk turned, his good eye narrowing, as if he’d read Squeelch’s mind.

			Maybe not yet, Squeelch thought, trying to look as if he hadn’t just been contemplating assassinating his superior. ‘Why has Vretch not attacked yet?’ Kruk demanded.

			Squeelch blinked. ‘What, O most potent of poxes?’

			‘Why… hasn’t… Vretch… attacked,’ Kruk growled, thrusting his muzzle towards Squeelch. ‘We are distracted. I would have attacked. You would have attacked. Why has Vretch not attacked?’

			‘Prudence, O most pestilential of priests?’

			‘Prrrudence, squealer? Is that what you call it?’ Skug rasped.

			Squeelch glared at the censer bearer. He was about to snarl a reply, when Kruk grunted.

			‘Whatever you call it, it is an itch in the back of my mind,’ the plague priest said, glaring towards the ever-present lightning storm which swirled over the worm’s head. ‘But I will not give him the pleasure of abandoning this place, no-no. Vretch wants the Libraria Vurmis. He will come – he must.’ Kruk smacked his censer into his palm.

			So that was it. Squeelch had wondered why Kruk had seemed so bent on defending the Dorsal Barbicans. He almost pitied the brute. Vretch no longer needed the library or its contents, for Squeelch had given him the pick of its bounty already.

			‘Vretch is not attacking because he is more cunning than that,’ a deep voice growled. Squeelch looked up and saw the muscular shape of Skuralanx crouched atop the closest plagueclaw. When the daemon had arrived, Squeelch couldn’t say – the creature moved more silently than a shadow, appearing and disappearing at will. 

			The verminlord glared down at them. ‘Vretch is counting on you to occupy the foe, while he accomplishes his goal.’

			Kruk growled wordlessly. Skuralanx chittered in amusement. ‘You’re a fool, Kruk. Your enemies approach through your pox-rain, and your true foe goes to accomplish what you could not,’ the daemon said.

			Kruk cocked his head. ‘What do you mean?’

			‘Fool-fool,’ Skuralanx hissed. ‘You came here looking for the lost Liber, and so did he. But while you suffer here, he nears your goal. Poor Kruk… perhaps I should have let you die in Putris Bog…’

			‘No-no-no!’ Kruk shrilled. ‘I will kill-kill Vretch myself, yes-yes. Where is he?’

			The verminlord pointed a talon downwards. ‘In the belly of the beast, Kruk. You must leave, go to the Setaen Palisades. The sooner the better. You must get me that Liber Pestilent before Vretch gets his claws on it.’

			‘But the barbicans…’ Kruk began.

			‘Squeelch will hold them,’ Skuralanx said, looking at Squeelch, who cowered back. ‘Won’t you, Squeelch?’ he hissed, even as his form twisted and shrank into a wisp of shadow and vanished from sight.

			‘Yes-yes, to hear is to obey, O most merciful of potentates,’ Squeelch chittered. As he said it, he wondered whether he should have taken the chance to shove Kruk over the edge after all.

			Oxtl-Kor sniffed the air and growled. The Oldblood could smell the rat-stink on the air. It pervaded this place, and drove him to distraction. It grew stronger the closer they drew to the Dorsal Barbicans. They would have been there already, had they not been forced to slow their pace to accommodate their allies.

			He sniffed, inhaling the scent of celestial lightning and the world-that-was. The Stormcasts wore the flesh of a broken dream, as if it belonged to them alone. He licked his muzzle angrily. Were it not for Great Lord Kurkori’s command, he would not have countenanced his warriors to march beside them. They were not worthy to fight alongside the Dreaming Constellation – they were but pale ghosts, newborn and unaware.

			Irritated by the smells and sounds, Oxtl-Kor rubbed his snout. He was covered in a latticework of scars, each one a page in his history since the final beginning and the first ending. Sometimes, in the red moments between the his master’s call and the triumphal dissolution which saw him returned to the calm and quiet of Azyr, the Oldblood wondered where he had gained them all. It seemed to him that he’d had some for longer than he had been alive.

			There were scars on his mind as well as his body. Gaps in his memory, where his thoughts grew thin and faded, and when he became frustrated by them, only the death of his foes could sate him. The Oldblood longed to deal death to the vermin, to feel their flesh tear between his jaws, the hot rush of their blood sliding down his throat. That was his part in the Great Lord’s dream. He was the savage longing of his master made flesh. He was Kurkori’s rage, and he was content only when killing. Sawtooth grumbled in seeming agreement, and Oxtl-Kor patted the carnosaur’s thick neck.

			Sawtooth, like his master, was covered in the scars of battle. He was a mighty beast, with jaws capable of crushing stone and a hide as thick as the celestite armour Oxtl-Kor wore. Together, they were virtually unstoppable. Around him, the cold ones ridden by his saurus knights easily kept pace with the loping carnosaur. More animalistic than their riders, the cold ones were foul-tempered and vicious, but possessed the same instinctual hatred for the stuff of Chaos as did the rest of the seraphon. Like Sawtooth, they had no need for sustenance, but they desired the flesh and blood of their foes regardless.

			Oxtl-Kor gazed with pride at the ranks of saurus warriors advancing in Sawtooth’s shadow, their stardrake icons held aloft. They were a scarred and scaly instrument of war, understanding well the ebb and flow of the eternal battle. Their rage, like his, was tempered by an instinctive adherence to order. The order of the stars, the order of spheres, of the sacred mathematics of being crafted and nurtured by the Starmasters and the Great Drake.

			He glanced back at the Dreaming Seer, slumbering peacefully on his floating palanquin. Time and celestial tide had taken their toll on the Great Masters, the Oldblood knew. But some, like Great Lord Kurkori, yet remained. They slept, their minds elsewhere, contemplating more important matters. And Oxtl-Kor was determined to see that the slann continued to sleep undisturbed.

			He flexed his sunbolt gauntlet, studying the star-forged celestite that shrouded his talon. He did not understand the secrets of its working, only how to employ it. At a gesture, he could unleash a flash of celestial fire which would sear flesh and soul alike. Another gift of the slann to their most loyal servants.

			The wind shifted, bringing with it the stink of the falling pox-rain. Sawtooth, angry, reared and unleashed a thunderous roar. Oxtl-Kor lifted his spear and added his voice to that of the carnosaur.

			The skaven would hear. They would know that the wrath of Kurkori, and of the seraphon, was sweeping down on them.

			They would know that the end of their dark dream was near.

			Poisonous fumes stretched through the streets, reducing iron-hard setae to sagging masses of smoking glop. The bodies of mortals and skaven lay everywhere in heaps and piles, victims of the pox-rain rising from the Dorsal Barbicans. The street squelched underfoot as Zephacleas led his chamber towards the barbicans. Things were growing ever more foul the closer they drew to their goal. If they didn’t manage to destroy the skaven weapons, the city – and the worm it was built upon – would surely perish.

			He looked up, scanning the toxin-filled sky. Mantius and his Prosecutors were scouting the area ahead, their crackling wings searing a path through the befouled air. While their assault on the Dorsal Barbicans had failed, they’d managed to keep the skaven from venturing too far from the fortress. Three times the ratkin had massed to attack since the arrival of the seraphon, and three times the Knight-Venator and his sky-hunters had broken them from afar.

			Now, what few skaven remained outside the protective ramparts of the Dorsal Barbicans were in hiding, likely hoping the combined host of Stormcast Eternals and seraphon would pass them by. They’d have to be hunted down and harried from their foul lairs after Shu’gohl had been freed, but first the skaven warrens around the Dorsal Barbicans and the distant Setaen Palisades would have to be destroyed. The vermin could not be allowed to hold such places, or destroy them as they were even now attempting to do.

			The skaven were levelling the city all around the barbicans in an effort to impede the progress of their foes and prevent them from reaching the walls. Nonetheless, many of the setae towers were still standing – full of skaven, but still standing. They were connected to the walls by the strange, swaying bristle-bridges. If they could get to the walls without having to fight their way through the barbicans they could silence the catapults quickly. And once the Dorsal Barbicans had been freed from skaven control, they could push forward towards the anterior sections of the worm-city, including the Setaen Palisades. Hopefully there are survivors there yet, he thought.

			A sudden roar shook the tainted air. He glanced up as the shadow of the great reptile and its rider fell over him, and the echoes of its roar faded. It was a truly imposing creature, and its rider was equally fearsome. Oxtl-Kor was the seraphon’s name, or perhaps his title. Zephacleas wasn’t entirely sure which, and the creature didn’t seem in a hurry to explain it to him. Indeed, the creature – the ‘Oldblood’, as the skink Starseer, Takatakk, called him – seemed unhappy with the current state of affairs. Or so Zephacleas judged – he’d communicated nothing either way.

			None of the seraphon save for the Starseer had spoken, or shown any inclination in that regard. Indeed, other than Takatakk and the hulking creature called Sutok, most seemed content to ignore the Stormcast warriors marching alongside them.

			‘What do you mean?’ Seker said.

			Zephacleas looked at him, and then at Takatakk, when he realised that the Lord-Relictor’s question had been directed at the skink.

			‘You are made of light,’ the skink chirped, as it circled the Lord-Relictor. ‘Storm-light, sun-light, ghost-light…’

			‘But not star-light,’ Seker said. The Gravewalker had been talking with the little seraphon since they had begun their march towards the Dorsal Barbicans, trying to learn all he could about their strange allies. Or perhaps it was the other way around, Zephacleas mused. ‘Not like you,’ the Lord-Relictor continued.

			‘Same, but different, yes? Yes,’ the skink said, head cocked. ‘You are a different type of dream, I think.’ The creature glanced back towards the hovering bulk of its master. ‘Yes, a different dream,’ the lizard-man said, more firmly.

			‘I’m solid enough,’ Zephacleas said. He pounded his fist against his chest-plate.

			‘Hrr,’ the big seraphon called Sutok grunted throatily. One claw swatted Zephacleas in the back, nearly knocking him from his feet. The ‘Sunblood’, as the skink called him, was impossibly strong – Zephacleas counted himself among the strongest of the Astral Templars, but he knew that the seraphon could tear him limb from limb without much effort.

			‘Sutok agrees,’ Takatakk chirped. ‘He likes you.’

			‘Does he?’ Zephacleas said, regaining his balance. ‘How can you tell?’

			‘He has not eaten you,’ the skink said.

			‘Luckily for the both of them,’ the Lord-Relictor said. Zephacleas glanced at Seker, but, as ever, the Lord-Relictor’s skull-faced helm gave no hint as to what the man beneath might be thinking. He looked back at the Sunblood. The creature gave a chortling grunt and slammed his war-mace against his shield.

			‘I still do not understand why you march with us,’ the Lord-Celestant said, with a shake of his head. ‘Why not simply strike the Setaen Palisades, if that is where your true foe waits? Why spend your strength here?’

			‘To help,’ Takatakk chirped. ‘Great Lord Kurkori dreamed it, and so it must be. The Dreaming Constellation moves to aid Sigmar, so that future events occur as they must.’ The skink nodded. ‘All things flow towards their predestined end, and so we must flow with them.’

			‘But aren’t you afraid that by aiding us, you will fail in your own mission?’ the Lord-Relictor asked. Takatakk looked at him as if confused.

			‘We cannot fail. Great Lord Kurkori has seen it.’

			‘Yes, but–’ Seker pressed.

			‘Besides, we follow them even as we march beside you. Great Lord Kurkori’s dream is vast and composed of many parts. He sees all at once, and simultaneously.’ The skink made another of his complex gestures, as if attempting to help them visualise his statement.

			‘He’s saying that they sent scouts, I think,’ Zephacleas said. As he spoke, he heard the whistle-crack of the distant catapults on the Dorsal Barbicans. ‘Cover!’ he roared.

			A cascade of yellowish spheres of muck struck the towers far above, and a rain of hissing plague-liquid pattered down. Both Stormcast and seraphon alike raised their shields as the noxious fluid fell over them. Takatakk raised his staff and hissed out a guttural string of syllables, filling the air with a strong wind which blew some of the foulness away before it reached its targets.

			Despite this, the pox-rain grew stronger, and Zephacleas heard it sizzle as it struck his armour. ‘That wind isn’t enough. Summon a proper storm, Lord-Relictor – wash this foulness from the skies,’ he called out. But even as Seker began to intone a prayer, Zephacleas heard a deep, rumbling croak from the Dreaming Seer. He turned and saw the slann Starmaster stir blearily, as if the stink of the rain had disturbed his slumber. The pox-rain abruptly steamed away to nothing in the air, leaving behind only a foul smoke. The slann grunted, his head sagging once more, eyelids drooping.

			‘That works as well,’ the Lord-Celestant said, trading glances with his Lord-Relictor. As the stinking fog cleared, the air quavered with a shrill cacophony. Rats flooded towards them. They seemed without number, and came in a great, squealing wave. The vermin were bloated with disease and covered in runny sores. Zephacleas roared and stamped, crushing the rats with hammer and boots. His warriors followed suit, and the seraphon stabbed at the scurrying creatures with their broad-bladed spears.

			The vermin were more interested in fleeing than fighting, however. A moment later, as the breeze called into being by Seker’s prayers shredded and dispersed the miasmic fog, Zephacleas saw why. Before them was a slick, slowly spreading mass of bubbling putrescence, occupying what had once been the wide courtyard before the central gateway of the Dorsal Barbicans. It would have been a magnificent sight once, he thought. The plaza had been a semi-circle of setaen tiles, dyed and shaped to create an intricate mosaic, now hidden beneath the frothing foulness. Great statues had once lined the curve of the plaza, wrought in the likeness of the heroes of the Shu’gohl – knights-militant of the Order of the Worm, nobles of the setaen houses, warrior-priests of the Sahg’gohl. Those statues were broken now, fallen and shrouded in muck. Everywhere he looked was ruin and filth.

			Toppled towers, sheared from their foundations by the boiling foulness, lay atop others, creating a tangled mass of ruined stone and hair. Red eyes gleamed in the shadows of those fallen structures, and a dolorous chittering rose. Bells rang and gongs crashed. High atop the curved walls of the barbicans, the catapults continued to rain down plague and filth on the city. The massive gates which occupied the centre of the barbicans were barred and chained, the ancient surface marked and scarred with skaven-sign.

			The ratmen had claimed this place for their own – but they would not hold it for much longer. Zephacleas clashed his weapons together and glanced down at Takatakk. ‘You wish to fight beside us, seraphon? Now is your chance.’ He raised his hammer. ‘Forward! For Sigmar and the Realm Celestial!’

			With a shared roar, the two hosts of Azyr began their advance.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FIVE

			Treachery and Shadows

			Great Lord Kurkori, the Dreaming Seer of the Second Departure, stirred reluctantly on his palanquin. His dreams held tight to his vast consciousness, drawing him into better and brighter worlds than the broken, limping thing he now found himself in.

			In his deep dreaming, he saw an empire of order and light, a thing of perfect structure and harsh angles. The universe would move in perfect harmony, every realm, every inhabitant perfectly synchronised and in rhythm with the cosmic plan. It was a good dream, and one he intended to see made real, whatever the cost.

			He cracked his eyes. The world drew into stark focus through a veil of celestial light. He could feel the agonies of the great worm upon whose back they fought as a dull pressure upon his thoughts. The beast was ancient as the Mortal Realms judged things, though its existence was barely a blip to his perceptions. Nonetheless, its death was not a part of the pattern and thus he saw no reason to allow it. With a thought, he sent waves of soothing energy through the great beast’s simple mind, easing its distress, if only for the moment.

			He could feel the pulse of star-born energies that were his chosen cohorts. Each one was as unique as the stars in the firmament, and as precious to him. They were his claws, his fangs, his darkest dreams made scaly flesh. When they roared, they roared with his voice; when they bled, they bled with his blood. They were his dreams, and he wielded them with a deftness that was spoken of in awe by his fellow slann.

			The central points of his constellation glowed the brightest – his rage, his cunning, his hope, made manifest in his chosen champions. Oxtl-Kor, a proud beacon of cold fury and determination; Takatakk, a quicksilver flickering of celestial power, ebbing and strengthening with Kurkori’s attentions; and Sutok, saturated with the very stuff of Azyr, his scales glowing with the light of the stars themselves.

			Chaos had grown powerful during the centuries of blood, but so too had his kind. The Dark Gods had learnt little with the waxing of their might – they were feckless abstractions, impatient and impulsive. Disharmony and disunity were their lot, and all things unravelled at their touch. They did not see the Mortal Realms for what they were, only what they wished them to be, and so were blind to the true nature of the game being played.

			That they did this in isolation, each slann pursuing their own campaigns against the slow advance of entropy which threatened to consume eternity, did not hamper them at all. For all that they were the merest fragments of a long extinct civilization, the lingering debris of a vanished world, they were not without some power.

			The Eight Realms were a great game board and the Starmasters placed their pieces with calculated precision. They saw many moves ahead of their inattentive foes, and wove iron-hard stratagems which would advance their singular cause, however infinitesimally, from a thousand different angles. Step by step, Kurkori and his brethren manipulated the winds of fate with their celestial mathematics to bring about the final defeat of the ancient enemy.

			Sigmar, the being they knew as the Rising Storm, was their ally in this endeavour, though even the God-King could conceive but dimly of the true purpose of the slann. And there were other forces which were, if not allies, yet subservient to the great pattern. The Undying King on his throne of sorrows, the Queen of the Hidden Vale… these too served in their own way to advance the designs of the Starmasters in their wisdom. Pieces, great and small, moved to and fro across a board of stars.

			The world was different, but the game remained the same. Sometimes Kurkori dreamed of the world-that-was, of humid greenery and a sky full of falling stars. He dreamed of the vermin, flowing up the wide, stone steps of ancient temples in their chittering hordes. He dreamed of dead kin, eaten as they slumbered, their wisdom devoured by scuttling shadows. Anger filled him, and the saurus marching alongside his palanquin stiffened, growling. He heard the rumbling voice of his favoured general, Oxtl-Kor.

			Kurkori felt the energies which formed and filled the saurus. At a whim, Kurkori knew he could reduce the scarred warrior to mere motes of dancing light, or invigorate him into nigh-invincibility. He could send him back into the dream, or stoke the rage which flickered within him. Too, he saw the looming moment that the Oldblood’s life-thread was cut short. Death was not the end for the seraphon, for they did not truly live, save in the memories of the slann. Even so, each death was like a thorn in Kurkori’s flesh, a persistent pain which never dimmed.

			He heard a rattle as the servants of the God-King began to advance. They too were filled with the light of Azyr, though they were not made from it. They were not memories but an ideal, shaped and forged and set loose. The crash of thunder, the flash of lightning; they were all this and something more, though Kurkori could not say what. They were a strange dream, drawn from a mind most alien – a thing of rougher symmetry than his own. Cruder, but more powerful. The thoughts of the slann were as polished stones, but the thoughts of the Rising Storm and his creations were jagged rocks, freshly drawn from snow and stream. Emotion, rather than calculation, guided them in all things.

			Such was the burden of limited minds; they saw only what the universe allowed them. The celestial pattern was too vast for their comprehension, its beauty too blinding for their eyes. That was why he had dreamed as he had dreamed, why he had come to this place of soft angles and brief lives. The pattern grew layered here – moments from the past, present and future crossed back and forth over one another at a single point, requiring action.

			Something old would be found in the depths of the worm, inconsequential from his perspective but with a terrible potential if the equation of this place was corrupted as he had foreseen. The vermin were clever. They had their own patterns, erratic as they were. He could not allow such a random element to be introduced into his design.

			Kurkori leaned back on his throne, looking through the walls and past the fortresses beyond, towards the head of the worm. Time and distance were as one to him, and as easily manipulated as the star-born winds of Azyr. He had come following a gleaming thread which stretched back into the shadows of the world-that-was and into the world-that-might-yet-be. Echoes of memories lost, carved before the Great Exodus, old calculations which had survived the death-spasms of a world. It would be found, and its potential neutered. Such he had seen, so he had dreamed, so must it be for the pattern, and his calculations, to remain undisturbed.

			With a drowsy grunt, he turned his attentions back to the present. The skeins of pox and filth weighed on the air, making it sluggish and opaque. Their pestilences gnawed at the very fabric of the realm, dissolving it even as they dissolved the worm’s flesh. An untidy equation. A small thing, a confluence of random variables, easily tidied. He reached out with his mind. What the vermin had made, he could unmake. And he did, and found it good.

			The bubbling moat of filth became as green glass, its liquid foulness replaced by the solid angles of shimmering perfection. Oxtl-Kor looked at him, a fiery request burning in his eyes. The old warrior yearned to taste the blood of the foe, and the slann did not have the heart to deny him this moment of pleasure. Kurkori blinked in acknowledgement.

			The Oldblood snarled in satisfaction and thumped his mount in the side with the haft of his spear. The carnosaur roared in pleasure and surged forward, shaking the ground with its tread. The saurus knights followed their commander, sprinting across the newly hardened field of green glass.

			But they would not be enough. The vermin had spread wide and deep, and cast their burrows into the flesh of the worm. So he stretched mind and hand upwards, toward the stars that spun somewhere far above the darkening amber skies and the swirling storm. He drew down dream after dream, star after star, and his constellation expanded, swirling wider and farther. The roars of ancient beasts, unheard by mortal ears for a millennia, filled the air, drowning out the bells and shrieks of the skaven.

			The Dreaming Constellation went to war.

			And, satisfied, Great Lord Kurkori went back to sleep.

			Mantius Far-killer took aim and loosed a crackling arrow. A skaven was punched back into the darkness of the fallen tower, its rotten carcass swiftly consumed by the energies of the arrow. ‘Drive them back, my huntsmen – clear the way for our brothers,’ the Knight-Venator said as he loosed a second arrow.

			His Prosecutors skimmed low over the fallen length of the tower, hurling their celestial hammers as swiftly as they could conjure them. The skaven pouring down the ruined setae were hurled in all directions, their foul robes smouldering. But for every one killed, two more scrambled out of the ruin of stone and hair, foetid blades between their teeth and filth-encrusted cudgels in their claws. They were limitless and rapacious – the living embodiment of the evil that the Stormcast Eternals had been forged to fight.

			A flash of shimmering light caught his eye, and he smiled. ‘Prey enough for the both of us, eh, Aurora?’ he said, to the circling, iridescent shape of the star-eagle. He’d bonded with the fierce raptor during a training exercise within the Aetheric Clouds which clung to the Broken World. There, in the star-spattered darkness of celestial space, he and the creature he’d named Aurora had hunted the great void-beasts of Azyr. More than once, the star-eagle had saved his life in the void, warning him with a shriek, or tearing apart some ethereal predator with its glittering talons. Now the raptor waited for his command to launch itself down among the enemy, to rip and tear.

			He drew another arrow from his quiver. The arrows were magical in nature, as was the quiver they rested in. Crafted by the Six Smiths, the quiver filled as quickly as he could empty it, as the magics condensed new arrows from the air and the storm. Only one arrow was not so easily replaceable – the star-fated arrow. Forged from the very stuff of the stars, its potency was such that it took days rather than moments to reappear in the quiver. That one was reserved for the most powerful of targets. He’d used the star-fated arrow to pierce the fiery brain of the Black Bull of Nordrath, and cripple the abomination so that his fellow Stormcasts could end its monstrous rampage.

			From the upper reaches of the fallen towers, rat-monks armed with rocks and whatever other missiles they could scrounge took aim at the winged warriors. Stones hissed through the air and Mantius swooped upwards, arrow nocked. As he crested the top of the tower, he loosed arrow after arrow, quicker than mortal eyes could follow. Skaven died, clawing and snapping at the arrows which transfixed them. As he nocked another arrow, he saw his huntsmen destroying the curve of the fallen tower, and burying the skaven within.

			As the tower was reduced to a slope of smoking rubble, Lord-Celestant Zephacleas led retinues of Liberators and Decimators up the incline, killing any skaven who managed to wriggle free. Mantius swooped towards them, his hands a blur. Nock and loose, he thought, repeating the mantra over and over again in his head. There was a comforting rhythm to it, a susurrus that eased his scattered thoughts into the calm of battle.

			He had been a hunter, once. A seed-rider, on the Ghyran Veldts. He had vague memories of floating on updrafts and riding swift downdrafts, loosing arrows at the wild, jade-feathered birds his tribe hunted for food. He had ridden his seed-pod into war as well, against the Rotbringers and their foul allies – chortling, gape-mouthed daemons who crushed entire tribes beneath their loathsome weight. The sound of their laughter still echoed up out of the black wells of his memory. He drew, nocked and loosed, faster and faster, losing himself in the rhythm.

			‘Far-killer – the skaven seek refuge below,’ one of his huntsmen, Darius, cried, as he flung the smoke-wreathed body of a ratman aside. Several Prosecutors had landed at the apex of the fallen tower, where it had crashed against another, creating a natural arch. There, they dealt death to the skaven seeking to escape from one tower to the next, and drove most back towards the advancing Decimators. ‘Should we pursue?’

			‘Aye, let no shadow escape the light, Darius,’ Mantius said, as he loosed a final arrow. Several of the Prosecutors, led by Darius, leapt into the air and swooped swiftly beneath the fallen tower. Mantius tucked his wings and followed, Aurora keeping pace.

			It was dark beneath the tower, and streams of dust and filth spilled down from the cracks in the structure, reducing visibility and choking the air. Mantius spread his wings and cut through the streams, following his warriors. He could see the snap-spark of a celestial hammer as it spun towards a knot of writhing skaven. The ratmen were attempting to squeeze through a spider-web of cracks and escape their amethyst-armoured pursuers.

			But as the Prosecutors drew close to the fleeing skaven, the Knight-Venator heard a grinding of rock and twisted in the air, hunting for the source of the noise. His breath caught in his throat as a wave of rot-stink enveloped him. He saw two thick, pale tendrils uncoil from the shadows which clung to the underside of the fallen tower. Before he could cry a warning, they snapped out and coiled around a Prosecutor’s neck and arm, yanking him from the air. The tendrils quivered and tensed. The air was filled with a horrible cracking sound, and the Prosecutor slumped.

			‘Darius – beware,’ Mantius cried, as he brought himself up short and reached for his quiver. His warning came too late. Darius wheeled about, crackling hammer manifesting in his waiting hand, but something that gleamed with an oily hue spun out of the shadows and removed his head. The curved, sickle-like blade thudded home into the opposite tower, even as Darius’ body returned to Azyr in a blinding flash.

			Mantius loosed a trio of arrows, trying to gauge where the blade had come from. As his arrows pierced the shadows, their attacker uncoiled from the darkness and dropped towards the remaining Prosecutors of Darius’ retinue.

			It was akin to a skaven, but far too large and muscular to be a member of that breed. A number of curved and ridged horns rose from amidst its shaggy, greasy mane, and surmounted its fleshless skull like some hideous crown. Its bifurcated tail lashed about it like a whip and its boil-encrusted flesh clung tightly to swollen muscles. Daemon, Mantius thought. He’d seen similar beasts in the Jade Kingdoms, in Ghyran.

			‘Die-die for Skuralanx,’ the monstrosity shrieked as it dropped, its sickle-blade opening an unlucky Prosecutor from skull to midsection. Even as the warrior came apart and vanished in a flare of lightning, the daemon was falling towards the next, tails lashing. Its blade slammed against the Prosecutor’s crossed hammers. The force of the contact caused the combatants to twist through the air.

			A swooping Prosecutor had his neck snapped by a piston-like blow from the daemon’s cloven hoof. The verminlord spun through the air, somehow keeping itself aloft through sheer savagery. It leapt off a Prosecutor’s back and drove its hooked blade into the throat of another warrior, reducing him to a writhing streak of lightning. As it struck the opposite tower, it tore its hurled blade free and lunged back into the fray.

			Mantius cursed, unable to draw a bead on the quicksilver shape of the rat-daemon. The creature seemed to be there one moment and gone the next, as if it were only a trick of the light. It sprang from tower to tower, ricocheting between them with inhuman grace. Another Prosecutor perished before Mantius at last had a clear shot. He loosed the arrow, but only managed to splinter one of the creature’s worm-eaten horns.

			The verminlord sprang back, seeking refuge in the shadows.

			‘Aurora,’ Mantius snapped. The star-eagle screeched and shot forward, talons spread. The raptor intercepted the daemon and drove it back in a flurry of glittering feathers. The rat-daemon dropped, digging its blades into the side of the tower. It looked up at him, eyes flaring with hatred. Mantius reached for the star-fated arrow – daemon or no, few creatures could resist it.

			As if guessing his intentions, the daemon tore its blades loose and dropped to the street below. The remaining Prosecutors hurled their hammers after it, obliterating the sides of the tower and filling the air with debris. Mantius knew that the beast was gone before the air cleared. A coward, just like its followers, he thought, as he flapped his wings and rose. 

			‘Proxius, Caledus,’ he said. ‘Gather the other huntsmen. There will be time enough to mourn later. For now, we must clear those ramparts.’ He surged up and away, swooping around the curve of the fallen tower and over the thick ramparts of the Dorsal Barbicans.

			As he rose over the walls, he spotted the slave-stockades inside the inner courtyard. Prosecutors swooped to join him. The stockades were domed cages of bone and setae, and each one held dozens of mortals, most of them undernourished, maltreated or dying. The skaven were using them as pox-hosts, ammunition and food, he knew. The vile creatures valued nothing save ruin. 

			Between the seraphon advancing on the central gates and the Stormcast Eternals climbing the fallen towers towards the ramparts, the vermin had little attention to spare his efforts. He was determined to make them regret that.

			At his signal, Prosecutors crashed down across the barbicans and into the courtyard, smashing apart the cages, freeing the sick and the wounded. Mantius dropped lightly onto one of the cracked minarets which rose over the ramparts, releasing an arrow as he touched down.

			Other Prosecutors hurled their hammers to shatter the walkways between the slave-stockades and the skaven racing towards them. From his perch on the crumbled minaret, Mantius loosed three arrows at once and pinned a trio of squealing rat-monks to the collapsing rampart by their tails.

			‘Free them, brothers – free them all so that they might take back their city,’ Mantius growled, as his arrow took a skaven overseer in the throat. ‘For Sigmar and the Realm Celestial!’

			It was all going horribly, terribly wrong, Squeelch thought. And it was all Kruk’s fault. The one-eyed fool of a plague priest had led the Congregation of Fumes to its destruction at last. Squeelch’s only satisfaction arose from having played no part in such foolishness. It wasn’t his fault, no-no! He had done the best he could, under circumstances that would have tried even the legendary patience and skilful might of the most revered of pox-masters.

			Still, he had done his best with what fate and Kruk’s ineptitude had dealt him. He had brewed his most virulent poxes and destroyed much of the man-thing city, levelling whole towers, filling the streets with a lovely, noxious murk and a veritable sea of steaming putrescence. He had done all that a skaven in his position could be asked and more, and what was his reward to be? Abandonment and brutal murder at the hands of their foes.

			That had decided him. Now was the time – he’d never get another, if Skuralanx had his way. The daemon clearly wanted him dead. Squeelch could not fathom the verminlord’s fascination with a dullard like Kruk. Kruk knew nothing of the brewing of plagues, or any proper priestly duties. He was a brute, a fool and mad. A skaven could be any one of those things and prosper, but not all three – never all three!

			And yet, the daemon continued to protect Kruk from harm. Perhaps that was why Kruk had survived all of Squeelch’s most cunning ploys and his boldest attempts at murder – yes. Yes! It all made sense now. The odds had been stacked against Squeelch from the beginning.

			A test, he thought. A sudden bout of coughing wracked his frame, and he rubbed his muzzle with his grime-stiffened sleeve. Mucus bubbled out of his snout and he hawked and spat. It was a test: a test of his cunning, of his perseverance, of his faith… of his devotion to the Horned Rat. Well, he would pass this test, as he had passed all the others.

			He hurried across the inner bridge, away from the sounds of battle, the ramparts and his precious plagueclaws. It hurt him to leave them behind, but it would serve no purpose to die with them. Despite his valiant efforts, the enemy were drawing close. Too close. They were already crossing the setaen bridges that swung between the closest towers and the barbicans, and the star-devils had reduced his bubbling moat to a shimmering glaze. Plague monks scurried past him towards the battle. He ignored their chittering, intent on his own fate.

			It wasn’t fair! Kruk had led them to this, as Squeelch had always suspected he would. The other plague priest lacked the true skaven sense of self-preservation, and seemed deadly intent on dragging the rest of them down into death with him. The central structure of the barbicans, which housed the Libraria Vurmis, rose to greet him. He crept through the doors, which were already off their hinges, and into the central chamber.

			There were no guards – Kruk needed none, save Skug and his malcontents. Every other skaven in the Dorsal Barbicans was either fighting or in hiding. There were always some who hid, even among the faithful of the Clans Pestilens. Squeelch would deal with them fairly, but firmly, when the time came.

			The air in the central chamber of the library was redolent with the reek of fear-musk and death. He drew his knife as he entered the chamber, and held it close to his body. Squeelch crept forward. The wavy-bladed knife had been allowed to stew in one of the most virulent potions ever devised by skaven claws for thirty days and thirty nights. It was so potent that it had caused his claw to blister, just from touching the hilt. It was sure to be enough, he thought. And if not, well… Running had always served him well, in the past. Kruk wouldn’t get far with a knife in his back.

			Plague monks scurried about him, climbing the shelves, tossing their contents to the floor, chittering in excitement. Kruk’s most trusted followers were hard at work, while Squeelch’s own spent their lives in brave-yet-futile battle. The library shook as the star-devil assault continued. Soon, the Dorsal Barbicans and his beloved plagueclaws would be no more. But catapults could be rebuilt, as could fortresses. Slaves could be retaken.

			Parchment crunched beneath his claws, and he froze. But the noise had been lost amid the thunder of the attack. Dust sifted from the ceiling, and one of the great shelves toppled over, crushing an unwary plague monk.

			Squeelch heard Kruk chittering in anger as he oversaw the evacuation, and the deep, growling tones of the verminlord as it pointed out which books might be needed to buy Vretch’s friendship long enough to turn on him, when and if he’d found the fabled Liber. Not much chance of that, of course… Squeelch had picked the library clean of its choicest morsels weeks ago. Those he hadn’t put aside for himself he’d sent on to Vretch. It was no wonder Kruk hadn’t found anything of use in them.

			He hesitated, wondering if he should simply flee, rather than chance assassinating Kruk beneath the daemon’s snout. Would it look with favour upon such an act, or with anger? Assassination was a fine, long-standing skaven tradition, even among the Clans Pestilens. One could not expect promotion to the high plateaus of clan leadership without first spilling a bit of blood. But the daemon… he stopped, head cocked.

			He realised he could no longer hear the daemon’s basso rumble. Kruk too had fallen silent. Squeelch froze, scarcely daring to breathe. He fought the urge to squirt the musk of fear. Had they heard him coming? Had Kruk fled while he dithered? Had he been left in the library, to face their enemies alone?

			‘Cunning Squeelch, crafty Squeelch. Yessss,’ came a voice, from just over his shoulder. At first, he feared it was Skug. Then, as the voice’s owner began to titter, he realised with mounting horror that it wasn’t Skug at all. He turned, knife raised, and stared up – up! – into the skeletal grimace of Skuralanx.

			The daemon’s prehensile tails coiled about him faster than he could follow. He shrieked as Skuralanx jerked him from the floor and slammed him against a shelf. His knife clattered from his grip. He tried to summon the strength to unleash a spell, but everything hurt too much. The bony leer thrust forward, so close that Squeelch could smell the hideous stench radiating from his captor. ‘And what were you going to do with that, hmmm?’ the daemon murmured.

			Squeelch squeezed his eyes shut and began to whimper a prayer to the Great Witherer. He begged the Horned Rat to take and shelter his soul, for it seemed his body was about to be torn asunder. He felt a dribble of foulness run down his leg. He cracked an eye, and saw Kruk and Skug hurrying towards them, the censer bearer trying to hold his master back.

			‘Squeelch? Treachery!’ Kruk chittered, reaching for the other plague priest with his good claw. Skuralanx yanked Squeelch out of reach and pointed a filthy talon at Kruk.

			‘I will deal with this faithless one, yes-yes. You will take the Scar-roads, where the teeth of the great stone-wyrm Bolestros tore wounds in Shu’gohl’s flesh, in the days when the sky wept fire and the black blood of the earth sought to drown the land,’ Skuralanx snarled. ‘Take one of the man-things to show you. Leave the others here. Let our enemies see what awaits them.’

			‘But–’ Kruk began.

			‘I said go-go,’ Skuralanx roared. Skug prostrated himself immediately, but Kruk only stepped back, head bowed. Despite his predicament, Squeelch could only marvel at the other plague priest’s sheer stubborn viciousness. With a final glare and growl, Kruk spun and stumped off, barking orders as he went.

			Skuralanx leapt from the floor to one of the thick pillars which supported the domed roof of the library. ‘It is a shame,’ he said, as he climbed up the pillar, dragging the helpless Squeelch behind him. ‘You show much promise, Squeelch. Much cunning, yes-yes. But needs must.’ The daemon reached the top of the pillar, and crouched there, deep in the all-concealing shadows. 

			‘Skuralanx’s needs, if you were wondering,’ the daemon said, as he twitched the struggling plague priest closer. His eyes glowed like the coals beneath a cauldron as he examined Squeelch. He sniffed the air, and Squeelch’s aching scent-glands spasmed, trying to squirt fear musk though there was none left to give.

			He began to babble, begging for his life, promising the verminlord anything he could think of. ‘Squeelch will serve you, most cunning one! Squeelch will be your slave, he will–!’ His squeals died away as the daemon pressed the tip of a claw to his muzzle.

			‘Shhh, little pox-maker. Shhh. Yes, you will serve Skuralanx. You will serve him, and all skaven, to the utmost of your ability. I told you that you would hold this place, and you will.’ Skuralanx’s hell-spark eyes gleamed. ‘Yes-yes, you will…’

			Zephacleas swept his runeblade out and sliced a leaping skaven in two. The sore-covered ratman fell past him as he forced his way out onto the bridge. Made from woven worm-bristles and hardened with unguents and ichors, it connected those crooked setaen towers which still stood to the Dorsal Barbicans. Zephacleas and his chosen vanguard had fought their way up the rat-infested incline and through ruined towers to get to this point. Now only a single, shuddering span separated them from their goal. As he set foot on the swaying bridge, skaven scurried towards him from the opposite side, squealing and chittering.

			He glanced at the massive shape of the Sunblood, Sutok, crouched beside him. Between them, they were the width of the bridge. No skaven would get past them. ‘Look, they come to greet us my friend,’ he said.

			Sutok threw back his scaly head and roared. Together, they lunged to meet the swarming vermin.

			‘Death and ruin,’ Zephacleas shouted as he and the Sunblood ploughed into their foes, driving them back through sheer momentum. Stormcasts advanced behind them along the narrow walkway, weapons raised, their voices raised in unison with his. Skinks and saurus scaled the underside and sides of their bridge, as well as those above and below, climbing with a speed that put their verminous foes to shame. Flying reptiles swooped low over the bridges, jerking screeching ratmen up and dropping them. Prosecutors darted past the leather-winged reptiles to strike at the skaven, sending twitching bodies plummeting to the streets below.

			The Dreaming Seer’s magics had turned the bubbling pox-froth which covered the streets to shimmering green glass, and Oxtl-Kor led the bulk of the seraphon host across it with earth-shaking strides. Behind the saurian host, the Gravewalker led the rest of the Stormcast Eternals in support of their allies. And he is welcome to that role, Zephacleas thought, as he booted a skaven over the edge of the bridge. I am the blade of the axe, not its haft.

			Together, step by step, he and Sutok pushed the skaven back. The rabid rat-monks flung themselves heedlessly into death, and Zephacleas’ armour was scored by the marks of foetid blades and rusty bludgeons. Thin trickles of starlight ran down Sutok’s scales as he waded through the enemy, ignoring the bite of their blades. Whatever filth clung to them was seared clean by the touch of his blood, and the skaven seemed more frightened of that than the war-mace the seraphon wielded.

			‘We’ve arrived, my friend – let us make the most of it,’ Zephacleas said, as he and Sutok reached the upper ramparts at last. Squealing skaven raced towards them, though some seemed less than enthused to get anywhere near the Sunblood and the Lord-Celestant. Behind them, their chosen warriors flooded onto the ramparts. ‘Thetaleas, the catapults,’ Zephacleas said, signalling the Decimators to attend their task. He turned and motioned to the nearest retinue of Liberators. ‘Duras, keep the skaven back.’

			The warblade-armed Liberators surged forward, forming a wall of amethyst-hued sigmarite between the axemen and the screaming mobs of rat-monks seeking to intercept them. Thetaleas and his Decimators chopped down the crew of the nearest catapult. When the last sore-ridden skaven fell, they began to hack the war engine apart. Zephacleas turned to see that Sutok had his own ideas about how to dispose of the enemy artillery.

			As he watched, the Sunblood wrenched the arm from a catapult and whirled it about like a staff, smashing a dozen skaven from the rampart. The seraphon roared in what Zephacleas took to be pleasure. He swung the arm around again, bringing it down on one of the other catapults, destroying it. Skaven scurried towards the lizard-man, whirling their smoking censers with fanatical intensity, and Zephacleas moved to meet them.

			He chopped through the chain of one of the smoke-spewing spheres and crushed its wielder’s bandage-shrouded skull. Sutok’s war-mace whirled in a tight circle, filling the air with broken bodies and squealing vermin. Skaven sped towards them from every direction, driven into a berserk fury by the roiling clouds of poisonous incense and smoke which clogged the air. Zephacleas heard the crackle of lightning as unlucky warriors were pulled down by sheer numbers. He saw seraphon stagger and burst into motes of blinding star-light as pus-daubed blades opened reeking wounds in their scaly bodies.

			Through it all, the catapults continued to launch their foul burdens into the city. The Stormcasts and their reptilian allies had destroyed three of the plague-engines, but more remained. As he fought his way forward, he saw that the crew of one was hastily attempting to haul the catapult around so that it could be aimed at the forces gathered on the rampart. Before he could alert his warriors, he heard a bone-rattling roar and turned to see Oxtl-Kor’s monstrous reptile leap from the courtyard.

			Its claws dug into the surface of the barbican wall and it began to haul itself up, Oxtl-Kor urging it on with bellicose snarls. It scaled the wall in moments and clambered over the rampart between Zephacleas and his foes. With a hungry growl, it lunged for the closest knot of skaven, jaws wide. Teeth like swords tore into cringing, furry bodies. Oxtl-Kor impaled a fleeing rat-monk with his spear. The Oldblood lifted the wriggling skaven into the air and hurled it over the barbican.

			Smaller beasts followed the larger creature’s example, scrambling up the wall with reptilian agility, carrying their saurian riders to the top. Spears flashed, piercing and gutting the skaven defenders, even as the cold ones savaged them with jaws and dewclaws. Zephacleas stepped back, momentarily awed by the ferocity of his allies.

			A flash of fire leapt from Oxtl-Kor’s gauntlet, incinerating the crew of the nearest catapult. The giant reptile closed its jaws on the arm of the catapult and tore it loose from the frame, before sending what remained of the infernal device toppling into the courtyard below with a shove of its shoulder. The beast reared up and let loose a triumphant bellow. The Oldblood looked down from his saddle and met Zephacleas’ gaze. The Lord-Celestant lifted his hammer in salute, but the creature turned away with a snort.

			Down below, more seraphon had appeared in flashes of coruscating light – massive reptilian warriors, larger than any saurus  and wielding heavy war-clubs and maces, marched into being behind a gigantic horned creature. The sound of war-drums filled the air as the howdah full of skinks mounted on the brute’s back kept time with its ground-shaking tread. The living, bellowing war engine stomped towards the central gates of the barbicans, horns lowered. They groaned as the brute struck them. Hardened setaen fibres burst and split as the armoured monster shoved its way through to the courtyard beyond.

			The gigantic seraphon warriors surged past the creature, wading into those skaven unlucky enough to be nearby when the gates finally gave way. Great clubs and hammers, their heads infused with shifting motes of light, rose and fell, leaving a path of broken bodies in their wake. 

			Zephacleas felt a grim sort of admiration well up in him – even Stormcast Eternals did not fight so fiercely, or so ruthlessly. ‘Worthy allies indeed,’ he murmured, glancing at Sutok.

			The scar-faced Sunblood dipped his broad skull, as if in acknowledgement.

			‘Your comrade seems to have things here well in hand,’ the Lord-Celestant said, nodding towards Oxtl-Kor and his mount as they tore apart another skaven catapult. ‘What say we find new prey, my friend?’

			Sutok showed his teeth and pounded his shield. Zephacleas took that as assent and shouted, ‘Thetaleas, Duras – leave the remaining engines to our scaly friends.’ As he spoke, Sutok roared. Stormcasts and saurus alike moved towards their commanders.

			Side by side, Zephacleas and Sutok led their warriors across the ramparts and towards the inner bridges. The wide walkways led to the central network of barbicans, and beyond them, the walls and gates on the other side, which overlooked the anterior avenues of the Crawling City. The Lord-Celestant raised his sword in greeting as he caught sight of Seker and Takatakk hurrying to meet them, a retinue of Protectors and skinks following in their wake.

			‘Zephacleas – quickly,’ the Lord-Relictor said. ‘We must take the central barbican before the skaven can regroup.’ Zephacleas nodded and waved his warriors forward. He thudded across the bridge as the Lord-Relictor’s lightning-storm snarled above.

			Once past the outer walls, he saw few skaven. Those he did encounter seemed more interested in escape than in preventing the Stormcasts from entering the inner chambers of the barbicans. Those few who tried to intercept them were dispatched with ease. As they crossed over the courtyard below, he saw mortals armed with makeshift weapons locked in battle with their former captors. Mantius and his Prosecutors swooped overhead, lending aid to the former prisoners where necessary. Zephacleas growled in satisfaction as he watched a woman clad in the stained remnants of what might once have been robes of office brain an unwary skaven with a chunk of setae. Despite being sick, malnourished and outnumbered, the mortals were giving a good account of themselves.

			‘Should we aid them, Lord-Celestant?’ Duras said. The eagerness in his voice was echoed in the murmurs of the other Astral Templars. Each and every Stormcast Eternal knew what it was to be a victim of the Ruinous Powers, and each and every one of them desired restitution of the most bloody sort.

			‘No. Mantius has it well in hand. Let them fight,’ Zephacleas said. Several of his warriors made as if to protest and he turned, fixing them with a stern glare. ‘Are they not owed for what they have suffered? Would you take that from them, merely to sate your own desire? We have many battles before us, brothers, and victories aplenty – let them have theirs.’

			Satisfied, he turned. The central barbican rose over them, rounded walls now mostly covered in a shroud of filth and mould. Wherever the plague-rats went, such foulness was sure to follow. The massive doors had been torn off their hinges and the way in was unguarded.

			The sounds of battle grew dim as the allies entered the structure. The chamber spread out around them, the air thick with the stink of vermin and illness. 

			‘The Libraria Vurmis,’ the Lord-Relictor murmured, with what might have been awe. ‘I have rarely seen its like, save in Azyr. It is spoken of admiringly, even by the scholars of Sigmaron and the liche-monks of the Dead Vaults. They say it holds all the secrets of the Ghurlands.’

			Curved rows of shelves occupied the great chamber. Piled tomes and scrolls filled every nook and cranny, and were scattered across the floor in disorderly heaps. Zephacleas looked around, taking note of the bodies hanging from the shelves or lying broken on the floor. Men and women, clad in the remains of robes and armour, their bodies showing signs of torture. Their passing had not been easy, he thought, and anger rose in him.

			Takatakk hissed softly, and he followed the skink’s gaze. A strange glow throbbed at the heart of the chamber. Past the fallen shelves, amongst the filth-covered pillars, a single skaven stood with its back to them, swaying slightly, clutching a staff tipped with a green stone which pulsed with a strange light. The creature hacked and wheezed piteously.

			‘Rat-priest,’ Zephacleas said. The creature whirled with a shriek. It was cloaked in a sickening murk. Its flesh was swollen and its blind eyes wept oily tears. It shrilled and swept its claws out, filling the air with greenish flames. The shelves caught immediately, and their contents as well.

			‘Seker, keep everyone else back,’ Zephacleas said as he stepped forward. He caught sight of Sutok doing the same. The Sunblood lifted his shield and Zephacleas crossed his weapons as the green flames washed over them. The heat of them was not clean – it made his flesh crawl beneath his war-plate. It was the heat of infection given shape and unleashed. Zephacleas ducked his head and concentrated on putting one foot in front of the other. The flames licked at his armour, leaving greasy trails of char across its purple surface.

			From out of the corner of his eye, he saw Takatakk strike the ground with the end of his staff. The tainted pressure of the flames seemed to lessen, for just a moment. The skaven’s blind gaze turned towards the skink and it snarled wordlessly. With a gesture, it sent a column of flame roiling towards the Starpriest. Takatakk swept his claws out, splitting and snuffing the flames in a burst of star-light.

			Zephacleas lunged forward through the dying flames and brought his runeblade down on the rat-priest’s skinny shoulder. The vermin staggered, but did not fall. Yellowish froth burst from its mouth as it caught hold of his blade with its free claw and tore it loose. Its blood spurted and sizzled where it struck his armour. Wormy muscles bulged unnaturally in its arm as it bent the sword away from itself. Zephacleas swung his hammer into the side of its scrawny chest, but the blow barely budged it. Still clutching his sword, it struck at him with its staff.

			Zephacleas avoided the glowing nub of warpstone and tore his sword free from its grip. He chopped through the staff as it swept it around again, trailing greenish smoke through the air. The rat-priest shrieked and tossed the remains aside. Before it could attempt a spell, Sutok’s club crushed its skull. It fell twitching to the ground, its diseased blood burning the floor. The Sunblood waved his shield, snuffing the flames which clung to its surface.

			‘Call down the storm, Lord-Relictor,’ Zephacleas said. ‘Put out these fires before we lose this whole chamber.’

			Seker’s prayer was a melancholy one. The atmosphere grew damp as the Lord-Relictor called water from the very air. It dripped outwards from the walls and down from the ceiling, snuffing the flames. Soon, the air was thick with ash and blackened shelves groaned as they settled. Piles of scrolls and books had been reduced to nothing more than blackened smears on the floor.

			‘All of this knowledge, ruined. A millennia of gathered wisdom, made into fodder for vermin,’ Seker said. His voice was harsh. ‘This is why we fight, brothers. This is what will become of the Mortal Realms should we fail – all will fall to corruption.’

			‘Right now, I’m more concerned with the rat-priests. Mantius reported seeing more than one, but other than the creature we just dispatched, we’ve seen none,’ Zephacleas said, jabbing the body with his sword. One of the more infuriating habits of the ratkin was their propensity for cowardice, this one excepted. Mad, obviously, he thought – the plague-vermin are almost worse than the Bloodbound. But the others had fled. He hated having to chase the foe. Give me orruks any day… a straightforward test of strength, rather than all of this skulking and searching, he thought sourly.

			‘G– gone,’ a muffled voice wheezed. ‘They’re gone.’

			Zephacleas whirled, searching for the speaker, weapons raised. His warriors spread out at his signal, hunting.

			‘There,’ Seker said, after a few moments, pointing with his staff.

			Zephacleas followed his gesture and wrenched one of the shattered bookshelves up, revealing a broken shape beneath. The mortal was clad in the tattered remnants of battered scale armour and yellowish robes. His face was a mass of bruises and infected wounds marked his arm and bare flesh. His eyes were gone, leaving behind only ruined, raw sockets. Zephacleas tossed the rest of the shelves aside but hesitated. The mortal was dying. His chest heaved as he sucked in a rattling breath. Was I this fragile, once, he thought?

			‘Leave him where he is,’ the Lord-Relictor murmured. ‘His spirit will not linger long and there is no reason to cause him any further agony by moving him.’

			Zephacleas examined the dying man. He was dressed in the same fashion as the corpses strewn about the library. The mortal gazed sightlessly up at him. Broken fingers thumped uselessly against his sigmarite as the dying man reached for him. ‘W-we held the Libraria until– until the last,’ the mortal wheezed. ‘C-could hold it n-no longer. T-too many of them. Came in their thousands, burrowing up through the g-great worm’s flesh…’ He began to cough, and Zephacleas knelt. The mortal’s ruined hand passed across the contours of his war-helm. ‘S-Sigmar,’ the dying man hissed. ‘We… we waited for you to come… we prayed… we…’ A spasm ran through him.

			Zephacleas wanted to speak, to deliver words of comfort, but none came to mind. What was there to say? Is this how it was to be? Did they exist only to avenge those already fallen? He pushed the thought aside, and focused on the matter at hand. ‘Where did they go? Where have the skaven fled?’ he murmured.

			‘Th-through the Scar-roads,’ the man muttered. ‘O-only we knew of those roads. The daemon t-told them to… the daemon…’ He caught hold of Zephacleas’ armour with surprising strength. ‘We prayed,’ he hissed. Another spasm tore through him, and he went still. Zephacleas bowed his head. He heard the other Stormcasts gather around. The Lord-Relictor began to murmur the Incantation for the Fallen.

			Zephacleas rose to his feet. The seraphon were watching them silently. He met the inscrutable gaze of Takatakk, and wondered if the Starpriest understood or cared what he had witnessed. The skink communicated nothing either way.

			‘Whatever road they’ve taken, we know where they’re going,’ he said, after a moment. ‘We march for the Setaen Palisades.’

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SIX

			Soul of the Hunter

			Fires burned within the Dorsal Barbicans. Mortal men and women, newly freed and healed by the magics of the Stormcast Eternals, carried fire and blade into the dark, cleansing the ancient fortress of those lingering packs of skaven. Takatakk watched them from the dome of the Libraria Vurmis. The mortal inhabitants of the Crawling City glowed with a pale amber light, and he could trace their lifelines back along the solid orange river of Shu’gohl’s existence. That river stretched back to the birth of the realm and forward, into the misty reaches of the future. Strands of infection threaded through that thick skein of existence – the lives of the vermin. Those strands grew thicker and then faded abruptly as they intersected with the cerulean threads of Azyr.

			Takatakk nodded to himself, satisfied that things were progressing as Great Lord Kurkori had foreseen. Shu’gohl’s progress towards its ultimate end would continue unhindered. What part the great leviathan would play in those distant, yet-undreamed events, Takatakk did not know, but the Dreaming Constellation would see that it was around to do so.

			Down below, the Stormcast Eternals made ready to march. They glowed with a flickering radiance that Takatakk found comforting, though strange. It was akin to the light which flared through the seraphon, and yet not – weaker, perhaps. The Stormcasts were yet merely memories-to-be, rather than memories-of-what-was. In time, perhaps, they would become as one with the light of Azyr – things of pure order, even as the seraphon were. But for now…

			He heard the bellow of Zephacleas’ laughter, and thought, just for an instant, about the inevitable and the inexorable. Claws scraped on stone and he turned. Oxtl-Kor stood behind him. ‘They are too slow,’ the Oldblood growled. ‘The vermin will escape us.’

			Takatakk cocked his head. ‘Great Lord Kurkori says–’

			‘I know what he says, Starpriest,’ the Oldblood rumbled. He tapped his skull with a claw. ‘I hear his words in my blood as well as you. I will not fail. The stink of the vermin-spoor is strong, and Sawtooth’s belly is empty.’ He looked at their master, reclining on his throne. ‘His wishes are many, and all must be fulfilled, even the least of them. I follow the Dreaming Seer’s design, even as you do.’

			The skink grunted. He clicked his jaw, uncertain. The plan stretched before him, but even he was not aware of every facet of its infinite complexity. He was but a conduit for the wisdom of his master, an extension of the Dreaming Seer’s will. To him fell the mundane responsibilities of battle, the guiding of the unruly along the predestined path. Oxtl-Kor was more unruly than some. ‘We will march for the great worm’s head. You must mark our path, O veteran of wars yet undreamt. Show us their trail,’ he chirped.

			Oxtl-Kor grunted and turned to clamber back down the dome. Takatakk watched him rejoin his warriors, waiting below on the ramparts. He could subtly alter the outcome of a battle, or call forth the destructive energies of Azyr itself, but he could not change what was written. Victory was bought by the blood of the star-born, and even in death, they would serve the Great Plan. Where they stood, death would not pass. And where they fell, the taint which afflicted the worm would be purged.

			He closed his eyes, and let his mind stretch forth, into the deep places, where Tokl and his chameleon skinks stalked the vermin scurrying in the dark. Go, he pulsed.

			Down deep, on the twisting intestinal currents of the Squirming Sea, Vretch waved his staff and unleashed a wave of sizzling, entropic energy. The lashing, fang-studded leech-maw came apart in smouldering clumps of rotting meat. More of the thrashing, hungry tendrils erupted from the boiling digestive juices and darted for the squealing skaven manning the rafts.

			Panicked plague monks hacked at the gnashing, serpentine shapes with rusty blades, as Vretch, annoyed, began to chant. The sliver of warpstone set into the top of his staff glowed, and waves of oily light rippled out from it. He thumped his staff down, and the light flared. The tendrils caught in its radiance abruptly stiffened and began to swell. One by one, they burst, spewing maggots into the bubbling waters. 

			Vretch sniffed and looked around. So far, he’d only lost one raft to the hungry denizens of the Olgu’gohl. Something massive had surfaced from beneath a reef of worms and hooked the raft with a flabby claw, pulling it and its crew of plague monks down into the gastric morass. But he was determined to lose no more.

			After all, who knew what dangers awaited him in the lost warren? He needed as many loyal – but more importantly, expendable – bodies between him and what might be waiting for him as possible. Geistmaw could be infested by all manner of horrors, given how long it had rested forgotten in the worm’s belly. 

			‘Faster-faster,’ he chittered, swatting one of the closest plague monks with his staff. ‘Row faster or we’ll all be food for the worms!’

			As the monks bent over their oars and the raft picked up speed, he shuffled to the back and took his place at the rear, with the Conglomeration. The thing had been quiescent since its last outburst, but it still jerked fitfully on its palanquin. Every so often, he caught it looking at him and wondered whether Skuralanx was keeping an eye on him. Annoyed by its twitching, he looked away, out over the narrow sea of digestive juices.

			The flickering torches mounted in the prow of the rafts cast an eerie light over the cavernous interior of the worm’s gullet. Strange shapes crawled through the shadowed upper reaches, or splashed through the shallows. Chunks of rubble thrust up on every side of the floating rafts like broken islands. A thousand cities had perished to Shu’gohl’s hunger before it had been tamed, and their ruins littered its craw. The tattered remnants of orruk encampments flapped in the foul sea-wind, and once, Vretch thought he saw the carcass of a gargant, covered in a pelt of hungry worms.

			His snout wrinkled as he sniffed the air. He could smell the tang of strange moulds and ichors on the wind. Occasionally, they had passed thick patches of poison and infection, seeping down from above. Who knew what sort of poxes could be brewed here, in these humid depths? Perhaps he’d made a mistake, making his encampment above. The belly of the beast was fertile ground for the planting of pestilences. Yes-yes, it would make the perfect cauldron for the brewing of the Great Plague, once the Liber was in his grasp.

			A hollow, tooth-rattling groan swept over the Squirming Sea, and the sizzling waters suddenly swirled ferociously, causing the rafts to bob in an alarming fashion. His followers cowered, and the air was thick with the musk of fear. Vretch was tempted to follow suit, but he clamped down on his panic, trying to think instead of the successes to come. His stomach lurched nonetheless and he awkwardly snatched up his tail and stuffed it in his mouth. He felt no pain, despite the way his chisel-like teeth cut into his wrinkly flesh, but the coppery taste of blood and pus calmed him.

			The bubbling waters slopped over the edges of the raft, stinging his claws. The worm was weakening. It was succumbing to the thousands of pox-brews and pestilences unleashed on its flesh, and the damage from the fighting above. Sheets of rotting muscle fell from above, splashing down into the Squirming Sea as the monster convulsed. Another moan echoed through its craw, and Vretch found himself momentarily deafened. The noise reminded him – unpleasantly – of the thunder he’d heard, and the knowledge of what it meant.

			He bit down harder, juggling the Mappo Vurmio and his staff as he tried to feed more of his tail into his mouth in a moment of stress. Kruk would keep the enemy occupied. That much he was certain of. Kruk had all the survival instincts of a rat ogre with a snout full of warpdust, and less sense. Once he sank his teeth into a foe, he didn’t let go until they were dead. He would fight the storm-things until he won or, more likely, they killed him.

			Vretch chittered in pleasure at the thought. Kruk had dogged his trail for too long. Yes-yes, Skuralanx would see to it, and even if the storm-things failed, then Squeelch would…

			He stiffened, the thought lost. There was a new scent on the air, a familiar stink, though he’d never encountered it before. He remembered what the daemon had shown him, and what he’d felt in those visions, and he spat out his tail. Vretch whirled, searching the curved walls of Shu’gohl’s gut-pipe for some sign of the enemy he knew must be close by.

			Nearby, a plague monk pitched backwards, clawing at a shimmering dart that had sprouted suddenly from his throat. The skaven gurgled and slumped, steam rising from his flesh. As Vretch watched in horrified fascination, the dying monk’s flesh began to putrefy even faster than normal. ‘Poison,’ he hissed. ‘Guard yourselves, fools.’

			A sudden shout from one of the other rafts drew his attention and he turned to see reptilian shapes bleeding into view, their scales shimmering strangely as they raced across the cliffs and crags of muscle and meat. They were there one moment and gone the next, as if blending into the background.

			He watched in horror as the raft behind his came under attack. The plague monks aboard gave in to panic, rocking the raft wildly as they sought to find cover from the hissing death which shot out of the darkness. It availed them nothing; one by one, they slumped or pitched over the sides, their rotting bodies vanishing into the digestives juices of the worm. The empty raft, bereft of rowers, wafted along, drawn in the wake of his own craft.

			‘Faster! Row-row rapid-quick,’ Vretch shrieked, battering at his followers with his staff. ‘Stroke – stroke – stroke – faster-faster!’ Satisfied that they were following his commands, Vretch turned his attentions back to the foe. His eyes narrowed. They were gone. He spun, searching the opposite shore, but saw not even the barest hint of movement.

			He heard screams from the rafts behind, and snapped his jaws in frustrated realization. Of course, he thought. They’re trying to weaken my magnificent forces, to rob me of my mighty congregation! That thought was soon followed by another, slightly more panicked one. They know! Somehow, they know… He looked around, trying to spot the other rafts. Two had been sent ahead to test the waters, but there were four behind – how many yet remained?

			Enough, perhaps, to occupy the unseen enemy’s attentions, he thought. He stood, steadying himself with his staff, and called out to the flickering light of the warp torches. ‘Vilebroth, Pux – my most loyal and courageous brothers, do you yet live?’ When squeals of assent greeted his cry, he said, ‘You must row for shore, my brave ones! Vretch shall meet you there. Together, we shall sweep aside these sneaking, treacherous assassins, yes-yes!’

			He counted to ten, waiting until he heard the excited splashing of oars carrying the rafts to shore, and then let out a breath. Then, with a hiss, he raised his staff and conjured forth a sickly radiance which swelled and filled the air, illuminating even the deepest shadow.

			The light washed across the shore, revealing the startled plague monks as they clambered out of their rafts. Yet also, it revealed the lurking shapes of the seraphon. 

			Vretch flung out a hand. ‘There! There, Pux – see them, get them, fast-slay them, lest they kill you all.’ 

			The two bands of warriors hesitated, staring at one another. Then a skink raised its blowpipe, and one of the plague monks gasped and fell backwards into the water. With that, the battle was joined. Vretch watched for a moment, until he was satisfied that the skinks were too preoccupied to pursue.

			‘Hold this, wretched one,’ he snarled, tossing the Mappo Vurmio to one of his servants. ‘Guard it with your worthless life, or be prepared to face the wrath of the Horned Rat himself, as embodied by me.’

			Vretch turned from the cowering skaven and thrust his voluminous sleeves up, exposing his pallid, mange-ridden foreclaws. Clutching his staff in both claws, he began to sweep it in a wide circle, as if he were standing over a pox-cauldron.

			The air turned oily and thick. Half-seen shapes formed in the murk, and the water roiled about them as the edges of the raft were caught in insubstantial talons. 

			‘Pull in your oars, lazy fools,’ he said. ‘You are not going fast enough. As ever, it has been left up to me to see us through.’ He thrust his staff forward, and the newly-conjured pox-winds swelled, shoving the raft on through the water.

			The sounds of battle faded as he manipulated the murky wind. He grunted in satisfaction. It was as he’d always said. If you wanted a bone gnawed properly, it was best to gnaw it yourself.

			Skuralanx, clinging to the side of a setae tower, watched the seraphon lizard-riders charge through the rolling streets of the Crawling City in pursuit of their prey. They were led by a bestial war-leader on a monstrous steed. The verminlord shook his shaggy head, wondering at the thrill of fear that shot through him at the sight of the star-devils – he had never encountered them before.

			The whispers of the Horned Rat, the daemon thought, after a moment. Like all of his kind, the verminlord was but a mote of something greater; a vast intelligence whose attentions he feared, resented and craved in equal measure. He crawled around the other side of the tower as a flock of flying lizards swooped past, their riders chirping to one another. Skuralanx watched them go, half-formed memories of wickedly sharp beaks ripping the steaming innards out of squealing skaven filling his crooked mind.

			Skuralanx recognised his true foe easily enough. The name of the Dreaming Seer was a whispered curse in the plague-gardens and filth-warrens of skaven and mortal Rotbringer alike. Kurkori, last survivor of the Nightmare War and slayer of Balagrex, one of the Seven Virulent Sons of Bolathrax. The Dreaming Seer had cooled the ever-burning sea, so that his star-blooded legions could march across and lay waste to the Fortress of Malady and burn the seven great plague-gardens within.

			Skuralanx scrambled to the top of the tower and sprang across the gap separating it from its closest neighbour. The tower swayed gently as he landed. Before it had stilled, he was moving again, hunting the hunters. They were on Kruk’s trail, and would catch him if he didn’t intervene. Ordinarily, he wouldn’t have worried about it – Kruk had more than served his purpose – but he suspected he would need the fanatic again before this affair was ended, if only to have something durable to throw at his enemies, when the time came.

			The seraphon were as implacable as they were deadly, and single-minded besides. That would be their downfall. The storm-things were a different matter. He’d recognised their great, roaring brute of a leader – that one had almost done for Skuralanx’s kin-rival, Vermalanx, at the Gates of Dawn in the Jade Kingdoms.

			Skuralanx had watched from the shadows alongside the rest of his sniggering, chittering kin as Vermalanx had gone to aid his ally, the Great Unclean One Bolathrax. His kin-rival had paid the price for his lack of caution. Skuralanx did not intend to follow his example. This was not the Ghyrtract Fen, and he was not a fool.

			Far behind the seraphon riders rose the storm clouds that marked the rest of their host. Where the warriors of Azyr marched, lightning flashed and cleansing rains fell, ruining all that the Clans Pestilens had worked so hard to build. Skuralanx hissed. They were moving faster than he’d anticipated. He’d left Squeelch to cover their tracks, but it hadn’t been enough. Even as a distraction, that one was a disappointment. He scratched a talon down the side of his skull, dislodging one of the bone-beetles nesting there. He caught the insect and popped it between his incisors. Crunching idly, he considered his options.

			The Stormcast Eternals and the seraphon – one or the other, he could have handled. But both together was a challenge, even for one as perspicacious as Skuralanx the Cunning. Still, he had the advantage in cunning, in wisdom, and in might. One against two is no contest, he thought, but the one is me, and I am worth at least three, am I not? Yes-yes, possibly even four. All problems had solutions. He simply had to… ah.

			He stretched out a claw and touched the filthy breeze. He could taste the million skeins of plague which threaded throughout the city, and with a single gesture, pulled them tight. A cacophony of squeals echoed through his head and he cackled. Where the skaven went, so too did their smaller cousins. Millions of plague-rats scurried through the city, spreading pestilence, and with the merest exertion of his incandescent might, he summoned them all.

			The rats would divert some of the hunters, at least. For the rest, he would have to take matters into his own claws. He sped on, loping from shadow to shadow, winnowing through the rat-holes in reality, trying to get ahead of the main contingent of seraphon pursuers. He and his kin had gnawed tunnels through the walls of existence for millennia. One simply had to know where to look. The Scar-roads of the Crawling City were similar things. He saw movement below, and heard the clangour of bells.

			Predictable, he thought. And out in the open as well. Vretch is right – Kruk is a fool. But, unfortunately, a necessary one. Vretch, though cunning, was too treacherous to be trusted with the secret of the Liber for long – that one was undoubtedly already planning to betray Skuralanx for his own gain. Kruk, should he survive, would make a more suitable figurehead for the glories to come. He was too simple to plot against his master and too durable to die.

			Skaven spilled out of the stump of a ruined setaen tower like insects out of a rotten log. With angry squeals, they pursued a stumbling mortal into the open plaza beyond. Even from so far above, Skuralanx could tell that the human, one of the last surviving members of the Order of the Worm, was dying on his feet. Blood poured from his wounds, and his breath came in harsh rasps. Skuralanx leapt from shadow to shadow, descending in the blink of an eye.

			He dropped to the ground in front of the mortal and slapped the unlucky human from his feet. The mortal fell to the floor, body contorted in agony. 

			Kruk, at the head of his followers, leapt on the fallen human with a triumphant growl. ‘Thought you could flee-escape, yes-yes? No! No! No-one escapes from Kruk,’ the plague priest snarled, crushing his captive’s skull with a blow from his censer.

			‘A brilliant stratagem, Kruk,’ Skuralanx said.

			Kruk looked up, scarred muzzle wrinkling in a snarl. ‘He tried to escape,’ he said. He still held a handful of the dead man’s robes.

			‘Yes, captives tend to do that,’ the verminlord said. He straightened to his full height as he heard the roar of the carnosaur. The air filled with the musk of fear as Kruk’s followers looked around in panic. ‘You must run-fast-scurry-quick fool,’ Skuralanx hissed, glaring down at the skaven. Kruk dropped the dying human and wiped his bloody claw on his robes.

			‘Yes-yes,’ he growled. He turned, as if seeking the source of the roar. ‘But the enemy…’

			‘I will deal with them, Archfumigant. You will do as I command,’ Skuralanx snarled. His tails lashed in fury as he glared down at his servant. ‘Maybe I should have let Squeelch kill you, yes? Maybe Squeelch would have listened to his most wise and cunning master, rather than questioning me at every turn like the addle-pated fool before me,’ he hissed, snapping his jaws in frustration. ‘Get to the palisades, take them for me, take them from Vretch!’

			Kruk opened his mouth as if to argue further, when a sudden shriek interrupted him. Star-devil lizard-riders loped across the open plaza before the ruined tower, heading straight for the gathered skaven. Skuralanx spat a deplorable word and a wave of sickly light washed across the plaza. As the plaza gave way, dissolving into tarry ichor, the worm writhed in agony. Setae swayed, slamming together with deafening crashes, as the street rolled upwards with a surging motion. The bipedal lizards screeched as they were sent sprawling. Some were hurled into the bubbling ichor, where they and their riders struggled helplessly against the viscous liquid as it ate at their flesh. Kruk cackled and capered. Skuralanx whirled and shoved him back. ‘I said go, fool,’ the verminlord shrieked. ‘Go or all is lost.’

			Kruk’s followers caught his arms and dragged him back. Satisfied, Skuralanx turned back to the plaza. The blight had spread, and the worm’s thrashing grew worse. Across the plaza, the massive reptile stalked into view. Its rider thrust out a golden gauntlet and unleashed a burst of blinding energy in the verminlord’s direction.

			Skuralanx ducked the blast and bounded forward, plaguereapers held low. He leapt over the bubbling ichor, racing across the thrashing bodies of the beasts and their dying riders. The giant reptile roared and lunged, jaws wide, as it caught sight of him. Skuralanx dove aside, narrowly avoiding the beast. He rolled to his hooves and sprang between the monster reptile’s legs. His blades slashed out, slicing easily through the monster’s tendons. The wounds turned black and gangrenous.

			The great beast toppled forward with a despairing shriek. Skuralanx deftly avoided its pain-wracked thrashing, and drove a blade into one rolling eye. The orb burst with a hiss and the giant reptile shrieked again, its jaws savaging the air. It squirmed across the dissolving plaza, snapping blindly. Skuralanx sprang onto its skull and raced towards the dying beast’s rider. He slashed out, hoping to kill the seraphon before it could free itself.

			He wasn’t fast enough. The seraphon roared as it rolled from the saddle. It bobbed to its feet, spear whirling about its head as its mount thrashed its last. It slashed out with the spear, driving Skuralanx back. The daemon backed away, plaguereapers raised. The spear stank of dark places, where no light fell save for the cold flicker of stars. It was a deathly thing, capable of harming even one of his preeminent might.

			The star-devil’s snarl pounded at Skuralanx’s brain like the moan of a dying sun. Everything about it, the way it moved, the way it smelled, offended him – it was a thing of wrongness, opaque and hideously solid in a fluid universe. A voice within him wailed in terror, and he fought the urge to seek safety in the shadows. The creature snarled again and surged forward with sinuous grace, its every move causing the air to hum.

			The deadly spear thrust forward again, and despite his speed it glanced off his skull. The blade burned him where it touched, and chunks of bone and hair blackened and fell away from him as he staggered back. He slashed wildly at his opponent, and just managed to hook the haft of the spear. He tore the weapon from the star-devil’s grip and kicked it in the belly, knocking it backwards.

			The creature leapt on him a moment later, its gauntlet crackling with painful energies. Skuralanx shrieked as his flesh smouldered. He drove an elbow into his foe’s scaly snout and thrust one of his plaguereapers between the plates of its armour. Teeth snapped shut perilously close to his jugular, and Skuralanx shrilled. He clawed desperately at his foe, rolling back and forth across the ground. The seraphon’s tail looped around him, trying to break his bones.

			Even as he fought, Skuralanx felt a hideous, fearful weight settle within him – this confrontation was merely the echo of a million-million other conflicts, raging back to the beginning of time. It had been fought again and again, between the servants of the rat and the serpent. Prey and predator, locked in an unending cycle. No matter how deeply the Horned Rat might dig his burrows into the soft soil of all that was, the serpent inevitably found him. And even as the rat-god feared the Devouring Serpent, so too did those shards of him which were the verminlords fear their opposite numbers.

			Skuralanx clawed at the ground, fighting the panic which gnawed at him. Strong jaws snapped at his throat. He rolled over, trying to shove the creature off him. It pushed its gauntlet towards his snout, the crackling energies singing his whiskers. The creature’s yellow eyes widened suddenly, and it reared back with an agonised roar.

			The seraphon fell away from him, its own spear jutting from its back. Skuralanx looked up and saw Kruk backing away, his claw still smoking from where he’d touched the star-forged weapon. ‘You live, yes-yes?’ he chittered. ‘Kruk has saved you, Skuralanx, yes he has.’ His good eye blazed with fanatical fervour as he gazed at the dying seraphon. ‘Kruk could not abandon you, O most holy of holies. Whatever you commanded…’

			Skuralanx gazed at the plague priest. ‘You mean it,’ he muttered. ‘You actually mean it.’ Wonder of wonders – an honest skaven. Kruk was utterly mad. 

			The plague priest rubbed his burnt claw against his filthy robes. ‘Filthy star-devil,’ he gurgled, gazing down at the thing’s dissolving form. He shuffled back as the creature’s blood pooled on the floor. It cleansed the ground as it spread and Kruk hissed in repulsion. ‘Your nests will rot untended, when the Horned Rat ascends to his proper place. And Kruk will be there to feast on them, yes-yes.’ 

			He looked at Skuralanx. Before he could speak, the verminlord rose to his full height.

			‘Go back to your congregation, fool. They require your guidance. You must get to the Setaen Palisades, quick-quick. I will see to any further pursuit. Go!’ he snarled.

			It would not do to let Kruk realise how close Skuralanx had come to being defeated, until his intervention. Kruk eyed him for a moment, and then scampered away.

			Skuralanx shook his head. Yes, Kruk would be a fine figurehead, when victory had been achieved, but until then… he stiffened, sniffing the air. He turned to see his blight steaming away as the last of the trapped seraphon finally succumbed. Their blood and flesh shimmered as it dissolved and he stepped back, scalp bristling with an inexplicable fear.

			The bubbling ichors were burnt away by the blinding light as the corrupting magics were cleansed from the worm’s flesh. Skuralanx turned and saw that the same was happening around the dissipating carcass of the star-devil as well, and its fallen mount. The light swelled, rising up, and he felt the grime-stiffened hairs of his mane sizzle as a terrible cleansing heat stretched out towards him. With a hiss, he leapt for the shadows.

			Mantius Far-killer swooped over the Crawling City, sickened by what he saw. The skaven had left a trail of destruction from the Dorsal Barbicans to the outskirts of the Setaen Palisades. The streets between the tall bristle-towers were full of toxic smog and pits eaten away in the worm’s flesh, thick with bubbling pox-waters. The worm’s convulsions were growing worse as it twisted first one way and then the next, as if trying to shed its abused flesh.

			Shu’gohl was strong, befitting a creature that had lived for uncounted centuries on the open steppes of Ghur. But the great worm was approaching its limits, he suspected. He looked towards its head, where the eternal lightning storm shimmered. The storm acted as the great worm’s eyes in some manner, Mantius suspected, allowing it to know where it was crawling. Whatever its purpose, the storm also marked the site of the Sahg’gohl. He could almost make out the tiers and shattered minarets of the ancient temple.

			The loremasters of Sigmaron spoke of a calamity, in the early days of the Age of Chaos, when some hell-sent beast had attacked Shu’gohl on its unending travels. The great worm had almost died then, and the ancient temple-crown which clung to its head had been destroyed, its priests killed to a man.

			But Shu’gohl had survived, and the Crawling City had survived, even as the folk of Azyr had done. Chaos surges wild, but it cannot drown us all, he thought, his earlier bitterness forgotten. It was one of Zephacleas’ favourite sayings, and was always punctuated by a bellow of laughter. His Lord-Celestant was capable of great mirth, for all that he was an implacable warrior. But there was a fatalistic streak to his commander as well – a surety of death. The only surety Mantius possessed was that of finding his mark when he loosed an arrow.

			He climbed up through the air, away from the worm, into the amber skies. He could see the vast plumes of dust rising from the steppes as the worm crawled across them. In the distance, through the dust and rain, he could make out the hunched, mountainous form of one of the other great worms, and the long columns of smoke which rose from the bastion on its back. Guh’hath, the Brass Bastion, he thought. The Great Worm of Khorne.

			The Brass Bastion had been squirming towards Shu’gohl for months – years even – in slow, agonizing pursuit. It would have caught up with the Crawling City in ten years, maybe less, if warriors from the Sons of Mallus Stormhost had not intercepted it. No less than three Warrior Chambers from the Sons now laid siege to the Brass Bastion.

			It would fall, as the skaven would fall. They would free the steppes of the taint of Chaos, and harry its followers wherever they found them. Mantius snarled, unable to contain the sudden surge of savage joy which filled him. The air rushed around him as he rose towards the ochre storm clouds. He swooped down, crackling wings spread, and scanned the tops of the setae towers which rose along Shu’gohl’s back.

			He could just make out the shapes of his Prosecutors, spread out across the city, hunting the skaven wherever they might choose to congregate. After the fall of the Dorsal Barbicans, the vast majority of the vermin had scattered, streaming into the crooked streets beyond. They had occupied the city long enough that there would be innumerable warrens and burrows for them to seek refuge in. Lord-Celestant Zephacleas was determined that the ratmen would find none, and have no chance to regroup. And so Mantius’ huntsmen had been dispatched to range ahead of the combined host and harass the skaven.

			Mantius himself had already claimed the tails of over a dozen reeking rat-monks as they sought to ambush the seraphon vanguard which followed the trail of the largest group of skaven. But while he’d paused to deal with the ratmen, the seraphon had continued their hunt, and seemingly vanished.

			Somewhere above him, Aurora shrieked. The raptor swooped past him and he followed. She had seen something. A moment later, so did he. The bird’s swelling starlight rose up, washing over the towers. He felt a tingling in his limbs as it blazed over and past him. As it cleared, he spotted a shape fleeing the fading edge of the light. He recognised the verminlord easily enough. The daemon was running flat out, springing from tower to tower with all the agility of the vermin it resembled, outpacing the light with desperate speed. 

			I see you, beast, and no shadows to hide in thanks to that light, he thought as he angled himself and swooped downwards. He drew an arrow from his quiver and nocked it as he dove towards the daemon.

			He held the arrow steady, waiting. When the rat-daemon made a leap, he loosed the shaft. It caught the verminlord between its shaggy shoulder-blades, and sent it plummeting down into the gap between the two towers. Mantius pursued it, Aurora streaking ahead of him with a predatory shriek. But so intent was he on taking the beast’s head, that he nearly lost his own. As he tucked his wings and sped down between the towers, a flash of reflected light stung his eyes. He twisted aside, and a curved blade drew fat sparks from his shoulder-plate.

			The force of the blow drove him into the opposite tower. The verminlord sprang at him. Its blades slashed down, gouging his amethyst armour. He lashed out, driving his feet into the creature’s gut. They fell in a tangle, and the street cracked beneath them. The verminlord stabbed one of its blades through the joint of his wing, pinning him to the ground. It slapped his realmhunter’s bow from his grip, and caught his war-helm in its free talon. It raised its remaining blade. ‘Scream loud, storm-thing,’ the daemon chittered. ‘Only Skuralanx to hear you…’

			Mantius whistled. Aurora screeched and dove towards the verminlord like a shimmering comet. The star-eagle tore at the daemon’s head with beak and talons, scoring the pox-warped bone again and again. The verminlord staggered back, flailing blindly at its avian attacker.

			While his opponent was distracted, Mantius tore his wing free of the daemon’s blade and drew two arrows from his quiver. They crackled as he thrust them into the daemon’s hip and midsection, eliciting a shriek of agony. The verminlord’s knee came up and struck his face. Mantius staggered back, vision spinning. ‘Aurora,’ he rasped.

			The star-eagle shrieked and so too did the verminlord, as the raptor’s talons tore at its throat and muzzle. The daemon swung an arm, driving the star-eagle back, and whirled to plunge into the shadows gathered about the base of the tower. The creature vanished with a shrill hiss. Mantius swiftly reclaimed his bow and nocked an arrow, waiting.

			He heard the shriek of the flying seraphon overhead, and the rattle of sigmarite echoing through the streets beyond the towers. He relaxed slightly. The verminlord was gone, but he’d hurt the creature. He could smell the foul tang of its ichors. And if he could smell it, he could track it.

			He raised a hand, and Aurora swooped low about him. ‘Find it, my friend,’ he said, to the star-eagle. ‘Seek it out with your void-spanning eyes and lead me to it.’

			Twice now he’d fought the verminlord, and twice it had escaped.

			It would not do so a third time.

		

	
		
			Chapter SEVEN

			The Setaen Palisades

			Skuralanx scuttled through the shadows of the worm, moving through the dark trails of rot and poison which pierced the great beast as easily as a skaven might scurry through a gnaw hole. The places where the raptor had clawed at him ached, and he longed to tear the bird to pieces. But he would wait, yes, wait and choose the right time and place for vengeance, rather than being drawn into a pointless scuffle with such an annoyance.

			He scratched at the suppurating wounds left by the Stormcast’s arrows as he scurried. They had been infused with the raw stuff of Azyr, and had come close to severing the bonds that held him tied to this realm. Daemons rarely felt pain, unless the Horned Rat so willed it, in his infinite patience, and Skuralanx did not care for the sensation. He wished to avoid it in the future.

			Such a cunning scheme, so nearly undone by chance – no, treachery, he thought, as he scuttled. It was always treachery. Chance had been allowed for, but this… this was an attack. Someone – some force – was trying to prevent him from finding the eighth Great Plague. Another verminlord, perhaps… yes, that made sense. How else to explain these same purple-clad Stormcast Eternals and the star-devils showing up here, on the eve of his triumph?

			Vermalanx had been close to finding the Hidden Vale, and was defeated, he thought. I am close to success here and… He hissed. Treachery, yes. But who? Which among his kin had driven this blade into his back? He shook his shaggy head. He would discover their identity soon enough. Once he had the lost Liber in his clutches, none would stand before him.

			He twisted about and plummeted deeper through the shadows, into the depths of the worm, following the particular trails of rot and filth left by Vretch and his followers. He cursed his lot, having to use and keep track of such flawed tools. Was any child of the Horned Rat so beset by foolishness? No, he thought. Only Skuralanx. All the better to prove his worth, perhaps. But only if he succeeded. And that meant keeping track of his servants and ensuring that they got where they needed to go, before it was too late.

			He emerged onto the last of Vretch’s rafts, from the shadows behind the palanquin where the plague priest’s Conglomeration sat, tittering to itself. The mass of conjoined skaven thrashed as it sensed his presence, and it mewled softly from many mouths. Vretch, standing beside it, stiffened, his whiskers twitching. ‘Is – is that you, O most beloved and officious one?’

			‘It is I, Vretch,’ Skuralanx growled. He rose to his full height, causing the raft to dip dangerously. Several plague monks darted looks at him, but hurriedly turned away to bend over their oars once more. ‘Prepare your congregation, Vretch. The enemy follow you,’ Skuralanx said. He spoke softly, so as not to attract the undue attention of the others. They knew he was here, but they also knew better than to look. They were not worthy to gaze upon the Scurrying Dark, and he had done horrible things to those who dared.

			‘What? How?’ Vretch muttered, his eyes widening in sudden panic. ‘What have you done?’ He made as if to confront the daemon and rose from his seat.

			Skuralanx caught Vretch by the back of his head and prevented him from turning. His tails coiled about the plague priest. Not too tight, but just enough to make Vretch’s bones creak audibly. ‘I? I have done nothing save bring you warning, you ungrateful squealer. And more besides – Kruk is on his way, O most unworthy of my many servants. He flees to the Setaen Palisades, and your enemies give chase. Have you found my Liber yet, lackadaisical one?’

			He could feel Vretch squirm in his grip, and hear the quick thump of his heart. He could smell the fear of all of the skaven on the raft. ‘You – you honour me, O most conniving one,’ Vretch whimpered. ‘It is – I mean – you speak to me in the flesh, not through my creation…’ He gestured jerkily to the Conglomeration. Skuralanx growled softly. He hated wearing that fleshy guise, but it had served to keep some distance between himself and Vretch.

			Skaven, whatever their clan, whatever their overriding devotion, were natural spies. Plague monks moved between congregations like germs, their allegiances as ephemeral as a morning mist. He could not risk Kruk learning that he spoke with Vretch. Vretch was also more easily impressed by such tricks as possession.

			Now, however, none of that mattered. He needed the Liber. If the enemy had arrived closer to the worm’s head, rather than its tail… He hissed. Another sign of the Horned Rat’s favour. He was tempted to squeeze its location out of Vretch and find it himself, but some instinct warned him against it. His mighty brain would be needed to distract and harry the enemy, to slow them so that Vretch could claim his prize. Kruk was too simple to be anything more than a minor distraction. Besides which, the Liber could very well be guarded in some manner. Best to let Vretch weather whatever dangers waited in these depths. ‘My Liber, Vretch… how soon?’

			‘C-close, O most kindly and patient of pestilences,’ Vretch squeaked. Skuralanx tightened his grip on the back of the skaven’s skull.

			‘How. Close,’ Skuralanx said. Normally, Vretch’s prevarications amused him, but there was little time for it now. He needed to be sure that Vretch was sure.

			‘The– the books say near here – see, see! Look-look, O greatest of baleful shadows, look, there-there… a ruin!’ Vretch shrilled, gesticulating wildly.

			‘Yesss, there are many ruins here, Vretch. Many-many,’ Skuralanx murmured. His tail tensed, slithering more tightly about the plague priest. ‘I feel nothing, see nothing.’

			‘Th-the Liber is hidden! Yes-yes! Hidden deep-deep,’ Vretch said, in a shrill warble. ‘But I can find it! The Conglomeration knows its scent!’

			‘Does it now,’ Skuralanx said, glancing at the mass of twitching flesh. Vretch might be telling the truth. Had not the Third Liber been hidden so well that the magics of a hundred plague priests failed to pinpoint its location? Such things hid themselves even from the eyes of the gods. Once again, he congratulated himself on sparing Vretch’s life.

			‘Well – no, not yet, no-no,’ Vretch admitted. ‘But it will!’ He thrust a claw into his filthy robes and extracted a stoppered pot. Skuralanx reached over and took it from Vretch’s unresisting grasp.

			‘What isss thisss, Vretch? Some new unguent?’ he said, examining the pot. Something sloshed within it.

			‘It is that which we seek, O most pernickety one,’ Vretch said, reaching haplessly for the vial. ‘Or a dilution of such. I shall feed it to the brute and use it to find the Liber.’

			‘A cunning plan, my servant… but a slow one. Would it not be better to have a hunter which can move under its own power?’ Skuralanx murmured, eyeing the Conglomeration. He twisted to the side and drove a hoof into the centre of the mass, eliciting a clamour of squealing. The obese monstrosity wobbled on its palanquin and, with a flurry of despairing shrieks, rolled into the hissing waters of the Squirming Sea. It sank swiftly, and left no trace.

			Vretch stared in shock at the now-empty palanquin. The skaven at the oars had picked up speed, and Skuralanx settled back on his haunches with a sigh. Vretch hunched inward, head bowed. Skuralanx could almost hear the priest’s mind whirring. 

			‘You – ah – you have another suggestion then, O most mighty scion of a hundred-thousand horrors?’ He twitched a claw forward, gesturing towards one of the monks. ‘One of – ah – one of them perhaps? Who shall we see blessed this day, my most tolerant and wise of mentors?’

			‘No, Vretch, no… though I do not doubt your loyalty, I feel that you would not pursue our goal so diligently, so expediently, if you had to rely on another,’ Skuralanx said. He shook the pot slightly. ‘Tell me, Vretch… are you immune to this pestilence?’

			Vretch’s eyes bulged. ‘N-no, O most wise and gentle of counsellors,’ he whimpered. ‘My magics might keep it at bay for some time, but – but…’ He trailed off into strangled silence.

			‘But it will kill you eventually, yes-yes? Unless you find the Liber quick-fast, yes-yes?’ Skuralanx flicked the cork out of the pot with a thumbnail. Vretch began to struggle, but too late, and not too fiercely. Unlike Kruk, he knew when he was beaten. Skuralanx caught the squirming plague priest’s muzzle and squeezed it open.

			‘Do not be wrong, Vretch, or I will find your soul amid the cacophony of the Horned Rat’s great warren and gnaw upon it for time out of mind,’ Skuralanx said. Then, with a flick of his wrist, he poured the contents of the pot down the plague priest’s gullet.

			Vretch coughed and retched. Skuralanx let him fall forward. The plague priest gasped out an incantation, as great boils began to rise on his exposed flesh. The boils shrank slightly, but did not disappear entirely. Even diluted, the disease was potent. Skuralanx sighed and drove a claw into Vretch’s bowed back. Ignoring his servant’s writhing and shrieking, he carved a ruinous sigil on Vretch’s flesh. ‘Be still,’ he hissed. ‘This is for your own good, fool.’

			When he’d finished, he leaned forward, over the gasping, whimpering priest. ‘Know this, Vretch… I have carved my sigil in you, and no sickness shall claim your life until I say otherwise. If you fail me, I will whisper a word and you shall be food for worms. If you succeed, your pain shall be at an end.’

			Skuralanx rose and backed away, into the shadows that clung to the edge of the raft. ‘Do not fail me, Vretch, or I shall sharpen my teeth on your soul for the rest of this age and the next.’

			Unlike most skaven, Kruk was not in favour of running. At least not away from the enemy. It wasn’t really courage, so much as the realization that your foes were more likely to die if you ran screaming at them, rather than away. It was simply more practical to charge and ride the roiling wave of poisonous fumes to inevitable and sudden victory. Unfortunately, the treacherously cunning storm-things and the cunningly treacherous star-devils were cheating. And it was making him angry.

			He could come up with no other explanation for their continued pursuit. Perhaps they are in the pay of Vretch, he thought, as he scampered towards the massive, slanted gates of the Setaen Palisades. Yes. Yes. That would explain their dogged pursuit – Vretch had summoned them, with his devious and sneaky magics, drawn them down from the hateful stars and unleashed them on his rival. Perhaps Vretch had even suborned Squeelch.

			Kruk could almost respect such skulduggery, had he not been on the receiving end. He was tempted to discard everything he’d brought to buy sanctuary from Vretch. No. No-no – cunning, Kruk. Cunning is what’s called for here, he thought. He could be cunning if he wanted. It was just that he saw little purpose in schemes, when open murder often accomplished the same objective in half the time.

			But Skuralanx was insistent, and Skuralanx knew best, yes-yes. Unless he didn’t… Kruk growled as he scurried. His suspicions had been growing by leaps and bounds – he knew when he was being used. Indeed, the daemon had never made any secret of it – Kruk was his weapon, wielded in the name of the Horned Rat. But one could have more than one weapon.

			What if Vretch was one as well? What if that was why he was being sent here, to pretend-parley with Vretch, not to murder him, but to be murdered? What if Skuralanx had grown tired of him? What if the daemon wished to steal his glorious destiny and bestow it upon unworthy Vretch? He ground his teeth in growing fury. Why else send him into the heart of his enemy’s lair? Question after question chopped at the foundation of his surety.

			Kruk glanced around at the Reeking Choir. Skug and his smoke-wreathed followers were loyal, and almost as ferocious as Kruk himself. With them, he could bully almost any congregation into line. And, indeed, had – his forces had swelled threefold as they retreated from the Dorsal Barbicans. Newly loyal bands of plague monks sought his benevolent protection, and swarmed to the sound of his bells. Unless they too had been suborned. A plot, then. Enemies all around him. Should he kill Skug first – or wait and see?

			‘Where are they?’ one of the others chittered. Kruk blinked.

			‘What? Speak up,’ he snapped.

			‘No guards,’ Skug said, whirling his censer absently. The gates to the Setaen Palisades loomed above them, unguarded, unlit, seemingly unbarred. The gates were massive sections of worm-scale, shaped to fit in a gap between the first tier of the palisades. Scenes from the history of the Crawling City had been carved on their sprawling surface. All in all, a magnificent sight.

			Kruk gestured, and a geyser of greenish light washed over the gates, reducing them to sloughing ruin. Gouts of thick, reeking smoke rolled over them and filled the narrow streets behind them, momentarily obscuring the sky above. Kruk stumped forward through the smoke, shoulders hunched, tail lashing. His congregation followed at a respectful distance.

			Screams rose up from the courtyard beyond, as Kruk and his congregation swarmed up the wide steps towards it. If any of Vretch’s warriors were waiting for them, Kruk would give them more than they bargained for. Skug and the others howled out prayers as they streamed into the courtyard, ready for battle. But there was no one there to greet them, save a pathetic lot of man-things, trapped in domed slave-cages. These were scattered about a series of rickety scaffolds and mine-works, set up over vast, bubbling wounds in the worm’s flesh.

			The man-things set up a wail as they caught sight of the skaven. Kruk paid them no heed. They would make for adequate chattel, when the time came, and, even better, they were already in cages. He caught sight of a massive doom gong set up in the centre of the courtyard. He stalked towards it, eye scanning the towers and tiers of the palace-citadel. Why did the man-things always build up? It made no sense. Madness was what it was. When the worm was dead and Vretch was dead and all of his enemies were dead-dead-dead, Kruk would burrow deep into the putrefying flesh of Shu’gohl and build his warren in the worm’s guts.

			He struck the gong with his censer, summoning the defenders of this place. He struck it again, before the echoes of the first had faded. Kruk smashed the gong again and again until it warped beneath the force of his blows. He heard a soft scurrying, somewhere high up and far away. His tail lashed. Cowards. Of course they were hiding. Well, they would come out, or his congregation would drag them out by their tails. 

			‘Skug, you and the Reeking Choir shall accompany me. The rest of you – find our hosts. Drag them out if you must. Bang the gongs, ring the bells, call them, let them know that the Archfumigant, their new master, has arrived. This place is ours now – Glory to the Fumes!’ he snarled.

			By nature, however fractious they became at those rare intervals when greed and ambition overcame their natural amiability, the skaven inevitably sought safety in numbers. Unlike Kruk, the laity needed companionship. They needed to be surrounded by their kin and fellow believers. An illness shared was an illness strengthened. Besides, how could you stab someone in the back if there was no one in front of you? More would come, every scattered clawband and isolated procession, because there was nowhere else to go. But would they arrive before the enemy?

			Kruk started towards the tallest of the towers, Skug hurrying in his wake. ‘Master, where do we go?’ the censer bearer gurgled.

			‘Vretch is a vainglorious fool. He knows nothing of humbleness or piety, of servitude. He will have taken the largest of these for himself. I will claim it as mine, yes-yes, as is my right,’ Kruk growled. If Vretch had found the Liber, that was where it would be. Skug opened his flayed muzzle as if to comment, but quickly fell silent.

			Stiff-legged with righteous fury, Kruk led his followers up through the tower. It took a long time to reach the domed chamber at the summit, but Kruk’s energy was inexhaustible. His claw still tingled from the touch of the star-devil’s weapon. It hurt like an old burn, and the pain drove him on. 

			That was Kruk’s truest and best secret – pain was his ally. Unlike many plague priests, his nerves had only grown all the sharper during his service to the Great Witherer. He felt every clogged pore and peeling scab, every leaking sore and rotting fang. He felt the weight and pressure of the thing growing in his head, pressing down on his cunning brain. That was the Horned Rat’s greatest gift to him, for the pain kept him sharp, kept his thoughts flowing like the most cunning and quicksilver lightning.

			He could almost feel the weight of the Liber in his claw. The weight of its power – a power undreamt of save by those who’d felt the withering touch of the Grand Corruptor – dragged him forward and set his claws on the path of glory. The world would be remade into a rotting husk, and Kruk its king, on a throne of sour meat and stacked corpses. He was Kruk and Kruk was him, and Kruk was the best beloved of the many-horned god. Kruk would be Archfumigant and Pox-Master, Kruk would– 

			‘Yesss Kruk, all this and more. So swears Skuralanx.’

			Kruk blinked. They’d reached the high chamber where Vretch had obviously made his lair. It was circular and open to the elements on almost all sides. Tools and cauldrons lay scattered everywhere, among empty cages. There were no books, no scrolls, and certainly no Libers, Pestilent or otherwise. The only signs of life were the whimpering things in the gibbet-cages which hung from the domed roof. ‘Where are the books?’ he hissed.

			‘You did not seem interested in books before, Kruk,’ Skuralanx’s voice hissed from the darkness above. The gibbets suddenly rattled on their chains as something heavy moved over them. A familiar stink filled Kruk’s nose.

			‘Where are they, Skuralanx?’ Kruk growled, trying to spot the daemon among the shadows. His anger flared out of control. Tricked! He had been tricked! ‘Where is Vretch? You told me to come here, but Vretch is not here… the Liber is not here!’

			‘No. He has gone below,’ Skuralanx said, prowling across the top of the gibbets. ‘But I know where he will appear next. There.’ The daemon flung out one long arm and pointed towards the window, through which the distant lightning storm which flickered about Shu’gohl’s head was visible.

			‘You told me he was here,’ Kruk said, stubbornly. The daemon had lied. That was the only explanation… the daemon had lied to him. It was playing a game, testing him, but Kruk was not one to submit to such things. He had the weight of destiny on his side, yes, destiny and fate. He did not need a conniving daemon to lie to him and tell him falsehoods, no-no, he was Kruk. Kruk! And Kruk was surrounded by traitors. He glared about him, his remaining claw clenching. He longed for a throat to tear out. Sensing his mood, Skug and the others edged back, rattling their chains nervously.

			‘And so he was,’ Skuralanx said. The daemon fixed him with a glare. ‘But he is not here now. He is there, Kruk, and he has the Liber – take it for me! Take it and you will be rewarded beyond all skaven.’ The verminlord leaned towards him. ‘Do as I command, Kruk… or face the consequences,’ the daemon growled, his bifurcated tail lashing.

			Kruk hunched forward, shrinking into himself. He was not afraid of the daemon. Kruk feared nothing. Not the daemon, not the storm, not even the star-devils. He was Kruk. He exposed his fangs, but did not meet the daemon’s eyes. No, he didn’t fear it, but neither could he win a fight with it, not yet at any rate. When he had the Liber, though, oh yes, then he would challenge the daemon. He would show Skuralanx who was in charge, oh yes-yes.

			‘I will do as you command, O most cunning of shadows,’ Kruk said, casting a challenging gaze at his followers, daring them to snicker or enjoy his humiliation in any way.

			Screams and squeals rose from outside. Kruk heard the sizzle-crack of lightning-wings and something swooped by the open chamber, hurtling towards the courtyard below. Alarm bells rang and doom gongs sounded.

			‘The enemy are here. Run, Kruk, run now-now,’ Skuralanx snarled. He sprang into the shadows, vanishing in a moment. Kruk sucked on his teeth.

			‘They are coming, hrr? Yes-yes,’ he grunted, glaring at the shadows. He was beginning to suspect that the daemon was not so cunning as he’d first thought. ‘Yes, I will run. I will claim our prize, daemon. But…’ He swung his head about, and fixed Skug with his eye. ‘Vrrretch has left us a gift, Skug. It would be foolish to ignore it, yes? Yes-yes.’

			‘I do not understand, O most gaseous one,’ Skug grunted, peering at him in confusion.

			‘You do not have to. I understand, and that is enough,’ Kruk said, tapping the side of his skull. ‘Look-look, my servants. Smell, see…’ he growled, indicating the cages. ‘A gift, yes, and intended for us, I think. And we shall make use of it, yes-yes!’ The thought amused him no end. Vretch had clearly intended the things in the gibbets as a trap for unwary raiders; sneaky, tricksy Vretch, treacherous Vretch… useful Vretch. Kruk licked his scarred muzzle and glared at the closest gibbet and the twitching body within. He looked at Skug. ‘You will lead them up here, and spring the trap, my most loyal and faithful Skug.’

			‘I… I will?’ Skug said, his eyes widening.

			‘Yesss. See how I honour the Reeking Choir? See what gifts I bestow upon my most faithful followers?’ Kruk extended his censer and prodded Skug’s rotting snout. ‘See how I give up the taste of victory, for you, my most reliable and trustworthy Skug. Do not fail me, Skug. Or I will gnaw your guts for days.’

			Mantius Far-killer swooped low over the Setaen Palisades. Skaven scurried everywhere through the smoke-filled courtyard, fleeing his shadow. There were more than he’d thought there’d be, and they were making enough noise for three times their number. Gongs, bells and shrilling chants rose up to meet him. Sigmar guide my aim, he thought, loosing arrows as he plummeted down. Aurora shrieked past him, claws wide.

			He and the star-eagle had followed the daemon’s trail across the city. It was wounded, hurting, and the hunter in him yearned to finish it off. Such a creature was far too dangerous to be allowed to roam free. In the Jade Kingdoms, such monsters had been lodestones, drawing skaven to them in untold numbers. It seemed that was the case here as well. He had to draw it out and destroy it, before the skaven gathered in numbers enough to threaten his brethren and their strange, reptilian allies.

			Zephacleas and the others were close now, advancing on the Setaen Palisades in force. There was no sign of the seraphon vanguard, and he suspected the skaven had killed them. He could hear the thunder of his Prosecutors’ hammers and the echoing shrieks of the seraphon flyers in the distance as they converged on his position, cutting off the skaven’s routes of retreat and attack as they came. But swift as they were, they would not reach the palisades before the skaven had regrouped and made ready to defend it. It was up to him to keep the enemy in disarray, by any means necessary.

			He loosed arrow after arrow and skaven died, their robed forms pinned to the ground. They fled before his shadow as he swooped overhead. He rolled through the air, passing between the wooden structures which lined the strange, suppurating holes in the worm’s flesh. Skaven clung to the towers, and scrambled towards the upper platforms, shrieking and waving foetid blades at him threateningly. He aimed himself towards the cages he saw scattered about the courtyard. There were almost a hundred mortals trapped in those stinking constructions, perhaps more. Squealing skaven leapt at him, driven to suicidal extremes by fear and frenzy.

			Mantius twisted and banked, avoiding some. Others he smashed from the air with his wings or his bow. Its sigmarite length crushed bone and pulped flesh as easily as a hammer. He flew the gauntlet and dropped from the air to land on one of the cages. The scent of illness and gangrene rose from those trapped within. Hands reached up through the cage, clutching at his legs. ‘Back,’ he roared. He tore an arrow from his quiver and slashed the point across the bindings holding the cage together, and with a kick, burst it wide.

			‘Now – out, quickly,’ he said. Skaven scurried towards the cage, squealing in outrage. He readied and fired arrows as quickly as he could. Nock and loose, nock and loose, he thought, emptying his mind of all but that lethal rhythm. The cage shivered beneath his feet as men and women fought to further widen the gap he had created. Good. Some of them at least were taking advantage of the opportunity he’d afforded them.

			‘Fight, sons and daughters of Shu’gohl,’ he shouted. ‘Fight for your lives.’ 

			As he spoke, he heard Aurora shriek in warning. He flung himself backwards in the nick of time. Two curved scythe-like blades drew sparks from Mantius’ chest and back as the verminlord’s weight knocked him from the air. They rolled across the top of the cage, trading blows. Mantius’ wings burnt furrows in the cage as he slid across it, the verminlord atop him. The daemon slashed its blades down at him, and he interposed his bow, grunting as the blows connected. ‘Aurora,’ he called out.

			The star-eagle shrieked and darted down, clawing hunks out of the verminlord. For a moment, the Knight-Venator thought the raptor might drive the daemon off as it had before. But the verminlord was ready this time. As the bird swooped around it, the daemon ducked beneath her talons and impaled the raptor on one of its blades. Aurora shrieked in pain as cancerous strands spread through her flesh and tore her apart from the inside out.

			Mantius’ heart lurched with pain and sorrow as the bird vanished in a burst of starlight and lightning. I am sorry, my friend – return to the stars, and hunt anew, he thought. Bow in both hands, he smashed it across the daemon’s shaggy head. It staggered, and he struck it again and again, battering it mercilessly. Its weapons clattered to the ground, and he drove it to one knee. As he made to strike it again, the daemon twisted and caught his bow in one claw. It wrenched the bow from his grip as it kicked him in the chest.

			Before he could get his feet under him, the creature had caught him up. The verminlord slammed Mantius down hard enough to splinter the top of the cage. It jerked the dazed warrior up by his ankle and smashed him against it again, before flinging him off. Mantius hit the ground and lay still, breathing heavily, trying to make his limbs work.

			The battering he’d taken had crumpled his armour and cracked his bones. Every breath brought a new spasm of pain, and his bow was lost. Arrows lay scattered across the ground where they’d spilled from his quiver. He caught sight of the glowing head of the star-fated arrow, and reached for it. One chance, he thought.

			The courtyard was in chaos – mortals wielding improvised weapons fought desperately against the skaven, as winged shadows swooped overhead, thunderbolts in their hands. The ground shuddered beneath the tramp of marching feet. The Beast-bane had come at last, but too late, too slow. Mantius knew, with a sickening certainty, what was called for. What he had to do. Nock and loose, he thought.

			‘Now, you die, storm-thing,’ the verminlord hissed as it stalked towards him. Mantius groaned and dragged himself towards the arrow. He caught hold of it, even as the verminlord grabbed the back of his head.

			The creature wrenched him into the air, but the Knight-Venator twisted in its grip, lashing out with the star-fated arrow. The tip caught the verminlord in the eye socket, and exploded in a blaze of incandescent light. The creature dropped him and shrieked, clutching at its head. Its filthy mane was aflame, and the bone of its muzzle warped and deformed as if from a great heat. Mantius rose to his feet and scanned around for his bow.

			Pain flared through him and he staggered. He looked down, and saw that a bloody, smoke-wreathed claw had erupted through the front of his chest-plate. A thick spew of steam rose from the wound, and he couldn’t draw breath. As he was lifted from his feet, he clutched clumsily at the claw with fingers that had gone numb.

			‘You… hurt me,’ the daemon hissed. It ripped its claw free in a burst of smoke. Its forearm was aflame, but it caught hold of his head in both claws regardless. Its wormy muscles bunched, and the ache in the Knight-Venator’s head grew worse, as did the pain in his limbs. Mantius had just enough strength left to spit in the beast’s remaining eye, before it snapped his neck. The pain flared, growing into an all-consuming incandescence.

			And then, he felt nothing… nothing, save the storm.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER EIGHT

			The Lost Warren

			Vretch coughed and stared up at the tangled network of shattered rock and withered roots which rose from the Squirming Sea. The Geistmaw warren had spread deep below the ancient fortress for which it was named, but that had not saved it from Shu’gohl’s hunger. It had been scooped up and crushed into the remains of the ruin, making a mangled reef of jutting towers and crumbling hummocks.

			‘Quick-quick, we must find a way within – hurry, fools, hurry-hurry!’ he chittered, gesticulating weakly with his staff.

			That small exertion had him breathing heavily. He could feel things moving, growing within him. Swelling with hideous hunger, eating away at his insides. He was dying – Skuralanx had killed him. He hunched forward against his staff, a whine escaping his mouth as his insides twisted, and fleshy blisters on his arms and back throbbed. In the light, he could see tiny, dark shapes squirming within the opalescent swellings. Worms, black worms, the kind which had drawn him here. A plague unlike any other, a plague which spread with every popped blister, moving faster than wildfire.

			It was almost beautiful – indeed, he had often thought so, when experimenting upon his captives. But now he was starting to see the downside. ‘Not me, no-no,’ he snivelled.

			Several of his monks glanced back at him, but not for long. He exposed his teeth in a grimace of chastisement, feeling the blisters on his muzzle pull tight as he did so. The worms moved within him. Their agitation grew as he neared their source, like metal filings drawn to a lodestone. Some plagues were like that, he knew. The Chattering Pox or the Glopsome Surge both grew in potency the closer one drew to their epicentre.

			Vretch had studied the ways of a thousand plagues – he had taken samples from Nurgle’s Wyrdroot as it hollowed out the treekin of the Jade Kingdoms, and helped the Wailing Chill pass between the Doldrum Heights and Rigvale’s Run. But few were as horrible as the one his magics now kept at bay. He’d already coughed up part of what he suspected was his liver, and his flesh was peeling away in sheets.

			Why had Skuralanx done this to him? Unless… yes. Yes, perfidy, of course. The daemon had no more use for him, and had decided to dispose of him, whatever its promises to the contrary. He growled softly in anger. That he had been planning to do something similar only made it worse. Another shiver of pain wracked him. The sea heaved as the worm shuddered, torn by its own pain. The air shivered with the sound of its agony, and, as if in sympathy, the worms within him twitched abominably. Vretch bit back a shriek of pain.

			He didn’t dare show weakness, not now. It was all he could do to keep from spurting the musk of fear. His long-dead nerve endings had spasmed to life, and a foul-smelling ichor beaded on his flesh.

			‘O great Horned Rat, watch over your most pathetic and beset of children. Have I not served thee faithfully, O Ruiner and Wrecker? Watch over me, as you watched over me in the Glade of Horned Growths, O most blessed planter of poxes,’ he murmured, clutching his tail to his chest. He made to chew it, when he noticed that the blisters had spread there as well. He flung it down with a grunt.

			The rafts eased forward by the light of the warp torches, through the steaming current. They passed beneath broken archways curtained with shrouds of half-digested matter. Things roared in the darkness, and he restrained himself from hurling a fiery pox towards the source of the noise. Somehow, he knew that using his magics would only aggravate his condition. If he wanted to survive long enough to find the Liber Pestilent and rid himself of the worms growing within him, he had to save his strength.

			The raft thumped over a submerged stone, nearly knocking him from his claws. ‘Careful, fools,’ he shrilled. Incensed, he flung out his claw, and a plague monk collapsed, wreathed in green flame, his flesh going necrotic beneath his disintegrating rags. A tremor ran through Vretch and he sat back, wheezing. ‘Careful… careful…’ he whispered, staring balefully at his followers. There weren’t many, now.

			One of his remaining rafts had vanished somewhere along the slow crawl of the worm’s gullet. The other had been caught in a gastric riptide and sunk. Those plague monks who’d managed to survive the swim now overburdened his last, precious craft. He contemplated booting a few of them over the side to lighten the load, but decided against it. His display of temper would keep them in line well enough, and there were likely dangers aplenty in this place. He could hear unseen things moving through the shadowed vaults and broken turrets.

			He could also smell the pungent ichor of the worm. Black, writhing shapes dripped from the broken walls and plopped into the water like raindrops. Some squirmed purposely through the water towards the raft and he barked a warning. Heaving himself to his feet, he stumbled to the side of the raft and jabbed the tip of his staff into the water. The shard of warpstone flared once and the water boiled with an ugly heat. Worms crisped and sank out of sight. As they did so, the ones growing within him became frenzied.

			‘Follow the worms,’ he croaked.

			His monks poled the raft deeper into the tangled ruin. They followed the trail of his pain along the winding eddy until they reached a massive bole of stone and mossy soil. It had been compacted into an unmoving bubo of dirt, perched awkwardly in the water. Broken bones, half-dissolved and intertwined with millions of thick-bodied black worms, floated in a sump of tarry ichor at its base. A winding stair of stone rose from the murk, and Vretch led his remaining monks up its unstable length. The pain was concentrated in his belly now. It had become a pulsing black heat, filling him snout to tail. A strange fluid spattered on the stones where he trod, and worms rose from it.

			‘Do not let them touch you,’ he said. ‘You are not worthy to receive their blessings.’ And, he thought, I may need some of you alive before this is over. He hacked and coughed into his sleeve. Worms squirmed in his robes and wriggled out of his pores as he tried to concentrate on the Thirty-Nine Rancid Mantras.

			At the top of the steps was a chamber. A buckled section of stone floor, gummed to its walls by a mortar of filth and sour meat, spread out before him. There were piles of broken bones everywhere, swaddled in rotting rags – the remains of a hundred or more skaven, long dead. The dried husks of worms lay scattered about in heaps. Familiar graffiti marred the walls and the signs of the Three Horns had been scratched into the floor. Shattered cauldrons lay everywhere, and their contents had spread tackily across the loose stones of the floor, to drip down into the sump below. From the scene, Vretch deduced that the Geistmaw clan – for these remains were theirs, of that he was certain – had been in the process of brewing the worm-pox when Geistmaw fell to Shu’gohl’s hunger.

			‘It must be here, it must,’ he hissed. In a sudden frenzy, he began to smash aside bones with his staff. ‘Well? Don’t just stand there, fools! Help me look-find the Liber! Now-now,’ he snarled, glaring at his followers.

			They scrambled to obey immediately. Plague monks flung aside bones and lifted broken cauldrons, tore at loose stones and ripped up fallen shrouds. So hurriedly did they set about their business that the air was soon filled with the clangour of the bells they wore. Vretch watched for a moment, his head and belly throbbing with agony. Then he turned, raising his staff high. He summoned a flicker of light into the warpstone. ‘Sssseek,’ he muttered. Motes of sickly light spilled from the facets of the stone and darted about the chamber.

			There was always the chance it wasn’t here. That it had been swept away, lost to the dark. But this was the source of the worm-plague. If they’d had one of the lost Libers, it would have been here, somewhere. Skuralanx was certain of it, and by extension, so was Vretch. Whatever else he might be – traitor, deceiver, assassin – he was no fool. It had to be here somewhere, it had to be. Heart thudding, panic growing, Vretch swept his staff about wildly, trying to illuminate the whole chamber.

			All at once, something glinted, reflecting the light of his staff. ‘There!’ he snarled. He lurched forward, robes flapping. He shouldered aside two of his followers and stabbed the end of his staff down, through the bones and rubbish.

			Clink.

			He fell forward, clawing at the refuse with his free claw until he found it. It was not a book, nor a tome, a grimoire or parchment, as he’d expected. It was, instead, a set of square golden plaques, with holes punched along one side, bound together by thick coils of some sort of vine, unlike any he had ever seen. He made to snatch up the plaques, but they were glued to the floor by ichor and mould. They felt warm, as if they hadn’t been lying in the dark for hundreds of years. Vretch hissed in frustration and pried at them, to no avail. The other skaven shuffled forward, as if to help, and he snarled at them in warning. ‘Back,’ he snapped. ‘Back, fools – this is mine-mine!’

			As they scuttled back, he braced himself over the plaques. They were shrouded in the same sticky worm-ichor that covered the walls and floor. He grunted and set his foot-claws, tail lashing. Pain-riddled muscles strained and his head began to pound. His eyes bulged and worms spilled from ruptured blisters. 

			‘I… will… not… be… denied,’ he yowled. He felt the floor shift beneath his claws and heard the hardened ichor pop loose. Vretch chittered in triumph as he toppled backwards, the golden plaques in his claws. ‘Mine – it is mine!’ he howled, lifting his prize over his head. ‘Vretch shall be triumphant!’

			As the echoes of his cry faded, the floor gave way; all save a circular section on which he stood, eyes wide. One by one, accompanied by a rain of rock, his remaining followers dropped into the bubbling morass of worms far below. 

			The skaven screeched as, drenched in the steaming ichors, their flesh swelled and split, disgorging more worms to join those writhing about them. Truly a blessed plague, Vretch thought, tightening his grip on the plaques as he watched his followers die. The golden plates were warm against his abused flesh, almost uncomfortably so. He made to examine them, but heard the harsh rasp of scales on stone.

			Vretch froze. Then, slowly, he looked up. Small, scaly shapes shimmered into view on the walls and ceiling of the chamber, their round eyes fixed on him.

			Sutok roared joyfully as he swung his war-mace about his head and brought it down on the cowering skaven. The creature splattered in a satisfying manner, and the Sunblood turned, searching the central courtyard of the Setaen Palisades for new prey. He waded forward into the thick of the fighting, his massive, scarred form shining like a fallen star.

			All around him, seraphon poured up the steps and into the courtyard beyond. The skaven had been caught by surprise and only a few of them were putting up any sort of fight. That had always been the way of it – the rat ran and snake pursued, until at last, the rat could run no more. It shed its tail, its fur, all in haste to escape, until there was barely a mouthful left.

			It had always been that way, and would be that way again. Again and again, without end, the Great Serpent chewing its tail. Wherever the rat ran, the serpent would follow. Sutok took comfort in that thought. He stomped forward, crushing skulls and flattening skaven.

			His smaller brethren followed him, and fell upon the skaven with pleasing vigour. Spears and clubs rose and fell, and the broken bodies of the vermin were crushed underfoot. Sutok swept his mace out in a wide arc, smashing several of the ratmen from their claws. Their diseased flesh pulped easily, for all that it was less sensitive to pain. They stank of sickness and rot. Faint memories flickered within the depths of his thoughts, fragments of a lost past.

			The Sunblood swung his head about, studying the ebb and flow of the enemy tide. He could perceive a foe’s weakness as another might scent the blood of a wounded animal. Spotting the weak link in the swarm of skaven, he roared. Instinctively, the nearby seraphon lunged forward. They fell upon the skaven with a savage joy that was a match for his own. They all remembered, and in remembering, felt the old hate rise anew.

			But they were not alone in that hate. Sutok glanced down at the armoured figures fighting alongside him. Yes, they were not alone. It was good not to be alone. Oxtl-Kor did not understand that. Sutok felt no sadness at the Oldblood’s death. It was the thing of but a moment. Sutok himself had fought and died a thousand times, and each of those deaths was but a moment experienced and then forgotten.

			It was a good thing, to be a dream.

			‘Any sign of the Far-killer?’ Thetaleas asked as he swept his axe out in a wide arc, chopping through another cage. Zephacleas helped the Decimator-Prime pry it open, freeing the mortals within. They were inside the Setaen Palisades, having pushed the skaven back from the outer defences and into the courtyard.

			‘No,’ the Lord-Celestant grunted. They’d seen a flash of celestial lightning spear upwards from within the palisades as they breached the lower gates. Stormcast Eternals did not truly die, but the thought that any foe had sent the Far-killer back to Sigmaron was almost inconceivable. ‘Keep to your task, brother – as he would, were he here. Ho, Duras, come help Thetaleas get the rest of these cages open.’ As the Liberator-Prime moved to obey, Zephacleas stepped into the battle-line of Stormcasts arrayed between the cages and the bloody melee going on in the courtyard. The seraphon had fallen on the skaven in a frenzy, and the ratkin were fighting like the cornered rats they resembled.

			‘We should have the last of the cages open in a moment,’ Zephacleas said. He glanced at Seker, who was standing nearby. ‘We’ll advance then, but slowly. Drive the foe back.’

			‘Most fled the moment the huntsmen arrived,’ Seker said, gesturing upwards with his staff. A retinue of Prosecutors swooped overhead, herding a group of the former prisoners back behind the Stormcast line. The mortals had been fighting the skaven when they first arrived. Many had died from their wounds or the illness which burned in them, but some yet remained. And these he was determined to defend.

			‘Is that the last of them?’ he said.

			‘Aye,’ Seker said. ‘Shall we proceed, Lord-Celestant?’

			‘I shall take the vanguard,’ Zephacleas growled.

			‘Naturally,’ the Lord-Relictor murmured.

			Zephacleas ignored him and stepped forward. The skaven were distracted and scattered. There was only one true knot of resistance left – a band of smoke-wreathed skaven, whirling censers. No seraphon could get near them, so thick was the miasma surrounding them.

			‘Duras, you and your warriors follow me. Seker, summon a storm, wash that miasma from the air. The rest of you, advance slowly – keep your shields locked, let no vermin get past you, and no mortal come to harm,’ the Lord-Celestant roared out. ‘With me, brothers… there’s red work yet to be done.’

			As he started towards the knot of ratmen, he began to pick up speed, slamming his weapons together as he went. Duras and his warriors followed him, clashing their warblades. The harsh, scraping rhythm rose over the sound of the fray. Skaven fled before their approach.

			‘Death,’ Zephacleas shouted.

			‘Ruin,’ Duras and the others growled.

			‘Death to the dealers of death,’ Zephacleas bellowed. ‘Ruin to the bringers of ruin.’

			His warriors bellowed with him, and they plunged through the miasma like a mailed fist. Overhead, thunder rumbled as Seker called down the storm. Zephacleas held his breath against the choking odour and brought his hammer down on a skaven. Warblades slashed out, chopping through censers and chains and hairy limbs as the Liberators tore through the foe. A steady, cleansing rain began to fall, soothing the hurts of those few Stormcast Eternals who’d been wounded and dispersing the murk. As one, the remaining skaven broke and ran for the tallest of the towers which occupied the palisades.

			‘They’re fleeing,’ Zephacleas said, as Seker joined him. Before the Lord-Relictor could respond, a shadow fell over them both.

			‘We… chase,’ Sutok growled, slamming his war-mace against his shield. Saurus warriors stood arrayed behind the Sunblood, whose massive form was streaked with blood and worse things. The seraphon bobbed his scarred head. ‘Chase?’ he rumbled.

			Zephacleas laughed. ‘We chase,’ he said. 

			Together, the seraphon and Stormcast Eternals forged after the retreating skaven. If they were allowed to hide, to dig in, they might never be rooted out.

			Unfortunately, by the time Zephacleas and the others began a thorough search, it seemed that they had done just that. Besides a few skaven cowering on the lower levels, or trying to escape through what Zephacleas suspected were privy holes, the rest seemed to have vanished. Nevertheless, they continued the search, hunting through pillared chambers and warren-like halls, rising ever higher as they went. The stairs carved from the condensed hair wound ever upwards in a tight, claustrophobic coil. Zephacleas understood why the skaven had gravitated to the towers – the creatures preferred cramped space and dark shadows.

			Accompanied by the shouts of more successful hunters, the roars of eager seraphon, and the squeals of dying skaven, Zephacleas and the others ascended to the summit of the tower. There were no doors here, only a wide open, circular chamber. The room was enormous – despite the great windows which lined its walls, the upper reaches were lost in shadow. It had been abandoned in a hurry. Empty cauldrons, piles of books and rotting bodies lay everywhere.

			‘I’ve seen this before. Remember that foul warren in the Ghurdish Heights?’ Zephacleas murmured. Beside him, Sutok sniffed the air warily and glanced at the skink, Takatakk.

			‘Indeed,’ Seker said. ‘A plague-womb. The vermin have been busy.’ The skaven – some of them, at least – were brewers of pox and plague second only to the foul followers of Nurgle. They delighted in rot and decay, and spread pestilences with fiendish glee. The Astral Templars had seen similar horrors in the Jade Kingdoms as well. ‘We must burn this place, when the battle is won. We cannot allow whatever horrors they have brewed here to spread.’

			‘It may be too late for that, Lord-Relictor,’ Zephacleas said. He peered into one of the gibbets. The man inside was dead, though his journey to the underworld had not been easy. He wore the strange segmented armour of a city militia-man over his ragged and torn robes. It was dark, and composed of scales shed from the worm’s hide. Pale, like all folk of the Crawling City, his flesh was covered in bruises, blisters, burns and more besides, including a number of fleshy pus-filled growths. Despite these, his form looked somehow… shrunken, as if whatever vitality he’d once possessed had been drained into the bulging abscesses. Zephacleas tapped the gibbet with his hammer, turning it slowly.

			As it twisted on its chain, he examined the body more closely. ‘Gravewalker, what caused these growths? It looks like the work of no disease I recognise,’ he called, glancing at the others. Seker turned, and cursed.

			‘Zephacleas, get away from it,’ the Lord-Relictor snarled.

			Zephacleas heard a hiss, and turned, just in time to see the first abscess split open. A stinking yellow gas spewed from the ruptured flesh, and he smashed the gibbet aside. The Lord-Celestant backed away. ‘Get clear of the cages,’ he roared. A moment later, a thin lash of suppurating flesh shot from the twitching body and struck at him. More tendrils erupted from the abscesses, thrashing about wildly enough to set the gibbet to spinning.

			Cries of horror and disgust filled the chamber as the bodies in each gibbet flowered and burst, allowing the putrescent horrors within to emerge – they were akin to the foul, strangling vines of the Fangwood in the Ghurdish Heights, but horribly afflicted by some pestilence which made the ever-coiling fronds weep a strange, musky pus.

			Rusty metal bent and buckled as the things within the gibbets fought to get free. A foul miasma rose from the monstrous blossoms which bloomed on the writhing tendrils, filling the air. ‘Back, back,’ Seker shouted. ‘All of you, back!’

			Zephacleas turned to join his warriors when something snagged his throat from behind. One of vines, he realised, as it tightened about his neck. It contracted, as if seeking to reel him in, and more of them ensnared his wrists and chest. He roared in fury and fought against their pull. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw that he was not alone in his predicament. Several of the warriors who’d accompanied him were caught as well. Liberators slashed at the tendrils, trying to free their fellows, but the squirming appendages simply regenerated.

			The seraphon were attempting to aid their allies. He saw Sutok slam his great mace down on a gibbet, nearly ripping it from its chain. The writhing mass inside launched its vines at the Sunblood, trying to snag him. Sutok roared and slashed at them. Zephacleas turned slowly, fighting against the strength of the vines that held him. He heard a shrill voice chitter in amusement, somewhere far above.

			Chains rattled and robes flapped. The chamber was dark, but with a single chirp, Takatakk filled it with a soft blue light. Dozens of skaven clung to the chains of the spinning, thrashing gibbets, glaring down at the invaders. At a shrilled command, they descended en masse, leaping first to attack those Stormcasts who were caught by the tendrils.

			A disgusting-looking skaven, wrapped in stinking rags and rattling chains, scurried down towards Zephacleas, whirling its censers wildly. The ratman darted across the straining lengths of tendril towards him. It squealed at him in obvious challenge.

			Zephacleas heaved his body to the side, jolting the skaven from its claws and sending it tumbling to the ground. The gibbet creaked on its chain as he twisted it, and the tendrils trembled. Hissing ichor seeped from them to spatter his armour. He set his feet and slowly, achingly, pulled his arms back until, one by one, the tendrils snapped. Freed, he lurched backwards to avoid the ratman’s whirling censers. Across the chamber, his warriors and the seraphon had engaged the other skaven.

			The censer bearer drove him back in a swirling cloud of poisonous fumes. Zephacleas held his breath, knowing that to inhale one lungful of the reeking smoke was to die. As the whirring censers slashed down at him again, he thrust his sword out and twisted, snagging the chains. He tore them from their owner’s claws with a single heave and caught the off-balance skaven with a blow that crushed its bandaged skull.

			As it fell to the floor, twitching in its death-throes, Zephacleas turned to see that the writhing shapes in the gibbets were beginning to pull themselves free. Split tendrils reformed or sprouted anew as the musk of the blossoms thickened. Strands of fleshy matter shot towards the pillars and roof. Blotches of foulness spread wherever they touched. He started chopping through the questing tendrils.

			He caught Seker’s attention. ‘Gravewalker – call down the lightning. Purge this place in fire and storm.’

			The Lord-Relictor didn’t hesitate. His voice roared out, strong and clear, and the air in the chamber grew thick and sharp. Bits of paper and loose debris were caught up by the dervish winds that seemed to emanate outward from him. Lightning coalesced around his reliquary staff as he lifted it in both hands.

			As tendrils surged towards him from the arboreal abominations, he slammed the ferrule of his staff down, and lightning erupted from it, immolating everything in the chamber save the Stormcasts and their seraphon allies. Skaven stumbled out of the conflagration, screeching in agony. They were swiftly put out of their misery.

			Zephacleas nodded in satisfaction. ‘Death and ruin,’ he murmured.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER NINE

			The Sahg’gohl

			Deep within the ruins of Geistmaw, Vretch reacted with all of the instinctive savagery of his race. He lunged forward, throat swelling as he belched forth a cloud of noxious mist. The creatures nearest him crumpled as the cloud enveloped them. Shimmering scales turned dull and began to drop off their frames as, one by one, they fell into the darkness below. Mist trailing from between his clenched teeth, Vretch whirled on his perch of stone, the susurrus of the worms loud in his head.

			A reptile sprang towards him, and he caught the seraphon by the throat before it could land a blow with the barbed dart in its talon. It struggled for a moment, trying to break his grip, and he glared at it. ‘You think to kill me? Me?’ he hissed. The lizard twisted about in his grip and sank needle-like teeth into his arm. Vretch shrieked and dashed the creature’s head against the ground.

			Darts sprouted from his back and shoulders. He staggered. A trick – a distraction to get him to turn his back. Whatever celestial poison was in the darts was as nothing next to the toxins already running riot through his system, but it still burned like fire. Screeching continuously, heedless of his condition, he lashed out with his magics. More darts sank into his rotting flesh, but he was too far gone to feel them.

			And then, at last, he sank down, too weary to do anything more than hold onto the plaques. Smoke filled the air, and he could hear stone collapsing; he smelled the too-clean scent of starlight as what was left of the seraphon dissolved. As with their darts, their deaths would not be enough to cleanse this place. Once he was cured, he would come back. He would study the worms and the brew they swum in and he would unleash a blight unlike any other.

			He would– 

			Vretch sagged, coughing. His perch wobbled. He could hear stone grinding, and the splashing of the worms. He had no strength left. He coughed again, spitting ichor. Dying, he thought, and his musk gland spasmed painfully. It was spent, as was he.

			Youuu are not dying, Vretch…

			Vretch blinked blearily, searching for the daemon. ‘Is… is that you, O most resplendent of… of…’ His body was wracked with pain. As he coughed, fangs pattered from his mouth and mucus ran from his snout. There were worms in it. There were worms in everything now. He could feel them moving behind his eyes.

			You stand on unstable ground, Vretch. You must jump, yes-yes… jump and bring me the Liber, Skuralanx murmured. The daemon’s voice sounded odd, as if it were… hurt?

			I can help you, fool… but you must jump. Jump now!

			Vretch sprang for one of the remaining walls. As he leapt, his perch collapsed at last. He hit the stone and scrabbled for a moment, trying to find a hold with his free claw. It was only through a supreme effort of will that he managed to force himself not to fall. The stones he clung to were embedded in the gut-lining of the worm. Digestive juices spilled across him, burning him. What was left of his fur bristled and he shifted his weight painfully. He could see a speck of blue far above. He could smell…

			Do you smell the storm, Vretch? You are in the worm’s head, close to its jaws – listen, you can hear them grinding. You are not far from the surface, Vretch. You can hear the lightning, the daemon said, its words echoing in his head.

			‘I– I can, yes-yes,’ Vretch coughed.

			Then climb, Vretch. Climb, for your very soul!

			‘He is gone, then,’ Zephacleas said heavily. He stood outside, on the palisade wall, away from the chamber at the top of the tower and its stink of death. He closed his eyes for a moment, praying silently for the soul of the Far-killer. They would meet again, but it would be… different. Those who fell and were reforged were not the same. Death – even if it was but a temporary one – took something from them. Something indefinable. When next the Far-killer flew, would he be the same keen-eyed hunter whom Zephacleas had relied on, or would he be something, someone else? The thought was not a pleasant one.

			‘The daemon killed him,’ the mortal said, her voice hollow with shock. ‘He freed us, and then the daemon killed him.’ Her name was S’ual and she was one of the few survivors of the slave-gangs. She trembled with fear and weakness, her malnourished body clad in the remains of once-rich robes and the now-rusted armour of a Setaen Guard. She held a spar of bone, slick with skaven-blood, in her remaining hand. Her other was bandaged tight and lashed to her chest by strips of filthy cloth torn from her robes. As she spoke, she tossed the spar aside in obvious disgust. ‘He freed us, but it… it came out of the shadows and…’ She looked up at Zephacleas, eyes wide. ‘What are you?’

			‘Friends,’ Zephacleas rumbled. She flinched, and he softened his voice. ‘We are friends.’ He looked past her, towards the inner courtyard of the Setaen Palisades, where hundreds of sickly mortals waited – the survivors of those who’d made their stand here, when the skaven had attacked. Soldiers and nobility, now reduced to a pitiful state. The skaven had worked most of them to death, and abused the others terribly. Many had been broken in body and soul, their spirits crushed beyond repair.

			But the rest… they would survive. The folk of the Ghurlands were hardy; if it didn’t kill them outright, they’d survive it. At least in my day, Zephacleas thought.

			S’ual reached out, hesitantly, and traced the sign of the lightning bolt carved on his chest-plate. ‘Warm,’ she said, softly, wonderingly. ‘Your armour is… warm.’

			‘As the day it was forged,’ he said. ‘Where did the daemon go? After it killed him?’

			‘Away,’ she said, absently. She blinked. ‘The others – they fled towards the Sahg’gohl and the Storm-Crown, across the great causeway.’ She looked up at him, not quite meeting his eyes. She extended her good arm, pointing out across the structure in question. The causeway was not long, but it had once been an impressive span, lined with tall statues and prayer-towers. Now those towers were in ruins and the statues shattered. It extended from the rear of the highest tier of the palisades to the lightning-wreathed structure which crowned the worm’s head. ‘Will you follow them?’ S’ual asked.

			He nodded. ‘We must. Can you lead the others back? The Dorsal Barbicans have been cleansed, and your folk hold them once more. There is safety there, if anywhere.’

			‘Nowhere is safe. The great worm is dying,’ S’ual said.

			‘Not if we can help it,’ he said. After a moment’s hesitation, he placed a hand on her shoulder. ‘Go. Sigmar shall watch over you, sister.’

			She straightened at his touch. Her fingers found his gauntlet briefly, and then she bowed her head and stepped back. Zephacleas watched her go, and felt the faint stirring of a half-forgotten memory… a proud face, hair like fire, bound in thick plaits, and a voice… sharp, like a knife. His hand curled into a fist and he shook his head, angry at himself, though he couldn’t say why.

			‘The Storm-Crown… an apt name,’ Seker said behind him, diplomatically. He peered towards the head of the worm. ‘It was a temple, once. A way to Azyr and back – a realmgate – shattered at the beginning of the Age of Chaos.’

			‘That’s not what the vermin came here for, otherwise they’d have already taken it,’ Zephacleas said, irritated with himself for a number of reasons, not the least of which was not sending warriors to take the place when he’d had the chance – a mistake he would not make again. ‘From what we’ve seen, I doubt they even knew it was there,’ he continued.

			‘I wonder if our allies do.’ The Lord-Relictor indicated the seraphon as he spoke.

			The slann hovered nearby, expressionless features gazing out over the causeway. Takatakk crouched atop the ancient being’s throne and chirped quietly to his master in the hissing tongue of the seraphon. ‘They know more than they’re telling… all this talk of helping us, of fate and dreams.’ He shook his head. ‘Why are they really here?’

			‘It doesn’t matter. We came to free this place and that’s what I intend to do,’ Zephacleas said. ‘We must–’

			Without warning, a geyser of ichor and poison spewed upwards from the great shafts carved around the courtyard as Shu’gohl thrashed in agony. The air reverberated with the worm’s groans, and all around him mortal, Stormcast and seraphon alike clutched at their heads in agony. The world shuddered and the sky spun as the leviathan writhed in pain. Chunks of stone fell from the towers, and lightning flashed as a Liberator was crushed. The ground bucked beneath them, sending warriors and mortals sprawling. The causeway shook on its supports and swayed so perilously that Zephacleas thought it might be destroyed.

			‘There must be a way to calm the beast, else we’ll all be crushed  – or worse, the causeway will shatter,’ Zephacleas shouted, grabbing Seker by the shoulder. ‘Work your healing magics, Gravewalker, or we’re all bound for Reforging!’

			‘I can try,’ the Lord-Relictor said. ‘The beast might be beyond saving.’ He extended his reliquary staff, holding it above the ground. As he did so, Takatakk reached out to set his own staff across it. The skink looked back at his master, and then at the Lord-Relictor.

			‘You will not try alone. We shall work our magics together, dream-of-Sigmar. We shall bring harmony to the great leviathan, and ease its agonies,’ the Starpriest chirped. ‘Align your thoughts to mine, and listen. We shall make whole that which is in disarray.’

			As the skink spoke, the slann raised his long arms above his head and uttered a wordless croak of power. The amber sky turned blue, and the storm clouds thickened. Motes of azure lightning danced within them. The Dreaming Seer reached out towards the Lord-Relictor, and Zephacleas felt something indefinable and intangible pass between them. The slann’s eyes were wide open now, and there were stars within them. Seker and Takatakk raised their staves and began to chant in unison. Though one prayed to Sigmar and the other did not, their voices flowed together like rushing water, rising up towards the darkening sky. Through it all, the worm continued to bellow its agonies, until Zephacleas thought his eardrums might burst.

			The air thickened with growing pressure, and the voices of the Lord-Relictor and the Starpriest shaped it and stretched it. Their words seemed to echo from every tower and stone in the Crawling City, redoubling in volume and strength. Overhead, the clouds had turned the colour of the void, and the lightning had become as stars.

			The slann stretched out his hands and, for a moment, it seemed to Zephacleas as if the creature were larger than it was. A titanic shape, quite unlike the crude amphibian body it normally wore; something vast and serpentine, as wide as the world and as long as eternity. It stretched up, and fangs of starlight scraped the sky. A glittering cerulean rain began to fall across Shu’gohl – lightly at first, but then growing in intensity. It was not the rain which accompanied the Stormcasts as they went to war, but it was of Azyr nonetheless.

			Zephacleas lifted his hands in wonder. Other Stormcast Eternals followed suit, as too did the mortals. It was a cleansing rain, as would purify both body and soul, and he felt invigorated as it splashed across his armour. Where it touched the ground, a pale steam rose from the worm’s flesh. The filth of the skaven was reduced to ash and their abominable structures sagged and decayed in an instant. The worm’s shuddering slowed, and its groaning faded to a dull rumble.

			Seker stumbled, his staff nearly slipping from his grip. Zephacleas caught him and helped to steady him. ‘Easy my friend – you have truly worked a wonder this day.’

			Seker shook his head. ‘Not… not me. Not alone. It’s– his mind, it was so vast, like nothing I have ever witnessed… his mind is a sun, and we but orbit it,’ the Lord-Relictor said, in a whisper. ‘I saw horrors and beauties undreamt of even in the halls of Sigmaron, and moments… like fragments of crystal, holding flickering images of places I did not recognize. His mind is as clockwork, built not of mortal matter but something else… he has played out this very moment a thousand times across a thousand years, honing it, pruning away those possibilities which displease him. We… No.’ He shook himself and pushed away from Zephacleas. ‘Forgive me, Lord-Celestant. I… I am myself again.’

			‘You are worthy indeed, dream-of-Sigmar,’ Takatakk said, softly. ‘You have seen the Great Equation, though you cannot understand.’ The little seraphon patted Seker’s arm, as if in sympathy. ‘It is a great thing, to witness the all that was and is.’ A flying reptile shrieked overhead. Takatakk looked up, head cocked. ‘The vermin flee across the causeway. There is nowhere else for them to run. The Great Lord Kurkori’s dream is coming to an end.’ The skink looked up at Zephacleas. ‘We must march.’

			‘And we will march with you,’ Zephacleas said. ‘We make for the causeway and the Storm-Crown. And we will end this once and for all.’

			Lightning speared through the sapphire air and crawled across the ruins. It cascaded down shattered statues and washed over broken domes. The air stank of iron and heat and Kruk’s filthy fur stood on end. Lightning struck the causeway ahead, filling the air with dust and stone. Kruk pressed on, followed by the remnants of his congregation. He had to hurry, quick-quick. The enemy were close at hand. All of them.

			Kruk could not say who he hated more at this point – Vretch or the star-devils. The storm-things were a close second, but they were as nothing compared to the continuing intestinal malignancy that was Vretch. The plague priest thrust his good claw beneath his robes and scratched furiously at himself. Worse than the nearness of his foes was the lack of his daemonic patron. Skuralanx had not appeared to him since the Setaen Palisades, and Kruk had begun to wonder if the daemon had abandoned his most loyal follower. What sort of master did that? No sort of master at all, Kruk thought. Kruk would never abandon his own followers, no-no.

			The causeway to the temple wasn’t long or particularly wide. Broken statues lined its rail, glaring down at the scurrying skaven, and at its end, a ring of massive effigies occupied the plaza where the causeway intersected the heart of the temple. Kruk could see the broken dome of the central temple over the tops of the shattered outbuildings and something told him that was where he must go – and quickly. The enemy weren’t far behind them. They would soon finish off Skug and the others. Poor Skug… poor heroic, expendable Skug. Kruk shook his head. It was hard to find a lackey of that quality in these decadent times.

			The causeway began to shake on its foundations and an elemental groan rose up, blasting his skull free of all thought. All around him, skaven released the musk of fear or fell onto their faces, screeching in terror. Broken statues toppled from their plinths, and one crushed a dozen plague monks into a foetid paste. Kruk alone maintained his claws during the quake, more because he wanted to be ready to run than from any innate obstinacy. Stubborn as he was, even he knew better than to try and fight a force of nature.

			Overhead, the sky went dark and a burning rain began to fall. It stung his flesh and he waved his censer over his head in an effort to shield himself. The shaking slowed and finally stopped a moment later. Kruk cast a disdainful eye over his followers. ‘Up-up, fools. Up on your claws, quick-quick… we must hurry,’ he snarled, stumping towards the end of the causeway. If they could get in among the ruins, they might be able to ambush the foe. He glanced back at the ruins of his congregation – a few dribbling choirs of censer bearers, and thrice that of sorry-looking plague monks, some of them from Vretch’s procession. Barely a few hundred in all.

			It would have to be enough. He had survived worse. He would survive this. The Congregation of Fumes would rise again. Kruk thumped his chest with his censer, hissing in pleasure at the moment of pain. He enjoyed it so much, he did it again, inhaling the fumes. Yessss, he thought, I shall rise like the pox-smoke, once the Liber is in my possession. I shall use that coward Vretch’s spine to stir my cauldron and wear his fangs around my neck. He snickered cheerfully at the thought.

			Lightning struck the ground nearby, and his good mood vanished. He snarled defiantly at the sky. Yes, he would survive. And then he would kill this blasted worm and all who dwelt atop it. 

			‘Look,’ one of his followers chittered, interrupting his reverie. Kruk turned.

			A huddled mass of rags and blisters lay weeping audibly at the foot of one of the statues which occupied the central plaza. A wide stain, dotted with tiny worms, marked the path it had taken to get there. The greasy trail led back into the ruins some distance, where a great hole gaped, its edges seared by lightning. Kruk stumped forward. He glared down at the shivering mass. Worms bored in and out of the cracked and weeping blisters which marred the visible flesh, and the whole mass stank of a sickness so potent it made even him hesitate. Kruk nudged the mass with a foot, causing it to roll over. It was Vretch.

			The plague priest looked up, and by his expression, Kruk thought his was the last face the other skaven had ever wished to see.

			Kruk licked his scarred muzzle and reached down, catching Vretch by the scruff of his neck. Vretch squealed as the other plague priest hauled him bodily to his claws. Disgusted, Kruk flung him back to the ground. Vretch hugged a set of strange golden plaques to his chest and tried to scramble away, but Kruk set a claw on his tail, pinning him in place. 

			‘Vrrretch,’ the burly skaven growled. ‘Where were you going, Vretch?’ He cocked his head. ‘Is that my Liber, Vretch?’ he asked, slyly.

			Vretch squinted up at him with filmy eyes. ‘N-not a Liber,’ he said, finally. He coughed, and something wriggled down his chin.

			Kruk’s scarred lip curled. ‘Then what is it? Tell me fast-fast or I shall flay you to the bone,’ he growled.

			Vretch began to laugh. It quickly turned into a wracking cough. ‘G-go ahead,’ he wheezed. He extended his arm, and let one mouldering sleeve slide back. The limb was gangrenous, and covered in burrowing black worms. The whole thing looked like it would pop off if you gave it a good twist. Kruk waved his followers back.

			‘What have you done?’ he said.

			‘Not me… Skuralanx,’ Vretch moaned.

			Kruk froze. His growing suspicions bloomed fully and crystallised. He caught Vretch by the throat, ignoring the feel of the worms wriggling beneath the other skaven’s loose flesh.

			‘What is the daemon to you? Answer me,’ he snapped, shaking Vretch brutally.

			Before Vretch could answer, however, a clamour went up from his followers. Kruk looked up, and saw winged shapes hurtling through the sky above the causeway. Below them came ranks of marching storm-things and star-devils. They were closing in, moving faster than he’d thought possible. He looked back at Vretch.

			‘We fight… togetherrr,’ Kruk growled, glaring up at the circling storm-things and flying reptiles. Vretch stared at him for a moment, then nodded weakly.

			‘If we must,’ he said.

			‘We must,’ Kruk grunted. ‘You will. Or I will kill you myself.’ Kruk thumped his rival in the chest with his censer. ‘We will defend this place with claws and teeth.’

			‘Or magic. Magic might be more useful,’ Vretch said.

			‘Yessss. Magic,’ Kruk said. His eye fixed on the plaques Vretch held wrapped in his robes. ‘What is that, if not my Liber?’ he demanded, snapping his teeth together inches from Vretch’s snout.

			Vretch shook his head. ‘It is something else. But valuable, yes-yes! Valuable nonetheless,’ he simpered. ‘I must get it to Skuralanx. I must…’

			Yesss.

			Both plague priests turned. Kruk glanced at Vretch. ‘You hear him too?’ Vretch nodded weakly. He coughed, and a wad of something indescribable dripped from his jaws.

			Bring me what you have found, Vretch. Hurry-quick! And protect it with your worthless life!

			Skuralanx’s voice echoed almost painfully in Kruk’s head. He hissed and considered telling the daemon to go scurry up his own shadow. Then he looked at Vretch thoughtfully. One good thwack with the censer and his rival might simply come apart, given his state.

			No, Kruk. For you there is a more glorious task, yes-yes… hold the enemy back, Kruk… do as you were born to do and fight. Rip them, tear them, choke them… for if you don’t, I shall surely do it to you, yes-yes. Vretch – follow my voice… bring me the prize.

			‘I will protect them, O most portentous of pox-bearers, yes-yes,’ Vretch hissed, cowering back before Kruk’s beady glare. ‘Ours is not to reason why, no-no, ours is but to do and… and prosper, yes-yes! Skuralanx has used-tricked us, but for the greater glory of the Horned Rat. I know that now… we shall be pox-masters, yes-yes.’ He hugged the golden plaques to his chest. Thin streams of smoke rose where the strange metal touched his bare flesh, but he did not seem willing to let Kruk take them from him. His eyes were wide and mad, and Kruk wondered what had happened to his rival.

			It wasn’t that he particularly cared, of course. But he did wish to avoid a similar fate, if possible. He shrugged. ‘Guard your prize then, yes-yes,’ Kruk said. ‘From the looks of you, I could simply take it from your rotting claws, but I will refrain.’ He gestured dismissively with his censer. ‘Go on then, scurry away. Your master calls. But when this is done Vretch… I will settle up with the pair of you, oh yes…’ He fixed Vretch with a glittering eye. ‘We will settle all debts.’

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TEN

			Mysteries of the Worm

			Skuralanx perched on the shoulder of Sigmar in the central chamber of the Sahg’gohl, and called out to Vretch, guiding the worm-ridden skaven to him. His sibilant tones echoed back at him from the curved walls and shattered dome of the chamber.

			He hissed and rubbed the stumps of his broken horns. What he felt could not be called pain, as such, but it rankled nonetheless. That such a puling creature had been able to get close enough to harm him – to harm the mighty Skuralanx – spoke volumes about how badly his underlings had bungled things. He hoped that at least one of them would survive, so that he could have the pleasure of devouring them himself.

			He could have gone to claim what Vretch had found himself, but his injuries had weakened him considerably. He would need every iota of his remaining strength to twist open the realmgate and escape. Yes, he had to conserve his strength.

			Rain fell through the cracked dome and mingled with the lightning which occasionally crossed the floor in bursts. The radiance rising from the realmgate situated in the statue’s plinth cast long shadows across the faded and peeling murals which marked the curved walls. Scenes from Shu’gohl’s history were illuminated briefly before fading into darkness. Skuralanx had covered most of them in claw-marks and filth, for the sheer joy of it.

			This place was his – or soon would be. As soon as Vretch delivered whatever he had found, Liber or otherwise, to him, he would depart, only to return at the head of an army larger even than the Congregation of Fumes had been… the Children of the Horned Rat would swarm over and through the worm, gnawing it hollow and making a warren-to-end-all-warrens from its bloated carcass. And nothing would stand in their way.

			He gazed down at the realmgate, studying its design with his remaining eye. A matter of moments, yes, that was all it would take. Even if he didn’t understand the way the facets were locked together or what the symbols on them meant, he knew he could open it. Indeed, he had already begun. A portion of his cunning intellect was focused on the task, necessitating his remaining here, well away from Kruk’s doomed last stand. The daemon sniggered. He had saved Kruk’s tail often enough; now it was the plague priest’s turn to repay Skuralanx’s kindness.

			Perhaps he might salvage the burly lunatic, before he departed. Vretch was in no condition to be of any further use, but Kruk… yes, let no one say Skuralanx didn’t pay his debts. Kruk had enabled his triumph – it seemed only fitting that he spare the brute.

			But first… the Liber. He looked towards the causeway. He could feel Vretch’s agonised mind. The plague priest was on his last legs. He was rotting as he staggered through the ruined temple, leaving a trail of worms and mangled flesh. 

			It was a fitting irony, Skuralanx thought, that such a treacherous creature should die serving the master he’d sought to betray.

			He’d known from the start that Vretch harboured ambitions above his station. It was one of the reasons he’d brought Kruk along… while Vretch was focused on his hated rival, there had been less chance of him coming up with ways to free himself from Skuralanx’s influence.

			In a way, the daemon was almost sad that it was all coming to an end. Vretch and Kruk had been entertaining in their way. But better days awaited, greater glories and mightier triumphs. He chittered in anticipation and hunched forward, clawing at the statue. Soon… soon it would all be done.

			Soon, Skuralanx, the Scurrying Dark, would unleash a pestilence like no other. And reap the rewards thereof…

			Kruk scuttled across the plaza towards the causeway and the advancing star-devils and storm-things, the remnants of the Reeking Choir at his back. He felt neither fear nor pain, though he would feel both, he suspected, before the day was done. ‘Kill-kill, for the glory of the Great Corruptor! For the glory of your Archfumigant,’ he shrilled, slashing the air with his censer-gauntlet. ‘Keep them from the temple! Hurl them from the causeway!’

			It would be a close-run thing, he thought. They only outnumbered their foes five to one, and those weren’t the best of odds. But he was Kruk – the Horned Rat had marked him for greatness. Why else would he have survived every misfortune that sought to waylay his one, true destiny? Tests! All of it – tests! To prove his worthiness in the eyes of the Great Witherer! He was Kruk, and he would spread the Effluvial Gospels into every nostril and lung, yes-yes!

			He slammed into the enemy, wreathed in a choking murk. He caught the edge of a bladed shield and hauled himself up, so that he could brain the scaly warrior who bore it. The seraphon fell and Kruk flung himself forward. As he dropped, his jaws sprang open and he vomited a cloud of noxious gas. Seraphon collapsed, their scaly bodies sloughing away into nothing. Kruk staggered back as starlight flared and his cloud was dispersed.

			Spears tore holes in his robes and slashed his flesh as the seraphon closed ranks, forcing him to backpedal quickly. He pointed a talon at one of the snarling saurians and the creature staggered as its body began to shrivel and rot. The rot swept through their ranks, killing half a dozen of them before its potency faded. Kruk cackled as he crushed a shrunken skull with his censer. ‘Die-die! Die for the glory of Kruk,’ he shrilled.

			He heard agonised squeals and smelled burning hair as a blast of celestial energy incinerated a skaven to his left. Kruk spun to see a reptile, clad in a cloak made of brightly hued feathers, step through the ashes of the fallen skaven, a glowing staff extended before it. The skink met his gaze and cocked its crested head, as if in challenge. Kruk snarled and darted beneath the stabbing spears of the intervening seraphon. He sprang towards the feather-clad reptile, who released a second searing burst of light from its staff. Kruk bulled through the burning luminescence with a scream.

			‘Kruk is to be killing you, star-devil,’ the plague priest shrieked, as he snatched up the reptile and slammed it back against a statue. ‘Not even you can prevent Kruk from achieving his destiny – Kruk will rise, like the vapours of death, and strangle all the world. Kruk will–’

			Kruk screeched as a bolt of sizzling lightning took him in the back.

			The plague priest released the reptile and stumbled, flames licking from his robes. He whirled and saw the skull-masked storm-thing striding towards him. Kruk cursed and flung out his good claw. The vapours rising from his censer suddenly stiffened and solidified. They shot towards the approaching figure like glistening arrows. The storm-thing staggered as the semi-solid vapours tore at him.

			Before he could finish the smaller creature off, it drove a dagger into his shoulder. Kruk spun and backhanded the seraphon with his censer, knocking it sprawling. He tried to call to mind a killing spell, but his rage was too great – he wanted to rend, to tear. He raised his censer, ready to bring it down on the skink’s head.

			He heard a shout from behind him and half-turned to see the skull-faced storm-thing extend his staff. A moment later, a bolt of lightning speared down through rain-choked skies and struck his censer. Every nerve in Kruk’s form wept in sudden, all-consuming agony. The lightning ran through him and into the ground. The stone crumbled beneath his smoking claws as a radius of devastation spread outward around him.

			He fought against the pain, against the clutches of the lightning, trying to lower his arm, to thrust himself towards his enemies once more. He refused to be defeated so close to his ultimate triumph. He heard the shrieks of his closest followers as they were immolated, or slipped between the cracking stones, vanishing into the shadowed depths.

			His squeals of frustration were swallowed up by the dark, as he plummeted down into the depths of the worm, his robes and body alight.

			‘For Sigmar,’ Zephacleas growled, clashing his weapons together in the silence that followed the collapse of the plaza, and the disappearance of the rat-priest. ‘For the Far-killer and every fallen brother, death to the dealers of death!’ He charged forward, Sutok at his side, Thetaleas and the Decimators racing in his wake. They met the skaven in what was left of the central plaza, in the shadow of lightning-wreathed statues.

			All around Zephacleas, seraphon and Stormcasts advanced and fought as one. At the rear of their lines, the slann slumbered on his palanquin as all around him his warriors fought and died to defend him from the desperate skaven. The Starmaster hadn’t stirred since he’d aided Seker in calming the agonies of the worm, and Zephacleas wondered whether the ancient being even knew what was going on.

			The skaven fought like maddened animals, driven by fear and desperation and the reeking smoke that spewed from their censers. They fought to overwhelm, to break free, to escape. But there would be no escape. Not this time. Like an infection, they would be purged from Shu’gohl’s body. He hacked a squealing rat-monk in two, and snapped the spine of another. The force of his blow sent the creature flying. He saw Thetaleas bisect three of the creatures with one blow, and Sutok obliterate a frothing censer bearer with his war-mace.

			Zephacleas laughed as Seker’s lightning flashed and the enemies of Azyr died. ‘Death to the dealers of death,’ he roared, arms spread. ‘Ruin to the bringers of ruin.’

			Go.

			The voice echoed like a bell within his head. It was not a human voice. It wasn’t even really a voice at all – rather, it was the slow rumble of stars wheeling in the heavens. It was a heavenly roar, hammered into the shape of words, made small enough for his mind to comprehend. He glanced back at the slann, resting on its palanquin. The heavy-lidded eyes were half-open and fixed on him.

			Go.

			Images filled his mind. He saw a dying skaven, staggering up stone steps, something golden clutched in its trembling arms. He saw a verminlord, slinking from the shadows. The same creature, the voice whispered, which had killed the Far-killer and Oxtl-Kor both. A creature which had claimed the lives of too many Stormcasts and seraphon to be allowed to escape. It deserved death no less than its servants.

			Go.

			‘Yes, I hear you,’ Zephacleas growled and signalled to Seker. ‘Cleanse this place, Lord-Relictor. Let not a rat survive. I go to deal with the one who brought them here.’

			‘Zephacleas – wait,’ Seker began, but Zephacleas was already moving forward, bulling his way through the disorganised mob of skaven. He chopped two of them down, and they began to scatter, flowing around the great, roaring amethyst giant ploughing through their ranks. In moments, he had slaughtered a path through them and was storming across the plaza towards the domed central chamber of the temple.

			He caught glimpses of the rat-priest through the pelting rain and flashing lightning. It was limping up the temple steps. It was hurt, and moving slowly, but it had a head-start. He pushed himself to greater speed. He knew somehow that he needed to be there when it died. As he pounded up the temple steps, he heard the creature cry out in a strained squeal.

			The interior of the chamber was dominated by a statue of Sigmar, Ghal Maraz lifted over his head. Lightning crawled across the raised hammer and the crown of the statue, cascading down it in shimmering waves. More lightning wept out of an iron hatch set into the statue’s plinth – the hatch was easily twice the size of a man, and at a glance he recognised it for what it was.

			The realmgate. Still sealed though, thank Sigmar, he thought. He’d seen firsthand what happened when a realmgate became twisted by the forces of Chaos. Thankfully, that didn’t appear to be the case here.

			The rat-priest was standing before the statue of Sigmar, swaying on its claws. As Zephacleas entered the chamber, it staggered and fell. It dragged its broken body forward, clutching the golden item to its chest.

			Zephacleas stalked towards it, intent on finishing the creature off for good. But before he could reach it, the beast gave a grunting cough, shuddered and lay still. Its body came apart with a vile sound, and a tarry substance spread across the floor. Black, writhing shapes rose from the waste and he stepped back with a curse.

			Above him, in the dark, something laughed. ‘You have come far just to die, storm-thing,’ a voice hissed. ‘Yes-yes, die-die.’

			Zephacleas looked up. Something hideous stared down at him from its perch atop the head of Ghal Maraz. He didn’t know why he hadn’t noticed it before. The side of the verminlord’s skull was scarred as if by fire, and one eye socket had gone dark. Several of its horns had been sheared off, and smoke still rose from the broken nubs. The daemon slunk down and crawled across the statue’s shoulders, leering at him with its single flickering eye. ‘Die-die beneath the gaze of your man-thing god. Die for the glory of the Great Corruptor.’ Its eye narrowed as it looked down at the body of the rat-priest. ‘Ahhh… poor Vretch. Poor, cunning Vretch.’

			It sprang from its perch and Zephacleas stepped back as it landed in a crouch before him. He could hear the crash of weapons and the screams of dying skaven. The creatures were making their last stand and fighting like cornered rats. But none of that mattered if the daemon got what it came for. 

			It yanked the remains of the rat-priest’s body up and shook the golden plaques loose from the corpse’s grip. They clattered to the ground where they lay gleaming with a strange radiance. ‘Not what I was looking for, no-no, but perhaps valuable all the same…’ the verminlord chittered as it stared at them, its tail lashing. ‘Yes, valuable…’ it hissed softly. It looked up at him. ‘Is this what they came for? Is this why the serpent slithered down out of the stars? What secrets of theirs will it reveal, I wonder?’

			Whatever those are, best not to let that thing have them, Zephacleas thought. He stepped forward, sword extended. ‘Step back, daemon. You’ll claim no prize today. Not unless you go through me.’ Lightning crawled across his armour as he faced the monstrous verminlord.

			The verminlord hunched over and spread its long arms.

			‘Aye, I’ve faced one of your kind before,’ Zephacleas growled. He brought his weapons together with a crash. The lightning flared in response, coiling about the blade of his sword and the head of his hammer as he wrenched them apart. ‘It fled, rather than fight me… what about you, beast? Fight or flight?’

			The verminlord shrieked and sprang towards him, curved blades sweeping out. Zephacleas jerked back, avoiding the first of them. The second connected with his sword in a spray of sparks. The force of the blow knocked him back a step. The daemon landed two more strikes before he could drive it back with his hammer. Faster than me, for all that it’s bigger, he thought, following it.

			But he’d fought bigger, faster things since before he’d been chosen to wage Sigmar’s war. It had been a way of life in the Ghurlands. There was always something bigger and faster and hungrier on the other side of your tribe’s palisade. There was always something that wanted to make a meal of you. The trick was in making it regret the attempt.

			‘Did Mantius give you that?’ he asked, gesturing at the verminlord’s fire-scarred skull. ‘Did the Far-killer get in a bite, before you killed him?’

			Heat flared in the daemon’s remaining eye and it gave a shriek of anger. It lunged for him again and he managed to side-step the blow. As it charged past, he caught it in the midsection with his hammer. The blow knocked it off of its hooves. It tumbled to the ground, but almost immediately rolled upright, steam rising from the point where he’d hit it.

			He glanced back as something else entered the chamber through the great doors. The Dreaming Seer, on his palanquin, watched through half-closed eyes as he and the verminlord circled one another. He expected the slann to banish the daemon with but a gesture, but the creature did nothing. ‘Well?’ he growled. ‘What are you waiting for?’

			The end.

			The voice rang dully and deeply within him, and he shook his head to clear it.

			He heard the daemon laugh. ‘It has not come to help-aid you, storm-thing,’ the verminlord hissed, darting glances at the waiting slann. ‘It comes only to watch.’

			The daemon circled him, scraping its dripping blades together menacingly. ‘They only ever watch… they watched as we ate them, in the world-that-was, and they shall watch as we take our rightful place in this one. And it shall watch as you die.’

			Its sickle-like blades whipped about, faster than his eyes could follow. First his runeblade, then his hammer, were torn from his grip. Before it could capitalise, he drove his head into its skull, causing it to stagger back. He lunged forward with a bellow and wrapped his arms around its midsection, lifting it off its hooves.

			Its blades carved gouges in his war-plate as his charge carried it backwards into the statue of Sigmar. Stone legs cracked and the daemon squealed. It drove its elbows down on his shoulders, trying to break his hold. He ignored the blows and tightened his grip. Steam rose from the daemon’s maggoty flesh as the blessed sigmarite contracted about it. Its struggles grew more frantic and it hacked wildly at him, shearing slivers from his armour. Its knee caught him in the chest, and with a sudden, convulsive heave it broke his hold and flung him backwards.

			The daemon was on him before he hit the ground. He caught the downward sweep of its blades on his bracer and knocked them from the creature’s grip. Before it could recover, he caught it by the throat. It grabbed hold of his head and slammed him back, rattling him. He drove his fist into its skull until the yellowing bone cracked.

			The daemon rolled away from him, the lightning playing about its monstrous form. Zephacleas gave it no chance to recover, no chance to flee. He scrambled to his feet and hurled himself upon its back. He caught one of its remaining horns with one hand and snaked his arm around its shaggy throat. With a roar, he snapped its horn loose and drove the length of splintered bone into its good eye.

			The daemon flung him off with a wail. He crashed into the statue of Sigmar. Stone cracked and split. Zephacleas rolled aside as the statue broke at the knees and fell. Ghal Maraz crashed down on the verminlord’s skull, silencing the daemon’s wails with dull finality. Its body thrashed for a moment, and then slumped in defeat. Slowly, it began to dissolve into a putrid mess of bubbling, tarry excrescence.

			Zephacleas hauled himself to his feet, breathing heavily. He met the stony gaze of the statue and then looked up, through the hole in the roof, at the storm overhead. With a grunt of mingled annoyance and thanks he shook his head and picked up the golden plaques. They were warm to the touch, even through the metal of his gauntlet. He hefted them, feeling their weight. They were covered in strange pictograms, indecipherable to his eye.

			It is done, the voice said, as vast and as deep as the dark between the stars. The words pulsed through him, echoing through flesh and bone. He heard a crack, as of great wings, and felt the heat of undimmed stars and blazing suns.

			He looked at the Dreaming Seer. The slann was fully awake for the first time since his arrival, bulbous eyes wide open. The Starmaster gazed at him unblinkingly. Takatakk and Sutok were there as well, though he had not noticed them arrive. The skink crouched on his master’s throne, head cocked. ‘Do you hear, dream-of-Sigmar?’ the little creature chirped. ‘It is time. All has happened, as the Great Lord foresaw. And now our dream ends, and we will sleep again.’

			Great Lord Kurkori extended his hand. Zephacleas hefted the golden plaques and some force plucked them from his hand. They floated onto Kurkori’s palm. As the Lord-Celestant watched, the plaques were suddenly suffused with light. They came apart with a soft sound, reduced to golden dust which spilled through the slann’s fingers and cascaded to the floor. Old calculations, best left forgotten, the voice said. It is done. The pattern may continue, unimpeded by random variables.

			‘It is done,’ Zephacleas said, echoing the voice in his head. Whose voice it was, he couldn’t say. Kurkori’s perhaps, or maybe even Sigmar’s, echoing down from the Realm Celestial. Or the voice of something older, and more vast in scope than any god or sorcerous ancient.

			Slowly, the slann inclined his wide head. He blinked, once, as if in thanks, and Takatakk chirruped. Sutok growled and raised his war-mace in salute. Then, with a soft whisper of parting air, they were gone. Light flared from the plaza beyond, and there was the sound of air rushing to fill a sudden void. Zephacleas knew that the rest of the seraphon had departed as well. Gone back beyond the veil of stars.

			He looked down at the pile of golden dust, wondering what it had been. Had its destruction been the only reason the seraphon had come? Or had there been some greater purpose? He shook his head, annoyed by the thought of questions that would likely never be answered, and reclaimed his weapons. He was a warrior, not a seer. He raised his hammer in salute to the departed seraphon. Though he was unable to see the stars of their constellation for the storm, he knew that they were there regardless.

			‘To what dreams may come, my friends,’ Zephacleas murmured. Weapons in hand, he turned to rejoin Seker and the others. The battle for the Crawling City was done but there were others yet to be fought. And Zephacleas intended the Beast-bane to be in the vanguard. 

		

	
		
			EPILOGUE

			The Congregation of the Worm

			Kruk fell for what seemed like hours, his robes burning, his flesh peeling. He felt no pain, only rage, and when he struck an outcropping of bone and flesh, it was almost a relief. He bounced, struck something else, and tumbled into a pool of gastric juices. The burning waters carried him for what might have been days, hours or merely moments. Time passed strangely to his pain-fogged senses, and when he at last felt something solid beneath his claws, it came as a shock. Instinctively, he dug in and clawed for purchase.

			The plague priest rose with a screech and floundered for shore. He hauled himself out of the bubbling liquid, and gave himself a shake. The vast gullet of the worm rose up around him, blocking out the hateful sky and shrouding everything in a pleasing, humid darkness.

			Holding his maimed claw to his chest, he sniffed the air. Everything stank of worm and lightning, though that was no surprise. He heard thunder echoing down from above, and something told him that Skuralanx would not be coming for him.

			The thought was not displeasing, all things considered. The daemon had used him, and abandoned him when it had achieved its goal. And it had paid for its temerity, as had the duplicitous Vretch and the treacherous Squeelch. Betrayers and fools all, they had paid the price for attempting to bar Kruk from his destiny. 

			Despite the pain of his wounds, he tittered in satisfaction. His survival was proof enough that his fate was already written. The Horned Rat had gouged Kruk a place in his schemes, and he was protected from the vagaries of fate.

			‘Protected, yes-yes,’ he mumbled, squinting into the dark. As the pain faded, his vision improved. Even with one eye, he could see the tumbled slabs of mould-covered soil and rock that rose up around him. His robes had been burnt to shreds, and most of his body had been charred into hairlessness, but all of his limbs were working.

			He heard a soft scrape and turned. Something speared towards him, razor maw spread wide. He caught it just behind its jaws with his good claw and hacked at its squirming length with the jagged remains of his censer. When its struggles had weakened sufficiently, he took a wary bite out of the worm-thing’s glistening flesh. The dark slime which coated it burned as it slid down his gullet. It tasted… odd. But Kruk was not one to turn his nose up at a meal, no-no. As he tore more flesh from his prey, he looked around.

			The bones of skaven, orruks and man-things alike filled the sump, and among them squirmed a nest of black, glistening worms, all smaller than the one he held. Too, worms curled about splintered ribs and filled the burst skulls of fresher skaven corpses – Vretch’s followers, he guessed. The air was thick with the stink of disease and Kruk’s sensitive nose wrinkled as he sucked in a lungful. He dipped his broken censer into the frothy ichor that dripped from the worm-nests onto the ground and lifted it to his snout. As the liquid slopped from the ruined gauntlet, it solidified into a writhing mass of wriggling shapes. Kruk chittered in pleasure as he dumped the worms back into the ichor.

			Vretch had been wrong. Worse than wrong – Vretch had been foolish. He had thought that the answer was in a book. But it wasn’t, and had never been. Whatever plague this was, whatever its name or source, it had never been written down. Not yet anyway.

			Kruk looked around, examining the ruined latticework of stone and dirt and sludge with a considering eye as he chewed another chunk of worm. He knew the old stories of Geistmaw, and suspected that Vretch had as well. He had come searching for this place to find its secrets and, true to form, walked away with the wrong one. Kruk tapped his broken censer against the walls. Yes-yes, this had once been a fine warren, before the worm had swallowed it up.

			And it might be so again, in time. A perfect lair, hidden in the belly of a great beast, away from the prying eyes of daemons and star-devils alike. There would be survivors above, both from among his followers and Vretch’s… enough, at least, to start with. In time, more would come. They would burrow down, seeking safety, and Kruk would be waiting for them. He looked down at the squirming shapes floating in the ichor and licked his muzzle in satisfaction. Yes-yes, more would come, and a new warren would rise, down in the dark.

			The Congregation of Fumes was dead.

			Long live the Congregation of the Worm.
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			The Fyreslayer screamed until his throat was raw and his chest heaved on empty lungs. He gulped down a breath, heaved forwards, but was restrained. Iron clamps around his arms and legs groaned. His seat rocked on triple-bolted floor brackets. The new rune ignited as it took, blazing brilliant gold that flooded his eyes with fire and the thick muscles of his chest with torment. His biceps spasmed, tensing and un-tensing with a fury. 

			He screamed as no duardin ever should – honestly, terribly, his cries cast back at him by metal and stone. 

			The walls didn’t care. They had heard and borne witness many times over ten thousand years. His ancestors had endured the same trials as he. Who was he to suffer so visibly under the gaze of their icons? 

			Who was he?

			‘I am Dunnegar!’ His breath was cinders and ash, his voice the rasp of hot coals stirred through a fire. ‘I am duardin. I am a Fyreslayer. I am… am…’

			He grunted with recovering sensation as the pain in his chest faded just slightly, diminishing to a level that allowed him to feel again the punishment meted to his belly, his left hand, his thigh, both biceps, his back, several times over. Power and glimmerlust whirled through his mind. Power and glimmerlust. Glimmerlust and power. It hurt, but by Grimnir he wanted more. With a shuddering swallow breath, he blinked away the fire sprites that cavorted behind his eyes.

			Runemaster Rolk stood framed by the heat of the forge.

			The ancient priest smouldered. Fire licked the gold and magmadroth scale of his ceremonial dress. The deep lines in his thickly muscled forearms were steaming channels of sweat. Master runes of smiting and unmaking burned red against his blackened skin, responding in kind to the power of the forge that had cast them. 

			A newly forged rune sat upon his fire-wreathed anvil, spitting out golden impurities under the heat. Impassive, the runemaster reached for it, his arm glowing cherry red as he withdrew it with the rune hissing violently against his bare palm. He raised his hammer of runic iron, eyes the white of the hottest fires glowering through the smoke. 

			‘What is wrath, boy?’

			Dunnegar gritted his teeth and jerked against his bonds. ‘Again. More.’

			Face set, the runemaster positioned the rune in the centre of Dunnegar’s forehead and stepped back. The rune roasted into place and didn’t slip. Dunnegar forced his eyes open and his mouth shut against the near overwhelming urge to clench them tight and howl.

			Then the runemaster swung, and Dunnegar’s mind exploded into embers.

			Chipped stone the colour of rust ran away from his hands and knees. 

			They were his hands, and his knees, even as their weight and strength took him aback. No ur-gold runes punctured them, branching tattoos spiralling in their place, but it didn’t matter. He was stronger than Dunnegar had ever been or conceived. Heat was the common element between that world and this. Fire had been folded into the wind, smoke and air layered and layered until what the fire had forged filled his lungs like tar. The sun was small and red, hazed behind an ash sky, and intermittently sparked with cinders that rained from the mountain’s peak. Motes shot through his savage crest of red hair and sizzled against his skin. For the injury they caused he might as well have been made of metal. The power within him was older and hotter than anything that boiled under Aqshy’s broken surface. 

			Even as that inner fire gave him no particular pause, the part of him that was a Fyreslayer gloried in the glow of the divine.

			A sky-sundering bellow rocked the mountainside and sent scree avalanching past him. 

			He held firm and looked up into the ash sky, hunting, but immediately recoiled from the searing intensity of the cinder rain. Brighter and brighter it became, the pain in his forehead pounding on his skull until he could see nothing but light and his mind was awash with molten gold.

			Tendons standing from his neck like cables, Dunnegar heaved against his restraints and sprayed his knees with spittle.

			‘Vulcatrix! I see the ur-salamander. The Godslayer.’

			An excited murmur echoed this declaration, but he saw no one in the smoke, heard no words.

			‘Not bad,’ Rolk grunted, drawing yet another hot rune from his forge. ‘Perhaps you’ve half the chance your kin think you have.’

			Dunnegar began to laugh, panting hoarsely, gasping the air so fast that his lungs could have strained nothing from it. And yet he felt power. His heart raced upon a tremendous wave of it. It was destruction. It was fire and wrath, but it was joy as well, pride in his strength. His biceps bulged against the iron restraints, metal cuffs beginning to bend and hiss as they were heated. From behind him came a gruff warning, and hands gauntleted in fyresteel clamped over his arms.

			‘Tell me again, boy, if there’s anything left in that thick skull: what is wrath?’

			‘Grimnir is wrath.’

			‘Ur-gold is what Grimnir left us of his power and will,’ said Rolk, staring into the complex geometry of the rune in his palm, his hard face appearing to express something like veneration in the shifting light of the flame. ‘By harnessing its might we do him glory in the manner in which he approves.’

			Then the runemaster closed his hand over the rune, and Dunnegar growled to see it taken away from him. Rolk gave a knowing smile, a narrow thing of craggy lines and gold-capped teeth.

			‘Glimmerlust. He’s had enough.’

			The voice was that of Horgan-Grimnir. Rarity made his words precious, and imbued them with a power far beyond their worth. Even Dunnegar seemed to understand, though his attention remained locked on the runemaster’s closed fist.

			The Trial of Wrath had but three possible outcomes: survival, gold madness, or death. 

			To the minds of those in attendance, no outcome was favourable. Survival meant embarking on the path of the grimwrath – gold madness and death by another name.

			‘The flameling’s soft, as flamelings are wont to be,’ Rolk scoffed. ‘He’ll have had enough when he makes it to the top. If he makes it.’

			‘Enough,’ the runefather spoke again. ‘There is a long journey ahead, and he already bears more runes than I.’

			‘Are you jealous, lord?’ Opening his hand brought a golden flush to the runemaster’s face, and he chuckled at Dunnegar’s immediate reaction to the rune’s brilliance.

			‘Again,’ said Dunnegar, straining to be nearer. ‘I will see the mountaintop.’

			‘That’s the gold talking, lad,’ came the level wheeze of one whom Dunnegar felt he should remember, but just then, just there, could not.

			‘And through it, Grimnir.’ Eyes glowing, the runemaster pressed the scalding rune to Dunnegar’s shoulder, hammer swinging even as Dunnegar drew breath to scream.

			The blow knocked him sideways, body and mind.

			It came at him from nowhere. He struck it aside on the back of his axe, sending a sword-length chip of talon spinning off into fiery oblivion. A howl of primal suffering shook the mountaintop as if the force of a thunderclap had been pressed into the rock face and unleashed against it. Everything was scales and claws, his twinned axes a blur as despite the exertion burning his every muscle. He somehow countered the great wyrm’s every blow. He laughed uproariously, the sound extinguished by the rush of flame as fiery twisters leapt up from the ground. An infernal glow lit up a reptilian head some thirty feet above him – wide mouth filled with spine teeth, horned ridge, serpentine neck – then billowed out into a fireball that rocketed down and smashed apart his guard.

			Dunnegar/Grimnir was slammed down, each of his axes thrown a separate way. With an exhausted rumble, Vulcatrix’s sinuous upper body crashed onto scaly forelimbs. It drew back, neck coiling like a spring. Flame flickered around its hanging jaw as its colossal torso heaved up and down with every breath. 

			The wyrm was as badly hurt as he was. The next blow would belong to the victor.

			Grinning, Grimnir found his feet, Dunnegar urging him on, or perhaps back, for every duardin child knew how this battle ended.

			‘I am Grimnir!’ they roared in unison. ‘I am vengeance.’

			Howling without words, Dunnegar threw his punch. 

			And it was his punch. The fist was bruised and glittered bloodily with ur-gold, driven only by a mortal’s strength, but was enough to shatter the front teeth of the half-armoured karl standing in front of him. The warrior’s ornate wyrm helm and twinned plumes of vibrant red hair revealed him to be a champion of the runefather’s hearthguard. A warrior second to none. 

			The duardin staggered back, stunned, before another punch bent his nose and spun him on his way to the ground. Dunnegar fell on top of him, furious beyond reason, when another duardin threw his arms around his chest and dragged him off. Fyresteel gauntlets pushed up under his ribs and locked as the duardin fired a stream of curses into his ear. Dunnegar heard none of it. The karl was strong, but Dunnegar had tasted real strength and had his opponent’s measure.

			Every muscle in his body seemed to flex at once, drawing back his neck and forcing the air from his chest in a scream of golden fire. The ur-gold riven into his shoulder muscles ignited like the head of a match. 

			The hearthguard grunted in surprise, but held on. With the burning of the rune came a fraction of Grimnir’s strength, and little by little Dunnegar peeled open the karl’s lock. With a throw of his shoulders, he knocked the straining duardin’s arms wide. He tossed back an elbow and felt the hearthguard’s forehead crack under it. Then he turned, followed up with a quick step, and smashed the dazed warrior down into the now-broken iron chair with a headbutt that painted both of their faces with blood.

			‘I will not be tamed!’

			He turned back to see a fist like a cannonball studded with jewelled rings flying towards his face just before it hit his temple. He corkscrewed twice, then slammed face-first into the flagstones. He groaned. The rune was sapped, and he no longer felt the berzerker rage he needed to awaken the others.

			Horgan-Grimnir cracked his knuckles and walked away. The runemaster smiled at the both of them, his ancient face telling a clearer tale than the finest of Battlesmith Killim’s chronicle banners.

			The Angfyrd lodge had its first grimwrath berzerker in a generation.

			Dunnegar felt no pride in that: just the cool of the inert rune in his shoulder where the might of a god had once raged. 

			He hadn’t yet tried to push himself off the ground when someone proffered him a grubby oilcloth. 

			Killim crouched over him, sadness and pity like dust in his eyes.

			The look on the smith’s face hurt more than any number of blows from the runefather’s fists ever could. All Fyreslayers of a lodge were bound closely together, but his bond with Killim was stronger than most. Like all his age, Karl Huffnar of the Cannite Fyrd had taught him how to handle an axe, but it had been Killim who had forged his blade. His earliest memory was of the smith – old even then – sitting him on his knee to teach him to read the common runes.

			Now, his old mentor searched his eyes as if looking for someone he knew was lost.

			‘Will he be strong enough to travel?’ said Horgan-Grimnir, broad back turned. ‘We have a journey of four thousand days, and Grimwrath or no, the magmahold empties at dawn.’

			‘He’ll be stronger than you,’ Rolk grinned. ‘Has the messenger in the fire told you anything more about our quest?’

			‘That Fyrepeak calls its daughter-lodges home, to war against Taurak Skullcleaver and his two lieutenants.’

			‘And of the Fyrepeak itself? Yesterday it was a myth.’

			Horgan-Grimnir snorted and shook his head. ‘Tend to what is yours, runemaster. My son and I will keep what is ours.’

			
Click here to buy Fyreslayers.
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