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PLAGUE PRIEST
C.L. Werner
 
A LITTLE WOODEN shrine stood just outside the clay-walled farmhut. Devoted to the nature spirits whose caprices could inflict such hardship upon the Reikland’s virgaters, the altarlike assemblage of logs was festooned with a bizarre array of offerings to appease the malignant forces. The cracked beaks of crows and shrikes were lined across the surface of the shrine, flanked by a stone bowl of barley and a bunch of wheat stalks. The withered paw of a fox, killed while stealing chickens, was tied to the narrow upright suspended above the shrine. A human finger, cut from the hand of a vagabond trespasser, was lashed to the top of the shrine, pointing upwards into the sky and the ancient gods of wind and storm.
Beady black eyes watched from the shadows beneath the shrine as two men began removing heavy sacks of grain from a barn. The watcher stifled a little chitter of amusement as the men loaded their burden into an ox-cart. The smell of sweat and toil rolled off the brawny serfs, mixing with the scent of their oxen and the fug of the farm’s other animals.
Another smell, a more subtle smell, went unnoticed by the serfs. It was more important than any of the other smells, because it was the smell of death. The reek arose from the sacks of grain the men handled.
Right beneath their noses and the fools couldn’t even smell it!
Skritsch lashed his long naked tail through the dirt, a feeling of withering contempt flaring through his brain. Humans were such contemptible creatures - blind, odious things without the wit of a flea! Their vision, their hearing, these were feeble enough, but their sense of smell was practically nonexistent! They couldn’t even recognise their own scent, much less that of another creature! Truly these weak, pathetic things endured only through the sufferance of the Horned One!
As the men finished their labours, Skritsch scurried from his refuge. Had either of the men turned about in that moment, he would have observed the grotesque sight of an enormous rat-like creature dressed in filthy black rags scrambling on all fours across the muddy ground as it darted for the shelter of a pigsty. They might have noted the rusty blade tied to the monster’s waist with a cord of ratgut or observed the malignant intelligence gleaming in its black eyes. Old fables of the underfolk, the inhuman inhabitants who dwelt in the eternal darkness of the underworld, might have occurred to them and sent them fleeing in horror.
But Skritsch was too cunning to be seen, moving only when he was certain the men would not notice him. The skaven thrived upon the ignorance of men, exploiting their anonymity to steal and scavenge off the prosperity of mankind. Weapons, clothing, food and slaves, all of these the hapless humans provided their secret neighbours. In their foolishness they blamed the thefts and abductions on bandits and wolves and ghosts of every stripe, little guessing the true cause of their misfortunes.
Skritsch dove to the wicker wall of the sty, squirming his body through a narrow opening. The ratman dropped into the muck of the pen, whipping around to fix his attention back upon the serfs. He kept an ear cocked, listening to the agitated swine squealing about his intrusion into their enclosure. If the animals became too noisy, he would silence them with a quick jab of the pronged dagger he carried. The blade was poisoned and the swine would succumb almost instantly. When the stupid man-things investigated, they’d see the forked cut of the dagger and think that a viper had struck.
He didn’t think the men would bother about the noisy swine, however. They were much too busy trying to get their grain loaded. Skritsch could tell from their posture and scent that they were anxious and stressed. He had observed the serfs often enough to know the cause. Their packleader, the human who owned them and their land, was demanding his tribute a bit earlier this season than usual. Skritsch had seen what happened when serfs were slow responding to their master’s demands.
The skaven’s eyes glistened with an evil light. The serfs would soon have new masters to slave for.
That is, if any of them survived.
 
SKRITSCH WAITED UNTIL the ox-cart left the little farm before scurrying from the pigsty, satisfied that the deadly cargo was on its way to the man-master’s manor. The humans would unwittingly bear their own doom straight into the heart of the village.
The skaven’s mouth watered at the idea of an entire village decimated by the vicious weapon the ratmen had loosed upon them, a weapon that would strike them down with all the cruelty and malignance of the Horned One himself. The man-things would learn their place. The skaven would teach them.
Keeping to the shadows, slinking from wall to tree, crawling under bushes and hedges, Skritsch followed the ox-cart along the path into the village. At every step, the ratman stifled a squeak of malicious laughter. Everything was going according to plan. He had a moment of fright when the cart drew close to the timber wall which surrounded the village. The guard-men came marching out from the gatehouse, scowling at the serfs, irritated by this interruption of their idleness. They challenged the farmers, bullying them with a petty savagery that Skritsch knew only too well. Sometimes it was frightening how skavenlike some human mannerisms could be.
The real moment of concern came when the guards began poking and prodding the sacks of grain with the butts of their spears. Skritsch held his breath as he watched the sackcloth tear and tiny trickles of grain come running out. If the men looked too closely at the bags, if they noticed that the skaven had substituted their own crop for that grown by the serfs
 
No, the moment passed. The guards didn’t discover anything unusual and they turned away. Skritsch gnashed his fangs in excitement as he saw the spearmen wave the cart through the gate.
Springing from his hiding place, the skaven scurried around the edge of the wall, making a wide circle to avoid the grotesquely carved scare-masks lashed to the timbers to frighten away wolves and evil spirits. His clawed hands closed about a post that had been set unevenly on the southern boundary of the village. In the twitch of a whisker, the ratman shimmied up the timber and dropped down into a turnip patch on the other side. He pressed his body close to the earth, lifting only his nose as he inspected the smells of the village, his ears straining for any sound that might indicate that his entry had been observed.
Satisfied that his presence was still unknown, Skritsch scurried to the nearest of the village’s clay-walled hovels. Selecting the closest corner, he sprang at the building, climbing up its side as nimbly as he had the timber wall.
He was more careful creeping across the thatch roof. Experience had taught him how treacherous and fragile such constructions were. If he would succeed in his task, then he couldn’t afford any accidents.
And he had to succeed. Skritsch didn’t like to think about what Warlord Nashqik might do to him if he failed. His glands clenched as another thought came to him. Perhaps it wasn’t Nashqik he had to worry about. The ratman bruxed his fangs, trying to dislodge the hideous thought. He had work to do; he didn’t have time to worry about what might happen. He had to make certain that it didn’t happen.
The closeness of the village’s squalid huts made it easy for Skritsch to jump from one roof to another. In this way, the skaven was able to make quick progress through the settlement unobserved. From the little hovel just inside the wall, he worked his way to the village square, selecting the flat roof of the blacksmith’s shop for his hiding place. The smoke from the forge would help hide his scent. While there was little chance of a human noticing him, the threat of dogs was one he couldn’t afford to ignore.
Just as he was settling himself on the roof, Skritsch spotted the ox-cart entering the village square. The skaven licked his fangs. It wouldn’t be long now!
The village square was bordered on one side by the immense stone manor house where the lord’s servants dwelled and governed his estates. Another side was dominated by a cluster of timber warehouses and barns, the repositories of the lord’s tribute and the village’s wealth. Opposite the warehouses was the cluster of clay-walled buildings which served as the village tavern and hostelry, the blacksmith and herbalist squashed close beside the tavern on its left. The last face of the square was given over to a narrow wooden building with a tall spire rising from its vaulted roof, a plaster fountain bubbling before its doors. Skritsch understood this building was where the man-things paid homage to their strange gods. The skaven sneered at such puny gods, for they were nothing beside the might and glory of the Horned Rat. Yet he was prudent enough to be a bit scared of them.
Even as his eyes strayed toward the chapel, Skritsch found that he had good reason to be afraid of the place. The smell issuing from the temple continued down into the square where a lone figure stood in the middle of the path. The skaven could tell from her scent that she was one of the man-thing’s breeders. A mantle of pure white billowed about the woman as she hurriedly made her way across the square. A smell of incense clung to her garments and wafted from her long dark hair.
Skritsch watched with growing apprehension as the woman stepped in front of the advancing ox-cart, arms outstretched to block the way. In a stern voice, she ordered the cart to keep away. Such was her tone of authority that the labourers walking out from the warehouse were stopped in their tracks. The serfs seated on the cart she commanded to stay where they were.
 
‘THESE MEN HAVE brought death inside these walls,’ the woman pronounced. She pointed her slender hand at the sacks of grain. ‘These bags must be burned at once! Praise to the Mercy of Shallya that we are in time!’
Each of the labourers removed a straw fetish doll from beneath the breast of his tunic, spitting on the ugly things as a protection against ill omens. This done, they hurried back into the warehouses to gather wood to construct a pyre. The serfs on the cart glanced anxiously at one another, their faces growing pale. They watched the construction of the pyre with mounting alarm.
When the pile of wood had grown large enough, the woman called out to the two men on the cart. ‘You have brought this evil here,’ she told them. ‘It is your penance to destroy it.’ She waved her hand from the bed of the cart to the pyre.
‘It is not their property to destroy!’ a gruff voice bellowed.
The speaker was a heavy-set, broad-shouldered man, his once-muscular body just beginning to give way to fat, his blond hair beginning to fade into grey. His raiment was opulent beside the sheepskin tunics and breeches of the villagers, a finely brocaded burgundy coat and matching trousers. About his neck the man wore a ponderous steel pectoral, its surface etched with an elaborate coat of arms. Flanking him were two men in weathered suits of chain, their badges of office proclaiming them the village reeve and beadle.
‘My lord bailiff,’ the woman addressed her accoster. ‘I do not think you appreciate�’
‘I do not appreciate my lord’s property being destroyed,’ the man grunted at her. ‘You may have forgotten, Sister Kathryn, but the village of Morberg, the people in it, the lands around it, all of these belong to the Baron von Greitz. It is my duty to safeguard his lordship’s property!’
The only sign of irritation the priestess made was the slightest clenching of her jaw. She did not bother to argue her position to the bailiff, understanding that it would need more than words to convince him. The serfs drew back as she approached the cart, the whisper of a prayer to Shallya falling from her lips. An unearthly glow began to surround her hand, growing more vibrant as her prayer became more intense.
The bailiff watched as Sister Kathryn pressed her glowing hand through one of the holes in the grain sacks. When she withdrew her hand, the glow had faded, its vibrancy corrupted into a grey dinginess that clung to her fingers. She held her hand outward so that the baron and all the people in the square could see. The bailiff’s outburst had brought many curious faces to the windows and each of the spectators gasped in alarm. They had seen the priestess draw illness from sick men before, but never had they seen her use magic to draw sickness out of a sack of grain.
Sister Kathryn closed her eyes, willing the magic of her goddess to cleanse the corruption she had drawn into herself. The vibrant glow again gathered about her hand, though it did not come so quickly as before. The grey dinginess shrivelled before the purifying light, gradually vanishing altogether. The effort almost brought the priestess to her knees, her entire body shivering from the toll the magic had taken upon her.
The bailiff scowled, uncomfortable with the display of magic and the vivid reminder that there were powers greater than him. He glanced at the crowd of serfs, at the awed faces of his own guards. There was no doubt that Sister Kathryn’s display had won them over. For that very reason, the bailiff was not about to back down. The situation had become more than a question of a few sacks of grain. It had become a question of who was master of Morberg.
‘A nice trick,’ the bailiff said, slowly clapping his hands. ‘I saw a warlock in Mordheim conjure up the same illusion.’ The man’s face contorted into a menacing snarl. ‘They strung the creature up by his thumbs and cut him from gizzard to groin. Ever watched a warlock squirm while fifty bulbs of garlic are stuffed up his�’
‘There is no sorcery here, only the divine grace of Shallya,’ Sister Kathryn told him, a tremble in her voice. ‘Many a priest had been brutalized by their flock when a suggestion of sorcery attached itself to his magic.’ Forcing herself to be calm, she straightened her back and pointed at the ox-cart. ‘There is sickness in those bags.’
The bailiff frowned as he heard a frightened mutter pass among the villagers. ‘I’m not going to burn our crop over a conjurer’s trick! Emperor Boris has raised a new merchet due before the first snow and the baron has ordered me to ensure that Morberg can pay it and any other duty the Emperor sees fit to levy on us this winter!’ he snarled. Snapping his fingers, he waved his guards forward. With obvious reluctance, the reeve and beadle closed upon the cart. Setting down their spears, they took hold of a sack and began to lift it from the cart.
Already weakened by the guards at the gate and by Sister Kathryn’s inspection, the bag split open as it was being lowered, spilling its contents into the square. The onlookers shouted in horror. Mixed in with the grain, buried deep within the bag, were several masses of hair. Human scalps!
The bailiff made the sign of Ulric as he backed away from the ghastly sight. ‘Mercy of the gods!’ he exclaimed.
‘Plague,’ Sister Kathryn said, her voice low and hollow. ‘I could feel it lurking in those bags, but I never imagined it had been placed there wilfully.’ Her expression became grim, her eyes hard as she stared at the two serfs who had brought the cart into the village. ‘Only the minions of the Fly Lord would dare such wickedness.’ As she named the foul daemon-god, the priestess folded her fingers into the sign of the dove lest the Grandfather should notice itself being invoked. The villagers made similar warding gestures, their eyes wide with horror at the very mention of Old Night and the Ruinous Powers.
One of the men from the cart fell to the ground, grovelling before the priestess, protesting his innocence. ‘We have no idea how those scalps got in there! Someone else must have done it!’
The bailiff glared at the terrified man. ‘Every heretic is innocent when he’s found out. Seize the scum! We’ll burn them along with their filth!’
The officers were only too happy to get away from the ox-cart. But as they seized the two serfs, the reeve cried out in horror. He sprang away from his prisoner as though the man were on fire. In leaping back, the reeve tore the sleeve from the serf s tunic, exposing the left side of his body.
Plainly visible to all in the square were the ghastly black buboes clustered about the serfs armpit. There was no question now. The cart had been carrying plague, and it was not the grain alone that had been afflicted.
‘Burn them!’ the bailiff growled again, shaking his fist at the officers. The guards moved with obvious reluctance, using their spears to herd the two serfs towards the pyre.
Sister Kathryn stepped between the men and the piled wood. ‘Do not do this,’ she said. ‘This is an abomination. Would you commit such violence at the very doorstep of Shallya’s dwelling place? Would you offend the goddess now, when we shall all have need of her mercy?’
‘Get out of our way,’ the beadle ordered. ‘These men tried to bring plague into our village.’
‘Perhaps they did not know,’ the priestess said. ‘Perhaps they were unaware of what they carried. They could be innocent.’
‘Whether they knew or not, they brought plague into my village,’ the bailiff snapped. ‘One of them, probably both, carries the plague already. The only way to keep this village safe is to burn them. Them and everything they brought with them!’
The bailiff’s roar evoked the quiet fear gnawing at the belly of every man in the village. A shouting mob surged into the square, rushing to light the pyre.
Sister Kathryn turned away in disgust. She would be no part to what these people had been goaded into doing. Shallya was a goddess of mercy and humanity and all life was sacred to her. No matter the logic, Sister Kathryn could not accept the callous murder of two men.
She would retire to the chapel and pray to her goddess, pray that she would show pity upon these wretched, frightened fools. For they would have need of pity. Because even if the bailiff’s draconian measures worked, there was no question that someone was deliberately trying to infect the people of Morberg.
There was no reason to think they wouldn’t try again.
 
SKRITSCH SCURRIED AWAY from Morberg, waiting only until the pyre had been lit before making his retreat. Fear pawed at his glands as he considered the deaths of the two farmers and the burning of their crop. Warlord Nashqik wouldn’t be too happy when he heard that the first effort had failed in so spectacular a fashion.
It was all that stupid breeder-thing’s fault! If she’d only kept her nose out of things! Skritsch would have to remember that in future. The nose of a breeder was keener than that of a normal man-thing!
The ratman hurried across the pastures surrounding Morberg, creeping on all fours along a manure trench until he reached a stand of thorn bushes. Darting under the bushes, Skritsch clawed away a mass of dried weeds and brambles, exposing a narrow hole. Pausing to sniff the scents rising from the hole, the skaven dove headfirst into the opening.
The burrow was a tight squeeze, even for a skaven, but by wriggling shoulders and hips, Skritsch was able to force his way forwards. He was reassured by the thick smell of skaven scent and the comforting feeling of earth against his whiskers. Then dirt trickled down upon him as he descended, sparking a tremor of fear. Being crushed by a collapsing burrow was one of the more common deaths menacing any ratman. Skritsch hissed a few prayers to the Horned Rat asking him to keep the tunnel from falling down until the next skaven came crawling through it.
Skritsch’s heart was still pounding when he reached the end of the burrow. The bolthole dropped down into a broad tunnel some twenty feet across. Old bones and mats of shed fur littered the floor of the tunnel, giving it a decaying, homey stench. What little light illuminated the corridor was provided by foul-smelling lamps set into niches scattered haphazardly along the walls. A skaven might be perfectly capable of navigating through the pitch dark, but few preferred to do so, liking to see as well as hear and smell what might be lying in wait for them. Still the noxious smoke that billowed from the smouldering rat-dung, created a reek that offended even a skaven’s nose. Clan Filch was too poor to afford luxuries like worm-oil and warplight, so they had to make do with such primitive artifices.
It wouldn’t always be that way. Warlord Nashqik had ambitions, ambitions that would set Clan Filch among the most powerful in the Under-Empire!
Skritsch lashed his tail, feeling a sense of pride that he had been taken into the warlord’s confidence. There weren’t many in the warren who knew about the secret alliance with Clan Pestilens. The plague monks had some idea about a new strain of plague that would decimate the surface-dwelling man-things and leave them easy prey for the skaven. To perfect that strain, the plague monks needed to test it not merely upon human slaves but upon free-roaming humans. That need had brought them to the Slashscratch Deep and Clan Filch. As one of the lesser clans enjoying a position among the grey lords, Pestilens was hard-pressed to stave off the hostile intentions of ambitious warlord clans like Skab and Rictus. For all their fanaticism and resistance to disease, the plague monks were puny beside the hulking warriors of Skab and Rictus. If it came to a fight, Pestilens would be crushed unless they found allies among those clans that had been unjustly kept from a place in the Shattered Tower.
Fool-meat! The brains of the plaguelords must have rotted out! There was no other explanation for the imbecilic deal they had made. Forty barge-loads of grain to be paid out to Clan Filch for their services! It was more food than the warren had ever seen before, enough that Warlord Nashqik had extended breeding privileges and ordered more eunuchs to tend the rat-wives and their litters. The population of Slashscratch Deep would swell. In a few years, Nashqik would have the numbers to overwhelm other warrens.
More pointedly, however, was the fact that Clan Pestilens had effectively allowed this potent man-killing bacillus to fall right into Clan Filch’s paws! Only a few dozen plague monks and a single plague priest had been dispatched to conduct the tests. They would be a small obstacle when the time came to wrest their secret away from them.
Skritsch felt his glands clench. Perhaps they wouldn’t be such an easy conquest. Puskab Foulfur, the plague priest, was the most terrifying creature he’d ever encountered, including Warlord Nashqik. When the plague priest looked at another skaven, you could almost feel the monster’s eyes peeling away flesh and fur, trying to peer into the guts beneath.
Skritsch shuddered. There was no need to worry about that. When Nashqik did decide to rid himself of his allies, Skritsch would just make sure he had very important business to attend to elsewhere. One skaven more or less wouldn’t make a difference if it came down to a fight. Besides, Nashqik would be very upset if he lost Skritsch’s valuable services and keen insight.
Suppressing thoughts of treachery and violence for the moment, Skritsch continued down the tunnel. He was careful to keep his whiskers comfortably against the left-hand wall. A skaven always felt a bit more secure knowing there was at least one direction any enemy couldn’t attack him from.
As he neared the more populated burrows and chambers of the warren, Skritsch encountered other skaven scurrying through the tunnel. He eyed them carefully, drinking in their scent with his nose. They certainly smelled like Clan Filch, but there was another smell about them, something he couldn’t quite place his paw on. Skritsch found himself lingering in the tunnel, studying the traffic around him.
It didn’t take Skritsch long to determine there was something wrong with these skaven. Their gait had a shambling, subdued quality to it. Their tails hung limp behind them, dragging through the dirt and muck. Even the black-furred stormvermin, Nashqik’s brutal enforcers, had an uncharacteristic weakness of posture about them.
A terrible thought occurred to Skritsch, a thought so awful he felt his glands spurt the musk of fear. What if the plague Puskab was working on had got loose in the warren?
Panic rather than reason drove Skritsch to seize the next ratman who passed him by. The wretch squeaked and struggled in his grip, but the efforts to escape were too feeble to succeed. Remembering the ugly buboes the serf had displayed, Skritsch ripped the tattered cloak from his captive’s body.
The next instant, Skritsch flung his captive away. In a single swift motion, he drew his sword and brought it chopping down into the neck of the diseased ratman. There was a pungent, sickly smell about the black blood oozing from the wound. Horrified, Skritsch did his best to shake the gore from his sword and took off running down the passage.
It was true! Puskab’s plague was out of control, already making inroads into the population of Slashscratch Deep! How the disease had gotten loose, Skritsch didn’t know, but if it wasn’t stopped quickly Clan Filch would be decimated. Even if they survived the plague, they would be so weakened that another clan might invade the warren.
Skritsch raced through the winding tunnels, cringing every time he encountered another skaven. He had to warn Nashqik! If the warlord acted fast, they could stop Puskab from creating more of the bacillus and prevent the spread of infection. Nashqik would reward him richly for such a warning; appoint him a chieftain at the very least!
Now that he was aware of the plague, Skritsch thought he could smell its foul taint everywhere. For all of their treachery and paranoia, skaven were a naturally gregarious breed, never quite comfortable unless surrounded by their own kind. Skritsch rebelled against his communal instincts, keeping to the most neglected ratruns and boltholes as he navigated the warren. His fur crawled every time he came near another ratman, his nose twitching in a spasm of frantic effort, trying to smell the faintest sniff of plague. Any skaven might be a carrier, a walking herald of a slow and hideous death.
Scrambling along a narrow ledge which curled above one of the main throughfares of Slashscratch Deep, Skritsch had a good view of the afflicted warren. The listless masses of skaven shuffled about through their burrows, only a few displaying the speed and vigour which was normal. Most of them were so gripped with malaise that they didn’t even react when a gang of skavenslaves dropped one of the bribe-bags which formed Clan Pestilens’ tribute to Clan Filch. Grain exploded from the ruptured bag, scattering across the floor of the tunnel. Such a windfall should have provoked a frenzy of squeaking, grasping ratmen. Instead, only a few of the skaven pounced upon the free meal, the rest simply trudging along, oblivious to the fodder they crushed beneath their paws.
It was a chilling, unnatural sight, one that made Skritsch’s ears fold close against his skull. There was something almost apocalyptic in the eerie scene, as though the ratmen he saw had already died and they were only going through the motions of life.
Skritsch froze in place. Something about the scene reminded him of Morberg and the humans. There was an uncanny similarity between what he had witnessed in the village square and the morbid affliction of the warren.
Could it be the grain? Had some thief stolen some of the infected grain intended for the humans? Or had Puskab deliberately loosed the infected grain upon the warren? Skritsch had to find out. If Puskab was responsible, then the reward Nashqik would give him for such information would elevate Skrtisch to the highest ranks of Clan Filch.
Yes! He’d have to sneak into Puskab’s lab and find evidence that the plague priest was responsible. Even if Skritsch had to make the evidence himself!
Eyes boggling as he contemplated the riches and power which would soon be his, Skritsch turned about and wormed his way into a narrow ventilation shaft. The cramped shaft was alive with rats, but the little vermin scurried away in fear as the skaven came rushing down the passage. Skritsch navigated the mad disorder of intersections and cross-tunnels with an ease born of long practice.
There was always an advantage to be had spying on other skaven and the ventilation shafts offered the best opportunity for lurking ears and eyes.
In a short time, Skritsch was crawling along the shaft connecting to the chamber Nashqik had allocated to Puskab and the plague monks. He could smell the sickly scent of Clan Pestilens long before he reached the end of the shaft; a musty, evil reek that was redolent of mange and rot. It made his glands clench, his mind swarming with visions of the decayed plague monks.
The sight which stretched below the opening of the air shaft was worse. The chamber the plague monks had been given was once used as a nursery for skaven whelps and the stench of the pups was still noticeable. Nashqik had probably intended the inconvenience of such a burrow as a subtle way of reminding his guests of his authority over them. If so, the gesture had been lost on the plague monks. Nothing short of a troll’s backside could smell worse than the disease-ridden zealots. They shambled about the chamber cloaked in their filthy green robes, their fur falling out in greasy clumps, their skin marred with lesions and boils, their eyes cloudy with cataracts, their faces drawn and necrotic. Some of the plague monks paced through the filth piled upon the floor of their cell, lashing their bodies viciously with barbed whips, others carried scrolls of ratskin and slobbered strange and obscene prayers. One of the plague monks, his face lost beneath the thick folds of his cowl, clanged a rusty bell, taking perverse delight in the discordant notes.
A few of the plague monks, however, were more deliberate in their madness. They were clustered about a cage of scrawny human slaves, poking and jabbing at the pathetic captives with hooks and skewers. A single sniff was enough to tell the humans were all diseased, their naked bodies sporting the black buboes Skritsch had seen on the man in Morberg.
As the plague monks prodded their slaves, they were observed with the utmost scrutiny by their grotesque master. Poxmaster Puskab Foulfur, plague priest of Clan Pestilens. He was a corpulent ratman, his tattered green robes straining to contain his bloated bulk. The fur that lingered on his body had just a suggestion of white to it, though mostly it had faded into a jaundiced yellow. His skin was leprous, mottled with hideous splotches that wept translucent ooze. The priest’s face was rotted, bits of muscle showing through the desiccated flesh. A pair of antlers protruded from his skull, framing his hideous visage like some blasphemous parody of the Horned One.
Puskab prowled around the cage, leaning heavily on a staff of gnarled jungle-wood. Sometimes he would pause to snap an order to his minions. The plague monks would spring into action, dragging one of the captives from the cage. So wasted with disease were the slaves that they hardly put up any fight at all, simply lying upon the floor while the skaven picked ugly brown fleas from their hair.
Skritsch felt his hackles rise when he saw the despicable insects. They were as fat and bloated as Puskab himself, and the stink of disease was about them. The plague monks were especially diligent as they removed the fleas, dropping them onto little pads of hair which had already been prepared for them. Once the disembodied scalps had received a few score of fleas, another plague monk carefully removed them. He walked to the other side of the chamber, where a number of grain sacks stood. Uttering a villainous squeal, the deranged ratman thrust the infested scalp into the grain.
The spy felt his stomach turn at what he beheld next. Puskab removed a bottle from beneath his voluminous robes and shambled over to the grain. The sacks on the left he ignored, but those on the right, he doused with the contents of the bottle. The smell of pungent perfume struck Skritsch’s nose. The plague priest was masking the scent of the infected grain! There was no need to bother with such caution if the sacks were intended for the humans! No, such attention could only mean one thing. The grain was going to be given to other skaven!
Clan Pestilens was deliberately betraying Clan Filch!
Puskab Foulfur suddenly turned around, his yellow eyes glaring straight up at the air shaft. The plague priest’s rotten lips curled back, exposing his black teeth in a savage snarl. Skritsch felt the earth around him shudder, crumble beneath his paws. He scrabbled for purchase, but the ground seemed to wither under his fingers. Uttering a wail of terror, the spy found himself hurtling down into the lair of the plague monks.
Skritsch struck the floor hard. He could feel one of his front legs snap under the impact. The skaven screamed in agony, ending in a cough as dust dirt rushed down his throat. His eyes blinked back tears, struggling vainly to pierce the dust cloud which billowed up around him.
Puskab had caused the collapse. The priest had used some foul, despicable sorcery in an attempt to kill the spy. But Skritsch had defied the heretic’s efforts! He had survived the worst Clan Pestilens could throw at him!
The cloud suddenly cleared, exposing Skritsch to the merciless eyes of Puskab. The plague priest pointed a leprous claw at the wounded spy. ‘Infidel-meat!’ the priest growled. The words brought a shriek of outrage from the other plague monks. However seemingly crazed or disoriented, the vermin responded to Puskab’s cry, rounding upon the stunned Skritsch.
The monks came charging at Skritsch, lashing at him with barbed whips, clubbing at him with corroded maces and spiked flails. The muzzles of the decayed skaven dripped with froth and filth, their eyes clouded with a rabid fury.
Sheer terror caused the spy to whip out his sword. The blade slashed through the forearm of the foremost plague monk, sending the limb leaping away on a fountain of blood and pus. The mutilated monk continued towards him, necessitating a second slash across his throat before the fanatic wilted to the floor in death.
Skritsch knew it was hopeless to fight against so many frenzied foes. He gave up trying to strike down the monks, instead directing his efforts towards fending them off until he could find an opening and escape. The black-garbed spy ground his fangs against the pain pulsing through his body, forcing himself to bite down on the agony of his broken front leg. A broken leg was something a skaven could recover from if he was lucky. There was no coming back from what the diseased monks would do to him.
The opening finally presented itself. One of the plague monks, his colourless eyes blinder than a bat, stumbled into a scrawny zealot whose face was lost under a coating of boils. The blind monk, lost in the frenzy of religious outrage, struck out at the skaven he had stumbled into, popping a clutch of boils on the second monk’s snout. The boil-faced madrat reacted by driving his clawed foot into the belly of his blind antagonist.
Soon the two monks were at each other’s throats and Skritsch darted into the gap their melee presented. The skaven spy leapt over the wrestling ratmen and dashed towards the mouth of the chamber. There was only a single plague monk standing guard at the entrance to the lair, a creature Skritsch quickly settled with a cut to the sentry’s groin.
 
PANTING, WHEEZING, HIS heart pounding in terror, Skritsch scurried down the tunnel, putting as much distance between himself and the diseased lair of the plague monks as he could. There was only one place that could offer him refuge against the vengeance of Clan Pestilens. Skritsch had to reach Warlord Nashqik and beg his protection. The warlord was sure to give it once he learned what was really going on. Nashqik would soon deal with Puskab’s treachery.
Skritsch had a sense that something was wrong when he approached the warlord’s nest. The customary pack of armoured stormvermin outside the entrance to Nashqik’s burrow was absent. There was also a heavy stench of perfume in the air, far more than the warlord would customarily employ to hide his scent from assassins and enemies.
The spy had a moment of doubt, wondering if he should abandon the entire warren. It was a near suicidal thing for a skaven to leave his clan, however. Without a clan to protect him, he would soon fall prey to the many predators which lurked in the underworld, not the least of which were skaven slavers. No, Skritsch would have to stay, and to do that, he’d need the protection only Nashqik could offer him.
Biting down on his suspicions, Skritsch crept into the burrow of his warlord. Once again, the ratman’s hackles rose. The last time he had been in the presence of his warlord, Nashqik’s lair had been filled with hoarded plunder. Bolts of cloth looted from human villages, kegs of beer stolen from dwarf breweries, boxes of savoury mushrooms pilfered from goblin caverns. Where all of the warlord’s loot had been, there was now only emptiness. Nashqik’s nest had been ransacked!
The explanation soon revealed itself. Crouched down upon the few furs and blankets that hadn’t been stolen from him, the once mighty Warlord Nashqik wheezed and coughed and drooled into his whiskers. The warlord had tried to hide the smell of disease and weakness by drenching himself in perfume, but one look at the wretch was enough for anyone to see he had contracted the plague. Massive black buboes riddled his body.
A titter of malignant laughter brought Skritsch spinning around. Behind him, at the entrance to the nest, he saw the horned foulness of the plague priest grinning at him. The spy brandished his sword at the leering monster. Puskab’s lip curled back in a sneer. A ghoulish green light flamed for an instant in the priest’s eyes, a surge of power swept outward from his claw. Skritsch reeled back in horror as his sword crumbled apart in his hand, worn through with rust and rot.
‘I came-seek Slashscratch Deep to test-find new-good plague,’ Puskab said, his voice like a rotten bubble. ‘Make-make good-great plague for Horned One.’ The plague priest’s paw suddenly slapped against his breast, then withdrew again, a bloated black flea pinched between his fingers. ‘Find good-nice carrier,’ Puskab chortled. ‘Kill much-much man-things!’
The plague priest’s eyes gleamed with wickedness. ‘Know-learn long ago,’ he said. ‘Need-find flea to make skaven sick-die like man-things.’
Skritsch cringed before the crazed plague priest. Clan Pestilens hadn’t come to Slashscratch Deep to test their plague on the humans at all! Slashscratch Deep had been the test! The plague monks didn’t want a disease that killed humans, they wanted a disease that would kill other skaven as well!
‘Soon-soon all ratkin see true face of Horned One,’ Puskab declared. ‘Know-learn true name of Horned One! Find-seek true glory of Horned One!’ The plague priest squinted at Skritsch, then jabbed a wizened claw at the spy. ‘You learn-find soon-soon,’ he hissed.
Skritsch looked down at his broken front leg, squealing in terror at what he saw.
All around his shoulder were oily black growths, the foul buboes which heralded the most lethal of plagues.
The Black Death!




        
            
                
            
        

    


DEATHMASQUE
Graham McNeill
 
DEATH’S MESSENGER STALKED the streets of Tor Yvresse. Clad in a fuliginous cloak that cast off light and shadow in equal measure, he ghosted towards his inevitable destination with grim strides. He wore his hood up, and the gleam of a white porcelain mask beneath reflected distant torchlight and gave the impression of features moving from youth to death in a heartbeat. A few platinum tresses were all that escaped from behind the mask, like the last wisps of hair clinging to a fleshless skull.
He could hear voices raised in song and his bloodless lip curled in disdain.
On this night of nights, they mocked him with their vibrancy and sense of hope.
This portion of the city was in darkness, the magnificent buildings to either side of him empty and abandoned. No glow of candles or softly-shimmering magic shone from their lightless windows, and only ghosts haunted their echoing vestibules and dining chambers. He liked to roam the streets here, finding comfort in the silence and absence of the living. Solitude was peace, social interaction was torture, and he relished the time he could spend in the twisting, empty streets with only the ghosts of the past for company.
He remembered a time when Tor Yvresse had bustled with life. It had been a city of grace and wonders that outshone Lothern, which had been little more than a city-port in decline until Finubar the Seafarer became Phoenix King. This street had once boasted a thriving market where the choicest sweetmeats and pastries could be purchased. An epicurean delight, the many stalls had groaned under the weight of delicacies from all across Ulthuan, food and drink to satisfy even the most demanding gastronome.
Before the coming of the goblin king, he had come here with his brother and happily whiled away the hours haggling with traders, sampling dreamwine from Avelorn, shimmer-fish caught off the coast of Cothique and lion meat hunted in the forests of Chrace. It angered him now to think of those days, how he had wasted time with frivolity when the world was just waiting to tear away the comforting illusion of peace.
He turned a corner, following a marble-flagged thoroughfare that led to a wide amphitheatre where plays commissioned in the time of Aethis had been performed. His mother had loved the theatre and had come here with his father whenever the demands of duty allowed him the time.
He walked into the centre of the amphitheatre, hearing the long-dead voices of performers as they strutted across the proscenium, delivering their lines with theatrical aplomb. Even before the beginning of the end, he had loathed the theatre, preferring the blood-thundering fury of war. Like many of the brash asur his age, he had lived life with fierce relish, taking pleasure in the arts of death over all others. As a youth he had led daring expeditions to Naggaroth, fought the druchii on the shores of Ulthuan and slain the dread beasts that ventured from their lairs in the Annulii.
His mother had chided him for being so sombre in times of peace, but as he stood in the centre of the deserted amphitheatre, he knew time had proved him right. The songs from the distant festival were louder here, the perfect acoustics throwing back random echoes of words and music. Even in this gloomy, shadow-haunted part of the city, there was no escaping the fierce sounds of life resurgent.
He knew he would need to venture out into the festival. The thought held no joy for him, but there was blood to be spilled this night. The Festival of Masques was a time for wild abandon, the pursuit of excess without consequence. For some that meant indulgence in food, others in drink or opiates. Far more indulged their hedonistic impulses, flouting all bounds of decency behind their anonymous masks and painted on identities.
For others, it allowed darker appetites to be sated.
 
HE LEFT THE amphitheatre and made his way towards the centre of the city. At the heart of Tor Yvresse reared the gleaming tower of the Warden, and he made that his destination. The minstrel he came to find had announced he would play out his tale at Dethelion’s Theatre.
That would be the perfect place to end this charade.
The song-tale the minstrel was reciting had spread throughout Yvresse, and this grand retelling would no doubt be best served with the tower as a backdrop. He had the minstrel’s name, but little else to go on, but that was all he needed. In any case, a physical description would do him little good on this night. Behind their masks, the players of the city were invisible and free from repercussions.
Once again, he made his way through the empty streets. It seemed an age ago that the city had been so full that this many dwellings had been required to house its inhabitants. Since the invasion of the goblin king, the city could house many times the number of elves who called Tor Yvresse home.
The walls of the city were high and strong, made mighty by the magic woven into their construction, but there were too few warriors left to defend them. Tor Yvresse was finished as a bulwark against invasion, and the knowledge was galling. How could so formidable a city have come to such a low ebb?
The noise of the festival was getting louder, and he steeled himself for the discomfort and irritation that close proximity to others engendered. The music bounced from the walls, skirling through the streets like serpentine streamers of light. It sought to lift him, but only depressed him more. Anyone with a brain could see there was no room for songs of love and victory.
Just because elves still occupied Tor Yvresse didn’t mean it wasn’t already lost.
The street he was following bent to the north and a soft, flickering glow of light, both magical and natural, illuminated the road. Ahead was the River of Stars, a street of magic and light, a place of wonder and glittering enchantment. Shadows danced on the walls, a mockery of life and animation that sent a spike of anger into his heart. The minstrel’s arrival had brought joy to the city, sending a spreading wave of euphoria through its inhabitants. Everyone had heard fragments of his song, but tonight would see it played out for people who had seen the events it described first hand.
The Theatre of Dethelion would play host to this rogue minstrel’s dangerous work, but surely anyone who had witnessed the bloodshed of the goblin king’s assault would balk at its horrors being told in song. Some things were best consigned to history - not forgotten, never that - but not celebrated. Not immortalised in song. He paused to draw a calming breath, feeling his hands bunch into fists. His was a quick temper, but he forced his anger down with a series of mental exercises taught to him by his father.
He turned into the River of Stars and let the full force of the festival wash over him.
 
EVERYWHERE WAS LIGHT and magic. The elves of Tor Yvresse, normally so stolid and not given to gaudy behaviour, thronged the streets in their hundreds. They wore their grief like a cloak, but tonight it was cast off as costumes of all description and colour bedazzled the eye. Revellers dressed in a riot of flesh and fabrics that would make a courtesan of Lothern blush. Magical will-o’-the-wisps darted overhead, flitting to the sound of music played by unseen lyres and flutes.
Fire breathers capered in the centre of the street, and a spellsinger wove their blazing exhalations into dancing forms above the heads of the crowd. Blazing representations of colourful dragons, eagles and battling warriors burned the sky. A troupe of dancers and tumblers spun and wove through the fire, twirling in tight spirals as they performed an ancient dance from the time of Aenarion. Their robes were like wings and they moved as though in defiance of gravity.
He moved into the mass of cavorting anarchy, feeling the press of bodies around him like a physical pain. He longed for his rune-encrusted sword, but the shimmering chimera-skin sword belt lay in his bedchamber. Only a slender, leaf-bladed dagger hung at his thigh, in defiance of the joyous spirit of the festival.
The fire breathers moved on, and another band of entertainers took their place, a host of painted figures more akin to the barbarously insane wardancers of the asrai than any noble family of Ulthuan. Like the acrobats before them, they darted through the crowd, spinning swords and spears in dazzling displays of martial skill. Their oiled bodies gleamed in the torchlight, and laughing revellers pawed at them with lewd caresses.
He felt the woman’s touch coming a heartbeat before she made contact with his arm.
He spun, catching her wrist as it reached out to his shoulder. Acting on instinct, he twisted the wrist and sent his free hand pistoning towards her masked face.
His fist never connected, the killing blow intercepted a hair’s breadth from the bejewelled features of her mask. As he held one of her wrists, she too held one of his. They released each other in the same instant, and he stepped back as the crowd pulled away, his violent outburst a flagrant breach of festival etiquette. The woman straightened and massaged her shoulder where he had twisted it fiercely.
She took in the darkness of his robe, and the pale, lifeless white of his half-hidden mask.
‘You are fast,’ she said. ‘As a banshee should be.’
‘As are you,’ he replied. ‘I might have killed you.’
‘But you did not. Be thankful for that, for it would have displeased my husband greatly, and he is a great hunter.’
‘Really?’ he said. ‘And who is he, this great hunter?’
She cocked her head to the side, and he saw that her eyes were the most brilliant amber colour. Silver flecks of icy white glittered there, and he saw her great sadness, like a mother who has outlived all her children. Golden hair, like fresh-ripened corn, framed a delicate heart-shaped mask of silver with a single painted tear that curved down her cheek.
‘You know it is impolite to ask for names during the Festival of Masques.’
He shrugged. ‘Then do not answer. I care not.’
He turned to walk away, but the woman caught up with him.
‘I will tell you if you really want to know.’
She had intrigued him at first, with her speed and secret beauty, but he was already weary of her presence and had no wish to indulge her further. He had work to do.
‘His name is Kurnous,’ she said, and he stopped in his tracks.
‘Ah,’ he said, without turning. ‘You are mad.’
She danced around him, trailing her fingertips over his chest. ‘If grief makes one mad, then yes, I suppose I am.’
‘Your husband is dead, is he not?’
‘No, not dead,’ she said, looking furtively around her as though afraid of being seen talking to him. ‘He is merely
elsewhere.’
He pushed on through the crowds, watching a tumbler in the guise of Loec spin and laugh through the revellers like a mischievous child. A troupe of cloaked shadows followed him, forever dancing to unheard music and never stopping. The followers of the Shadow Dancer were capricious and given to unpredictable behaviour, teasing and cajoling, stealing and giving offence in equal measure.
‘I love watching their dance,’ said the woman. ‘It gives me hope.’
‘Then you are deluded as well as mad,’ he replied, increasing his pace.
‘Why do you say that?’
‘Because hope is a fool’s refuge. Where is the hope left to this world?’
‘Look around you, banshee. It is everywhere. You can see it in every smile, taste it in every tear and hear it in every tune. It is sung from the highest tower and every shadowed arbour. Even in the darkest times, there is always hope.’
He rounded on her as a carnival of sword dancers paraded down the street, their blades spinning silver webs around them, through which the followers of Loec tumbled and twisted. Wild cheers echoed from the buildings to either side of them, and the music swelled in volume as the crowd applauded their skill.
The woman gripped his arm in fear as the warriors moved past, their leader naked save for a crimson mask of Khaine.
‘Their swords are bloody,’ she said.
‘No, it is just the firelight.’
She gripped him tighter. ‘You are wrong. Khaine’s swords are always bloody. Vaul’s labours are never-ending, and many are the weapons of infinite cunning he crafts for the wars against the Dark Prince. And no sooner are they forged than they are bloody.’
‘I see no blood,’ he said. ‘Only the silver-white of the finest ithilmar.’
‘You do not see the blood, for you do not know grief as I know it,’ she replied.
Anger touched him, and his hands bunched into fists. His heart surged with the urge to strike her, to show her just how well acquainted he was with grief. He had sacrificed all that he had in service to Ulthuan, and still that had not been enough. No one knew the terrible price he had paid to keep these lands safe, and she thought the loss of a single loved one could outweigh his pain?
‘Your anger will be your undoing,’ she said, and his fury ebbed to the point where he felt he could speak without violence.
‘I know grief,’ he said, every word forced from behind clenched teeth.
‘You know mortal grief,’ she said. ‘When you must watch the beautiful children you love above all else wither and die throughout eternity, then you will know true anguish.’
Yvresse had more than its share of grieving widows and mothers; goblins, druchii and men had seen to that. Every family in the city had suffered loss, and the white cloaks of mourning were more common on the city streets than the gaudy silks of Lothern’s latest fashions. He remembered his own father’s death, which had been swiftly followed by his brother’s. He had had no time to mourn, the demands of war allowing no respite for grief.
Chains of duty held him fast, and the life he had known, where hope and the promise of a return to the Golden Times, was a distant memory. This woman was an irritating distraction, and had already wasted too much of his time. Whatever sorrow had undone her sanity was of no interest to him, and he stepped away.
‘I must take my leave, madam,’ he said. ‘I am sorry for your loss, but I have other duties to attend to this night.’
‘On festival night?’ she said. ‘Tor Yvresse sheds tears enough throughout the year, do not sully this one night of revelry and hope with anything as tawdry as duty. All year, these people mourn and walk through life like shadows. Allow them this one night to remember that they are alive, to act with abandon and live a few hours without fear for the future.’
‘They should fear for the future,’ he snapped, no longer caring whether he offended her with his boorish behaviour. ‘The future is blood and war, death and grief. That is all there is, and all there will ever be. To believe anything else is delusional.’
He turned and moved deeper into the crowd, ignoring offers of companionship from naked elves of both sexes. Their painted bodies writhed in the magical light that bathed the city, and the tempo of the music increased the deeper into the city he went. From street corners, he heard snatches of verse, drifting echoes of the minstrel’s song. His heart hardened with every fleeting glimpse of joy, every tantalising echo of the hateful ballad that told of the city’s greatest battle. Everywhere he looked, he saw eyes shining with tears, yet they were not tears of sorrow and emptiness, they were shed in newfound hope and the promise of a better tomorrow.
‘Fools,’ he hissed, watching as couples swayed in time to the song.
‘Is it foolish to believe things can get better?’ said the woman, appearing at his side.
He sighed. ‘Will I never be rid of you?’
‘Never,’ she answered with a laugh like the chiming of silver bells. ‘It is my nature to be persistent, to always believe that spring’s hope will follow winter’s despair.’
He halted as pleasurable warmth spread through him, the restful peace of a good night’s sleep. Ever since that night in the tower he had been wracked by dreadful nightmares, and had almost forgotten how it felt to be rested. He turned to face the woman, feeling her hand in his, though he had not felt her take it.
‘After all, a world of winter will die, just as surely as a world of summer. Hope is the light that offers a chance for life, and without it there will only ever be darkness. Remember that before you drive that dagger home.’
He snatched his hand back as though burned. The crowd surged, and a star-burst of magical fire exploded overhead to rapturous cheers. Spirals of white and gold light tumbled through the air, and a thousand songs filled the glittering heart of the city, drifting out through the empty streets, abandoned villas and deserted markets. Distant echoes seemed to answer, the memory of those beyond death roused by the potency of this night.
The sounds faded and he looked for the masked woman, but she was nowhere to be seen.
‘Thank the gods for that,’ he muttered, turning and following the crowd.
To Dethelion’s Theatre.
 
THE GREAT DRAMATIST Dethelion of Tiranoc had penned some of Ulthuan’s greatest artistic works, such as The Forest of Midnight, Amelia and Timore, as well as composing many of its most heart-wrenching songs of lament. His work had travelled beyond Ulthuan’s shores, though little of the true power of his works survived translation into human tongues. The songs men knew of the fey folk were poor shadows compared to the originals. Dethelion had been a melancholy poet, his works inevitably ending in tragedy, with star-crossed lovers doomed never to find happiness, heroes cursed to triumph at the cost of everything that mattered to them most.
He had read all of Dethelion’s compositions, and admired the long-dead poet’s work greatly. Despite the grand melodrama of his epic tales, there was a commendable lack of sentimentality to his characters. Was it an affront to have this minstrel’s work played out in Dethelion’s theatre, or was it more apt than he cared to admit? In truth, he did not know.
The excitement of the crowd was palpable, a delicious frisson that passed from skin to skin like a charge of tingling magic. He felt it pass through his own flesh, the gestalt magical nature of his race buoying him up on a wave of shared wonderment. He viciously suppressed the feeling, knowing it would only serve him ill were he to be caught up in the tale like the rest of these fools.
These are your people, said a treacherous voice inside him.
He shook his head as the River of Stars widened into a great piazza which, to the untrained eye, appeared to be ruined. Designed by Dethelion himself, it was a recreation of one of the ancient cities of Ulthuan that now lay at the bottom of the ocean. No one now remembered the city’s name, though it was said that its ruins could be seen far beneath the waters off the coast of Tiranoc when the skies were bright and the seas calm.
Fashioned from artfully sculpted stone of pale blue and green, it resembled a coral reef raised from the rock upon which Tor Yvresse was built. It had all the appearance of a labyrinth, yet no matter where a viewer was to stand, they would have a perfect view of the proscenium. Islands of tiered seats worked in fluted stone and bathed in the light of the stars gave prince and pauper an unrivalled perch from which to enjoy whatever play or drama was to be acted out before them.
Beyond the majesty of the theatre rose the Tower of the Warden.
Its blue marble was subdued, where normally a fine web of magical energies pulsed through its stonework. Its base was obscured by the rained artifice of the theatre, yet its windowless length reared up over the skyline, dominating the fanged peaks of the Annulii in the distance. Crepuscular light glimmered weakly from the Warden’s lonely windows, and a single balcony gave its solitary occupant an unrivalled view of his empty city.
Shadows danced in the window, as though a lonely figure stirred within, and he turned away from the sad tower. It was within the tower that the city had been saved, and a soul damned. He never knew how to feel whenever he saw the tower from this angle, for it was a symbol of great victory and a reminder of dreadful loss.
A figure jostled him, an elf clad in a robe and horned mask intended to render unto him the semblance of Orion, the atavistic huntsman of Athel Loren. It was a poor likeness, for the King of the Wild Wood was a fearsome avatar, a ferocious, elemental force that chilled the soul with its rapacious fury. The figure bowed to him with an ululating laugh, and spun away into the crowd. The sight unsettled him, for he was seeing the faces of gods in every fleeting glimpse of a mask, every half-concealed smile. The Festival of Masques was a time of miracles and raptures, when poetic souls claimed that the gods might walk the earth, but he had never thought it to be a literal sentiment. He shook off his unease and moved on, pushing ever closer to the stage.
Never before had the theatre played host to so many. Every portion of wall and tier was occupied, all of Tor Yvresse spilling from their draughty homes to listen to this minstrel’s tale of their greatest tragedy. It seemed at once abhorrent and self-flagellating to come out in such numbers to hear the tale of so terrible a battle.
He moved through the throng, making his way towards the stage, where the lilting sounds of music and voices preparing for song could he heard. He attracted no little attention as he moved with grim purpose, each masked face that turned in his direction quickly averted as the eyes behind it beheld his garb as one of Morai-heg’s deathly messengers.
The dagger at his side grew warm, and he realised he was gripping its hilt tightly. He couldn’t remember slipping a hand beneath his dark cloak, and it took all his self-control not to draw the weapon. He blinked away a blurred red haze from his eyes, pushing through the murmuring crowds with ever greater urgency as he felt his heartbeat pulse in time with the swelling music. The light, the noise and the heat assaulted him, and the breath caught in his throat as he felt the crowd pressing in on him, smothering him and threatening to crush him beneath their constant demands, the never-ending duty and the fear that he could never match up to their expectations. He was deep in the labyrinth of twisting walls and passageways, lost in a maze of possible routes, and his skull throbbed with pain.
He paused, releasing his grip on the dagger and pressed his hands to his temple. The pain building behind his eyes was like a spike of hot iron driven into his skull. He threw back his head and loosed a wail of anguish and pain, the sound echoing from the walls of the theatre and bouncing back and forth across the suddenly quiet crowd.
The silence that followed his wail was like a void in the world, an emptiness of the soul, and he ran from the hostile stares and quizzical looks he was attracting. He ran past dancers, singers, musicians, spellsingers and weavers of enchantments. The beat of hammers rang from the walls, sparks flying as a blind and hooded priest of Vaul shaped swords and armour by the light of the moons.
He ran until he came to a secluded hollow behind the stage, where a trio of brightly painted wagons had been left. Each was gaudily coloured and lacquered so that their flanks shone like rainbows in the light reflected from the tower. A tall elf with lush features and silver hair stood beside the wagons, pacing back and forth and waving his arms as though debating with an army of invisible ghosts. Alone of all the people he had seen tonight, this elf wore no mask, but was clad in armour that was ludicrously impractical, and so ornamented in gold and over-elaborate fretwork that it would be impossible to wear in combat.
A long sword was belted at his waist, but it was too low to draw without effort. Whoever he was, this elf was no warrior.
The costumed elf turned and his handsome features paled at the sight of him.
‘Dear boy, one does not sneak up on one of artistic temperament dressed thusly,’ said the would-be warrior.
‘I am sorry,’ he said. ‘I believe I am lost.’
‘Aren’t we all in the grand scheme of things?’ replied the handsome elf, taking a step towards him and extending his hand.
‘I am Narentir,’ said the elf. ‘You may have heard of me.’
Narentir’s features were soft, gentle even, and his warrior’s garb now seemed offensive. Only one who had faced the enemy and drawn blood had the right to dress like this. Not some poet who took the horrors of others and turned them into bloodless dramas.
‘I have heard of you,’ he said, feeling his heart-rate return to normal. ‘In fact I have sought you all night.’
‘But of course you have,’ said Narentir, closing his eyes and smiling, tilting his head back to breathe in the air and listen to the murmur of the crowd from beyond. ‘Everyone in Tor Yvresse has come to see me. My music and poetry fills a need in these people they did not even realise they had until tonight, an unrequited urge to relive their greatest joy and most poignant sorrow.’
‘Some sorrows should be left alone,’ he snarled. ‘No good can come of reopening old wounds.’
‘I disagree,’ said Narentir, oblivious to his threatening tone. ‘If we ignore such wounds they fester like the fruit left too long on the branch. No, we must embrace the glories of the past and all our memories of them. Those joyous and those painful, for without the bitter the sweet tastes not so sweet.’
The hilt of the dagger slipped into his hand once more, and the urge to plunge the blade into the minstrel’s neck right now was almost uncontrollable.
‘You speak of things you do not know,’ he said. ‘You sing songs of honour, hope, love and triumph, when such things are for children’s stories. They are not the way of the real world.’
Narentir laughed. ‘Oh, my dear fellow, how mistaken you are. You, who come dressed as a harbinger of death, have allowed the grim fatalism of Morai-heg to enter your soul, but I now see that your arrival is the very thing that will make this night complete!’
A swelling roar of applause began spontaneously as the gathered elves sensed that the grand retelling they had come to witness was about to begin. Narentir swept forward and took him by the arm, leading him up a curved flight of steps towards the marble proscenium. His heart filled with warring desires as he realised where Narentir was taking him.
‘The Tale of Eltharion is nothing without the spectre of death hovering in the wings!’ exclaimed Narentir. ‘I am but one player, and in my time play many parts, but you will be my muse, the living promise of death’s dark shadow. What say you, nameless banshee, will you strut upon this lonely stage with me, the darkness to my light?’
He hesitated, unsure of the turn this night had taken. ‘I will,’ he said at last, feeling a measure of the minstrel’s enthusiasm pass between them.
‘Wonderful,’ said Narentir, striding past onto the stage as the throats of Tor Yvresse opened to welcome him. Still clutching the dagger, he followed the minstrel as he took his position and the applause began to fade. He had expected the ludicrously armoured elf to wax lyrical upon taking the stage, but he began his tale without grandiose pontificating.
Narentir spoke with the perfect pitch and timing of a professional teller of tales, a saga poet with the power to enchant an audience with words. Like all good storytellers, he set the stage upon which his tale would be told, a mordant coastline of mist and shadow amid a storm of ill-omen. From this splintered darkness came the goblins, a ragged fleet of them, drunk on slaughter and hungry to wage war on the island home of the asur.
From the wings of the stage, he felt Narentir’s gaze upon him and he stepped onto the stage, letting the shadows curl around him as he prowled the edges of this retelling of his nightmares. His anger built as he heard Narentir speak of the goblin king, he who called himself Grom. Prowling the stage, Narentir’s voice dropped as he spoke of how the goblins had laid waste to the land of Yvresse, burning mansions and castles that had stood for thousands of years in a single night.
The audience responded to his softly-sung tale as the music built from wistful lament to horror. Emotions filled the air, and even though he knew the truth of those days, his throat choked as Narentir retold the fall of Athel Tamarha and the death of Lord Moranion. He had not seen that beautiful castle burn, and had never visited its blackened ruins, but as Narentir spoke of Lord Moranion’s selfless valour in facing the goblin king, he dearly wished he had taken one day to fly to the fallen castle and breathe in the past.
He was circling Narentir, and the audience gasped as they saw him clearly now. The dagger was unsheathed in his hand, and Narentir nodded to him as he drew closer with every circuit. He barely heard the rest of the tale, his attention fixed on the pale neck of the minstrel. A vein pulsed below the curved sweep of his jaw, an ideal place for the keen point of a blade to plunge home.
What an ending this would be. Not the terrible battle fought around the Warden’s Tower, but the curtain falling on the narrator’s death. No one who saw this bloody truth would fail to see the lie of hope. Without its weight, the elves of Tor Yvresse would be free to fight with the grim knowledge of their doom, for what warrior ever fought harder than the one with nothing left to lose?
The clouds parted and stars came out in droves, bathing the stage in their ancient glow. Narentir’s armour shone with their light, and he now displayed not the soft features of a minstrel, but the hard, hollow-cheeked visage of a killer. So complete was the transformation that he paused in his circular path, the breath catching in his throat as Narentir sang the conclusion of his tale.
Behind him, the tower shone in the starlight, as though a willing participant in this retelling. He listened as Narentir held the audience spellbound in the palm of his hand, singing in hushed tones of Eltharion entering the tower with his closest companions and returning the following morning alone.
He felt a keening moan of sorrow begin in the back of his throat as he thought back to that terrible night. The horror and unimaginable sacrifices he had made that night were too awful to remember, and here they were being paraded for the aggrandisement of a mere bard. He took a step towards Narentir, the dagger’s blade glinting in the moonlight. The crowd hushed. Not a breath of wind or a rustle of fabric disturbed the silence. He and Narentir might as well have been the only two souls left in the world.
Narentir turned to face him, and they walked towards one another slowly. He lifted the dagger until it was aimed at Narentir’s throat. A chill passed through him, and he heard distant laughter, at first girlish and full of childhood mischief, then rich with age-won wisdom, finally brittle and cackling, like that of an ancient crone.
His steps faltered, and he looked out into the audience. An entire city watched him, utterly still and silent but for one figure, a woman robed in cream with a silver mask. She seemed to glide through the audience, though no one acknowledged her. Wherever she passed, he saw the faces of the elves around her bathed in light. Every one of them shone with hope and joy, their spirits soaring to hear how Eltharion had saved them all.
He saw the strength and courage that filled them. His example had lifted them to greater heights of nobility than ever they could have imagined. They loved their grim liege-lord, understanding on levels they could never articulate that he had sacrificed everything he was to save them.
Hope is the light that offers a chance for life, and without it there will only ever be darkness.
He stood face to face with Narentir. Barely a foot separated them, and the minstrel tilted his head a fraction, exposing the delicate flesh of his neck.
‘Do you still desire to slay me, my lord?’ he said, fear making his voice tremble.
The dagger shook in his hand. He looked out into the audience, hoping for another glimpse of the silver-masked woman. The audience waited with bated breath to see what would happen next, knowing that events of great moment were unfolding before them.
Would it be murder or salvation?
He lowered the dagger. ‘You know who I am?’ he asked.
‘You are Eltharion, Warden of Tor Yvresse,’ said Narentir. ‘And you are here to kill me.’
‘You knew?’
Narentir nodded. ‘I knew the moment I heard your banshee wail.’
‘Yet you did not flee?’
‘What would have been the point?’ said Narentir, his voice regaining a measure of composure. ‘I could die alone begging for life, or I could die on stage, remembered forever by all who saw me struck down. Which would you choose?’
‘You are braver than you look,’ said Eltharion.
Narentir laughed in relief. ‘I assure you I am not, my lord. If this has been my greatest performance, it is in no small measure thanks to the fear that your dagger would spill my blood across this fine stage. Dethelion would, I am sure, have approved of the suitably tragic ending for the noble minstrel.’
Eltharion took a deep breath and turned to the crowd. He reached up and tore off his mask, letting it fall to the stage. It shattered with a thwarted shriek, and Eltharion sighed to be rid of the ghastly visage.
The crowd erupted in applause, and wild cheers filled the air as Narentir took his bow. Though Narentir waved at him to do likewise, Eltharion did not follow the minstrel’s example, for this night was not his. It belonged to Narentir.
‘What changed your mind?’ asked Narentir as he stood straight once again.
Eltharion considered the question, and the ghost of a smile split his bloodless lips.
‘I met a woman,’ he said.
‘Ah, the fairer sex,’ said Narentir with a theatrical sigh. ‘Truly they tame the raging beast within us and make us yearn to be better than we are. Was she beautiful?’
Eltharion tried to picture the woman, her golden, corn-coloured hair and amber eyes, but the image was already hazy and indistinct. His gaze swept the farthest reaches of the theatre, longing for one last sight of her. He caught a flash of golden hair and a mask of purest silver at an arched entrance. Though a great distance separated them, he could see the pools of her amber eyes as though she stood right next to him. The silver that concealed her face no longer seemed like a mask, but the embodiment of her divine radiance.
A single tear rolled from her eye and a great weight lifted from Eltharion’s heart. The doom he had brought upon himself on that dread night remained, as it always would, but the all-consuming despair that had almost driven him to murder was gone.
She had come to save him, when he had not even known he needed saving.
‘Who was she?’ asked Narentir. ‘This handmaiden to whom I owe my life?’
‘She was hope,’ said Eltharion. ‘Simply hope.’




        
            
                
            
        

    


THE MARCH OF DOOM
Chris Wraight
 
MATHILDE SCREAMED.
Her flabby body shook and her lips rippled. Spittle flailed into the air, glistening like pearls.
The men and women around her screamed too. Ragged arms punched up, clad in scraps of filth-soaked wool and leather. Fists clenched knuckle-white and veins stood out on necks like rigging ropes pulled tight.
They weren’t afraid. They had forgotten how to feel fear. They only remembered hate, glory and life. Their whole existence had become a scream: a long, never-ending scream of affirmation and violence.
They charged. They ran up the mud-slick slope, churning through the grime and falling over one another to get to the enemy.
Mathilde was in the front rank, screaming all the while, hearing her voice go hoarse. She lumbered up the incline, scrabbling at the earth with her free hand, slipping on the trodden-down turf.
The rain hammered, turning the furrowed dirt into a mire of grey slurry. The sky, low and dark, scowled at them. Far in the east, the Drakwald treeline rippled, black and matted like hair.
At the top of the slope were the beastmen.
They bellowed and stamped their hooves. Blunt-edged blades swung and tattered hide standards swayed.
There were hundreds of them. They stank of old blood and musk and wet hides. They roared out a deafening challenge of hoarse bellows.
‘Death to the unclean!’ screamed Mathilde, reaching the crest of the slope and hurling herself into the press of warped flesh beyond.
Like the meeting of two dirty seas of bilge, the armies crunched together. Less than a thousand strong on either side, there were no glittering flashes of plate armour or bright pennants waving in the sunlight. Every exposed piece of skin was caked in mud and crusted with scabs and sores and weeping wounds. The humans smelled almost as bad as the beasts, and some were hairier.
It was a scrum of hacking, punching, gouging, raking, stabbing and throttling. No strategy, no tactics, just a collision of two sets of frost-raw hatred.
Mathilde ducked as a horse-faced gor swung clumsily at her. Before she could respond, its head was ripped from its neck by a bald-headed man with the image of the comet branded across his face.
A scrawny ungor leapt up into her path, all scraggly limbs and stretched grey flesh. It swiped at her with a dirty gouge, keeping it high, expecting her to respond with her cleaver.
Mathilde laughed as she punched out with her fist, and laughed again as the ungor’s skull bounced away. She laughed as she lashed out towards its face, and giggled as her fingers plunged into eye-sockets to gouge out the balls of jelly within. When she tore up its throat, snapping the sinews with savage pulls and wrenching the gristly sockets of the spine out, she was chortling like a young girl.
The beasts were all a head taller than their human opponents. They were stronger, better-armed and possessed of the ingrained and wily battle lust of all their kind, but the crazed army of screaming fanatics came at them like a river in spring-flood, pouring over defences and rushing into contact.
Dozens of human zealots died on the mad run up the slope. Many more were cut down by the beastmen as they crashed into blade-reach. They were bludgeoned into a stupor, gutted with metal or eviscerated by grinding sets of teeth.
It didn’t matter. It didn’t slow them. They pushed on, wiping the blood from their staring eyes and screaming praise to Sigmar in unison. They were one body, one form, one vengeance.
Mathilde swung round, seeing a big wargor rush at her with red eyes and slavering jaws. She slammed her cleaver up, jamming into the oncoming dirk and feeling the impact judder down her arm. Then she rushed in close, hauling her blade back across and tearing with her fingers, going for those red eyes again as if they were rubies.
The gor blunted the blade attack, then smashed her down to her knees with a single blow from its head-sized fist. It loomed over her, preparing for the kill.
Mathilde reeled and her vision went blurry. She had a vague sense that she was about to die and it gave her a sudden rush of ecstatic fury.
‘Sigmar!’ she screamed, lurching back to her feet and blundering around for her assailant.
But the gor had gone.
In its place was a single massive figure. He towered above the humans around him, resplendent in heavy, rain-dulled plate armour. A mournful face loomed up through the storm-lashed murk, slab-featured and hard as pig-iron. At his forehead was a fragment of scripture, bound tight with strips of stained leather. Huge arms, each clad in rings of tarnished steel, hefted a gigantic warhammer. Blood - the blood of the dead gor - ran down the shaft in muddy rivulets.
Mathilde felt a fresh surge of joy. She’d never stopped screaming, but now her cries were redoubled.
‘Father!’ she roared, feeling the scar of her comet-brand pucker on her forehead. All around her, more zealots took up the cry. ‘Blessed Father!’
If he heard her, Luthor Huss of the Church of Sigmar, the man who had given her everything and who had demanded everything, made no sign. He strode onwards, swinging the massive hammer one-handed, his face set like beaten metal and his mouth clamped into a rigid line of determination. Those thin lips parted only once, and then only for a single word.
Mathilde wasn’t close enough to hear what he said. By then she was fighting again, striking out with the cleaver for the honour and glory of Sigmar, and words ceased to have meaning in the haze and crash of righteous combat.
But Huss had spoken. He had spoken softly amid the rush and slaughter; just the one word, before the hammer swung again.
‘Kohlsdorf,’ he had said, and his voice was bitter.
 
‘YOU KNOW, I think, that you’re asking the impossible,’ said the Margrave Bors von Aachen.
His voice was calm. Kind, even. As he spoke, his thick lips, glossy with recently drunk wine, twitched into a beneficent smile.
Huss looked back at him. The priest’s face was a study in disdain.
‘I never ask the impossible,’ Huss said. His deep voice was quiet. ‘In Sigmar, all things are possible. I ask you to enact the will of Sigmar. Thus, I ask only what is possible.’
Von Aachen looked around the room, and his eyes twinkled with amusement.
‘Very nice,’ he said. ‘A priest with an education.’
He sat back in his chair, and his fat chin wobbled.
The margrave was dressed in robes of silk and ermine, and they stretched smoothly over his round stomach. The town’s burghers, eight of them, sat in a semi-circle on either side of him on low wooden chairs. Though it was not yet midday, rows of torches burned against the walls of the audience chamber.
Huss stood before them all, shoulders back, feet apart, hands clasped on the heel of his upturned warhammer. His thick armour plate reflected the light of the torches, as did his shaved head. He was a foot taller than the largest of the other men and his shoulders were as broad as von Aachen’s gut.
The sky outside was dark with the coming storm. The straw on the floor was stale, and the stone of the walls was grimy and crumbling.
Kohlsdorf was not a rich place.
Huss looked around him steadily. As his eyes ran over the faces of the burghers before him, they looked down, one by one.
‘The beastmen are out of the Drakwald,’ Huss said. ‘They can be defeated, but must be cowed by strength. Now, before the herd-rage draws more from the trees. Wait for them to get here, drunk on killing, and they will slay you all.’
Von Aachen gestured lazily at the walls around him.
‘These walls are five feet thick, priest. I have men-at-arms here, and supplies, and protection. They would not get in here, not if there were a thousand of them.’
Huss narrowed his eyes.
‘Your people are unprotected. Villages are already burning.’
Von Aachen raised an eyebrow.
‘My people?’ He looked faintly disgusted. ‘If those who clamour for succour are too slow or witless to seek refuge here, then they will learn their folly soon enough.’
Von Aachen shook his head.
‘Orders have been given. No man will join you. Leave these walls, and you will be on your own.’
Huss listened patiently. His face remained static, though his eyes, set deep in a bleak visage, glowed darkly.
‘I will not be on my own,’ he said softly.
Von Aachen looked at him with some sympathy then, as if remonstrating with a village simpleton.
‘Listen to me. There are no proper troops garrisoned between here and the forest’s edge. The beasts may ransack our villages, but that will only wear out their fury and they’ll kill only serfs. Stay here. Weather the storm until it blows over.’
Only then did anger flash from Huss’s eyes. Only then, at the mention of serfs, did his voice rise.
‘They are the sons and daughters of the Heldenhammer.’
Huss still spoke quietly, but the tone had changed.
‘They are his beloved, for whom he bled and wept. They are the soul of his Empire. They are the heirs to his glory.’
As his speech echoed around the audience chamber, the burghers shifted uneasily in their seats. The flames in the torches suddenly seemed to bum more strongly.
‘If you will not fight for them, I will. I will show them what they can become. I will fill their hearts with holy fire and their limbs with the strength of their fathers. They will forget their sorrow and remember their fury.’
He took up the warhammer and hefted it into a two-handed grip.
‘I will take the fight to the beast. I will go east and I will purge their filth from the realms of men.’
Von Aachen swallowed, struggling to hold Huss’s pitiless gaze.
‘And when I have done these things, I will return.’ Raw contempt rang from Huss’s voice. ‘Pray, margrave, that I do so before the beasts tear your throat from your body and feast on your fat, stupid flesh.’
 

 *
 
THE STINK OF the pyres rose up into the sodden air. Columns of dirty black smoke rolled across the ridged earth, heavy and acrid. The wind whipped them up, dragging them in tatters across the scene of carnage.
The zealots knelt in prayer, heedless of the blood on their rags and the bite of the rain-studded breeze. The bodies of the beastmen had been piled into a jumbled heap and set alight. Each one had been ritually mutilated before the oils had been poured over them - an eye torn out, or a clawed finger pulled off. It was a small statement, but one that meant much to the zealots. Only the bodies of the glorious dead, the human defenders of the Drakwald, went to their long rest as they had fallen.
Huss stood on the crest of the rise, arms crossed, watching the grey light of the sun fall away into the west. The rain ran down his armour, washing the blood from the steel.
For fourteen days he’d been in the wilds, gathering the scattered survivors of the beastman incursion to him and moulding them into something like a fighting force. Fourteen days since leaving that fat man in his grimy, depressing provincial town with its crumbling walls and complacent dreams of safety.
Only now was he turning back, following the gathering gangs of beastmen as they trekked west toward the prize that they really wanted.
Even as he watched, a column of figures emerged from out of the growing gloom. They came slowly, limping and dragging heavy bundles. Some bore horrific wounds. Their eyes were hollow with fatigue.
Huss waited for them to arrive. He said nothing, but his eyes, those dark and taciturn eyes, softened a fraction.
‘Rise,’ he said at last, just as the first newcomers shuffled towards the light of the pyres.
All around him, his army of zealots hauled themselves from their knees and opened their eyes. They turned to watch the newcomers. There was no hostility in their ravaged faces. Out in the wilderness, all were as desperate as the other.
The foremost traveller came up to Huss, halting a few paces before the huge warrior priest. He was a skinny man with a dirty beard and red-rimmed eyes. His stark ribcage was visible under claw-rents in his clothing.
‘Are you Huss?’ he asked, his dry voice rasping.
Huss nodded. ‘What are you seeking?’ he asked.
The man’s shoulders slumped. He looked on the verge of desperate tears. All of those behind him did too. They had been destroyed. It had long been said in the hostile marches of the northern Empire that the only thing worse than being killed in a beastman attack was surviving one.
‘I do not know,’ he said, his voice cracking from grief and exhaustion, his head hanging in bitter, angry shame. ‘Mercy of Sigmar, I do not know!’
Huss walked over to him and placed his gauntlet on the man’s shoulder. He had to stoop to do so, though the movement was tender. Those huge hands, the ones that had ripped through the beastmen with the fury of the gods, went gently now.
‘I will show you, son of Sigmar,’ said Huss. His voice was commanding, though he did not raise it.
The man looked up at him, and his tear-reddened eyes gave away his yearning. All of his fellow travellers, each clad in rags and shivering against the wind, did likewise.
‘I will give you weapons, and the spirit to use them. I will make you strong again. I will make you the instruments of the Lord of Men.’
Huss gestured towards the pyres of burning beast-flesh.
‘This is what we have done to them. This is what we will do to every one of them. Give yourselves to me, let me mould you into disciples, and you will do this too.’
Huss leaned closer, his eyes locked on the man’s ravaged face.
‘Will you do that, son of Sigmar? Will you give yourself?’
The refugee looked up at him and a desperate, keening hope flared up in his rheumy eyes.
‘I will,’ he said, his voice grasping. ‘Show me, lord, how to serve. Show me how to kill for you.’
Already, hymns of praise were breaking out from the zealots, keen to have new blood among their ranks. Though no signal had been given, several of them approached Huss. They had long metal brands in their hands, glowing angrily red from the pyres. The heads had been fashioned into the shape of the twin-tailed comet.
Huss took one up. He held the hot metal before the refugee, and the heat of it made the air shimmer. The man’s eyes widened nervously, but he held his ground.
‘This is the mark of service,’ said Huss, lowering the brand over the man’s trembling forehead. ‘This is the mark of the march of doom.’
He moved the brand into position.
‘Try not to fear. Pain is fleeting. Salvation, I tell you, is eternal.’
 
FROM THE FRINGES of the forest, they travelled out across the broken plains, west towards the curve of the river that lay like a band of grey steel across the charred earth.
The zealots went at a punishing pace, chanting as they went. They strode through the seas of black mud, going tirelessly even as the wind hurled sleet and rain in their faces and their old wounds refused to heal.
At the head of the column, four hulking men in stiff leather jerkins carried braziers aloft. The fires never went out. Flames raged in the iron cages, red as hearts, trailing long lines of peat-dark smoke behind them.
They passed villages, all destroyed. Walls were ground down, thatch burned, wells despoiled. Filth was everywhere, the stinking spoor of the beastmen. Hoof-prints studded the clay, deep and waterlogged.
The zealots only paused to tear down the beasts’ standards, ragged poles surmounted with skulls and feathers and daubed with blood. The poles were shattered with ritual denunciations, and Huss cast out the spirits of ruin that dwelt within.
Then the march would start again, the fearsome, grinding journey, ever moving steadily west, accompanied by the holler of hymns and rolling cries of fervour.
More joined them all the time. They came from all directions, attracted by the clamour, or stumbling across them at random, or perhaps guided by some other subtle force. Huss’s forces swelled to over a thousand. He made the sign of the comet to each and every one of them as they staggered up to him, blessing them and making sure they had a weapon to wield. At the end of each day, fires would be lit and the brands heated.
On occasion, he would ask new disciples if they had seen bands of beastmen. The answer was always the same.
‘Heading west, lord.’
And Huss would nod and give the order to march once again.
 
THE TENTH DAY after the battle on the ridge, the zealots reached their destination. They crested the summit of a low, bleak hill. Below them, the land stretched away in a maze of dreary marshes, broken by thickets of wiry grasses and glistening like tallow in the diffuse light.
A walled town burned on the horizon. The smoke of many fires rose up in columns, looking like the outstretched fingers of a vengeful god reaching down from the darkening heavens.
Huss looked at the vista coolly. For a long time, he said nothing. His dark eyes narrowed, peering out through the murk.
His zealots waited for the order. They struggled to restrain themselves, but waited for the word. Always, they would wait for the word.
Huss kept them waiting a little longer.
It was not clear to him that Kohlsdorf merited saving.
The margrave’s refusal to meet the beastmen before their blood-frenzy reached its peak had doomed dozens of outlying settlements to ruin. Now the horde had gorged deep on manflesh, and the stench of blood on the wind had drawn more gors from the deep forest. The fact that von Aachen’s faith in his walls had proved misguided was no consolation.
It could have been different. So much could have been avoided.
So Huss weighed up the issue, knowing guidance would be shown to him, seeking the truth as he always did in reverent, disciplined silence.
Once the decision had been made, he moved swiftly, taking up his warhammer and hefting it in both hands.
‘Sons and daughters,’ he announced, his voice ringing out over the assembled ranks. ‘For the sake of He who gathers the righteous to His side in glory.’
His thin lips broke into a cold smile.
‘Kill them all.’
 
MATHILDE WAS NEAR the back, stuck with the old, sick ones who ran in a shambling, stumbling mess of limbs. Weeks of near-starvation on the march had made her skin loose and flabby, but she still had most of a lifetime’s worth of fat to burn through.
The front rank of zealots had already broken through the walls and she came in their wake, tumbling over collapsed brickwork and pushing aside teetering planks of rotten wood. Once in, they all rampaged down the narrow streets, baying like hounds. The musk of the beast was everywhere, and they went after it, their eyes blazing with frenzy.
Kohlsdorf was a ruin. Fires raged out of control and other screams, screams of pain and terror, broke out from the centre of the town. Bodies lay across the mud, their necks twisted and their bones broken. Slicks of dung and viscera hung from every exposed surface, already swarming with clouds of bulbous flies.
Mathilde couldn’t run faster. Her wobbling bulk held her back and her short legs slipped in the grime. She could only watch as the skinnier zealots sprinted into battle ahead of her, their scrawny limbs pumping and their skulllike faces distorted into masks of animal loathing.
But she did her bit. She screamed with the rest of them and lurched along as fast as she could, sniffing out the stench of the beastmen and hefting her cleaver two-handed.
The hunt consumed her. She had already forgotten her other self, the blacksmith’s chattel, raising nine bawling children and scrabbling around for a living in the hard earth of Middenland. She had forgotten the grind of water-carrying, the backbreaking labour in the fields and the rare snatches of laughter when the sun broke out and made the dank soil bloom with flowers.
They were all dead now, those children. Her husband too, gutted open with a rusty blade and torn apart by that red-eyed beast that had come out of the trees. Mathilde had run away then, screaming and weeping, out into the wilds, lost in a world of terror, just like all the others who had got free of the cull.
But then she’d found Huss and the burning pain of the comet brand had purged her fear from her. Now she feared nothing. Now she never ran from anything. Now she was a daughter of Sigmar, a blazing light in the darkness of a fallen world.
‘Kill them all!’ she screamed, echoing Huss’s final order, hunting through the ruins. ‘Find them, and kill them all!’
She lurched around the shell of an old tavern and got her wish. A courtyard opened up in front of her, fenced with shabby, leaning buildings and covered in a patchy layer of foetid straw. In the distance, the heavy stone walls of a Sigmarite chapel loomed through curtains of smoke. The townsfolk had made their last stand in there, and the beastmen milled around it, hurling rocks at the lead-lined windows and hammering on the doors with iron axes. The foremost zealots were already plunging into the horde, lashing out in fury.
‘Death!’ screeched Mathilde, running straight at the beasts. ‘Death! Death!’
She whirled the cleaver over her head, and flakes of old blood showered over her. Still screaming, her mouth stretched wide and her yellow teeth bared, Mathilde ran at the horde, her eyes lit up with joy.
 
HUSS SWUNG THE warhammer in a vicious backhanded curve, and its blunt head connected with a wet crack. A goat-faced gor careered back from the impact, chest caved in. It bleated briefly in choking, gasping agony before being dragged down by a dozen scrabbling hands. Zealots clambered all over it, gouging at its eyes, tearing the skin from its face, ripping tufts of hair from its bloodied hide.
By then Huss was already moving, striding out into the thick of the fighting, hauling his weapon in wide, bone-breaking arcs. He was immense, a towering bulwark of stability in the midst of the confused press of bodies.
All around him, zealots threw themselves at the beastmen. The courtyard was packed with bodies, human and abhuman. Neither side gave any quarter. The beasts, disturbed from the prospect of fresh slaughter, raged at the incoming ranks of zealots, keeping their horned heads low and using them to gore and maim. The zealots rushed back at them, heedless of the death on every side, clambering over the bodies of the slain just to get close enough to stab or punch or bite.
They died in droves. They didn’t care. They had ceased to be individual souls, fretting about their own lives or ambitions, and had become part of just one mass, a driven expression of incoherent defiance. They just kept coming, blind to the slaughter around them, possessed by the only thought that remained in their minds.
Kill. Kill. Kill.
At the forefront, driving them on, was Huss. His armour flashed red from the fires. As he plunged deeper into the ranks of the beasts, blood flew around him like a halo. Lumbering wargors pushed their way towards him, bellowing their challenge. One by one, he cut them down, crunching through gnarled skulls and breaking apart warped limbs. The warhammer rose and fell like the tolling of a mighty bell and the blood-halo flared out further.
Huss issued no battle-cry. His lips only moved in silent prayer. His face remained locked in a rigid mask of concentration. Unlike his raving disciples, he was implacable. He fought methodically, intensely, moving stride by stride across the courtyard until he was standing under the eaves of the chapel’s porch.
The doors had been broken. Huss slammed aside a bellowing gor, breaking its back against the stone doorway, and kicked the remaining slivers of wood apart. Messy noises of killing echoed out from the nave.
Huss went inside, swinging his warhammer around him in wide loops. Two gors reared up out of the shadows, poised to leap at his throat. Huss, still striding, let the hammer come back round. The golden hammerhead flashed across, crunching into the skull of the first beastman and sweeping it into the path of the other one. Stunned, the gors skittered across the floor, losing their footing. By then, Huss’s zealots had poured through the doorway. They leapt on the prone beasts, fingers outstretched, jaws wide, blades poised to rip.
Huss strode down the nave, mouthing his endless cycle of prayer, face set. Men were alive inside the chapel. Up ahead, around the high altar with its stained cotton cloth and tarnished candles, a dozen or so humans fought on. They were surrounded by a gang of beastmen, all hacking away at the diminishing band of defenders.
One beast stood out from the others. It was massive, far bigger than the gors around it. As Huss approached, it turned to face him, perhaps warned by some animal sense.
It had the long face of a bull, broken by curved tusks and flared-wide nostrils. Its skin was the black of old scabs and sigils of destruction had been painted across the exposed flesh in virulent strokes. Huge shoulders wielded a mighty double-headed axe. A long ragged cloak hung down its back, roughly stitched with what looked like human sinew. Its tiny eyes raged, and it pawed the ground with knife-sharp hooves.
It laid eyes on the warrior priest and instantly issued a throaty, hoarse bellow of challenge. The axe blade flashed as it swung round and the creature charged.
Huss braced himself, bringing his warhammer up. The beast’s axe whistled in, aimed at his chest. Huss parried and the two weapons locked together with a jarring, echoing clang.
Huss grunted, and the impact forced him on to the back foot. The beast snarled in anticipation of a quick kill and thrust down with all its strength. Huss felt his arms blaze with the pain of resistance, and released the pressure.
The beastman lurched forwards, snapping with its huge jaws. Huss spun back, letting the beast’s momentum carry it off-balance. He checked himself and swung the hammerhead back, going for the moving flank. The beast, adjusting quickly, veered away from the hammer and pulled the axe back for another swing.
The blade scythed round, heading for the priest’s neck. Huss pulled away again, evading the cutting edge by a finger’s width, before powering back in close. He lunged forward, letting the hammer fall away, and launched into a savage head-butt.
The skulls connected with a heavy snap. Caught by surprise, the creature staggered backwards. Huss punched out with his free left gauntlet, sending the beast reeling further, before swinging across with the warhammer.
The hammerhead hit just below the beastman’s jaw, smashing clean through the bone and ripping it out. The creature yowled in gurgling agony, spraying gouts of hot, black blood from the gaping wound. Grabbing the shaft of the warhammer two-handed, Huss hauled it back across, swivelling on his heel to generate extra force.
The beast’s skull shattered, cracking open like an earthenware jar. The monster tottered back, somehow still on its feet despite the blood leaking from its open neck-stump and sluicing down its chest, before crashing to the ground. Its heavy body twitched for a few moments before shuddering into stillness.
Breathing heavily, Huss looked up. All across the chapel, his vengeful zealots were tearing after the remaining beastmen. There was still fighting in the aisles, but the master of the warband had been defeated.
There was no cry of victory. No smile broke across that severe face. Huss looked up at the altar for a moment, his eyes locked on the sacred stone, and raised the gore-streaked warhammer in salute.
‘By your grace,’ he whispered, still breathing heavily.
And then he was moving again, the warhammer swinging, looking for more prey.
 
SHE HAD NEVER been pretty. Even in life, her face had been heavy and blotched, ravaged by a poor existence in the harsh northern Empire and made worse by weeks of privation.
In death, her face was hideous. The left cheek had been ripped away, exposing the teeth of her jaw. An eye had gone, leaving a deep well, slowly filling with blood. Her belly, a sagging bag of wobbly flesh, hung out from her ripped clothes, studded with puncture wounds.
Huss looked down at her. His expression was gentle.
He didn’t know her name. He rarely knew the names of those who entered his service. Names, in truth, meant very little to him.
Actions, on the other hand, mattered a great deal. The fat woman had died with the corpses of beasts all around her. There was still the echo of a grin on what remained of her features.
She was glorious.
‘Daughter of Sigmar,’ Huss breathed, smoothing the remaining eyelid over the remaining eye.
He knelt by her still-warm body for some time, and his own eyes closed. He would pray long for her.
‘Lord Huss!’
The hard, querulous voice of Margrave von Aachen broke his concentration. Huss gritted his teeth, irritated by the sacrilege. Slowly, letting his movements convey exactly how he felt about the margrave, he rose from the body of the fallen zealot.
The interior of the chapel was stuffed with corpses. Beastmen and humans lay on top of one another, locked in twisted, cold embraces. The stench was already powerful. The pyres would be assembled soon, and flames would come; one set for the righteous, another for the damned. The sound of sobbing came from the courtyard outside - tears of relief, grief and release. The fighting was over, but the rebuilding had yet to begin.
Huss looked at von Aachen. The fat man had lost his robes of silk. He wore a jerkin that didn’t fit and his white hair was disarranged and dirty. He’d been one of those sheltering behind the altar and no doubt others had perished to keep him alive there.
‘Lord priest,’ gasped the margrave, and fell down at Huss’s knees. He was trembling. ‘I am sorry. You were right. We tried to resist them. By the gods, we tried, but there were�’
He looked up, his eyes filled with a pathetic mix of remorse and fear.
‘You were right, priest,’ he said. ‘What can I do? Gold? Titles? I have them. Tell me, what can I do?’
Huss gazed down coldly. The margrave’s knee rested on the body of the fat woman. He hadn’t even noticed.
He contemplated killing him. He contemplated kicking him heavily in the face, again and again, mashing his fat features into a sponge of muscle and blood.
That would make him feel better. It would be suitable sanction for the ruin of the lands he had been given to guard.
It would be indulgent, though. It would be
bestial.
‘You can make amends, margrave,’ said Huss, reaching for the leather belt at his waist. He drew out a long metal shaft. ‘That is what you can do.’
Von Aachen’s eyes widened as he saw the twin-tailed comet device at the end of the shaft. The iron was cool, as black as old ashes.
But he knew what it was. He knew how quickly it would heat up, growing warmer under flame until it was throbbing red like the dying sun.
‘What do you�’
‘All the penitent carry this mark,’ said Huss, his voice soft. ‘Are you penitent, margrave? Do you strive for purity of soul?’
Von Aachen shook his head vigorously. That wasn’t what he’d had in mind. A new terror spread across his pale face, and he began to clamber to his feet.
Huss leaned forward, clamping an iron gauntlet on the margrave’s shoulder and keeping him on his knees. As he did so, the shadow of the brand fell across the man’s forehead, picking out where the scar would be.
‘Build a fire, my children,’ Huss said out loud, knowing it would take only moments for the kindling to catch. ‘We have a new disciple for the march.’
He gave the margrave a savage smile as he spoke, remembering the devotion of those who had liberated Kohlsdorf. From the corner of his eye, he saw zealots rushing to fulfill his order. Von Aachen struggled, but he was pitifully weak.
‘Try not to fear,’ said Huss, turning the brand over and watching the different shadows it cast across the fat man’s face. ‘Pain is fleeting.’
Then his smile truly broke out, a beatific glow that briefly transformed Huss’s melancholy face like sunlight lancing through old stained glass.
‘Salvation, I tell you, is eternal.’
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Cankerworm

by Darius Hinks

Is murder necessarily such a bad thing?

The question rang so clearly in Captain Zelter’s mind that he thought for a moment he had spoken it aloud. He peered into the smoky, candlelit gaming room and was relieved to see that even if he had, no one would have noticed. The prioress was slumped in her filthy chair, talking to a bemused-looking wolfhound and the other guests were piled around her in various stages of inebriation.

The captain placed a hand on the hilt of his sword. There were certainly worse crimes than murder. He looked at his aunt with a sneer of disgust. Her powdered wig was hanging comically down one side of her jowly face and her robes were covered in food, wine stains and animal hair.

The old woman grinned, revealing a set of ridiculous, ill-fitting wooden dentures. Her eyes were rolling wildly. ‘Did you hear about those monkeys in Nuln?’ She spoke in a lilting, singsong voice. ‘The Emperor’s engineers have taught them to bear arms and march in columns.’

Captain Zelter shook his head, gripping his chair so tightly that his knuckles gleamed.

The prioress patted her adoring wolfhound as she spoke. ‘Our animal friends are far more intelligent than people think.’ She waved at a mullioned window and the colourful shapes flitting by outside. Even at this time of night, the streets of Altdorf were crowded with life. ‘My neighbour, the Margrave, often plays chess against his horses. Not the mares, obviously.’ She picked a tiny speck from her leg and watched with delight as it moved up her arm. ‘And did you know that bedbugs only appear to be silent? They speak a lot of sense actually, just very quietly.’

Captain Zelter’s head swam with a mixture of disgust, desperation and alcohol. In a few hours it would be dawn and the regiment would leave for Ostland. It was not fear of battle that made him drink so heavily, but fear of disgrace. Duke Klatzkin had made it clear: credit could only be extended so far, even for a noble. If the captain did not clear his debts of honour soon, he would be ruined, and banished from his beloved regiment. Bile rose in his throat. While this babbling old lunatic was sitting on the family fortune, talking to insects and making a fool of herself, he was on the verge of disaster. Why did she cling to life so tenaciously, when her only living relative was in such dire need of an inheritance?

As the prioress climbed awkwardly from her chair, a pair of ferrets peered out from the folds of her robes, eying the captain suspiciously. ‘More wine,’ she demanded, but the servants had long since gone to their beds, so she waved at her scowling nephew. ‘Come,’ she slurred, sounding as drunk as the captain felt. ‘The cellars.’

The captain moistened his lips and grinned. This was it. This was his chance. Away from the others, in the cavernous cellars of the prioress’s townhouse, there could be an accident… The old bat had been drinking all night. A blow to the head could be easily explained.

As they staggered through a series of creaking, gloomy passageways, Captain Zelter had to shove his way past dogs, ponies and potbellied pigs. These animals had inherited his ancestral home, staining the rugs with their filth and scraping the oak panelling with their claws and hooves.

The prioress continued to babble merrily to herself as she led the way. ‘The rabbits in Averland have learned to paint portraits of each other.’ She paused beneath a gilt-framed canvas. It was smeared with muck. ‘They adopt all the latest techniques, but their skill is grounded in good, honest draftsmanship.’ She paused, and turned to her nephew with a frown. ‘Draftsrabbitship?’

The captain gave a noncommittal grunt and shoved his gibbering aunt through the next doorway.

The oil lamps had been extinguished hours ago and the only light came from a single candlestick. The weak flame flickered over mounds of slumbering beasts and piles of broken furniture.

As they turned a corner, a snarling face loomed out of the darkness.

‘By the gods!’ cried the captain. ‘What’s that?’

The prioress lifted her candle to reveal a stuffed head mounted on the wall. It was a huge rodent with long, jagged canines and a pair of glittering rubies for eyes. She gave her nephew a surprised frown. ‘Surely you’ve heard the tales of the underfolk?’

The captain cursed, annoyed with himself for jumping at shadows. Now that he saw it more clearly, he realised that the thing was just a grotesque portmanteau of animal parts, crudely sewn together. ‘Ah yes, a ratman.’ His voice was utterly deadpan. ‘Of course.’

The prioress missed the captain’s sarcasm and her bloodshot eyes glittered with excitement. ‘Exactly. A denizen of the Under-Empire.’

Captain Zelter raised his eyebrows.

The prioress dusted the head with her sleeve and smiled. ‘This one was a great warlord; perhaps the greatest. Its name was Longfang.’

The captain gestured onwards down the corridor, eager to kill his aunt as quickly as possible, before he lost his nerve. ‘Are the cellars this way?’

The prioress nodded and headed down an unadorned passageway that ended in a single, rough-hewn door. ‘Longfang was a legend amongst the underfolk. It carried a halberd charged with a magic stone that made it incredibly powerful. It slew hundreds, maybe even thousands, of its own kind, carving out a vast kingdom beneath the Empire.’

Ancient stone steps slumped down into the shadows. ‘This way?’ The captain’s head was still spinning from the wine, but he could feel his resolve slipping. Was he really a murderer? To kill someone in the heat of battle was one thing, but this…?

The prioress ignored his question as she began climbing awkwardly down the steps. ‘In fact, if anything, Longfang was too powerful.’ She paused for breath at the bottom step. ‘Such bravery is unnatural amongst the underfolk. Its deeds were bound to be noticed.’

The captain decided to distract his aunt with a question as he looked for a suitably blunt weapon. ‘Tell me, Magdalena, how did the Old World’s most famous rat lord end up with its head on your wall? Did you kill it yourself?’

The prioress let out a derisive snort. ‘Don’t be ridiculous. I’ve never travelled to the Under-Empire. If I had, I’d be insane by now.’

The captain shook his head. ‘Imagine that.’

‘The underfolk are ruled by thirteen devious, cowardly kings,’ she continued, lifting her candle to one of the barrels. ‘They were terrified by the warlord’s power and swore to destroy Longfang.’

The captain grunted to imply he was still following the story but he was actually engrossed in his weapon hunt. He had found the remains of an empty barrel and was trying to extract one of the shattered planks without making too much noise.

‘The skaven warlord fought desperately as it saw its enemies closing in, determined to hold on to the domain it had carved with its own claws. The Under-Empire was rocked by a vast, bloody war.’ The prioress paused and held out her hand without turning around. ‘Your glass, boy.’

The captain stepped quickly away from the broken barrel and handed over his empty glass. He hid the jagged plank behind his back.

The old woman gave him the wine and continued. ‘But the harder Longfang fought, the more sure the thirteen kings were that it had to die. They raised an army like nothing the Under-Empire had seen before. Even Longfang’s blazing halberd could not turn it back and, one by one, as they saw defeat looming, the warlord’s generals started to plot against him.’

The captain scowled as his fingers sank into the piece of wood. It was completely rotten. He cursed under his breath and let it slip to the floor.

‘Just as it seemed that Longfang was on the verge of defeat, a hooded, grey-furred stranger entered its lair, offering a last chance at victory. Claiming to be the infamous sorcerer, Grey Seer Slinktail, it offered to teach Longfang a powerful secret: an ancient curse, known as the cankerworm. Such magic could easily turn the tide of a battle, but there was a condition. Longfang would have to show allegiance to Grey Seer Slinktail. The warlord would have to wear an iron medallion around its neck, cast in the shape of the sorcerer’s rune – making it clear to the whole Under-Empire that Longfang was in thrall to Slinktail. All would know that the warlord’s victory over the thirteen kings was only made possible by the sorcerer’s dark magic.’

The prioress shook her head, oblivious to her nephew, who had drawn his sword and was studying the hilt. ‘Longfang bristled at the idea of sharing its triumph, but it was that or face imminent death. As the warlord grudgingly swore to wear the iron badge, the rune glittered and sank deep into its chest armour. Then, with a satisfied nod, the sorcerer handed over the ancient curse in the form of a potent, luminous green salve to coat the warlord’s weapons.’

The captain raised his sword and stepped closer, preparing to silence the old woman forever.

The prioress continued. ‘As Longfang led its army in a fierce counterattack, the poisonous weapons took effect. A mutating disease struck down the warlord’s enemies, turning them into bloated, spineless lumps. The warlord howled victoriously and took its army to the throne room of the thirteen kings, demanding that they kneel and worship their new emperor.’

The old woman shook her head. ‘Only then did Grey Seer Slinktail reappear. It offered to destroy Warlord Longfang for the thirteen kings – at a price, of course. The kings looked at the mewling, slug-like remains of their army and agreed, willing to pay Slinktail anything, if it could rid them of the warlord. The sorcerer laughed at their pitiful entreaties. Then, with a wave of its claws, it detonated the medallion embedded in Longfang’s chest armour. The iron rune contained the cankerworm in its purest, most virulent form and the warlord exploded like a green firework, scattering body parts in all directions and sending its head spinning off into a fast-flowing sewer.’

The captain tried to swing his sword but found he did not have the strength. His arm suddenly felt incredibly heavy.

The prioress turned to face him, showing no surprise at the sight of the raised weapon. And there was something else odd about her: all trace of madness had vanished from her gaze. She nodded at the captain’s glass. ‘The cankerworm is visible for a while, before it has fully dissolved.’

The captain’s sword clattered to the floor as he looked at his half-finished drink. There were strange, green lights suspended in it.

His aunt gave him a sympathetic smile. ‘When Warlord Longfang’s head was discovered by a dockworker, he quickly realised it was infused with powerful magic – not quickly enough to avoid a pitiful fate, though. The explosion left the head highly contagious. Extracting the cankerworm without poisoning myself has been quite a challenge.’

The weakness in the captain’s arm spread to the rest of his body and he dropped heavily to the cellar floor. ‘Why?’ he croaked.

The prioress lowered her voice and leaned closer. Her words had lost their lilting, lunatic edge and were now full of venom. ‘I know your kind, nephew. I know why you’re here. You’re a thief, just like all the others, but you won’t have my money. My animals rely on me. They need me.’ She waved her candle around the cellar and revealed a mass of pale, limbless shapes, struggling across the cobbled floor. Their faces retained hints of humanity but, more than anything, they resembled giant, bloated rats.

As the captain felt his body softening and expanding he tried to cry out, but all that emerged was a long, terrified screech.
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Voyage of the Sunspear

Ben Counter

Upon the seas east of Ulthuan, the fleet set sail. At its head was the magnificent Sunspear, a twin-hulled warship as swift as the wind itself, carried on sails of silk embroidered with the image of the Everqueen in her bower deep in Avelorn. Two hundred elven sailors in the livery of the Eataine citizen army manned repeater bolt throwers on the Sunspear’s prow and drilled with spear and bow on the deck.

Grand Admiral Caladoria of Lothern had the helm, spinning the gilded wheel this way and that to catch the subtlest eddies of the wind and keep her ship speeding on at the head of the fleet. Her gold-woven hair flowed behind her and the purple and white of her admiral’s uniform seemed to glow in the bright sun.

The fleet was one of the grandest that had ever sailed from Lothern’s gates in the present age. Archmage Galindorm had his own ship, its hull a deep azure, its sails wreathed in the smoke from hundreds of braziers mounted along the deck rails. A wizard’s tower rose from the aftcastle, and Galindorm himself, ancient and wizened in blue and silver robes, cast many-coloured lights into the sky as he read the portents for the voyage ahead. Fifty Sword Masters of Hoeth stood ranked up on the deck as magical winds blew down, conjured from the heavens to lend the fleet even greater grace across the waves.

Prince Keldorim served as Caladoria’s second in command, representing the royalty and aristocracy of Ulthuan, and he had taken to war in his family’s pleasure-yacht, fitted out with ramming spears of ensorcelled crystal and crewed by the elite spearmen of his household guard.

Swift dagger-shaped ships, which normally plied the seas off the Shadowlands of Ulthuan, cut through the waves on the fleet’s edge. They hunted the hated druchii pirates who preyed on the vulnerable coastal towns of that ill-starred region, but they were just as at home watching for threats that might seek to disrupt the swift progress of the fleet. Each ship had a roost of messenger birds with which they could send a signal to the rest of the armada should danger be sighted, and a complement of the sharpest-eyed Shadow Warriors perched atop their sails to keep watch on the horizon.

The Everqueen’s court had sent a cairn-ship which normally sailed the calm waters of Ulthuan’s inland sea, and which carried on its deck a circle of menhirs, between which crackled lances of blue-white energy. The cairn-ship siphoned the winds of magic into the air above the fleet, charging the sky itself with magic to be called down by the Grand Admiral’s wizards to command the very winds in the fleet’s sails.

A dozen ships of the line made up the backbone of the fleet, each one with sails emblazoned with the heraldry of a royal family of Ulthuan. Some bristled with bolt throwers, others teemed with bowmen and the marines of the Lothern Sea Guard ready to hurl boarding grapples and swing from the rigging onto the deck of an enemy ship. Some had starmetal prows to shatter enemy hulls, sharp enough to cut right through a battleship and leave it sinking without the elven craft even slowing down. Banners of worthy Ulthuan families hung everywhere, for it was their first sons and favoured daughters who helmed these ships and commanded their men. Some even carried Dragon Prince knights, without their warhorses for once, to lead the fighting elves on board. Contingents of White Lions, tough huntsmen from the forested lands of Chrace and Cothique, the Phoenix King’s own guard had berths among the fleet, for few in Ulthuan did not want to have their banner flying over the victories promised by the fleet.

The rear of the line was brought up by the Caledor Dawn, its prow a great dragon’s head plated in bronze, fifty oars along each flank pulled by the strongest sons of the mountainous region of Caledor. Into the dragon’s head was mounted an alchemical cannon that could fire a blast of liquid flame over the rigging and deck of an enemy ship. Its masters were a cabal of alchemists from the White Tower of Saphery, eager to show the genius of their weapon. The Caledor Dawn wore the colours of white and blue common to regiments and cavalry from Caledor, and pennants with the arms of countless alchemists and mages of Hoeth fluttered from her masts.

Grand Admiral Caladoria spun her ship’s wheel and the prow arrowed towards the south-east, where the fleet’s destination lay. In her cabin lay maps of great value and antiquity that picked out the rugged coastlines of the Old World, of Estalia and Araby, where had fled the pirates who had sought to plunder Ulthuan of her riches. They had approached the coast, committed petty acts of barbarity upon Ulthuan’s fair lands, and then fled like whipped dogs towards the places where men lived in what they called civilisation. Simple and brutish things these men were, often allies of the elves but just as often wayward and quarrelsome like children, easily corrupted and misled. It was up to the elves to teach them their place. War among yourselves if you wish, she thought, but leave your betters in Ulthuan alone.

The whole fleet wheeled to follow her, as swift and graceful as a flight of birds on the wing. The dagger-ships sped across the Sunspear’s prow, ever-watchful for an enemy foolish enough to stand in Caladoria’s path. Archmage Galindorm cried a word of power and the sky replied, a great wind whistling down. It filled the sails of the Sunspear and caught Caladaria’s hair, and every prow cut through the waves with the grace of the dolphins that leapt in their wake.

Captain Granitebrow peered at the sight of the fleet, then slid the periscope up into the ceiling before hawking a wad of tobacco into the spitoon. The rest of the crew of Grimnir’s Revenge sat at the controls, faces smeared dark from the smoke that leaked from the boilers.

‘Damn pointed-ears,’ he said. ‘Almost seems a pity to spoil their fun. Launch torpedoes.’
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LIKE FATHER, LIKE SON

Mark Latham

They had travelled half the night, father and son, over hill and dale and thick forest. The cold of the Middenland winter bit at them through their furs. The boy was too young for such hardships, though he was uncomplaining.

They had left the village of Breuna in the dead of night. Leaving the sanctuary of the palisade wall after dark was forbidden, but the father, Jens, was a hunter, known as the stealthiest man in the village, and the pair had evaded the night-watchmen with ease. They had walked for hours, skirting the foetid borders of the Midden Marches before thrusting north towards the shadow-haunted Drakwald. Jens never once lost his way, even without a light. The men of the north had hunted these lands for generations and the wilderness paths were ingrained on his memory.

‘Always be careful here, boy,’ Jens warned his son. ‘Goblins roam here of a night, and will make sport of a stripling like you. Even so, it’s safer than the highways. When night falls, bandits and brigands rule the roads, and even the wardens daren’t ride out. Goblins are wicked – it’s their nature – but men can be crueller still. Keep to the old trails, like I taught you.’ The boy had never seen a goblin in his five years, but he had seen bandits and even wardens. They both frightened him equally.

The boy listened intently, as he always did. He knew Jens was a great hunter. Even alone out here, with wolf-calls in the distance and barely a moon to guide them, the boy was not afraid. Not while he had his father.

It seemed an age before they reached the forest. Jens had brought them on a circuitous route over frost-hardened moors and part-frozen bogs. ‘Better to come this way, boy,’ he said. ‘Keep to the wilds. Stray towards the villages at night and you’ll have to answer to the watch, or parley with vagabonds. Always trust in your own strength; best not to rely on men.’ It seemed a harsh warning, but the boy nodded and trudged onwards beside his father.

As the trees grew thicker and the forest ahead of them grew as black as pitch, they looked back once more over the Midden Marches. A silver mist hung over the gentle valleys, masking the endless stretches of marshland that were home to the innumerable bones of long-dead warriors and the screeching spirits that guarded their damp tombs.

‘If you stand still and quiet of a night, boy,’ Jens said, ‘you’ll see them. You’ll think it’s the fog at first, drifting over the hills. But then you’ll see it move against the breeze and take the shapes of men, cursed to fight their final battle for the Marches over and over.’

The boy stared at the mist now, full of wonder, but he saw nothing but a few flickering green marsh-lights in the far distance.

Drakwald oaks and ironwoods towered above them, blocking out the stars and moons. The trails became harder to follow now; tanglethorns and fire-nettles snagged their clothes at every pace. Jens did not flinch even when the wicked barbs bit through his breeches and stung his flesh. Instead he picked up his boy and lifted him past the worst thickets, or slashed new paths with his hunting knife.

When the giant wolves came, the boy hid behind his father. Large red eyes shone in the darkness and the noise of their slavering in that still forest seemed deafening. Jens nocked an arrow and let fly almost as soon as the boy noticed the danger. A pair of eyes faded, like dying embers doused in water. The pack leader came next, large as a bear, plunging out of the darkness, the pale hair along its flanks forming a faint outline in the gloom. That was all the target Jens required. The old hunter loosed another arrow at close range and the wolf yelped as the shaft found its underbelly. A flash of steel and the job was finished. With mournful howls, the pack withdrew to find less aggressive prey.

‘Remember, boy, go for the belly or the throat. Kill them quick, for a wounded wolf is even more dangerous than a healthy one.’ He gave the boy his heavy blade and made him show what he had learned, slicing into the throat of the dead beast. Jens daubed the blood of the wolf onto his face, and onto his boy’s face. ‘To hide our scent, lest the wolves return,’ he said.

Hours passed as they struck into the Drakwald. Spiders the size of cats watched them hungrily from the canopies, whilst other, more noisome things shrank away from their approach.

Ahead, there came a light; a soft amber glow at first, but as they picked their way towards it they saw that it was a fire, set in a clearing ahead. They heard whooping and braying, sounds of unmistakeable merriment, all accompanied by the thrumming of drums. The cries grew louder, until father and son found themselves at the edge of the clearing, peering through the bushes.

Dozens of creatures cavorted around a bonfire, their bodies twisted, their heads bestial. These were half-men; beastmen. Some had magnificent antlers sprouting from their gnarled heads, others rams’ horns. Some looked more like horses or dogs, and others still like no animal Jens had even seen. They danced and writhed and fought, with the bodies of men and women but hooves and claws. From every bough around the clearing hung flayed animal carcasses – and worse – dripping blood onto the forest floor. The scene was maddening.

A shaman, clad in rags, with a mask of bone upon his massive head, cried out to the heavens, his arms stretched skywards in entreaty to some dark god. Then, slowly, the shaman turned his massive head to look upon their hiding place. Jens only cupped his son’s face, and said to him earnestly: ‘We are here, boy. Remember all that I have taught you, for it will serve you well. This is your family now. You must never return to Breuna. I can’t hide you any longer. The soldiers will kill you and I shall be arrested. Stay here and be free.’

The shaman stepped towards them, though none of the others paid them any heed. The boy tried in vain to form words. Tears shone in his large yellow eyes. The shaman drew nearer and Jens stood and turned away; he was resolute. It seemed the shaman would let him live, satisfied, perhaps, by the offering of a new warrior for his beast-herd.

The boy’s bestial moan was all but indistinct and he yanked at his father’s arm with a small, misshapen claw. Jens strode away, never looking back. He heard the grunt of the hideous, goat-headed shaman and the anguished cries of his accursed son. And with those cries ringing in his ears he marched back into the ebon forest, with the first tear he’d shed in five years freezing on his weathered cheek.
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THE LAST LITTLE BIT

Robert Earl

Winter had locked the Goldtooth brothers into the constricting stink of their burrow for over two months now and, within the pressure cooker of these narrowing walls, their sibling rivalry had risen to boiling point.

In past years Father Goldtooth had been able to control his sons, but now he was too ancient. Too weary. His offspring awaited his fall as saplings beneath a mighty oak await its collapse, the better to grow massive themselves.

Ogres, however, lack a sapling’s patience. Father Goldtooth had already been forced to kill two of his more ambitious heirs. It was to avoid having to kill any more that he had called for this sacred feast, the great competition that would decide his successor.

All eight of the remaining Goldtooths had started the contest, each hungry for the glory. Now, three days into proceedings, only Father Goldtooth and two of his sons, Greasus and Grond, remained.

The three of them sat squeezed around the bloodstained granite slab of their feasting table. By now their sweat-slicked hides burned as hot as furnaces, and their bodies had swollen up as fat as ticks. The humid air was greased with their stench. Even the flies which buzzed unseasonably through the stink seemed heavy, sluggish and ripe to burst.

Father Goldtooth, who had been the last to finish the previous trencher, rubbed some lard from his face into his beard and called for the next round.

‘Butcher,’ he bellowed, his voice booming through the burrow and setting its infestation of gnoblars cowering. ‘Bring us meat!’

Greasus and Grond roared their approval. Father Goldtooth, his face as impassive as the granite table itself, felt a burst of pride. It was right that one of these two would be his heir. Grond had the muscle to stop a charging thundertusk and Greasus had a gut as fat as that of a pregnant rhinox. Sons to be proud of indeed.

‘Meat you will have,’ the Goldtooth’s butcher said as he lurched in. The venerable creature was haloed by buzzing flies and his blood-stained apron bulged over the immensity of his gut as he heaved rough-hewn slabs of mutton on to the table. Splintered bone, sharp as fish hooks, threaded through the raw flesh.

Father Goldtooth felt his mouth water.

‘Dig in boys’ he said, and they did. As they bit into it they found the mutton to be lively with maggots, and the bone had a satisfying crunch as it shattered beneath their teeth. The remains of the three sheep disappeared with barely a belch.

‘More!’ Father Goldtooth roared. The butcher returned with rhinox heads, each a quarter of a tonne of bone, gristle and horn. The three contenders chewed through them with the determination of ogres who know that the odds are shortening by the mouthful.

‘More!’ Now the butcher brought them great leather buckets of slithering cave eels, as white and blind as maggots. Even with the heads bitten off they squirmed delightfully in the throat, but the ogres didn’t pause to savour them.

‘More!’ Dozens of mismatched hoofs were piled on the table, most already gnawed on by rats and gnoblars. For once, the ogres didn’t resent the theft. By now their gluttony had started to bring with it a terrible pain, and their porcine eyes glittered through a sheen of sweat and slobber.

‘More!’ they cried, and more there was. Trenchers of porridge made from ground stone and rhinox blood. Bundles of rotten pheasants, each a putrid bundle of feathers and melting meat. Planks of cured rhinox hide, jerky made from dried orc flesh, decayed wood alive with clusters of psychedelically coloured fungus.

Father and sons devoured these delicacies with a joyless determination. And then, instead of more food, all the butcher had left was bad news.

‘That’s it, lads,’ he said, wringing blood from his apron ‘You’ve eaten the lot. We’ve got nothing left.’

For a moment the ogres stared at him uncomprehendingly. They sat sodden and dazed in pools of their own sweat, their eyes glazed and the remains of their clothes stuck to them. The cloth had long since burst apart at the seams to reveal the slicked expanses of painfully distended fat beneath.

‘More?’ Grond slurred through a mouthful of bloody drool.

‘No.’ The butcher shook his head. ‘No more.’

Greasus rolled onto the floor with a wet smack. He groaned as he grabbed the back of his iron bound chair to pull himself up.

‘No more,’ Father Goldtooth wheezed, each word an agony ‘Then… Then it must be a draw.’

‘No!’ Greasus roared and, as he lifted the iron and oak chair above his head, his cry of defiance turned into one of sheer agony. All three ogres watched dumbfounded as he staggered towards his father and, with a scream that sent liquid spraying from his every orifice, brought the chair down onto the ancient’s skull.

There was a crack of iron and wood and bone and Father Goldtooth, tyrant for the past forty years, collapsed onto the table into a mass of blood and spilled brains.

The two brothers regarded the bulk of their late father as it lay cooling on the slab in front of them. He had taught them everything they knew about hunting, about fighting, about the lore of the tribe. He had been their guide. Their tyrant.

Now what he was was half a tonne of fresh meat.

‘I’ll do the honours then, shall I?’ the butcher asked after a moment of respectful silence.

Greasus collapsed back down onto the remains of his chair. Grond grunted in what could have been either assent or agony. The butcher got to work. Steel thwacked into muscle, crunched through bone, rang on granite. Blood splashed. When he had finished he paused, considered and then piled the two halves of their father’s dismembered corpse in front of the brothers.

Grond hesitated. Greasus didn’t. As soon as his share had spattered onto the table he fell upon it. After a moment, perhaps sensing that he was eating alone, he looked up.

Grond looked back at him through a red mist of agony, and as he did so remembered a lifetime of rivalry. Of fighting for their dam’s teat, for the first bite of a rat, for Father Goldtooth’s approval, although that was never asked for or given.

Grond grimaced and picked up the first of his own morsels.

The two ate in relative silence. Fresh meat didn’t have the squelch of the previous delicacies, nor did it seek to fight back. There was nothing to it but the purity of its sheer, stomach tearing volume.

Greasus felt something burst inside him. He ignored it. Grond was struck with the sudden urge to vomit. He massaged his own throat until the feeling passed.

A low groan of agony escaped from Greasus as he chewed through his late father’s skull and the splinters of wood that were buried in it. Grond noticed the beads of blood scattered across his own naked stomach. At first he assumed that they had dripped from his food, but as soon as he wiped them away they reappeared.

‘I’m sweating blood,’ he wheezed through a mouthful of flesh.

‘You will explode,’ Greasus told him, his voice flat with certainty.

Grond nodded. ‘So be it,’ he said.

The two continued, rivalry almost forgotten as they passed the pain barrier together. Numbness set in and it became difficult to hold the slithering flesh for long enough to cram into their tearing bodies. The ordeal lasted for ever until, miraculously, it was over.

‘That’s it,’ the butcher said with the simple humility of one who has witnessed greatness. ‘You’ve eaten him all. All apart from the last little bit.’

All three looked at the last little bit. It lay glistening on the blood-soaked stone.

‘More,’ Greasus croaked.

The butcher nodded.

‘Of course’, he said, raising his cleaver and chopping the last little bit into two halves.

And Grond vomited.

No, not vomited. Erupted. Every muscle contracted at once, turning him into a living bellows. His diaphragm tightened, his gullet spasmed, his stomach trembled and clenched.

A half-digested tide of rotten meat sprayed the room. It covered Greasus with a chunky slime. It covered the table, pooling for a moment before flowing over the edges and splattering onto the floor. It covered the walls and the rafters above.

Then the smell of it hit Grond, and he vomited again.

When he had finished, the three ogres watched each other through the rising steam. A few of the candles, those which had been shielded by the ogres’ dripping bodies, remained lit.

‘More,’ Greasus croaked again and the butcher, knowing that he was becoming part of history, fished through the waste to find Greasus’s half of the last little bit. He handed it to the champion who, without even wiping the vomit from his prize, swallowed it with a single crunching bite of gristle.

Grond, finally losing his poise, wept a bloody tear. Then, slumped and defeated, he dragged himself away to tend to his grief. Greasus paid him no heed. He merely waddled though the liquid filth of the feasting hall to the throne that awaited him at the head of the table. And that is how he began his reign, as a legend made of vomit, blood and sweat and, above all, of that last little bit.
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VOICES

by David Guymer

‘Mighty-great Queek,’ whined the voice. ‘Over-master asked you be wait-still.’

The warlord hissed angrily, writhing in his dilapidated throne like a viper. At last he settled, his legs hanging over the granite armrest, his long serpentine tail coiled like a noose around the tall dwarf-like form of the chair’s high back. Huffing with boredom, he arched his spine, stretching back and down and beyond the throne’s hard edge to collect the sword that lay amidst the shattered bones of conquest strewn about his warren. Idly, he bounced the flat of the blade against his nose.

‘Queek wait-wait,’ he grumbled, kicking his loose footpaws at imaginary foes, watching them bleed. He closed his eyes. He could almost taste the blood, almost hear the screams.

‘Grey seer come soon-soon, for certain-sure,’ reasoned the voice. ‘Best not anger grey-ones. Scary even for Queek, yes?’

‘Is that what they say?’ Queek snarled, his eyelids snapping violently open. ‘Is that what you squeak-talk when you think Queek not listen-hear? Well Queek always listen-hear, and Queek hate-hate grey seers!’

The speaker didn’t answer.

Wise, Queek thought.

Nudging himself upright onto his elbows he glared dead ahead to where, hunched beneath the low ceiling, loomed the near-complete skeleton of a troll. Queek stared at it for a long moment before shaking his head. No, it could not have been that. Boredom and paranoia were obviously making him crazy. The troll had no head, so how could he speak?

Not the troll then, so who? Which of these voices insisted on plaguing him?

His gaze washed over the four walls. From every direction, faces looked upon him, wide-eyed and open-mouthed. He basked in their chorus of approval, an awed susurrus that was always pleasing to his ears. They hung from great spikes driven into the earthen walls, and for every race that walked, crawled, or bled in this part of the world, there was a fragment of it on these walls. Here hung the tall, reedy skull of an elf, keeping company with a thick-browed orc. Over there, suspended above his entryway on a dozen spikes, mouldered the chitinous claw of a giant scorpion. Every single one of them had fallen by his paw and every one had earned their place on his wall. Still more miscellaneous scraps of bone littered the floor. Queek’s attention span was short, but nothing was thrown away.

His gaze lingered on the elf. Darthurian was his name, a ranger who had thought to delve into Queek’s dominion. Queek grinned, prodding his tongue with his blade until the sharp point summoned a bead of blood. He swallowed it greedily, the metallic taste taking him right back to the moment when it had been Darthurian’s blood welling in his mouth. The elf had been quicker than most – but not as fast as Queek.

‘Elf blood tasty-sweet like honey, yes-yes?’ He tittered as Darthurian glared silently, empty eyes void with rage. He sighed when the elf would still not answer. A pity. Darthurian normally had such a sharp tongue. ‘Too bad you have no little elf-friends,’ he continued. ‘Queek so bored without dwarf-thing or orc-thing to fight. If more elf-thing here too then maybe Queek have meat to kill.’ Wistfully, he licked at his paw with his bloody tongue, using the dampened claws to preen the hard black fur behind his ears, his eyes thoughtful and far away. ‘Queek hear-tells of whole island of elf-things. A magic place far over the sea.’

Darthurian remained defiant in his silence.

‘Yes-yes!’ Queek snapped, leaping from his throne in a sudden fit of energy. ‘Queek sail-go to elf-place. He conquer all elf-things and all will know the glory of Queek!’ He snarled at the obstinate elf, daring him to disagree.

‘But… what of grey seer?’

‘Hah!’ Queek squeaked, pressing his snout against Darthurian’s arrogant face. ‘Queek think-smell you not like-like. Queek kill all elf-things, then maybe Queek not speak to you any more. Maybe find better elf-thing, maybe you live on floor with others.’ His paw swept across the broken shards that littered the warren. Every so often, one of them shifted with the burrowing of the many rats that laired beneath the carpet of bone. ‘What you think of that?’

‘Is masterful plan, most cunning-wise of generals. Is just… no skaven ever go-seek elf-place. How we get there?’

‘How?’ shrieked Queek as he tore the skull of Darthurian from its mount. His eyes burned into its vacant orbs. White foam dripped from his fangs, coursing down Darthurian’s gaunt cheeks like tears as though the claws stabbing into his cranium caused him pain. ‘Queek sail. In boat. Stupid-slow elf-thing, Queek hate elf-thing!’

‘Elf-thing? I–’

With a shrill squeal, Queek flung the skull from his paw. It travelled barely a foot before shattering against the stone-carved dwarf face that glowered from the head of his throne, tiny white pieces of bone raining down onto the seat. From a standing leap, Queek sprung on to the throne, his claws gripping the grey rock back as his footpaws ground the delicately-boned Darthurian into powder. All the while, he whispered into his whiskers like a bitter chant. ‘Stupid-slow elf-thing…’

Movement from behind the throne made his eyes narrow. How long had that been lurking there? He squinted around the high back, his claws gouging ever deeper into the granite face as the shape came into focus. A word arose, surfacing from the red flood of madness. A name.

‘Ska,’ he whispered, uttering the name of his lieutenant.

In response, the huge, black-furred warrior bobbed his head low, his hunched shoulders and wrung paws contriving to make the otherwise imposing fangleader seem small. ‘Grey Seer Razzel be here soon-soon. Certain sure, he bring orders for fighting.’

Queek released his grip and jumped down, bone crunching beneath his footpaws. He played his feet through the mess of bones and skulls, enjoying the clacking and chattering of their unquiet voices. He brought up his paw as if seeing for the first time the sword that was held there, its serrated edge still wet with black blood.

Yes, he remembered, from the green-thing raid about an hour ago.

His heart sank. A whole hour.

‘Come-come,’ he said, sweeping past his terrified underling. ‘Fetch-find Queek’s armour, we find dwarf-meat to kill!’ The warlord thumped his chest, his mad eyes gleaming like fiery jewels. ‘Stupid-slow elf-thing, Queek wait for no rat, they wait on Queek!’

Ska’s lips twitched nervously. ‘Er, yes-yes, most perceptive of masters, stupid-slow elf-thing…’








ABOUT THE AUTHOR

It has been many long years since David Guymer first succumbed to the Curse of the Horned Rat. In that time, he has appeased his dark master by devoting his energies to the study of the plagues of mankind. By the hours of daylight he prods hopefully at bacterial strains until they bend to his diseased will, but with the coming of darkness he retreats to his burrow to write stories of magic and chaos as he plots the downfall of the surface-dwellers.






[image: thanquol.jpg]






A BLACK LIBRARY PUBLICATION

Published in 2012 by Black Library, Games Workshop Ltd., Willow Road, Nottingham, NG7 2WS, UK

© Games Workshop Limited 2012. All rights reserved.

Black Library, the Black Library logo, Games Workshop, the Games Workshop logo and all associated marks, names, characters, illustrations and images from the Warhammer universe are either ®, TM and/or © Games Workshop Ltd 2011, variably registered in the UK and other countries around the world. All rights reserved.

A CIP record for this book is available from the British Library.

ISBN 978-0-85787-660-7

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise except as expressly permitted under license from the publisher.

This is a work of fiction. All the characters and events portrayed in this book are fictional, and any resemblance to real people or incidents is purely coincidental.

See the Black Library on the internet at

blacklibrary.com

Find out more about Games Workshop’s world of Warhammer and the Warhammer 40,000 universe at

www.games-workshop.com








eBook license

This license is made between:

Games Workshop Limited t/a Black Library, Willow Road, Lenton, Nottingham, NG7 2WS, United Kingdom (“Black Library”); and

(2) the purchaser of an e-book product from Black Library website (“You/you/Your/your”)

(jointly, “the parties”)

These are the terms and conditions that apply when you purchase an e-book (“e-book”) from Black Library. The parties agree that in consideration of the fee paid by you, Black Library grants you a license to use the e-book on the following terms:

* 1. Black Library grants to you a personal, non-exclusive, non-transferable, royalty-free license to use the e-book in the following ways:

o 1.1 to store the e-book on any number of electronic devices and/or storage media (including, by way of example only, personal computers, e-book readers, mobile phones, portable hard drives, USB flash drives, CDs or DVDs) which are personally owned by you;

o 1.2 to access the e-book using an appropriate electronic device and/or through any appropriate storage media; and

* 2. For the avoidance of doubt, you are ONLY licensed to use the e-book as described in paragraph 1 above. You may NOT use or store the e-book in any other way. If you do, Black Library shall be entitled to terminate this license.

* 3. Further to the general restriction at paragraph 2, Black Library shall be entitled to terminate this license in the event that you use or store the e-book (or any part of it) in any way not expressly licensed. This includes (but is by no means limited to) the following circumstances:

o 3.1 you provide the e-book to any company, individual or other legal person who does not possess a license to use or store it;

o 3.2 you make the e-book available on bit-torrent sites, or are otherwise complicit in ‘seeding’ or sharing the e-book with any company, individual or other legal person who does not possess a license to use or store it;

o 3.3 you print and distribute hard copies of the e-book to any company, individual or other legal person who does not possess a license to use or store it;

o 3.4 You attempt to reverse engineer, bypass, alter, amend, remove or otherwise make any change to any copy protection technology which may be applied to the e-book.

* 4. By purchasing an e-book, you agree for the purposes of the Consumer Protection (Distance Selling) Regulations 2000 that Black Library may commence the service (of provision of the e-book to you) prior to your ordinary cancellation period coming to an end, and that by purchasing an e-book, your cancellation rights shall end immediately upon receipt of the e-book.

* 5. You acknowledge that all copyright, trademark and other intellectual property rights in the e-book are, shall remain, the sole property of Black Library.

* 6. On termination of this license, howsoever effected, you shall immediately and permanently delete all copies of the e-book from your computers and storage media, and shall destroy all hard copies of the e-book which you have derived from the e-book.

* 7. Black Library shall be entitled to amend these terms and conditions from time to time by written notice to you.

* 8. These terms and conditions shall be governed by English law, and shall be subject only to the jurisdiction of the Courts in England and Wales.

* 9. If any part of this license is illegal, or becomes illegal as a result of any change in the law, then that part shall be deleted, and replaced with wording that is as close to the original meaning as possible without being illegal.

* 10. Any failure by Black Library to exercise its rights under this license for whatever reason shall not be in any way deemed to be a waiver of its rights, and in particular, Black Library reserves the right at all times to terminate this license in the event that you breach clause 2 or clause 3.





6/images/00003.jpeg
The Empire’s most pious champion must stand
against the forces of Chaos.

Buy now from blacklibrary.com

READ IT FIRST

blacklibrary.com





5/cover.jpeg
3@@%@@

SUNSPEAR

EEEEEEEEEE





7/images/00003.jpeg
INEATER

Guarding a merchant caravan in the Ogre
Kingdoms, Gotrek finds himself part of an ogre
tribe’s power struggle, while Felix strikes up a

friendship with a beautiful fellow writer.
A short story from Gotrek and Felix: The Anthology

Buy now from blacklibrary.com

READ IT FIRST

blacklibrary.com .





4/cover.jpeg
WARHAMMER
Ta0200,

(CELEBRATING 15 YEARS OF THE BLACK LIBRARY

CANKERWORM

Darius HINKS
.

K

A SKAVEN SHORT STORY





7/cover.jpeg
e &Y

' 'WARHAMMER '
THE LAST
LITTLE BIT
ROBERT EARL





1/cover_image.jpg
Plague priest

Unknown

=
=4
[a's)
—
—
5






2/cover_image.jpg
Deathmasque

Unknown

=
=4
[a's)
—
—
5






8/images/00003.jpeg
VATADEIARK
WARHAMMER

Features characters from the Gotrek & Felix sri

THANQUOI S DOOM

BY C-L- WERNER

Upon his return to the Old World, the ambitious Grey Seer
“Thanquol is coerced into leading an army against the
dwarfs of Karak Angkul.

‘Witness the outcome at blacklibrary.com and the iBookstore

&





8/cover.jpeg
ALQUEEK HEADTAKER SHORT'STORY, 4






4/images/00003.jpeg
Prince Sigvald the Magnificent has struck a pact with his
Slaaneshi masters that bestows incredible power and beauty, but
drives him to ever greater acts of hedonism.

His story unfolds at blacklibrary.com and the iBookstore

oS





6/cover.jpeg
LIKE FATHER,
LIKE SON

MARK LATHAM






cover.jpg





3/cover_image.jpg
The march of doom

Unknown

=
=4
[a's)
—
—
5






5/images/00003.jpeg
ILLIAM KING

CALEDOR

High elf heroes Tyrion and Teclis venture into
the deadly jungles of Lustria on a desperate
hunt for the lost sword of Caledor Dragontamer,
the fabled Sunfang.

Buy now from blacklibrary.com

READ IT FIRST

blacklibrary.com





