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DEAD MAN’S HAND



Nick Kyme
 
THE GUARD WAS dead. He fell to the ground at Krieger’s feet, his broken neck a pulpy, twisted mass.
Krieger clenched a fist, felt the knuckles crack. It was good to kill again. He regarded the corpse impassively from above, rubbing the angry red rings around his wrists left by the manacles.
A sound beyond the dungeon gate alerted him. He ducked down and slowly dragged the guard’s body away from the viewing slit, then waited, listening intently in the gloom. He heard only his own breath and the mind-numbing retort of dripping water from the sewer beneath.
Rising slowly, Krieger felt anew the bruises from the beatings they had given him. He’d sobbed as they’d done it. They’d become complacent and negligent, removing his manacles and leg irons to make beating him easier. The mistake had cost one guard his life, but Krieger’s retribution was just beginning.
Krieger heaved the guard’s corpse along a stone floor, thick with grime, shushing him mockingly, touching his finger to his lips. He was alone in an interrogation cell. There were no windows and it smelled of vomit and blood. At the back of the chamber was a cot. The rest of the room, dank and filth-smeared, was empty save for a single wooden chair, bolted to the floor. Short chains were fixed to it. Spatters of Krieger’s blood showed up, dark and thick, around it.
The witch hunter would be here soon, the guard had boasted of it. Working quickly, Krieger concealed the guard’s body beneath a stinking, lice-ridden blanket. The man had the sloping forehead and common features of a low-born; the blanket seemed oddly fitting as a mortuary veil. Donning the guard’s helmet, he quickly carved a symbol into the dead man’s flesh with his dagger.
After he was finished, Krieger fixed his attention back on the vision slit.
 
THREE SHARP RAPS came from the other side of the door. Volper sprang to his feet. He fumbled with the iron keys, slipping one into the lock. Bolts scraping, he opened the vision slit.
‘I ‘ope you spat in that gruel,’ he said, peering through it as he eased the door open a crack. A shadowy figure wearing a helmet looked back at him. As it drew close Volper saw bloodshot eyes, filled with murderous intent.
Instinctively, stupidly, the guard reached for his sword with shaking fingers. Looking back through the vision slit, he saw a flash of steel.
 
KRIEGER RAMMED THE dagger through the vision slit, driving it into the guard’s eye. Wedging his foot into the door, he reached around and pushed him thrashing onto the blade. Krieger held him there a moment, waiting patiently for the spasms to subside. Then, opening the door inwards, he allowed Volper’s body to fall inside.
Krieger stepped over the guard’s body and into the sickly light of the corridor. There was a sewer grate a few feet away. Krieger padded up to it and saw it was embedded with rust and slime. Age and wear had weakened it though. With effort, cold gnawing at him as he perspired, he carved away the filth at the edges of the sewer grate with the guard’s dagger, stopping occasionally to listen for signs of intrusion.
Using the fallen guard’s sword he levered the grate open, sliding and scraping it to one side. A foul stench assailed him. Krieger ignored it, pushing the grate wide open. He went back to the dead guard, took the man’s boots and put them on before pushing the body into the sewer. There was a dull splash as the guard hit the turgid water below. Krieger followed, standing on a slim ledge inside the sewer tunnel and pulling the grate back. With a final glance up into the dungeon, he plunged into the mire beneath.
Effluent came up to his waist and he held his breath against the horrible sunk, wading through it quickly. A half-devoured animal carcass bobbed in the filthy water like a macabre buoy. The guard’s body was gone; weighed down by his armour the sea of waste had swallowed him.
After several long minutes, the sewage began to ebb and Krieger saw a circle of faint and dingy light ahead. He waded towards it - the hope of his freedom his incentive - and emerged from the edge of the tunnel into the day.
Blinking back the harsh light, Krieger looked down into a rocky gorge. Beyond that, the surrounding land was thick with pine. But from his vantage point he could see a stream. It ran all the way out of the forest and to a settlement, about a mile from the edge of the tree-line. Krieger saw chimney smoke spiralling into the turbulent sky. He knew this place.
Climbing carefully but urgently, Krieger made his way down the rocky embankment, negotiating a mass of boulders and slipping occasionally on scattered scree. Gratefully, he descended into the thick forest and kept running until he came upon a clearing. Krieger took a moment to appreciate his freedom, filling his lungs with the smell of it and gazing into the heavens. Clouds crept across the sky, filled with the threat of rain, as the wind steadily picked up.
Without time to linger, Krieger moved on and found the stream he had seen from the edge of the tunnel. He ran into it and eagerly washed away the sewer stench. Following the stream, he soon reached the fringe of the forest. The town was ahead. It was waiting for him. Dark clouds gathered above it, echoing Krieger’s mood.
Clenching his fists, he said, ‘There will be a reckoning.’
 
THE TOWN SQUARE of Galstadt was alive with people. Thronging crowds clapped and danced and laughed as jugglers, fire-eaters and all manner of street entertainers dazzled them with their skill and pantomime. Huge garlands hung from windows and archways; acrobats leapt and whirled amongst the crowds and flower petals filled the air with dazzling colour. Even the darkening sky overhead could not dampen the carnival mood.
A massive cheer erupted from the townsfolk and assembled soldiery as a vast and ornate casket was brought into view. Held aloft by six proud men-at-arms, it shimmered with an unearthly lustre. Behind it rode a retinue of knights mounted on snorting steeds, austere and powerful in full armour. The crowds gathered in their hundreds to welcome the return of their count and his brave knights.
As he rode through the town, Count Gunther Halstein regarded the crowds impassively. His steed stumbled on a loose cobblestone and moved its flank awkwardly. A sudden sharp pain seared Count Gunther’s chest, just below his heart, and he grimaced.
‘My lord?’ Bastion, Gunther’s knight captain, was at his side immediately. ‘Is it your wound?’
Irritably, the count waved away Bastion’s concern. ‘These people,’ he whispered, resuming his smiling facade, ‘they know nothing of the sacrifice, Bastion, the danger beyond these walls.’
‘No, they do not,’ Bastion replied. His voice held a tinge of knightly arrogance. ‘But we survived the Lands of the Dead, with the prize,’ he added. ‘Let them bask.’
Bastion flashed a confident smile, but the count’s gaze travelled upward, to the banner of their order fluttering in the growing breeze; a heart wreathed in flames. Framed against a steel sky, it reminded him of an animal struggling for breath.
For Count Gunther, the endless desert was never far from his thoughts. Despite the cold, he still felt the sun on his back, the sand in his throat and the maddening silence of windless days.
Thunder rumbled overhead, rousing the count from his dark reverie. Ahead of the returning crusaders, the great wooden gates of his keep opened. Rain was falling as the knights filed in, filling the great courtyard beyond. Count Gunther was the last of them. He lingered in the gateway and failed to notice the dispersing crowds as he watched the darkening horizon.
‘A storm is coming,’ he muttered.
The doors closed, throwing their shadow upon him, shutting the outside world from his sight.
 
LENCHARD THE WITCH hunter stalked from the cell, his hard footfalls resonant against the dungeon floor. He was followed by two templars, wearing the black steel armour of Morr.
The three of them walked quickly down the long corridor from the cell and approached a shallow set of stone steps that led up to the barracks of Thorne Keep. A nigh-on impregnable bastion, the keep rested on a broad spike of rock, surrounded by pine forest. It was a garrison for the Elector Count of Stirland’s soldiery, with thick and high walls, so it was also used as a place to hold and interrogate prisoners. Never had one of the detainees escaped - until now.
A guard, a thin, fraught-looking man, wearing a studded leather hauberk and kettle helmet, was waiting for Lenchard and the two templars. The witch hunter emerged menacingly from the gloom. ‘The prisoner is gone,’ he muttered darkly.
Dieter Lenchard was thick-set, even beneath his leather armour, his facial features bony and well-defined. He wore a severe expression, framed by a tight-fitting skull cap stretched over his head, and the guardsman balked at his formidable presence.
‘Where is your sergeant?’ Lenchard asked.
The guard tried to muster his voice but could only point towards the steps.
‘Captain Reiner,’ the witch hunter said, without looking back as he addressed one of the templars, the older of the two, a stern looking man with short black hair and cold eyes. Lenchard marched up the steps, black cloak lashing in his wake, ‘with me.’
Reiner turned to the other templar beside him, a bald giant that looked as if he were made of stone, ‘Halbranc, wait here until Sigson has finished his work.’
Halbranc nodded and faced the quailing guard.
Like the Black Knights of Morr, the templars’ breastplates and greaves were etched with symbols of death and mortality. For many they were a bad omen of impending doom and misfortune.
Confronted with Halbranc, the guard swallowed hard and made the sign of Sigmar.
The massive templar folded his arms and leaned forward. Close up, the guard could see a patchwork of old scars as the shadows pooled into the chiselled depths of the templar’s face. Halbranc snarled at him.
The guard shrank away, finding the solid, unyielding wall at his back.
‘That’s enough,’ said Reiner in a cold voice that came from above. ‘Yes, Captain Reiner,’ Halbranc said dutifully. He looked into the guard’s fearful eyes and smiled. ‘Just you and me now, my friend,’ he whispered.
 
MIKAEL, A YOUNG TEMPLAR of Morr, waited in the courtyard of Thome Keep, just outside the stables. His comrades, the twins Valen and Vaust, were with him, standing silently. The three of them had been left with the knights’ horses, while Reiner, Halbranc and their warrior priest, Sigson, conducted their investigations. It was to be a short stay it seemed - the portcullis was raised and the drawbridge lowered for their departure.
Reiner emerged from the entrance to the barracks, as impassive and unemotional as ever.
‘Make our steeds ready,’ he said to them as he approached, ‘we are leaving soon.’
The twins moved quickly to the stables and began immediately untying the horses’ reins, testing stirrups and checking saddles. ‘What happened?’ Mikael asked. Reiner fixed the young templar with an icy glare. ‘The prisoner has escaped.’
‘How is that possible?’
Reiner kept his gaze on Mikael for a moment. The penetrating silence held an unspoken question. It was one Mikael was familiar with, the threat Reiner saw in all inquiring minds.
‘By killing at least one of the guards,’ he explained coldly.
A pistol shot echoed around the stone courtyard from the barracks.
All in the courtyard started at the sound. The horses whinnied in fear, Valen and Vaust gripping their reins tightly, patting the beasts’ flanks to soothe them. Only Reiner betrayed no emotion, as hollow and deadly as the shot reverberating around the keep. It had come from the direction of the cells.
After a moment, Lenchard appeared, tucking a smoking pistol into his belt. Valen held the reins to the witch hunter’s steed, which he’d walked from the stables. Without a word, Lenchard took them, securing his pistols and sabre before mounting up. The young templar bowed his head respectfully.
‘Inform your priest,’ the witch hunter said to Reiner, ‘the guard sergeant is in need of Morr’s blessing.’
Reiner gathered the reins of his own horse, utterly unmoved. ‘How long do we have?’ he asked the witch hunter curtly.
Lenchard steadied his steed. His eyes were dark rings of shadow, his face a pepper-wash of stubble.
‘The heretic may have an hour, possibly two hours’ head start.’
Reiner turned to Valen and Vaust and said, ‘Ride on ahead, find his trail.’
The twins nodded as one. Sometimes their seemingly empathic synchronicity was unnerving, Mikael thought, as he watched them mount up and ride swiftly through the gates.
‘Once Sigson is done speaking to the dead guard we will join them,’ Reiner said, noting the look of veiled disgust on the witch hunter’s face. He ignored it and switched his attention to Mikael.
Ever since that night at Hochsleben, when Kalten had died at the hands of the crazed mortician Merrick, the captain of Morr had watched Mikael closely. The young templar had foreseen his comrades’ death in a vision, but spoke nothing of it to Reiner. But he suspected something, Mikael was certain of it. Only Sigson knew for sure.
‘He yielded nothing.’ The warrior priest Sigson came out of the darkness, face drawn and laboured. Communication with the dead was a gift from their god Morr, protector of the deceased, but it was taxing and often left the priest weak. ‘He had a violent death, but that is all I could tell.’
Halbranc followed Sigson. The terrified guard came after, scurrying quickly past the giant templar and into the courtyard.
Reiner was about to mount up when Sigson’s voice stopped him. ‘However, his face bore some interesting wounds.’
The captain’s expression was questioning.
‘A mark; carved after death, I believe.’
‘A ritual mark?’ Mikael asked, abruptly aware of Reiner’s gaze upon him, his silence penetrating, searching.
‘Perhaps. There was little time for examination. I suspect the other guard was dumped in the sewer. I have performed the binding rites on the body we do have though,’ said Sigson, ‘and our dead watch sergeant,’ he added for Lenchard’s benefit.
Reiner addressed the guard who had followed Halbranc out.
‘Have your men go down there and find him, it might provide some clue to the fugitive’s whereabouts.’
‘No,’ Lenchard stated curtly, ‘I know where Krieger is going. There is but one thing occupying his mind.’
This time it was the witch hunter who received Reiner’s questioning gaze.
‘The thing that dominates the mind of any killer regarding his captors,’ Lenchard said, pausing to steer his horse toward the gate, ‘revenge.’
 
KRIEGER WATCHED THE road from his shelter in the trees. The chilling rain ran off the leafy canopy above and down his face and neck. He crouched, betraying no sign of discomfort. A figure loomed through the downpour, coming towards him. It was a farmer, driving his cart hard, cloak wrapped tight around his body, his hood drawn against the lashing rain. The cart drew nearer, and all other sounds faded. Krieger heard only his own breath. He drew the stolen dagger from his belt and waited until the cart came so close he could see into the man’s eyes. The rain smothered Krieger’s approach. Lightning cracked. The flash from the blade was the last thing the driver ever saw.
 
COUNT GUNTHER WAS alone in the dark, empty hall. He sat upon an ornate throne set in the centre of the room. A large window threw grey light into the darkness, illuminating a huge tapestry which dominated the wall before him. The man depicted in it looked just like the count.
Gunther raised a silver goblet to the portrait as he regarded his likeness. A twisted, haggard man bedecked in finery and the coldness of wealth, stared back at him. At the edge of the tapestry were the names of all his forefathers. Soon his would be added to them.
‘To you, father.’ His voice was edged with bitterness. ‘You would be proud.’
Gunther slumped in the seat, exhausted. As the room grew darker he closed his eyes, remembering the desert.
Krieger knelt before him in the stillness of the tent, head bent low. The night was chill and Count Gunther repressed a shudder as he regarded the traitor. Krieger was stripped to the waist; arms and armour removed. Bastion and Rogan waited either side, watching the prisoner. Despite the cold, he did not shiver, nor make any sound or motion.
‘You are accused of heresy,’ Gunther told him. ‘You stole these dark manuscripts from the tomb, why?’ He brandished the scrolls before him in a gauntleted hand.
Krieger said nothing.
‘Answer me!’ Gunther struck his captive hard across the face. Krieger fell to the ground hard but, with effort, dragged himself up.
‘What was your purpose here?’ Gunther hissed, seizing Krieger’s chin to face him.
The traitor’s eyes were cold and penetrating. ‘To kill you.’
Krieger head butted the count hard in the face. Springing forward he ripped a dagger from Gunther’s belt, ramming it into the count’s chest.
Bastion and Rogan dove upon Krieger. Rogan punched the traitor in the neck, bringing him down as Bastion disarmed him.
With a grimace, Gunther withdrew the dagger. Blood seeped from the wound onto his tunic. Cries for the surgeon filled his senses as madness and panic took hold.
Thunder resonated around the chamber. Count Gunther awoke, startled. White heat burned in his chest, as fresh pain sprang from the wound. He looked up, suddenly aware of someone else in the room.
Captain Bastion waited in the shadows. He had taken off his armour and now wore a simple grey tunic and leather breeches, though he still carried a sword at his belt.
‘Bastion.’ The statement held an unspoken question.
‘A matter has arisen that requires your attention, my liege,’ Bastion said, bowing respectfully. ‘This incessant rain threatens the banks of the Averlecht; there is a danger they may burst.’
The count saw the rain thrashing hard against the window. It was the first time he’d noticed it.
‘I have workers buoying up the bank with earth and sandbags,’ Bastion told his master. ‘There is little else to be done.’
‘Good. Keep me informed and I will visit the site in the morning.’
‘As you wish, sire.’ Bastion bowed, and walked away. He was almost at the door when Gunther spoke. ‘What of the other matter?’ he asked.
‘It has been secured as instructed,’ Bastion said, without looking back, and left the room.
Gunther nodded, looking far away into the gloom. ‘Good. That is good.’
 
ABOUT AN HOUR after the templars left Thorne Keep, Valen and Vaust found the body of a farmer. He lay in a growing quagmire of earth, face-down and sprawled in the middle of a back road. A cart, presumably once owned by the dead man, lay half embedded in a nearby ditch. The horse was gone; its traces had been slashed.
Mikael crouched next to the farmer in the pouring rain. He’d removed his gauntlet, and rested a hand on the man’s neck.
‘Still warm,’ he said, looking up at Reiner.
The captain had dismounted and was standing with Sigson. Valen and Vaust held the reins of their horses between them, also on foot. The four knights formed a circle around Mikael as they regarded the body. Halbranc was mounted, waiting further up the road, maintaining a silent watch as night crept over the horizon. Lenchard stayed near the other knights, but remained on his steed, preferring not to soil his leather boots with the mud of the road to ascertain facts he already knew.
‘This is how you found him?’ Reiner asked the brothers.
‘Yes, captain,’ they answered together.
The farmer’s body sank further into the mire. Sigson crouched down next to Mikael and carefully tilted the dead man’s head to one side, brushing away the earth clinging to his face.
‘We can learn nothing more here,’ Reiner said and was about to signal for them to get back on their horses when Sigson spoke.
‘There is another mark. Like the one upon the guard.’
Mikael leaned in for a closer look, pulling on his gauntlet.
‘Is it a scarab beetle?’ Lenchard asked the warrior priest.
‘Yes,’ Sigson said suspiciously, looking up at the witch hunter. ‘How did you know that?’
‘It matters not,’ Lenchard replied, dismissively, facing the road ahead. ‘Krieger has a horse now. We must press on and hope we are not too late.’
‘Too late for what?’ Sigson asked but Lenchard was already riding away into the darkness.
‘To your steeds!’ Reiner bellowed, stirring his templars into action.
Sigson seized Reiner’s arm, before he could mount his horse. ‘What is this? This witch hunter knows more than he’s telling us.’
‘That is possible.’ Reiner’s voice was cold and hollow. ‘But we are in Herr Lenchard’s charge by the order of our temple. It is our duty to deliver him to the heretic.’ Reiner looked down at his arm. ‘Unhand me.’
Sigson took his hand away and stood back.
Mikael had stood up during the exchange, taking the reins of his and Sigson’s horse from Valen, and watched as the two men parted. The tension between the captain and priest was written upon Sigson’s face as he turned away from Reiner.
‘Do you trust him, Mikael?’ Sigson asked quietly as he took the reins of his horse from the young templar.
‘I don’t know,’ Mikael told him, ‘but he is certainly hiding something.’
‘I agree,’ said the warrior priest, then asked, ‘Anymore dreams since Hochsleben?’ Mikael shook his head.
The old priest held Mikael’s gaze a moment, as if determining whether the young knight had told him the truth or not. The rain trickled down his face, tiny rivulets forming in the age lines, coursing to his chin and dripping off the grey spike of beard that jutted out. In his eyes there was a warning. ‘Don’t ever speak of them to Reiner.’
‘I still feel his death on my conscience, Sigson,’ Mikael said, watching the others as they mounted their horses.
‘As do we all, my son,’ said the priest, grunting as he swung himself into his saddle.
Mikael mounted up, trying to crush the memories and push away the dark omens gnawing at his mind.
 
OVERHEAD, THE STORM wracked the sky with forks of lightning and tremulous thunder, as the silhouette of a man hurried to the outer wall of Galstadt. Unseen by the workers, toiling hard in the downpour, he moved along the wall quickly like a creeping shadow, before plunging into the deepening tributary that fed the town’s wells and sewers.
 
LIMBS ACHING, HIS muscles fuelled by vengeful desire, Krieger swam through the shallow drain in the town’s wall, diving deep to crawl through the murky water, beneath the rusting bars that went only halfway to the ground. He emerged into a wide tunnel which was illuminated by a narrow shaft in the wall to his left. Krieger crept into it and climbed up a shallow incline, the water gushing below him. Reaching the top of the shaft, he heaved opened an iron grate blocking his ascent and levered himself out.
He had emerged in a long chamber, probably the lowest level of the keep. Barrels and sacks were strewn about the room. Krieger waited for a moment in the silence, getting his bearings. He was in the east wing storeroom. Across a corridor and up a flight of stairs he would be in the great hall. Padding quietly down the low room, the rain thrumming distantly beyond the walls, Krieger saw a knight ahead with his back to him.
Drawing his dagger, he crept silently towards his prey.
 
COUNT GUNTHER AND Captain Bastion stood upon a grassy ridge at the outskirts of Galstadt. They wore heavy cloaks, with hoods drawn, to ward off the unrelenting rain.
‘If that river is breached, Bastion, it will flood the town, the lower levels of the keep and we’ll lose many lives,’ the count told him.
‘We are doing all in our power to prevent that,’ Bastion replied, looking at the workers below as they strived frantically to reinforce the bank.
Men toiled with great heaps of earth as others brought fresh mounds on wooden barrows. Some drove carts through the worsening mire with rocks gathered from the edge of the mountains, some three miles away, and sand-filled sacking. They fought in the constant rain, stripped down to the waist, digging trenches to lessen the river’s strength.
Bastion looked back to the horizon, hoping for a sign that the storm might abate. Instead, he saw a rider coming towards them from the town.
‘Knight Garrant,’ Count Gunther addressed the rider as he approached. He reined in his steed, dismounted and trod steadily up to the ridge. Garrant was a broad man, half armoured with breastplate and vambraces, and wearing a heavy, cowled cloak. When he got to the top of the ridge, he pulled back his hood revealing a noble face, framed by thick reddish hair.
‘My liege,’ the knight’s voice was severe. ‘I have bad news.’
The count grew suddenly pale, his eyes questioning.
‘It is Rogan, my lord. He’s dead.’
 
GUNTHER REGARDED ROGAN’S corpse, slumped against the interior wall of the keep’s east tower. He was joined by Bastion and Garrant, the red-haired knight carrying a lantern. Inside, the tower was dark and fairly bare; just a bench and an empty rack for stowing weapons. It was commonly used as a watch station. A stout trapdoor was in the centre of the circular chamber, which led down to the lower levels. Two wooden doors, opposite each other, allowed egress to the walls of the keep - this was where the count and his knights had entered. Wind whipped through a thin window that looked out over Galdstadt, making the lantern flame flicker. It cast ghoulish shadows over Rogan’s body.
‘In the name of Sigmar, how could this happen?’ Count Gunther asked sombrely.
Garrant crouched down next to the body, setting the lantern down and examining the dead man’s head. It hung limply at an unnatural angle.
‘His neck is broken,’ he uttered flatly.
‘He was with us in the Lands of the Dead,’ Captain Bastion hissed anxiously into his lord’s ear.
‘I know that,’ snapped the count.
Bastion stalked away, clearly disturbed. He went to the window for some air: Rogan was already beginning to stink. He looked through the thin opening and saw something to take his mind off his dead comrade. ‘We have visitors,’ he said.
Count Gunther and Garrant looked over to him.
Bastion’s expression was severe as he peered outwards. ‘They are knights of Morr.’ It was a bad omen.
‘Remove the body and gather the knights,’ ordered the count, a grim feeling clutching at him. ‘We’ll meet them in the town square.’
 
THE TEMPLARS OF Morr rode wearily towards the gates of Galstadt; they had travelled through the night in horrendous conditions and were at the end of their endurance. They passed numerous workers as they went. Mikael noticed the looks of fear, mistrust and even hatred as the men paused in their labours to regard the Black Knights.
‘It is man’s nature to fear mortality,’ Sigson, who was riding alongside the young templar, told him. ‘They fear us and so they hate and distrust us.’
‘It is our greatest weapon,’ Reiner’s voice was like chilling sleet, from the head of the group. ‘Never forget that.’
Mikael eyed him carefully and was silent. There was little that escaped the captain’s attention. It frightened the young knight.
‘A warning, templars,’ intoned Lenchard who led the party, his voice powerful even through the downpour. ‘The people of Galstadt are devout Sigmarites, their knights are of the Order of the Fiery Heart; they are their protectors and are not well known for their tolerance of other faiths, particularly Morr worshippers.’
‘We come to them as allies, though,’ said Valen, nonplussed. He tightened his grip on the company standard, partly from the slickness caused by the rain and partly to reassert the grip on his faith, of which the banner was a symbol.
‘They will not see it that way. Tread carefully, that is all.’
The templars reached the outer gates of Galstadt, a small party of guards watching them intently, through the driving rain, from atop a high wall.
‘Who are you and what is your business?’ one of the guards asked, shouting to be heard. He wore a simple grey tunic, leather armour and pot-helmet, and carried a hooked halberd.
‘I am Dieter Lenchard, an emissary of Sigmar’s holy church,’ the witch hunter said, brandishing a talisman etched with the twin-tailed comet. ‘Open the gate,’ he demanded.
The guard called below and the gate swung open slowly.
 
THE BLACK KNIGHTS filed through into a small walled courtyard, which was little more than a staging area. There were stables on either side, each protected by a short wooden roof. A second gate at the far end of the courtyard, a stout-looking gatehouse appended to it, led into the town proper. As they entered, the guards waiting for them retreated fearfully and made the sign of Sigmar.
Reiner could barely hide his contempt as the templars of Morr and the witch hunter dismounted, allowing their horses to be led to the stables by grooms.
‘Follow me,’ Lenchard told the knights, bidding a guard to open the second gate and walking out of the courtyard and into the town itself.
Mere feet into Galstadt, the streets thronging with dour looking people, a beggar stumbled into Reiner, dropping a gnarled stick. The captain reached out and grabbed the wretch’s arm.
‘My apologies noble lord,’ the beggar said, from beneath a thick black hood. The poor creature was obviously blind and pawed at the knight to get his bearings.
Reiner released his grip, disgust on his face, and watched coldly as the beggar slumped to his knees and clawed around in the dirt, searching for his walking stick. Mercifully, he found it quickly and shuffled off into the rain-soaked crowds.
Mikael bit back his anger. Reiner despised the weak and the poor. To him they were little better than the foul creatures they hunted. ‘A weak body leads to a weak mind,’ was Reiner’s creed. ‘That way there is only darkness.’
The remembered words of the doctrine in his thoughts, Mikael followed the rest of the knights as they made their way further into Galstadt. When they reached the town square, they stopped. Before them were six mounted knights. They wore half-armour, with the symbol of a heart wreathed in flames over their breast and left shoulder. Their swords were drawn.
‘What have you embroiled us in witch hunter?’ Sigson hissed accusingly.
Lenchard ignored him, instead addressing the mounted knights. ‘I seek an audience with Count Gunther Halstein,’ he began, ‘on a matter of some import.’
‘I am he,’ one of the knights, his armour slightly more ornate and arrayed with decorative gold filigree, said from the middle of the group. It was the count. The man had a regal bearing and wore a closely cropped beard that showed signs of premature grey. His eyes were haunted by dark shadows and betrayed the austere facade, as he regarded the strangers suspiciously.
‘What is this matter of which you speak?’ Count Gunther asked.
Lenchard held the count’s gaze. ‘A man called Karl Krieger,’ he said.
Count Halstein’s face darkened briefly, then a mask of indifference slipped over it. ‘He was executed this very morning for crimes of heresy, after interrogation by witch hunters. Why should I be concerned about a dead man?’
‘Because he has escaped and I was to be his interrogator.’
The count was unable to keep the shock and fear from his face, this time. He instantly thought of Rogan, dead in the tower.
‘Holy Sigmar,’ he breathed, realising what had happened at once. ‘He’s already here.’
 
ROGAN’S BODY LAY on a stout wooden table in one of the keep’s halls. It was a sparse chamber with a lofty ceiling, crossed with thick wooden beams. Faded portraits and tarnished militaria clung to the walls. A dust clogged arras hung down one side of the room, on sharp hooks. The dead knight had been stripped of his apparel. A blanket covered the lower half of his body.
Count Gunther and Captain Bastion presided over the body on one side of the table, while on the other Sigson examined the dead knight, the witch hunter having convinced the count that the priest of Morr might be able to learn something useful. Gunther had refused communication with the corpse though.
Reiner, Mikael and the other knights of Morr waited patiently behind Sigson. The warrior priest conducted his work in silence. Mikael caught the dark glances of the Sigmarites - Garrant and two others waiting in the shadows at the edge of the hall - and saw they were still armed. The tension was almost palpable. He didn’t need the prescience of Morr to tell him there was danger here. And there was a stench about the place too. Perhaps this was a sign from his god, for it reeked of death.
‘Strangulation,’ Sigson asserted, pointing out the lividity around the neck. He too had stripped out of his breastplate and arm greaves. He moved the head to one side, inspecting the cheek. ‘No mark,’ he muttered.
‘What do you mean?’ Count Gunther asked.
‘Krieger has killed two already, that we know of,’ Sigson told him, ‘and each had a mark carved into the cheek.’
‘Perhaps he was interrupted,’ Bastion suggested.
‘Whatever the cause, Bastion, I want Krieger found and brought before me,’ Gunther ordered, before returning his attention to the priest. ‘My men and I are tired and their forbearance is stretched to the limit. This is over,’ he said, pulling the blanket back over Rogan’s body, much to Sigson’s chagrin.
‘Garrant, conduct a full search of the keep. I want double watches come nightfall.’
Garrant uttered his compliance and left the room.
‘And what would you have us do, count?’ Reiner said. It was the first time he’d spoken since entering the keep.
‘I will make a barrack house available, other than that keep out of our way.’
Reiner nodded, but his cold eyes never left Count Gunther’s face.
‘I have some questions,’ Lenchard said from the shadows then added, addressing Reiner, ‘Your men look weary. I suggest you get them to the barracks.’
‘Halbranc,’ the captain of Morr said, without averting his icy gaze from the witch hunter, ‘you heard Herr Lenchard.’
Halbranc nodded and looked over to Sigson.
‘I’ll follow shortly,’ said the priest, washing his hands in a clay bowl. Reiner showed no signs of movement. Clearly, he wanted to hear what the witch hunter had to say.
With that, Halbranc and the other knights left the chamber.
 
THE BARRACK HOUSE was at the end of a long corridor, past the keep’s training ground. Mikael watched as knights paired off and sparred with each other using wooden swords. He felt a sudden pain in his skull - it had happened before, in Hochsleben, just before he’d been attacked by Merrick. Wincing, Mikael saw four Sigmarite knights approaching.
Halbranc tensed beside him, but they continued towards the barrack house.
As they passed, the Sigmarites regarded Mikael and his comrades darkly, and one leant out, jarring Vaust’s shoulder deliberately.
‘Little better than necromancers,’ the Sigmarite muttered.
‘What did you say?’ Vaust demanded, whirling on his heel to confront him.
Mikael went to lightly restrain him, but Vaust shook the young templar off. ‘No, speak up!’
The Sigmarite, a thin-faced, white-haired youth flashed a contemptible smile. ‘Those who consort with the dead are not to be trusted,’ he spat.
Vaust drew his sword, Valen likewise behind him. Mikael tried to stand between them, but the Sigmarites had drawn their blades too.
‘Knights of Morr, sheath your swords,’ Halbranc warned, placing his massive form between them. Even the belligerent Sigmarites backed down before the giant templar. But the white-haired Sigmarite felt the presence of his fellows behind him and found his courage. Eyes filled with violent intent, he was about to act when a command stopped him.
‘Put down your sword!’ Garrant bellowed, stalking towards them. ‘What is going on here?’ he demanded angrily.
‘Nothing, just a misunderstanding,’ Halbranc said. ‘We’ll be on our way,’ he added, holding Vaust hard by the back of his neck and turning him around. Mikael followed suite, and as the knights were walking away he heard Garrant mutter. ‘The sooner, the better.’
Halbranc stopped. An uneasy silence filled the corridor. Mikael heard the leather of the giant’s gauntlets crack into a fist. He could feel the gaze of Garrant and his fellows boring into him. Halbranc released his grip. They walked away. Mikael breathed again.
 
IT WAS NIGHT. The scrape of Halbranc’s whetstone against his sword blade penetrated the frustrated silence. He sat on the end of a small cot and worked hard at the weapon - a mighty zweihander and one of several blades he carried - until its edge was razor-keen. He seemed lost in the routine of it as if scraping out past sins that tarnished his blade. Mikael knew little about the giant templar, save that he was a mercenary once and had fought in many armies, across many continents. Halbranc never spoke of it. Perhaps he didn’t care to.
The two brothers, Valen and Vaust, were sitting on stools at a low wooden table in the middle of the room. They had found a deck of cards and were playing out a game of skulls. Like Halbranc, they were restless, preferring action instead of prolonged bouts of inactivity.
Reiner and Sigson were still absent, doubtless conversing with the witch hunter, Lenchard. None of them had slept.
Mikael sat on the opposite cot to Halbranc, his attention on the window next to him. Outside, in the flickering light of several lanterns, the shadows of workers still toiled. As he stared up into the blackened sky, Mikael felt his eyelids grow heavy as a dream engulfed him…
A great sun burned down upon the barren desert.
Mikael was alone in a mighty desert that seemed like it was on fire. Yet he felt no heat or wind.
Cresting a mighty rise he looked across a deep valley. An old man dressed in black robes was standing upon a high dune. With a gnarled finger he beckoned Mikael across the valley towards him.
Mikael took a tentative step forward. His foot plunged into a mire of sand and suddenly the entire side of the dune was shifting collapsing beneath him!
He fell, tumbling down the side of the valley. Spitting sand from his mouth, he looked up into the sunlight. The man had gone.
A sudden trembling began beneath him. Mikael scrambled back, clawing handfuls of sand as he did so. A great spike pierced the valley floor before him, reaching ever higher into the burning sky. A tower of obsidian followed, surging upwards, pushing out great waves of sand. Slowly, a huge black skull emerged like some terrible, mythic beast. Rivulets of sand flowed from the gargantuan eye and nose sockets and as the mouth broke through the churning dunes created by its emergence, a huge black door was revealed. It opened and there stood a towering figure.
Its mummified flesh bore the taint of ages and it wore the armour of a knight of Sigmar. It reached out towards Mikael with a filthy talon-like hand. The creature’s mouth opened and uttered, ‘Setti-Ra…’
Mikael woke with a sudden start. There was a commotion outside. Halbranc was on his feet, a short sword in his hand, going for the door. Valen had fallen asleep at the card table but sprang up, alert at the sound. Vaust was nowhere to be seen.
Grabbing his own blade, Mikael went to join Halbranc. He pulled the door open and saw three Sigmarite knights running away down the corridor. Another knight was running towards the barracks. It was Vaust.
When Vaust reached the door, he was panting heavily for breath. ‘They’ve found another body,’ he gasped.
 
TWENTY KNIGHTS HAD gathered in the hall of the east wing when Mikael and the others arrived, Count Gunther and his retinue amongst them. They encircled the body of a slain knight and the Morr worshippers had to force their way through.
‘Back away,’ ordered the count, fighting to get past the throng of knights. ‘Holy Sigmar,’ he breathed. The knight lay slumped within an alcove, his face covered in shadows.
Reiner and Sigson appeared amidst the crowd. The warrior priest went instantly to the dead knight, crouching down to examine it.
The knights fell abruptly into silence. Mikael heard mutterings of discontent. Valen and Vaust closed in around him, Halbranc at their back. Reiner kept his cold gaze on Sigson but held his sword hilt ready.
‘He has been strangled,’ Sigson told the count. ‘With some force - his neck is broken.’ Sigson carefully tilted the dead knight’s head, searching for another mark. Light spilled onto the corpse, illuminating the face.
‘By the hand of Morr,’ Vaust gasped. It was the knight he had confronted in the corridor.
‘You argued with this man,’ said Garrant, accusingly. ‘Where were you tonight?’
‘I was restless,’ Vaust admitted, ‘So I toured the east wing.’ He cast a sideways glance at Reiner. There would be repercussions from this. The captain took disobedience very seriously.
‘And you met up with this knight,’ Garrant continued, ‘to settle your differences.’
There were angry murmurings from the Sigmarites. Mikael felt the same tension he had back in the corridor with Halbranc.
‘No. I saw no one,’ Vaust protested through gritted teeth.
‘You drew swords first,’ Garrant said. ‘I saw it with my own eyes.’
Some of the Sigmarites nodded in agreement. Mikael noticed that the count had moved to the back of the group, Bastion alongside him.
‘Is the chamber intact?’ he heard Count Gunther mutter above the increasingly belligerent Sigmarites. The captain nodded.
‘You killed him,’ one of the knights from the crowd spat suddenly, stepping towards Vaust. Valen put him down with one punch.
The hall exploded into chaos. Three Sigmarite knights waded forward to take on Valen, but Halbranc and Reiner intervened. Halbranc smashed the first two into the crowd, while Reiner brought the other to his knees with a powerful uppercut. Several of the knights of Sigmar bellowed battle oaths and charged in, weapons drawn.
Mikael drew his sword. Valen and Vaust followed his lead.
A pistol shot rang out, reverberating around the mighty hall. Lenchard stood upon a table, smoke rising from the barrel of the weapon.
‘Cease!’ he commanded. ‘Listen.’
From outside there was a sound like thunder.
‘The river,’ Count Gunther realised suddenly. He turned to Garrant. ‘Gather up all the men,’ he said. ‘If the bank breaks the flood waters will take this keep and us with it.’
Garrant nodded, gave a last dark glance at the knights of Morr, and started bellowing orders.
Reiner approached the count. ‘This is what Krieger has been waiting for,’ he said. ‘To slip away and kill again in the confusion.’
Gunther looked him in the eye. ‘I need every man on that river bank.’
‘Then let us help.’
The count hesitated at first then nodded. ‘Very well.’
Reiner turned to his knights and gestured for them to follow.
As they were leaving Mikael saw Gunther conversing with Bastion once more. ‘Take two men,’ he said, ‘and guard the vault - lock it.’
Mikael had no time to linger and left the hall to join his comrades. Again the strange stench of death assailed him.
‘This place reeks of the dead,’ Mikael whispered to Halbranc.
‘Careful lad,’ said the giant, ‘they’ll be blaming us for that too,’ he added, smiling.
 
THUNDER RAGED IN the heavens and lightning split the blackness.
Mikael carried two heavy sacks of sand towards the breach in the bank. At the river there was chaos.
A cart lay on its side, sinking into the earth. Men heaved at it, trying to free the thrashing horse trapped beneath. Others held ropes onto workers wading into the river itself with sacks and rocks. Workers and knights battled together, heaving great clods of earth into the raging river flow. A great train of them moved from the keep to the riverbank, bringing earth in barrows, pails and tools in an effort to save the keep and the town. The rain battered men down as they struggled to lift the sodden earth, digging the crude trenches ever deeper to divert the water.
Mikael slung down a second sack. Straightening his back and wiping the moisture from his brow, he looked up at the keep. A flash of lightning cast it in stark silhouette. It was a dark and forbidding image. Another bolt lit up the night and through the lashing rain, Mikael thought he saw a figure, away from the river, creeping up a shallow embankment towards the keep. Blinking back the rain and buffeting wind he looked back again, but the figure was gone. He trod back up the shallow rise to the keep.
Halbranc was in the courtyard.
‘Works up a sweat eh, lad?’
Mikael nodded. His muscles burned, they’d been fighting the flood waters for over an hour.
They headed towards the cellars, through a trapdoor in the courtyard and down shallow steps, where supplies of sand bags and barrows were kept.
Mikael stopped part way down the stairs. ‘Something is wrong,’ he said.
‘What is it, Mikael?’ Halbranc drew his short sword, searching in the half darkness.
Mikael advanced slowly. The torches set in the cellar walls spluttered and cast flickering shadows. The floor shimmered and moved.
‘It’s flooded,’ Mikael said, taking the last of the steps and plunging, waist deep, into the water.
‘Can you smell that,’ he whispered. The storm outside was dulled down here, resonant and foreboding. Suddenly the rest of the knights seemed very far away.
‘Smells like death.’ Halbranc watched the darkness ahead.
An ill-feeling grew in the pit of Mikael’s stomach as they waded through the flooded cellar.
‘Wait,’ he hissed. Something was floating down towards them on a light current. Mikael drew his sword.
The thing drifted into the corona of light cast by one of the torches. It was a man’s body, partially decomposed.
‘Another knight?’ Halbranc asked, covering his mouth at the stench.
‘I don’t know,’ Mikael said, leaning in close. ‘His neck is broken,’ he added, looking back towards Halbranc, ‘and I’ve smelled this stench since we arrived. This man has been long dead.’
A shadow passed over the entrance to the cellar above.
‘Down here!’ Halbranc bellowed.
Four men entered the trapdoor into the cellar; Lenchard followed by Count Gunther and two of his knights.
‘We may have another victim,’ Halbranc told them, picking a torch off the wall to illuminate the man’s rotting features.
Gunther’s eyes grew wide and fearful. ‘That’s Karl Krieger,’ he rasped.
‘Then we are looking for the wrong man,’ Mikael told them.
Realisation dawned upon the count’s face. He plunged into the water, pushing past the templars of Morr and the floating corpse. ‘The vault,’ he muttered, wading down the flooded corridor, fuelled by anxious desperation.
Mikael sheathed his sword and followed. After a few minutes they reached a corner, around it a shallow slope led up to a massive iron door. Count Gunther stopped. The rain outside throbbed against the walls as the door swung open on creaking hinges.
At Mikael’s urging, they moved towards the door. Halbranc gripped it and heaved it open.
Inside was a simple stone room. At the centre rested an ornate throne, encrusted with jewels and worn gold filigree. At the foot of the throne lay three dead knights. Mikael recognised one of them as Bastion. They had all been strangled.
‘Just what did you bring back with you from the desert?’ Mikael asked Count Gunther, drawing his sword.
The count turned on him, initially shocked the templar even knew of it then said, ‘My father… Falken Halstein…’
In the thick shadows at the back of the room, something stirred. Stepping out of the gloom was a creature that resembled Gunther. Its tarnished armour bore the emblem of the fiery heart. Its flesh was desiccated, worn to shrivelled leather by the hostile conditions of the desert. As it lumbered towards them, its eyes flared with remembered hate.
It came at Gunther. The Sigmarite knights rushed forward to protect him. Swinging its mighty arm, the creature smashed one of the knights into the wall with a sickening crunch of bone. From a rotting scabbard it drew a rusted sword and ran the second through, lifting him screaming into the air. As the beast withdrew its sword, the knight slipping off like discarded meat, Halbranc charged at it, hacking down two-handed upon its arm but his blade rebounded.
‘Its skin is like iron,’ he cried, fending off a blow that almost knocked him down. Mikael went to his side.
The creature held up a withered hand. Mikael couldn’t move, halted by the malevolent will of the undead knight. It spoke with a voice that held the weight of ages. ‘I am Setti-Ra. A reign of terror shall sweep your lands and beyond at my rebirth. Slumbering legions will rise once more and bathe the deserts in blood. Kneel now before me.’
Mikael felt a terrible weight pressing down upon him. His legs were buckling against it. He tried to mutter a prayer to Morr, but was unable. Halbranc was on his knees; sweat coursing down his reddened face.
‘Only fire and the will of Sigmar can purge the creature from this body.’ The voice of Lenchard was like crystal water as it broke the power of Setti-Ra. With the burden lifted, Mikael arose. Halbranc struggled to his feet beside him. The Black Knights backed away.
Around the chamber, the torches spluttered and died as the water lapped languidly at their feet.
‘We must get to higher ground,’ Mikael said, ‘draw the creature out.’
‘No.’ It was Count Gunther. Sword drawn, he blocked the doorway. Mikael noticed the creature’s gaze was fixed upon the count.
Lenchard saw it too. ‘He is under the creature’s thrall,’ he growled.
Mikael pushed the witch hunter aside, parrying a blow from Gunther’s sword. Behind him, Setti-Ra advanced.
‘Keep it back!’ Mikael cried, hearing the clash of steel as Halbranc and Lenchard fought the creature.
Count Gunther’s eyes were covered by a milky white sheen. When he spoke, it was as if he were the creature’s mouthpiece.
‘The will of Setti-Ra be done, the living shall perish before his-‘
The count collapsed to the ground before he could finish. Reiner stood behind him. The other knights of Morr were with him. They had heard the commotion below and gone down to investigate. The captain’s eyes grew suddenly wide and a strange keening sensation resonated in Mikael’s skull. The young templar dove to the side as, dragging Count Gunther clear, Reiner bellowed, ‘Down!’
Lenchard was smashed through the doorway and tumbled down the slope.
‘Out. Now!’ Reiner cried.
Halbranc backed out of the room, heaving Mikael with him as the beast lumbered after them. ‘Seal the doors,’ Reiner ordered.
Valen and Vaust pushed the doors shut as Sigson slid down a heavy, metal brace. From within, the distant thudding retort of the creature’s blows could be heard almost instantly.
Outside the vault, Mikael nodded his thanks to his captain who responded coldly.
‘That door will not hold it long, make ready.’
‘Our swords won’t kill it,’ Mikael said, ‘we must get to higher ground and burn it.’
A sudden powerful blow echoed against the iron door as part of it bent outwards.
‘The barrel ramp…’ Count Gunther muttered, sluggishly. He was slowly coming round and rubbed his head where Reiner had struck him to break the creature’s hold. ‘It leads to the hall above…’ He pointed down the slope where a corridor branched off.
Reiner looked over at it, then back at the count.
‘It wants me dead,’ Count Gunther said. ‘My father killed this creature long ago; in me it sees him and desires vengeance. I can lure it.’
Sigson went over to the count, and helped him to his feet. ‘Can you stand?’
The count nodded.
Another blow from within the vault caused a hefty split in the iron. ‘We must leave, now,’ Reiner told them. ‘Vaust, lead them,’ he ordered.
The young templar ran to the head of the group and back down the slope towards the corridor Gunther had shown them, his brother following closely behind.
Halbranc hefted Lenchard onto his shoulder as Mikael and Reiner went last with the count. They were backing down the slope, a few feet from the vault, when the iron door finally fell with a screech of twisting metal. Bolts came free from the wall with a shower of dust and debris, and Setti-Ra stepped out onto the slope, driven by primal instincts.
The knights of Morr goaded the creature on. They retreated up the barrel ramp, making sure the creature saw where they were going. Ahead, Vaust smashed through a trapdoor that led to the hall.
 
CROUCHED IN THE room above, the two brothers heaved an unconscious Lenchard out of the cellars from Halbranc’s shoulder. The giant followed, then Sigson, then Reiner, Mikael and the count.
‘The creature is close,’ the weakened count gasped. ‘There,’ he said, pointing to another archway.
Heaving the ailing count between them, Reiner and Mikael were right behind the others who stood in the great hall. The tapestry of Falken Halstein loomed large, about to witness his horrifying undead self.
Putting the witch hunter down, Halbranc hefted a massive torch from an iron sconce. Mikael and Reiner did the same.
‘Protect the count,’ Reiner said to Valen and Vaust. The brothers took Gunther between them to an alcove at the back of the room.
With a bellow of rage, Setti-Ra emerged from the trapdoor opening.
Halbranc lunged forward, thrusting the burning torch into the creature’s body. It hurled the templar aside. The torch clattered to the ground, and was smothered. Flames licked over the aging corpse but died quickly.
Sigson stepped forward, the holy book of Morr in his hand. ‘In the name of Morr, I compel you,’ he uttered, his voice loud and powerful.
The creature stopped as if suddenly held by an invisible bond.
‘I compel you,’ Sigson repeated, stepping towards it, arm outstretched, his open palm facing towards it. Mikael and Reiner thrust their torches at the beast. Sigson screamed and fell to the ground as Setti-Ra broke his hold.
Though the undead thing burned, the flames were dying out quickly.
‘Force it into the tapestry,’ Mikael cried, launching himself at the creature. At the same time, Halbranc rammed into it with his shoulder and Reiner tackled the beast’s legs. It toppled, slowly like a felled tree, tearing at the huge portrait that caught alight with the remaining flames licking its body. The tapestry pulled free and smothered the foul creature, fire spreading eagerly now over the corpse, as it thrashed and flailed for terrible unlife.
Flames mirrored in his eyes, Gunther looked at the burning form of his father, at the tapestry destroyed and his family history with it.
With the knights of Morr encircling it, the creature gradually stopped struggling and slumped down amidst a pall of foul smoke as it was burned to ash, the spirit of Setti-Ra banished along with it.
‘Please,’ Gunther rasped, tears in his eyes, ‘put him out.’
 
IT WAS DARK IN the infirmary. Mikael stared from one of the windows onto the town below. The rain had abated at last and the waters were dispersing. Workers shored up the earthen banks, to make certain they would hold. Across the darkened sky, there was a light to the south as the sun began to rise. Looking back into the room, he saw Lenchard was awake. Reiner and the others waited silently in the shadows. Sigson was by the witch hunter’s side. ‘You owe us some answers,’ he said.
Lenchard’s head bore a thick bandage and his face was covered in small cuts and bruises. He winced as he smiled back at the warrior priest.
‘There is a cult called the Scarabs,’ he relented. ‘Fanatical men, they worship the Tomb King Setti-Ra, believing the heart of he who defeated their king would bring about his resurrection.’
‘Gunther’s father,’ Sigson asserted.
‘Yes, but they need the living heart and since Falken Halstein was dead, they came for his son,’ Lenchard said, getting up out of bed.
‘Krieger could not have known that Setti-Ra had inhabited the body of Falken Halstein; such a body could not sustain an undead lord. I was wrong; Krieger came here with a mission, not for revenge but to kill Count Gunther and take his heart. He stumbled upon the creature and it killed him, and so we are still no closer to finding the cult,’ he continued, strapping on his weapons.
‘We,’ said Reiner coldly.
From a pouch by his bedside Lenchard produced a scroll of parchment, which he gave to the captain.
‘This is a missive from your temple,’ he explained as Reiner read it, ‘stating that you and your knights are seconded into my service until the cult is found or it is deemed fit to release you.’
Sigson laughed mirthlessly and walked out of the room.
Reiner sealed the scroll up and handed it back to Lenchard. ‘So be it,’ he said without emotion and left after Sigson. Slowly the rest of the knights followed. Mikael was the last. As he was about to leave, Lenchard said, ‘It’s Mikael, isn’t it?’
Mikael nodded.
‘Tell me, Mikael,’ the witch hunter said, his expression curious, ‘how did you know about the desert? I heard you speak of it to the count.’
A pang of anxiety rose suddenly in Mikael’s chest. He thought only the count had heard him.
‘I overheard it,’ he countered, backing away.
‘Of course,’ Lenchard said, watching the young templar as he followed after his comrades. ‘Of course you did.’
 
IN THE HALL, the knights of Morr were making ready to leave, checking weapons and armour before heading out the keep and Galstadt for good. The Black Knights had clearly worn out their welcome, and as they fixed blades and tightened belts, a small group of Knights of the Fiery Heart had gathered. The Morr worshippers were standing opposite them, clustered close together, Halbranc putting himself deliberately between Vaust and the glowering Sigmarites. Mikael stood next to the giant, alongside him was Valen. Sigson was sat down, reading his prayer book, while Reiner and Lenchard, who conversed quietly in a nearby corner of the room, waited for Count Gunther so they could observe the proper etiquette for their departure.
As far as Mikael was concerned, it couldn’t happen soon enough, his eyes on Garrant, as he and the other knights exchanged dark glances.
‘Doubtless, they are making sure we leave,’ Halbranc chuckled.
Mikael was about to answer when a door, thudding insistently at the far end of the hall from a strong draught running through the keep, distracted him. Something about it was odd, slightly incongruous.
‘Something doesn’t feel right,’ he said. ‘This is taking too long.’ Mikael walked quickly over to Garrant, trying to ignore the glare of Reiner, who had been listening to the witch hunter. Sigson saw the young templar too, and put down his prayer book.
‘Your lord,’ Mikael asked the Sigmarite. ‘Where is he?’
Garrant was slightly perturbed by what he perceived as insolence, but something about the young templar’s tone got his attention.
‘He’s in the chapel,’ Garrant said, pointing to the door at the end of the room. ‘A priest offered to bless his father’s ashes.’
‘What priest?’ Sigson asked, suddenly appearing next to Mikael.
‘From the town,’ the Sigmarite explained. ‘An old blind man.’
The templar and warrior priest looked at each other, with grave faces.
‘Show us this chapel,’ Mikael said urgently.
 
THE CHAPEL WAS A small room, little more than an antechamber from the great hall. Inside, there was a stone altar on top of which was an urn containing Falken Halstein’s ashes. Count Gunther lay next to the altar He was dead, his heart removed from his chest. A scarab beetle had been carved into the flesh of his left cheek.
‘The blind man,’ Mikael said to Sigson, abruptly aware that Reiner and the others had followed them.
‘What?’
‘The one that stumbled into Reiner at the gates,’ he said, pointing at his captain. ‘He addressed him as ”noble lord”. How could he have known he was a knight if he were blind? I saw him on the ridge during the flood, but thought it was my imagination.’
‘You’re right.’ Lenchard spoke with a hint of resignation, standing in the doorway. ‘We have been fools; a second Scarab cultist.’
Sigson bent over near the body.
‘The blood is still warm,’ he said, looking up at Reiner. A look of disgusted anger passed briefly over the captain’s face. ‘Get to the gates,’ he ordered.
 
BY THE TIME they reached the gatehouse, it was too late. The guard was already dead, his body propped up on a wooden stool. Protruding from his neck was a curved bladed dagger that bore a gold scarab hilt. Lenchard examined it.
‘They are taunting us,’ he said bitterly to the knights of Morr standing around him. ‘Get the horses,’ he told them, rushing out of the gatehouse, heading for the stable yard. ‘They have the heart and the means with which to resurrect Setti-Ra. We must find the cultists trail. We ride, now!’
The knights followed after him, mounting up quickly and racing through the gates. Driving his steed hard, Mikael looked to the lightening horizon and felt time suddenly ebbing away as if an hourglass were turned and they were all slipping through it.



        
            
                
            
        

    

FREEDOM’S HOME OR GLORY’S GRAVE



Graham McNeill
 
SHADOWS LEAPT LIKE dancers around the tall garrets of the crumbling towers and Leofric Carrard was starting to think that it had been a bad idea to agree to Lord d’Epee’s request to venture into the abandoned depths of his castle.
The blade of Leofric’s sword shone with a milky glow in the moonlight, its edge like a razor despite him never having taken a whetstone to it. The Blade of Midnight was elven and Leofric hoped that whatever enchantments had been woven in its forging would be proof against the monster they were hunting, a creature of the netherworld, neither alive nor dead.
The ruined inner walls of the gatehouse reared above Leofric, the ramparts empty and dusty, and the merlons broken and saw-toothed. The gateway before him sagged on rusted iron hinges, the timbers splintered and yawning like an open mouth. Beyond the gateway, he could see one of the inner keeps, its solid immensity a brooding black shape against the sky.
‘Do you see anything, Havelock?’ he called to his squire.
‘No, sir,’ whispered the squire, his voice sounding scared, and Leofric hoped that this venture would not see Havelock meet as grisly a fate as his previous squire, Baudel. Leofric still saw the bloody image of Baudel in his nightmares, his belly ripped open by the forest creatures of Athel Loren.
‘Very well,’ he said, keeping his voice even. ‘Let’s keep on.’
Leofric advanced cautiously through the gateway, keeping his head moving from left to right in search of anything out of place. It saddened and angered Leofric to see such a fine castle left to such neglect. In its day, this would have been an almost impregnable fastness, but its glory days had long since passed and its current lord, the lunatic Lord d’Epee was in no fit state to restore it. Where would the local peasants find shelter in times of war? Every lord and noble of Bretonnia had a sacred duty to preserve the natural order of things in his lands, and that could not happen were he to allow the peasants of his lands to be butchered by orcs or beastmen because they had nowhere to run to.
True, Aquitaine was a largely peaceful dukedom - aside from the fractious populace - but that was no excuse for a noble lord to let his castle fall into disrepair. When Leofric had commanded a castle of his own, back in Quenelles, he had spent a goodly sum from his coffers to ensure the castle remained defensible at all times.
But there was more than simple neglect at the heart of Castle d’Epee’s abandonment. The lord and his family dwelled in the outermost gatehouse, fearful of the darkness and the creatures of evil that had taken the inner reaches of their ancestral home, and unwilling to risk their own lives to recover the treasures and heirlooms that lay there.
One such heirloom was the object of Leofric and Havelock’s quest, a stuffed stag’s head said to be hung within the great hall of the third keep. Privately, Leofric thought it a frivolous use of his knightly skills to retrieve such a folly, but the twitching Lord d’Epee had offered Leofric and Havelock shelter on their journey in search of the Grail and his code of honour bound him to accede to his host’s request for aid.
Beyond the gate, Leofric found himself in a cobbled courtyard with ruined outbuildings leaning against the walls, their roofs collapsed and open to the sky. Rotted straw was strewn across the cobbles and the derelict keep loomed like an enormous black cliff before him. Moonlight pooled in the courtyard and glittered from the silver of his plate armour, but the keep remained resolutely dark and threatening, its casement windows invisible against its darkness and its crumbling towers like spikes of black rock.
Havelock moved to stand beside him; the man’s presence reassuring even though his skill with the bow he carried would be negligible in the darkness. His rough peasant clothes were dull and blended with the gloom so that only the light reflecting from his eyes stood out.
‘I don’t like this place,’ said Havelock. ‘I can see why they abandoned it.’
‘It’s a grim place, right enough,’ agreed Leofric. ‘Someone should come here in force and reclaim it. It’s not right that a castle this strong should be left like this.’
Havelock nodded and started to reply, but Leofric raised his hand to silence him as he caught sight of something moving at the base of the keep, a darting shadow that had nothing to do with those cast by the moon and drifting clouds above.
Leofric pointed to where he had seen the movement and set off towards the shadow, hoping to discover some way of entering the keep or a foe he could defeat.
He drew closer to the keep and with every step he took, it seemed to him that he could smell the aroma of roasting meat and hear the sounds of revelry. He turned to Havelock and saw that his squire’s senses were similarly intrigued.
‘Sounds like a feast,’ whispered Havelock.
Leofric nodded and returned his attention to the keep as he saw a soft light emanating from beneath a door of thick wood and banded black iron. He heard a woman’s laughter and felt an ache of loss as it summoned unbidden memories of his lost wife, Helene. He reached to his gorget, beneath which he wore the blue, silken scarf she had given him on the tilting fields outside Couronne after he had unhorsed Duke Chilfroy of Artois.
He could not feel the soft material through the metal of his gauntlets, but just knowing it was there was enough to warn him of the falsehood of the woman’s laughter. Even as they drew near, a warm and friendly glow built from the windows of the keep, spilling like warm honey into the courtyard. The sound of voices grew louder, laughter and ribald jokes echoing from the walls around them. Though he knew it was but an illusion, his heart ached to go to these revellers and join their carousing, to throw off the shackles of discipline enforced upon him by his quest for the Grail.
Havelock took a step towards the keep, the bowstring going slack as he lowered the weapon. ‘My lord… should we ask the people within whether they’ve seen the stag’s head? Maybe we can stop for a while, rest and get some food?’
Leofric shook his head and reached out to pull Havelock back. He felt resistance and pulled harder, stopping the squire in his tracks. The man twisted in his grip, sudden hostility flashing in his eyes.
‘Let me go!’ hissed Havelock. ‘I want some food and wine!’
Leofric’s palm snapped out and cracked against Havelock’s jaw. The squire staggered and Leofric said, ‘Use your head, man. There is no food or wine, it is all an illusion to ensnare us.’
Havelock spat blood and shook his head in contrition as he saw that Leofric spoke the truth. He pulled his bowstring taut once more. ‘Sorry, my lord.’
‘Remember,’ said Leofric. ‘Lord d’Epee said the creature would attempt to make us lower our guard by promising us a warm welcome and attempting to confuse our senses with friendly images. We must not let that happen.’
‘No, my lord,’ said Havelock.
Satisfied his squire understood the threat before them, Leofric once again advanced on the door. Light streamed from the windows and at the threshold, but it was a dead light now, bereft of warmth or sustenance. He could feel it calling to him, bidding him enter with promises of comfort and an easement of burdens, but knowing it for the lie it was, the illusory light had no power over him.
He reached out to grip the black ring that opened the door, and was not surprised when it turned easily beneath his hand. Cold, glittering light enveloped him as the door swung open with a grinding squeal of rusted hinges and he felt its attraction grow in power as he saw what lay within the keep.
Where he had expected emptiness and desolation, instead there was life and people. The great hall stretched out before him, its tables groaning with wild meats and fruit of all descriptions. Earthenware jugs overflowed with wine and a colourful jester capered madly in the centre of the chamber, juggling squawking chickens. Children played ”smell the gauntlet”, a game banned in Bretonnia after it had incited a peasant revolt, and a laughing nobleman clapped enthusiastically to a badly played lute. Above the nobleman, Leofric saw a stuffed stag’s head, its antlers drooping and sad, and shook his head at the idea of risking his and Havelock’s life for such a tawdry prize.
Leofric took a step inside, wary at the sight of so many apparitions and forced himself to remember that they were not real. Lord d’Epee had only mentioned one creature, calling it a Dereliche, a spectral horror that sucked the very life from a person with its deathly touch. He had said nothing about a host of creatures…
The revellers appeared to ignore him, but having attended the court of the king and been on the receiving end of courtly snobbery, Leofric recognised their studied disinterest as false. Whoever or whatever these ghostly people were, they knew he was there.
‘Lord d’Epee didn’t say nothing about a party,’ whispered Havelock.
‘No,’ said Leofric grimly, ‘he didn’t.’
Each of the revellers glimmered with a sheen of silken frost and Leofric approached the nearest, a man dressed in the garb of a minor noble, his clothes bright and well cut, though of a fashion even Leofric knew had passed out of favour many hundreds of years ago.
Leofric slowly extended his sword arm towards the apparition, the blade white in the reflected light of the hall. The tip of the sword passed into the outline of the man, and it had penetrated barely a fingerbreadth when the man hissed and leapt away, the guise of humanity falling from his features in a heartbeat.
Instantly, the gaudy banquet vanished and Leofric was plunged into utter darkness. A low moaning soughed on the cold, dry air and he felt the hairs on the back of his neck rise at the sound. He heard Havelock cry out in fear and spun around, trying to pinpoint the sound of the moaning voice.
‘Havelock!’ commanded Leofric. ‘Where are you?’
‘Right here, my lord!’ shouted Havelock, though Leofric could see nothing in the blackness.
‘Find a wall and get to the door, I don’t want to hit you by mistake!’
‘Yes, my lord,’ replied Havelock.
Leofric blinked and rubbed a hand across his eyes as he attempted to penetrate the gloom. He turned quickly on the spot, keeping his sword extended before him until his eyes could adjust. He heard a hissing behind him and spun to face it, but another sound came to him from behind and he realised he was surrounded by a host of creatures that were as insubstantial as mist.
He cried out as something cold brushed against the skin of his back, flinching in sudden pain and surprise. His flesh burned as though with frostbite, but he could tell his armour was still whole. Whatever powers these creatures possessed was such that his armour was useless and he cursed d’Epee for sending them on this fool’s errand. He remembered the same deathly chill touch when shadow creatures of the dark fay had attacked him when he had journeyed to the lair of the dragon, Beithir-Seun. Cu-Sith had saved him then, but the Wardancer was long dead and Leofric was on his own now.
Another cold touch stole into his flesh from the side, but he was ready this time and swept his sword down and the white blade cut through something wispy and soft like wadded cheesecloth. A sparkle of light fell to the stone floor like a rain of diamond dust and Leofric heard a shriek torn from what sounded like a dozen throats simultaneously.
‘So you can be hurt?’ taunted Leofric as he heard a chorus of hisses drawing nearer.
‘Yes, we can,’ said a sibilant voice that came from many places, ‘but your flesh is ours, your spirit is ours…’
He could see the faint outlines of perhaps a dozen figures drifting towards him, their outlines blurred and indistinct, but that was enough. Ever since his time in Athel Loren, his sight had been keener and he had been sensitive to the proximity of magic in the air. He narrowed his eyes, letting his awareness of the approaching creatures steal over him like a warm blanket.
‘Come on…’ he whispered as he saw they all moved in perfect concert, as though they were but fragments of a whole… as though orchestrated by a single will.
He could see that the apparitions were unaware that he could see them in the darkness and continued turning blindly to maintain the deception.
You’re not the only ones who have the power of illusion, he thought.
When the nearest creature was an arm’s length from him, Leofric lunged, spearing it with the point of his sword. The multitude cried out in pain as it vanished in a puff of light, but by then Leofric was amongst them, his sword slashing left and right and destroying each creature it cut into. Shrieks and wails of pain filled the hall and Leofric saw the apparitions whip through the air like smoke in a storm.
‘Now, Havelock!’ shouted Leofric.
Once again the rusted hinges squealed as Havelock threw open the door to the banqueting hall and bright moonlight streamed inside. Further illuminated by the light of the night sky, the apparition was bathed in white; its spectral outline limned in glittering light as its ghostly avatars returned to it and became part of the whole once more.
So this was a Dereliche, thought Leofric. Its features were twisted in hatred as its form grew in power, though Leofric knew he must have hurt it with those he had destroyed.
With a shriek of rage, the Dereliche hurled itself forward, its arms extended and ending in ghostly talons that reached for his heart. Its speed was astonishing, but Leofric had been expecting its attack and twisted out of its reach and swung his sword for its head.
His blade cut into the monster and he felt its rage as the Blade of Midnight burned its ethereal body with its keen edge. The Dereliche spun behind him and its claws raked deep into his side as it passed and Leofric cried out in pain as he felt his strength flow from his body and into his foe.
‘Your strength fills me, knight!’ laughed the Dereliche. ‘I will feast well on you.’
Manic laughter followed him as Leofric spun to face his foe once more, launching a deadly riposte to its body. The sword sailed past the creature and it darted in again with a predatory hiss of hunger.
The Blade of Midnight snapped up and Leofric shouted, ‘Lady guide my arm!’ as he leapt towards the Dereliche and felt the blade pierce its unnatural flesh.
It shrieked in agony as the magical blade of the elves dealt it a dreadful wound, the powerful enchantments breaking its hold on the mortal realm. Even as it wailed and spat in its dissolution, Leofric spun his sword until it was held, point down, before him. He dropped to one knee and whispered his thanks to the Lady of the Lake.
‘She will not save you!’ hissed the Dereliche. ‘You are already marked for death, Leofric Carrard.’
Leofric’s eyes snapped open and he saw the fading form of the Dereliche as it sank slowly to the stone floor of the chamber, its form wavering and fading with each passing second.
‘How do you know my name?’ demanded Leofric.
The Dereliche gave a gurgling chuckle and said, ‘The Red Duke will rise again in Chalons and his blade will drink deeply of your blood. The realm of the dead already knows your name.’
Leofric rose to his feet and advanced on the creature, but before he could demand further explanation, its form faded completely until only a dimming shower of sparkling light remained.
With the Dereliche’s destruction, the last vestiges of the hall’s illusion fell away and Leofric saw it for the faded, forgotten place it truly was. Neglect and despair hung over everything and the wan moonlight only served to highlight the melancholic air of decay.
He looked up and saw that the stag’s head was still there, looking even more pathetic than it had before, its fur fallen out in clumps and one antler broken. Havelock moved to stand beside him and followed his gaze.
‘Looks like he’s seen better days, my lord.’
‘Haven’t we all?’ said Leofric, sheathing his sword and turning from the stag, his thoughts dark and filled with foreboding.
 
A LIGHT RAIN fell and Leofric shivered beneath his armour as he rode along the muddy, rutted road north-east from Castle d’Epee towards the squat brutal mountains of the Massif Orcal. He rode a magnificent elven steed, its flanks as white as virgin snow on a mountain top and a mane like fiery copper. Aeneor had consented to be his steed after a great battle in the heart of Athel Loren when his original rider had been killed and Leofric had ridden him into battle to defend the elves of Coeth-Mara.
Bretonnian steeds were widely regarded as the finest mounts of the Old World, but even the mightiest horse in the king’s stables would be humbled by Aeneor’s beauty and power.
Havelock rode behind him on a considerably less imposing beast, grumbling and miserable as the rain soaked through his oiled leather cape.
Castle d’Epee was many miles behind them and Leofric was glad to see the back of it. Upon presenting the mouldering stag’s head to Lord d’Epee, the man had hurled it to the floor and screamed at the pair of them that they had brought him the wrong one.
Manners forbade Leofric from responding, but even had the vow he had sworn upon embarking on his quest for the Grail not forbidden him to rest more than a single night in any one place, he would not have remained for fear of his temper causing an unforgivable breach of etiquette.
He and Havelock had ridden from the castle as soon as the sun rose over the World’s Edge Mountains, a distant smudge of dark rock on the eastern horizon. Castle d’Epee was now several days behind them, and they had made good time until the rains from the coast had closed in, turning Bretonnian roads to thick, cloying mud. The grim weather suited Leofric’s mood perfectly and he had brooded long over the last words the Dereliche had said to him.
Normally he would give no credence to the utterances of a creature of evil, but it had known his name and spoken of the Red Duke, and such things were not to be taken lightly.
As they had made camp on their first night away from Castle d’Epee, Havelock had started a fire and begun polishing Leofric’s armour. Leofric himself had found a nearby spring and offered prayers of thanks to the Lady for protecting them from the foul Dereliche.
The sky above was dark by the time Havelock had prepared a thin stew for him and as he sat on his riding blanket, Havelock said, ‘This Red Duke, who’s he then? Someone you crossed before?’
Leofric shook his head, blowing to cool the hot stew. ‘No, Havelock, he’s not. He’s something far worse. I’m surprised you haven’t heard of him. He was quite the terror of Aquitaine in his day.’
‘Maybe he was, but I’m from Gisoreux and we got enough troubles of our own to bother with them quarrelsome types from Aquitaine.’
‘And you’ve never heard the Lay of the Red Duke?’ asked Leofric.
Havelock shook his head. ‘Can’t says I have, my lord. Me and mine, well, we worked the land, didn’t we? All we had was a red horse and a black pig. Didn’t have no time for fancy stories like that.’
Leofric hadn’t known exactly what the reference to coloured farm animals meant, but assumed it was some Gisoren expression for poverty. Havelock was of peasant stock and Leofric had to remind himself that his squire was unlikely to have been exposed to any culture or heard any courtly tales.
‘So who was he then, my lord?’ asked Havelock.
‘The Red Duke was a monster,’ began Leofric, wishing he remembered more of the flowery passages of the Lay, ‘one of the blood drinkers. A vampire knight. No one really remembers where he came from, but he terrorised this land over a thousand years ago, murdering hundreds of innocents and slaying any who dared to stand against him, then raising them up to join his army of the dead.’
‘Sounds like a right bad sort,’ said Havelock, making the sign of the horns to ward off any evil spirits that might be attracted by such tales of dark creatures of the night.
‘He was,’ agreed Leofric. ‘His blood drenched debaucheries are said to have shamed the Dark Gods themselves.’
‘So what became of him?’
‘Like all creatures of evil, he was eventually defeated,’ said Leofric. ‘The noble knights of the day fought the great battle of Ceren Field and the king himself skewered the fiend on the end of his lance.’
‘So he’s dead and gone then?’ asked Havelock, scooping up the last of his stew with his fingers and wiping his mouth with his sleeve.
‘So they say,’ said Leofric, grimacing at Havelock’s lack of manners. Uncouth and peasant born he most certainly was, but he was a fine squire and was the only other human that Aeneor allowed near him. ‘It’s said that he rose again nearly five hundred years later, but he was defeated once again, though the Duke of Aquitaine was killed in the battle on the edge of the Forest of Chalons. Accounts of the battle differ, but some say that the Red Duke’s spirit escaped the battle and fled into the depths of the forest, where it remains to this day.’
‘And that ghost thing you killed says he’s going to rise again? That don’t sound good.’
‘No, it does not, and as a knight sworn to the quest it is my duty to see if there is any truth to what it said. And if evil is rising there, I must defeat it.’
 
FINE WORDS, REMEMBERED Leofric as a droplet of rain fell into his eye and roused him from the memory of his recounting of the Red Duke’s infamy. The Forest of Chalons was still some days distant and there were more uncomfortable days ahead. Leofric had no clear idea of where to seek the Red Duke, but the Barrows of Cuileux lay crumbling and forgotten in the south-western skirts of the mountain forests, and such a place was as good as any to seek the undead.
A low mist hugged the ground as the rain eased off and Leofric caught a scent of woodsmoke carried on the evening’s breeze. The landscape around him was undulating, but mostly flat and devoid of landmarks to help him find his bearings.
‘Havelock?’ said Leofric, turning in the saddle. ‘Do you know where we are? What villages are around here?’
His squire stood high in the saddle, cupping his hand over his eyes as he surveyed the bleak landscape around him.
‘I’m not rightly sure, my lord,’ apologised Havelock. ‘I don’t know this part of the country, but I think this road, more or less, follows the border between Aquitaine and Quenelles.’
Leofric felt homesick as he looked eastwards towards the realm of his birth, the lands that had once been his, and the heartbreaking memory of his family.
‘So that means there’s maybe a few villages a few miles north of here, round the edges of the Forest of Chalons. Maybe even…’ said Havelock, his voice trailing off.
Leofric heard the faint longing in Havelock’s voice and said, ‘Maybe even what?’
‘Nothing, my lord,’ said his squire, staring at the mud.
‘Don’t lie to me, Havelock,’ warned Leofric.
‘It’s nothing, my lord, just something the servants at Castle d’Epee were talking about.’
‘And what might that be?’ demanded Leofric, tiring of Havelock’s reticence. ‘Out with it, man!’
‘A village they talked about,’ said Havelock. ‘A place they called Derrevin Libre.’
The name rang a bell for Leofric, but he couldn’t place it until he remembered the long, rambling discourses of Lord d’Epee. The man had mentioned something about the place, but his ravings had been too nonsensical to take much of it in. Clearly the servants had been talking about it too, and probably with more sense.
‘Well, what did they say about it?’
Havelock was clearly uncomfortable talking about what he’d heard and Leofric supposed some peasant code of honour kept his tongue in check.
He wheeled Aeneor to face his squire and said, ‘Tell me.’
 
THEY MADE CAMP for the evening and after finishing a meal of black bread and cheese, Havelock told him what he’d heard in the sculleries of Castle d’Epee. Derrevin Libre, it turned out, was indeed a village on the southern edge of the Forest of Chalons, but it was a most remarkable village. Some six months ago, Havelock said, the peasants there had risen up in revolt and overthrown their rightful lord and master before killing him. Once over his initial hesitation, his squire had relished the chance to tell the tale of the peasant revolt, embellishing his tale with lurid details of how truly repellent the local lord had been, even going so far as to link the man with the dark gods of the north.
Leofric sighed as Havelock continued with yet more details of the lord’s vileness in an attempt to justify the overthrow of the natural order of things.
‘So why didn’t the local lords just ride in and crush the rebellion?’ interrupted Leofric. ‘Why aren’t those peasants strung up by their necks from the top of the Lace Tower?’
‘They would have been, you see,’ said Havelock, wagging his finger at Leofric, before a stern glance warned him not to continue doing so. ‘Aye, they would have been, except that the local lords was in the middle of not one, not two, but three different feuds! You know how these Aquitaine folks are, they don’t have to fight for their land so they fight each other.’
That at least was true, reflected Leofric. The nobles of Aquitaine were ever in the grip of some internal feud or war and no sooner would one die down than a new one would flare up.
‘So the peasants were just left to rule the village themselves?’ said Leofric, horrified at the idea of such a thing. Were word of this to travel beyond the borders of Aquitaine, who knew what might happen if peasants were allowed to get the idea that their noble masters could be overthrown at will…
‘More or less,’ agreed Havelock. ‘Though Lord d’Epee’s scullion told me that they’d managed to attract the attention of a few bands of Herrimaults to help them fight to keep their freedom.’
‘Herrimaults?’ snapped Leofric, spitting into the fire. ‘I might have known. Criminals and revolutionaries, the lot of them.’
‘But sir,’ said Havelock. ‘They’s good men, the Herrimaults. They only rob from them’s as can afford the loss and give what they take to feed the poor. They’s good men.’
Leofric could see the admiration in Havelock’s eyes, and shook his head.
‘No, Havelock, they are nothing more than bandits who no doubt perpetuate the stories of their code of honour and reputation as underdog heroes to gullible people like you in order to secure their help in keeping them beyond the reach of the law. Honestly, Havelock, if a dwarf asked you to invest in the Loren Logging Company you’d say yes.’
The smile fell from Havelock’s face at Leofric’s dressing down, but Leofric could still see the spark of defiance there, fuelled by the romantic notion of peasants casting off their noble masters, and knew he had to crush it.
‘Very well, Havelock,’ said Leofric. ‘I have no issue with people wishing a better life for themselves, but there is a natural order to things that cannot be upset or the land will descend into anarchy. If every peasant wanted to rule his village who would till the fields, gather the crops or rear the animals? Nobles rule and peasants work the land, that’s the proper order of things.’
‘But, that’s not-‘
Leofric held up his hand to stifle Havelock’s protests and said, ‘Let me tell you of the last time a peasant tried to rise above his station. He was a young man of Gisoreux, and though you say you never had time for fancy stories, I think you’ll know it.’
‘You’re talking about Huebald, my lord?’ said Havelock.
‘I am indeed. Yes, he was a brave and handsome young man who saved the Duke of Gisoreux’s bride from the terrible beasts of the forest, but the thanks of the fair Lady Ariadne should have been enough for him. Instead he used his friendship with the lady to have her go begging to her husband to dub him a knight of the realm. A peasant becoming a knight, I mean whoever heard of such a thing?’
‘I don’t think that’s quite what happened,’ said Havelock, clearly hesitant about contradicting a questing knight.
‘Of course it is,’ said Leofric, ‘This Huebald, despite the armour, weapons and squire he was gifted with by the duke, was still a peasant at heart and his true nature was what was to undo him when he sought to move in higher circles. With the noble knights of Gisoreux, he rode into battle against a horde of beasts and was slain as he fled the field of battle.’
‘My lord, with respect, I do know this story, and if I might be so bold as to say so, I think you might have heard a different version from mine.’
‘Oh?’ said Leofric. ‘And what happens in your version?’
‘The way I heard it,’ said Havelock, ‘was that Huebald was shot in the back by his squire as he charged the monsters.’
‘Shot by his squire?’ exclaimed Leofric. ‘Why in the world would a squire shoot his knight?’
‘Rumour has it the nobles paid him to do it,’ shrugged Havelock. ‘Gave him a gold coin, more wealth than anyone like him would see in five lifetimes, to do it. The nobles didn’t want some uppity peasant thinking he could be as good as them and they put him back down in the mud with the rest of us.’
‘I had not heard that version of the story,’ said Leofric.
‘Well you wouldn’t have, would you, my lord,’ said Havelock, absently stirring the embers of the fire. ‘You nobles hear your version ‘cause it puts us peasants in our place, and we hear our version and it gives us something to hope for. Something better than grubbing in the mud and shit, which is what we normally do.’
‘So which version do you think is true?’ asked Leofric.
Havelock shrugged, ‘Honestly? I don’t know, probably somewhere in the middle, but that doesn’t matter, does it? All that matters is we each have our own version that keeps us happy I suppose.’
Leofric said nothing, staring at Havelock with a little more respect than he had done before. When Havelock had come to him and begged to be his squire, Leofric had initially refused, for a questing knight traditionally travelled alone, but something in Havelock’s demeanour had changed his mind. Perhaps it was his newly acquired sense for things yet to pass that had made him change his mind, a disquieting gift, he presumed, of his time spent beneath the boughs of Athel Loren. Whatever the reason, he had allowed Havelock to accompany him and, thus far, had no cause to regret the decision.
‘Maybe you’re right, Havelock,’ said Leofric. ‘I suppose each strata of society perceives past events through its own filters and hears what it wants or needs to.’
His squire looked blankly at him and Leofric cursed for expressing himself in ways beyond the ken of a peasant. He smiled and said, ‘I’m agreeing with you.’
Havelock smiled back and said. ‘Oh. Good.’
‘Don’t get used to it,’ said Leofric and stretched, looking up into the darkness of the night sky. The Forest of Chalons was still some days off and as he watched a shooting star streak across the heavens, he wondered whether it was a good omen or not.
 
THE FOREST OF Chalons stretched out before Leofric in a wide swathe of emerald green that lay in the shadow of the rearing crags of the Massif Orcal. The outer trees were stripped of their leaves on their lower reaches by a technique Havelock informed him was known as pollarding, and the dawn light didn’t make the forest look any more appealing than it had when they had arrived last night.
Dawn was only an hour old and there was no point in wasting the light, so Leofric pressed his heels to Aeneor’s flanks. He disdained the use of spurs, for to use such things on an animal as wondrous as an elven steed would be grossly insulting to it.
‘Come on,’ said Leofric as Havelock’s horse displayed more reluctance to approach the forest before them. ‘We have to make as much progress before night falls.’
‘I know, my lord, but there’s not a man alive who wouldn’t be a bit wary of entering a place like this. We’re heading towards barrows, ain’t we? A man oughtn’t to mess with the resting places of the dead.’
‘That might be difficult if we’re to hunt down a vampire knight, Havelock,’ said Leofric, though he understood his squire’s reticence. The forests of Bretonnia were notorious havens for orcs, brigands and the mutated beasts of Chaos, their dark depths unknown by men for hundreds of years. Many a brave, if foolhardy, duke had attempted to clear out the deep forests of his lands only to fail miserably and lose many of his knights in the process. The depths of the forests were the domains of evil and none dared walk beneath their tangled branches or follow their forgotten pathways without good reason.
Leofric was no stranger to mysterious forests, having spent a span of time with the Asrai of Athel Loren, but even he had to admit that the darkness within the Forest of Chalons was unnerving, as though the forest itself looked back at him with hungry eyes.
He shook off the sensation and guided Aeneor between the tall, thin trees on the outer edges of the forest. The undergrowth was thin and wiry, the forest floor hard packed and well trodden, as though many people had come this way recently, and Leofric fancied he could see hoof prints in the soil.
They rode for several hours before stopping for some food and water, though Leofric had quite lost track of time in the gloomy half-light of the forest. Havelock walked the horses before feeding them grain that had cost Leofric more than most peasants would see in a month.
‘I don’t like this place,’ said Havelock, as he always did. ‘Feels like someone’s watching me all the time.’
Leofric looked up from the blue scarf wrapped around the hilt of his sword and cast his eyes around the clearing they had stopped in. The trees in this part of the forest were larger than those at the fringes, older and gnarled with age. They grew thicker here too, blocking the light and wreathing the forest in a perpetual twilight that blurred the passage of time and hung a pall of wretchedness upon the soul.
But Havelock was right. As much as Leofric tried to dismiss his concerns as that of a superstitious peasant, he knew enough to know that in places like this, someone - or something - might very well be watching them. Since they had left the sunlight behind them at the edge of the forest, his warrior’s instinct had been screaming at him that they were not alone in this dark place.
‘I don’t like it much, either, Havelock,’ agreed Leofric, ‘but for some reason, creatures of evil never make their lairs in beautiful groves or in the middle of golden corn fields. It’s always a haunted forest or deserted castle atop a forbidding crag of black rock.’
Havelock laughed, ‘Yes, not very original are they?’
‘No, but there’s a certain evil tradition to uphold I suppose,’ said Leofric, rising from the log he sat upon to climb onto the back of his horse once more.
The barrows were at least another day’s ride away and Leofric had no wish to stay within the forest any longer than was absolutely necessary.
 
FOR THE REST of the day and much of the next, Leofric and Havelock rode deeper into the Forest of Chalons, their passage growing slower with each mile as though the trees themselves sought to impede their progress. The sensation of being watched remained with them the whole way and Havelock’s nervousness was not helped when they came upon the first of the barrows.
The burial mound had long since been ransacked, its stone door lying splintered and mossy beside its overgrown entrance. Mouldering bones lay scattered around, not even the animals of the forest wishing to gnaw on the dead of this place. A broken sword blade of corroded bronze lay wedged in the dark earth and Leofric guessed that this tomb had been open to the elements for hundreds of years.
They passed on, lest some wild beast had made its lair within the barrow, but the forlorn sight of the plundered barrow depressed Leofric. What hope was there for an honourable warrior if his grave was certain to be robbed by greedy delvers? A warrior should be allowed his rest when he finally made the journey through Morr’s gates, not disturbed by thieves seeking gold or treasures of ancient magic.
He and Havelock said little as they passed onwards, seeing more and more of the gloomy barrows the further they travelled. Bleached bones, grinning skulls and rusted weaponry littered the forest floor and though they heard the sounds of animals and beasts through the trees, they saw nothing of the forest’s fauna.
As dusk approached on the second day of their travels, Leofric felt a subtle shift in the forest around them, as though the very air and landscape had suddenly become less hostile to their presence. He could see patches of purpling sky above him and the scent of honeysuckle came to him, where before he had smelled only death and desolation.
He raised his hand to halt their progress as he saw a gleam of low sunlight catching on something ahead. From here he could not yet see what had reflected the light, but its pale gleam was like a beacon through the darkness of the tree canopy.
‘There’s something ahead,’ said Leofric, his hand sliding towards the hilt of his sword.
Havelock did not reply, his mood too gloomy after the monotonous ride through the forest, though he raised his head to look. As he caught sight of the reflected light, Leofric saw his spirits rise, as though the sight of something bright was enough to rouse him from the melancholy the darkness of the forest had laid upon him.
‘What do you think it is?’ he asked.
‘I don’t know,’ replied Leofric. ‘This deep in the forest, it could be anything.’
He eased Aeneor forward, the undergrowth and trees growing thinner and more scattered the closer they came. Yet more bones and ancient shards of rusted armour lay strewn around, too many to simply be the result of despicable grave robbers, though Leofric saw that these were no ordinary bones or weapons.
‘Was there a battle fought here?’ asked Havelock.
Leofric had been wondering the same thing, though if there had been a battle, it had not been fought by men, for the fleshless cadavers and the accoutrements of war that lay here were those of elves and orcs. Graceful, leaf-shaped swords and snapped bowstaves lay strewn all about, and long kite-shields were splintered by monstrously toothed cleavers that would take two strong men to lift.
Narrow elven skulls of porcelain white mingled with thickly ridged and fanged skulls of orcs and it was clear that no quarter had been asked or given in whatever battle had been fought here.
And this was no ordinary battlefield either, saw Leofric as they emerged into a wide, overgrown space of undulating barrows and ruined structures. The remains of a tall tower stood upon a rugged spur of silver rock, its once noble battlements cast down and forgotten. Fashioned from a stone of pale blue, it was clear that no human hand had been part of its construction, for its curves and smooth facing was beyond the skill of even the most gifted stonemasons.
‘It’s beautiful…’ breathed Havelock, his gaze sweeping around the cluster of overgrown buildings.
‘These are elven,’ said Leofric, riding into the centre of what must once have been an outpost of the Asrai in the Forest of Chalons, forgotten and abandoned hundreds of years ago or more. Weeds and grass grew up through the remains of stone roads and each of the fine buildings that once gathered around the foot of the tower had been smashed and burned in the fighting. The setting sun threw a golden light over the scene and Leofric thought it almost unbearably sad to see such beauty destroyed.
‘Do you think your Red Duke is here?’ asked Havelock nervously and Leofric shook himself from his contemplation of the rained elven outpost.
‘Perhaps,’ he said. ‘We should explore this place and see what we can find.’
‘Yes, my lord,’ said Havelock, looking into the dusky sky, ‘but shouldn’t we do that with the sun at our backs? Don’t seem like sense to go delving into a place like this in darkness.’
Leofric nodded, wheeling his horse to face his squire. ‘Yes, you’re right. We’ll make camp a few miles distant and return at first light.’
He saw the relief on his squire’s face and chuckled, ‘I may be a knight sworn to destroy evil wherever I find it, Havelock, but I’m not going to go charging off into a ruined tower as night falls looking for the undead. I learned my lessons as a Knight Errant.’
The smile fell from his face as he heard a dry crack, like that of a snapping branch. His sword flashed into his hand and Leofric was amazed to see a cold fire slithering along the length of the blade. The liquid flames gave off no heat, and Leofric could feel the powerful magic surging within the enchanted blade.
‘What’s happening?’ cried Havelock, as Leofric heard more dusty cracks and the scrape of metal on metal. He spun his mount to identify the source of the noises, seeing that the sun was now almost vanished beneath the western treetops.
Before Leofric could answer, the source of the noises was revealed as a host of shambling warriors emerged from the collapsed and greenery-draped buildings. Their skeletal forms marched with a horrid animation, for each of the warriors was a dead thing, a revenant clad in the armour of forgotten times and bearing a rusted sword or spear. They rose from the undergrowth with the powdery crack of bone and their empty eye sockets were pools of darkness that burned with ancient malice.
‘The living dead!’ shouted Leofric, his revulsion and fury at these abominations rising in his gorge like a sickness. Havelock’s mount reared in terror, its ears pressed flat against its skull. His squire had drawn his bow and, without a firm grip on the reins, he tumbled from the saddle as the horse bolted from the clearing. Leofric cursed and angled Aeneor towards the fallen Havelock as more of the skeletal warriors picked themselves up from the ground or emerged from the rained structures.
He held out his hand and Havelock took hold of his forearm, swinging up onto Aeneor’s back as Leofric caught sight of two figures emerge from the tower that stood above them. The first was a warrior in gold and silver armour, and where there was a mindless malevolence to the warriors that rose around them, Leofric saw a black will and dark purpose at the heart of this creature. Though the flesh had long since rotted from its bones, it was clear that it had once been a mighty warrior, its thin skull and gleaming hauberk marking it out as one of the Asrai. The creature bore two ancient longswords and a high helm of tarnished silver reflected the last dying rays of the sun.
The second was a hunched man robed in black who bore a long, skull-topped staff and whose face was gaunt to the point of emaciation. Leofric saw the skeins of powerful magic playing over his pallid flesh.
‘Let’s go, my lord!’ begged Havelock, his primal terror of the undead making his voice shrill as the skeletal warriors closed the noose of bone around them.
Leofric dug his heels into Aeneor’s flanks, knowing that speed was more important than manners now. The horse leapt forwards, smashing the nearest of the dead warriors to the ground. Leofric’s white blade clove the skull of another and he cut left and right as the armoured skeletons pressed in around them.
The fire of his blade surged with every blow and Leofric felt the hatred of the weapon as a potent force that guided his arm and struck the head from his every opponent with a deadly grace. Clawed hands tore at Aeneor and the horse lashed out with his back legs, its hoofs caving in brittle ribcages and shattering rusted shields.
Havelock loosed arrows from the back of the horse, though most of his shots flew wide of the mark. Leofric chopped with brutal efficiency at the grimly silent horde of undead, battling to get enough space to fight with all the skill he possessed.
But the long dead warriors were too numerous and even Aeneor’s strength was insufficient to forge them a path.
‘Lady protect us!’ shouted Leofric, smashing his sword through a skeleton warrior’s chest and dropping it to the ground as another slashed a spear across Aeneor’s chest. The steed screamed foully, rearing up and almost toppling them from its back. The spear was knocked from the dead warrior’s grip and Aeneor’s hooves crushed his attacker as they came back down to earth.
Leofric cried out as he saw the blood spray from the wound and kicked the skull from another warrior’s shoulders as he saw that they were pulling back, forming an unbreakable ring of blades and bone around them. He heard Aeneor’s breath heave and saw blood-flecked foam gather at the corner of his mouth.
‘What are they doing?’ asked Havelock, his survival instincts overcoming his fear for the moment.
‘They are waiting for that,’ said Leofric as he saw the armoured warrior that had emerged from the ruined tower striding towards him with grim purpose and murderous intent.
Clearly this was one of the champions of the undead, an ancient warrior bound to the mortal plane by evil magic. It would not attack mindlessly, but with malice and all the skill it had possessed in life. Closer, Leofric could see the skill wrought in every link of its armour and the fine workmanship of its weapons. An obsidian charm hung around the champion’s neck, gleaming and polished to a mirror finish.
Leofric risked a glance towards the tower, seeing the robed figure extend his hand towards the silent horde, now understanding that he was surely a practitioner of the dark arts of necromancy. The will of this necromancer was what held the dead warriors at bay while his champion took the glory of the kill. Did such a creature even understand the concept of glory or honour?
The armoured champion stopped and spun his swords in an elaborate pattern of swirling blades that Leofric recognised as elven. He had seen the Hound of Winter perform similarly intricate blade weaving and fervently hoped that this warrior was not as skilled as the venerable champion of Lord Aldaeld had been.
‘You will fight me,’ said the creature, its voice dusty and lifeless. ‘And you will die.’
Leofric did not deign to reply, he had no wish to trade words with this creature of darkness. A dark pall of fear sought to envelop him at the unnatural horror of this dead warrior, but he fought against it, raising his sword as a talisman against such weakness.
The undead champion raised its swords and dropped into a fighting crouch. ‘You will fight me. The Red Duke will have need of warriors like you and I when he rises.’
‘The Red Duke…’ said Leofric, suddenly understanding. ‘He has not risen.’
‘No,’ agreed the champion, ‘he bides his time, but you have been brought here to die like many before you to swell the ranks of his army for when that day comes.’
Leofric cursed his impetuous decision to ride towards Chalons from Castle d’Epee in such haste. How many other knights had fallen into this trap and been slain only to rise again as one of the living dead? For all his smug words to Havelock earlier, he knew that he was not as far from his days as a Knight Errant as he had thought.
Further words were useless and he gave a cry of rage as he charged towards the undead champion. His sword speared towards its chest, but a black-bladed sword intercepted the blow and the champion slashed high towards Leofric’s neck. The edge clanged on the metal gorget of Leofric’s armour, but with the force of the blow he almost fell. He swayed in the saddle as Aeneor turned nimbly on the spot as the champion came at them again.
With Havelock behind him, Leofric was nowhere near as mobile as he would normally be, but he could not simply push him from the horse. Twin longswords stabbed for him, but the Blade of Midnight moved like a snake, blocking each blow and sending blistering ripostes towards the champion’s head.
The dark warrior circled Leofric and he thought he could sense its dark amusement at their plight. He felt his anger rise and quashed it savagely, knowing that such anger would lead him to make a fatal error. He felt Aeneor’s chest heave with exertion and hoped his faithful mount could bear them away from this evil place.
Once again, he charged towards the warrior, using the mass of his steed to drive his sword home. The Blade of Midnight smashed aside the first of the warrior’s longswords and plunged towards his chest. Leofric yelled in triumph, then cried out in pain as a shock of numbing cold flared up his sword arm and his sword slid clear without having caused any harm to the undead warrior.
He circled around, gritting his teeth against the pain and stared, uncomprehending, at his foe. His strike had been a good one, he was certain of it. The monster should even now be cloven in twain upon the ground, yet it stood unharmed before him, the amulet on its chest burning with afterimages of dark fire.
The sun had now dropped behind the horizon and Leofric felt a cold weight settle in his belly as he realised that this warrior was protected from harm by powerful dark magic.
‘My lord,’ begged Havelock from behind him. ‘We must flee. Please, I don’t want to die here.’
‘No, I will not run from this evil. I will defeat it,’ said Leofric with a confidence he did not feel. Before the pall of fear that still sought to crush his courage could take hold, he attacked once more, a cry for aid from the Lady of the Lake bursting from his lips. Once again, Leofric’s white blade and the warrior’s black swords traded blows. The champion’s skill was great, but so too was Leofric’s and he bore the enchanted blade of the Hound of Winter.
They fought within the circle of the undead warriors, Leofric finding his attacks thwarted time and time again by the skill of his foe and the unnatural magic that protected it.
When the end came it was sudden, Leofric raising his sword to block a lightning riposte a fraction of a second too late. The black blade glittered with evil runes and Leofric cried out in agony as it smashed through the waist lames of his breastplate. Numbing cold and pain spread from the wound, the hurt increased tenfold by the spiteful runes inscribed onto the champion’s blade. Leofric swayed in the saddle as his vision greyed and only Havelock’s grip and Aeneor’s sure footing kept him from falling.
Aching cold spread from where the champion’s blow had landed, blood streaming down the buckled strips of laminated plate that had protected his midriff.
‘You have great skill for a mortal,’ hissed the undead warrior. ‘You will make a fine addition to the Red Duke’s army.’
‘No…’ whispered Leofric, attempting to lift his sword, but his arm was leaden and useless.
‘Yes,’ promised the champion, its grinning skull face alight with triumph as it drew back its arm to deliver the deathblow. Leofric felt the fear that had threatened to seize him earlier rise in a suffocating wave at the thought of rising to become one of the living dead.
But before the undead warrior could strike Havelock cried, ‘Aeneor! Ride! Carry us away!’
The elven steed reared once more, his lashing hooves forcing the champion back, before turning and galloping towards the ring of skeletal warriors who stood sentinel around the duel. Havelock held Leofric tightly as the steed thundered onwards and closed his eyes as he felt the horse surge into the air.
Aeneor smashed through the ranks of the dead with the clang of metal and the snap of bone as he crushed those he landed upon and scattered the others with the power of his charge. Swords and spears stabbed, but none could touch the fast moving steed as it battered its way clear of its rider’s enemies.
Then they were clear and Leofric felt a measure of his senses returning as they rode clear of the dark fear that filled the air around the undead.
He raised his head and said, ‘We have to go back and fight!’
‘With all due respect,’ wheezed Havelock, ‘don’t be a fool! Don’t listen to him, Aeneor, keep going!’
Leofric wanted to protest, but his strength was gone. He gripped his sword hilt tightly and looked down at his wound, where blood pumped weakly down his leg. He had suffered worse in his time as a knight, but the real damage had been done - and was still being done - by the evil magic worked into the champion’s blade.
He heard the mournful howl of wolves echoing from the furthest reaches of the forest and knew that the minions of the Red Duke were not about to let him escape that easily.
‘Havelock…’ gasped Leofric.
‘My lord?’ said his squire.
‘Get me clear of this place…’
‘That’s what I’m doing, my lord,’ confirmed Havelock as the elven steed thundered through the forest and away from the domain of the undead. ‘Though I think Aeneor’s doing a better job of it than I am.’
Leofric nodded weakly as the cold spread to his chest and he felt the pain deep in his heart. ‘We have to warn the lord of Aquitaine…’
Aeneor galloped onwards.
 
HOW LONG THEY had ridden for, Leofric could not say; his only memories blurred and pain-filled. Deathly cold filled his limbs and his every movement felt like it would be his last. He was dimly aware of the forest flashing past him and the howling of wolves in the night. The passage of time became meaningless to him as the pain of his wound threatened to overwhelm him.
Waking dreams plagued him in which he saw Helene once more, alive and wrapped in her favourite red dress as she danced for him and held his son, Beren, out before her. He wept to see such visions and though they showed him wondrous memories, he cast them from his thoughts as he knew they were the vanguard of the journey to Morr’s embrace.
In moments of lucidity, he tried to converse with Havelock and ask of the health of Aeneor, but each time he tried to speak, he found his words slurred and unintelligible.
An eternity or a heartbeat passed in silent, cold agony and it was with a start Leofric opened his eyes to see that they were no longer beneath the oppressive branches of the forest. Golden fields of corn stretched away for miles in all directions and warm sunlight streamed from the sky.
He smiled as he wondered if this was what it was like to die. He had heard that Morr’s realm was cold, but he felt the warmth of the sun on his skin as a sweet nepenthe.
Thin columns of smoke rose from a pleasant looking walled hamlet in the distance and he wondered what fine fellows dwelled within. He realised that he was still riding a horse, feeling the grip of another holding him upright and with that realisation came the pain again.
He groaned, remembering the battle in the forest and the dire warning they had to bring to the knights of Aquitaine.
‘Havelock…’ he gasped, seeing a handful of hooded peasants walking towards them from the direction of the hamlet.
‘I see them,’ said Havelock.
Leofric squinted through the bright sunshine and his heart sank as he saw that the men were all carrying longbows fashioned from yew.
And as his consciousness finally slipped away, he saw that every arrowhead was aimed unerringly towards him.
 
WHEN NEXT LEOFRIC opened his eyes, he saw woven straw bound by twine above him and the animal stench of livestock was thick in his nostrils. He blinked, his eyes gummed by sleep and his mouth felt unbearably dry. His head rested on a pillow of wadded hessian and he saw that a thin blanket covered his body.
He lay still for several moments, piecing together the events of the last few… days?
How long had he lain here?
And where was here?
Leofric rolled his head to the side, seeing that he lay in a small room with a floor of hard-packed earth and walls formed from wattle and daub. His armour lay neatly stacked in the corner of the room and the Blade of Midnight stood propped against one wall.
He tried to rise, but a wave of nausea rose and threatened to make him vomit, so he lay back down and marshalled his strength as memories began to return to him. He remembered the fight against the undead warrior and reached below the blanket to where he recalled the monster’s diabolical sword had cut him.
He could feel the wound was stitched, and that it was no more than a couple of days old. Of the flight from the undead, he remembered almost nothing, save a frantic ride through the dark groves of the forest towards what he supposed was safety.
‘So where in the name of the Lady am I?’ he whispered.
From the look of the room, he surmised he was in a peasant village somewhere near the edge of the Forest of Chalons, but which one he had no idea. Perhaps Havelock would know…
Havelock!
What had become of his squire? Leofric was overcome by a sudden horror that Havelock had met the same fate as Baudel, and vowed that never again would he ride into danger with a squire.
Even as the thought formed, a shadow moved at the entrance to the room and the blanket that covered the door and afforded him a little privacy moved aside and Havelock entered, carrying a steaming bowl that smelled delicious.
‘Havelock!’ cried Leofric. ‘You’re alive!’
‘Well, begging your pardon, my lord, of course I am,’ replied Havelock. ‘It’s you that almost didn’t make it out of the forest in one piece.’
Leofric smiled to see his squire alive and well, pushing himself slowly upright. He winced at the numb stiffness in his side, but could already feel that it was a fading hurt. Havelock sat at the end of the cot bed and handed him the bowl, together with a hunk of hard bread. He saw the bowl was filled with a thin soup and dipped the bread in to moisten it before chewing it slowly.
He said nothing for a while, content just to wolf down the soup and bread, feeling stronger already as it reached his stomach. At last he put aside the bowl and said, ‘How long have I lain here?’
‘Two days,’ replied Havelock. ‘You were unconscious before I brought you in.’
‘I was badly hurt,’ said Leofric, again touching the stitches in his side.
‘Aye, my lord,’ nodded Havelock. ‘That you were. I stitched the wound easy enough, but there was something about that wound that I couldn’t fix.’
‘The undead warrior,’ said Leofric. ‘He carried a blade of dark magic. I should be dead. Why am I not dead?’
‘Always looking for the cloud around every silver lining, eh?’ smiled Havelock. ‘There’s a woman here, knows her herbs and a thing or two about the human body. More than a thing or two in her younger years, if you take my meaning.’
‘What?’ said Leofric, utterly nonplussed.
Havelock sighed. ‘Sometimes I swear trying to get the nobles to understand something simple’s like duelling an avalanche.’
‘What are you talking about, Havelock?’
‘I’m saying that there’s a grandmother here with more than a touch of the fay about her,’ whispered Havelock conspiratorially. ‘Her eyes are different colours and she’s as quick on her feet as a Bordeleaux tavern wench.’
‘What about her?’ asked Leofric. ‘What did she do?’
‘Well I don’t know,’ shrugged Havelock. ‘You don’t go asking about those with the fay upon them, you just accept it and hope they don’t turn you into a frog. She dug up some herbs from the edge of the forest and made you some kind of poultice. Rubbed it on your wound and mumbled some mumbo-jumbo I never ever heard before. Fair put the wind up me.’
‘Put the wind up you?’
‘Aye, my lord,’ nodded Havelock, appearing more reluctant to continue. ‘Once she’d finished, you was raving for the whole night, shouting about Morr’s gate and… well…. how you had to get back to Athel Loren to save her… ‘
Leofric lay back down on the bed, well able to imagine how his ravings must have appeared to one who knew that his wife was dead.
‘But anyway,’ continued Havelock. ‘Whatever it was she did seems to have worked, eh?’
‘So it would appear,’ agreed Leofric, sitting upright again as another thought occurred to him. ‘Two days? The undead? Is there any sign of them?’
‘No,’ said Havelock. ‘We got away from them. I think Aeneor would have outrun Glorfinial himself.’
‘Aeneor!’ cried Leofric.
Havelock held up a hand and said, ‘He’s fine. I took care of him myself. He’s a tough old beast that one, the hard muscles of his chest kept the spear from going too deep. He’ll have a nasty scar to show off, but he’ll live.’
Relieved beyond words, Leofric swung his legs from the bed and said, ‘My thanks, Havelock, you have done me proud. I’ll not forget this. Nor the kindness of the peasants of… actually, where are we?’
‘Ah…’ said Havelock. ‘Funny you should ask that.’
‘Funny?’ said Leofric. ‘Funny how?’
Havelock was spared from answering by the arrival of another man at the door, his build powerful and his bearing martial. Dressed in the rough clothing of a huntsman, he carried a quiver of arrows over his shoulder and had a long bladed sword partially concealed beneath his hooded cloak. Beneath his peaked and feathered hunter’s cap, his face was rakishly handsome and Leofric saw a glint of mischief there that he instantly disliked.
‘Who are you?’ asked Leofric. ‘And where am I?’
The man smiled. ‘My name is Carlomax and you are in the Free Peasant Republic of Derrevin Libre.’
 
LEOFRIC SAT ON the wall on the edge of the village, his breath coming in shallow gasps as he walked the circumference of the village to regain his strength. He wore his armour, for a knight of Bretonnia had to be able to fight in his armour as though it weighed nothing at all, though he felt very far from such fitness.
The blade of the undead champion had wounded him grievously, and despite the healing power of this village’s fay woman, it was going to take time for his strength to fully return. He set off again, feeling stronger with each step and casting an eye around the village of Derrevin Libre.
Two score buildings of a reddish orange wattle and daub comprised the village, though at its centre stood a largely dismantled stone building that must once have belonged to the noble lord of this village. Only the nobles of Bretonnia were permitted to use stone in their dwellings, but such laws obviously held no sway in this place as Leofric watched gangs of peasants chipping away the mortar and ferrying the stone to the ground via a complicated series of block and tackle.
A tall palisade wall of logs with sharpened tops formed a defensive wall around the village and Leofric knew that this was higher and stronger than most villages could hope for. Having climbed to the top of the wall earlier, he had seen a bare swathe of the forest where the logs had come from and knew that the revolting peasants had put their brief time of freedom to good use in preparing for the inevitable counterattack. Hooded Herrimaults with longbows patrolled the walls and land beyond the village, alert and ready for the attack from the local lords that must surely come soon.
The village was thronged with laughing peasants and Leofric found the effect quite unsettling. Men and women worked in the fields beyond the walls and children played in the earthen streets, chasing hoops of cane or teasing the local dogs. The villages Leofric remembered from Quenelles were a far cry from Derrevin Libre, their peasants surly and hunched with their faces to the soil.
The sun was hot and he could feel his skin reddening, though he had refused Havelock’s offer of a hooded Herrimault cloak, seeing it as an acceptance of what had happened here. The few people he encountered in his slow circuit of the village were amiable, if wary of him, as they had good right to be. For Leofric represented exactly what they had rebelled against six months ago.
Leofric still found it hard to believe that a peasant revolt had managed to survive this long, but if there was anywhere it could do so, it was the fractious dukedom of Aquitaine. He did not know the names of the local lords, but knew it was only a matter of time until they came with fire and sword and put an end to this futile dream of freedom. Strangely, the thought of the status quo being restored here did not give him as much comfort as he expected it would. People would die and the ringleader of this revolution would be hanged.
Speaking of the ringleaders, he saw Carlomax, the charismatic Herrimault who appeared to be the self-appointed leader of this revolt walking towards him, a longbow clutched in one hand, while his other hand gripped the hilt of his sword.
‘Mind if I walk with you?’ asked Carlomax.
‘Do I have a choice?’ asked Leofric.
‘This is Derrevin Libre,’ smiled Carlomax. ‘Everyone has a choice.’
‘Did the local lord have a choice before your little revolution killed him?’
Carlomax’s lips pursed and Leofric saw him bite back a retort before his easy composure reasserted itself. ‘You are angry with me, yet I have done nothing to you, sir knight.’
‘You are a revolutionary, that is enough to make me angry.’
‘A revolutionary?’ said Carlomax. ‘Yes, I suppose I am. But if I am, then I fight for honour and justice, that is the true revolution here.’
‘Honour and justice now includes murder does it?’ spat Leofric.
Again Carlomax struggled to stay calm, and said, ‘If you’ll allow me to show you something, I think you might change your mind.’
‘Show me what?’
‘Come,’ said Carlomax, indicating that Leofric should follow him. ‘It’s easier if you see it first.’
 
THE ICE ROOM of the former lord of Derrevin Libre was dug deep into the earth, far below ground level, and as Leofric descended the stairs he relished the drop in temperature after the heat of the day. A compact room of rough-hewn stone blocks, there was, of course, no ice left, but it was still nevertheless pleasantly cool though the shelves were empty of meat and vegetables as he might have expected.
In fact the room was empty save for the bloated shape of the corpse concealed beneath a large blanket. Despite the cool air, the stench was appalling and Leofric was forced to cover his nose and mouth to keep it at bay.
‘You kept the body?’ said Leofric, aghast. ‘Why?’
‘You’ll see,’ promised Carlomax. ‘Take a look.’
Against his better judgement Leofric approached the covered body, keeping one hand pressed over his mouth as Carlomax took hold of the blanket and pulled it back to reveal the dead body beneath.
Leofric dropped to his knees at the horror that was revealed, his stomach turning in loops as he fought to prevent himself from vomiting. The body was that of a man, but a man so bloated and repellent that Leofric could barely believe such a thing was human. Sagging folds of flab hung slackly from the man’s frame, his skin discoloured and ruptured in numerous places, each long gash encrusted with filth and dried pustules. The man had clearly been diseased and he backed away lest some contagion remained in the rotted flesh.
‘You need to burn this,’ said Leofric. ‘It has become rank with corruption.’
‘No,’ said Carlomax. ‘The body has not changed since we killed him.’
Leofric looked back at the repulsive corpse and said, ‘Impossible. The body has rotted from within.’
‘I swear to you, Leofric, that this is exactly how this… thing was put here. Look at his arms, he was a worshipper of the Dark Gods.’
Leofric was loath to look again at the horrendous sight, but bent once again to the body. His eyes roamed the purulent, flabby arms, at last seeing what Carlomax was referring to. All along the length of the man’s arms were a regular series of blisters, each formed in a triangular pattern of three adjoining circles. Each cluster was arranged in the same pattern.
‘I have seen this before,’ said Leofric.
‘You have? Where?’
‘I fought alongside the king at the great battle against the northern tribes at the foot of the Ulricsberg. I saw this symbol painted on the banners and carved into the flesh of the warriors who worshipped the Dark God of pestilence and decay.’
Carlomax made the sign the protective horns as Leofric saw that many of the open wounds on the man’s body had more than a hint of mouth to them, some even having twisted vestigial teeth and gums protruding from the grey meat of the body.
‘The man was an altered,’ said Carlomax. ‘He deserved to die.’
Leofric nodded. The mutating power of Chaos had warped the dead man’s flesh into this morbidly repulsive form for some unguessable purpose and the horror of it sickened him.
The power of Chaos was a foulness that infected the minds of the weak with promises of easy power and immortality, but it inevitably led to corruption and death, though such a fate never seemed to deter others from believing they could master it.
‘I’ve seen enough,’ he said, turning and marching up the stairs. He needed to be out of that foetid darkness and away from the disgusting vision of the mutated corpse. He emerged into the sunlight, taking a deep breath of fresh air and feeling his head clear almost instantly as he moved away from the building.
‘You see now why this happened?’ asked Carlomax, following Leofric back into the daylight above.
Leofric nodded, but said, ‘It won’t make any difference though.’
Carlomax shook his head. ‘It has to. When people see what happened here and why, justice will prevail.’
‘Justice?’
‘Yes, justice,’ snapped Carlomax. ‘That is the code of the Herrimaults, to uphold justice where the law has failed and to reject the dark gods and to fight against them at all times.’
‘The Herrimaults truly have a code of honour?’
‘We do,’ said Carlomax defiantly.
‘Tell me of it,’ said Leofric.
 
AS THE LAST rays of sunlight faded from the sky, Leofric sat on the edge of the palisade wall looking out over the surrounding lands, his thoughts confused and uncertain. When he had first heard of Derrevin Libre, he had been horrified at the upsetting of the natural order of things and branded the Herrimaults as little better than brigands, but the day spent with Carlomax had disabused him of that notion.
The man’s brother had been hung for smiling at a noble’s daughter and his mother crippled by a beating for weeping at the execution. Small wonder he had turned to the life of an outlaw.
Carlomax had told him how he had later abducted the noble’s daughter, intending to rape and torture her, but had found that he had not the stomach for such vileness, and had released her unharmed.
How much of that story was true, he didn’t know for sure, but Carlomax had an integrity to him that Leofric had quickly recognised and despite his initial misgivings, he found he believed the man. The code of the Herrimaults had impressed him, its tenets not unfamiliar to a knight such as he; to protect the innocent, to uphold justice, to be true to your fellows and to fight the powers of Chaos wherever they are found.
Following such a code, Carlomax might himself have been a knight were it not for his low birth. And from what Leofric had seen around Derrevin Libre, he couldn’t argue that Carlomax had created a functioning society for its people that was superior to the lot of the majority of Bretonnian peasants.
The night’s darkness was absolute and Leofric knew that come the morning he and Havelock would ride to the city of Aquitaine itself to warn the duke of the threat gathering in the north of his lands.
Filled with such gloomy thoughts, Leofric did not hear Havelock approach, his squire appearing absurdly cheerful, though he was not surprised. To another peasant, Derrevin Libre must seem like paradise and Leofric found that he could not find it in himself to disagree.
‘You should get some sleep, it’s going to be a long day tomorrow and you still haven’t got your strength back yet… my lord,’ said Havelock and Leofric couldn’t help but notice the tiniest hesitation before he had added ”my lord”.
‘I know,’ said Leofric.
Havelock nodded, suddenly awkward and Leofric said, ‘Do you want to stay here, Havelock? In the village, I mean?’
His squire frowned and shook his head. ‘No, my lord. Why would I want to do such a thing?’
Leofric was surprised and said, ‘I thought you admired the Herrimaults?’
‘I do, my lord,’ agreed Havelock. ‘But I swore an oath to you and I plan on honouring that. It’s nice here, don’t get me wrong, but…’
‘But what?’
‘But it won’t last,’ whispered Havelock sadly. ‘You know it and I know it. When the local lords finally get over whatever feuds are keeping them busy, they’ll come in force and burn this place to the ground. Can’t have the peasants believing that there might be other ways of life than the one they’re born to, eh? Tell me I’m wrong.’
Leofric shook his head. ‘No, you’re not wrong. I just wish the notions that underpin the knightly code and the Herrimaults’ code could be put into practice beyond the conduct of a single knight or outlaw.’
‘Well, it’s a noble dream, my lord, but we live in the real world, don’t we?’
Leofric said, ‘That we do, Havelock, that we do. Here, help me up.’
Havelock pulled Leofric to his feet, the pair of them freezing as a chorus of wolf howls echoed through the darkness.
Leofric’s gaze was drawn to the edge of the forest as he heard new sounds beyond that of the howling wolves, the tramp of feet and the crack of snapping branches as armed warriors marched through the trees.
‘Oh no…’ whispered Leofric as he saw scores of armoured skeletons emerge from the treeline, packs of snapping wolves at their heels.
Standing in the centre of the battle line, dimly illuminated by the flickering glow of the torches set on the palisade walls of Derrevin Libre, was the gold and silver armoured champion of the dead and the hooded necromancer. The champion rode the monstrous carcass of the blackest horse, its eyes afire with the flames of the damned.
‘Run, Havelock!’ shouted Leofric. ‘Get Carlomax! Tell him to get every man who can hold a sword to the walls. We’re under attack!’
 
WITHIN MOMENTS, A hundred men were at the wall, some armed with longbows, but most with peasant weapons: axes, spears and scythes.
The army of undead had not moved since Leofric’s warning, their utter stillness draining the courage of the men at the walls with every passing second.
‘Where have they come from?’ asked Carlomax, standing beside Leofric with his bow at the ready and a quiver full of arrows.
‘From deep in the forest,’ said Leofric. ‘They are the heralds of the Red Duke.’
‘The Red Duke!’ hissed Carlomax, his handsome features twisted in the fear that such a name carried for the people of Aquitaine. ‘He rises again?’
Leofric nodded. ‘I believe he will soon. Havelock and I were riding for the duke’s lands bearing warning when we came upon your village.’
‘Can we hold them?’ asked Carlomax. ‘There are quite a lot of them…’
‘We’ll hold them,’ promised Leofric, casting his gaze along the length of the palisade wall. ‘By my honour, we will hold them.’
Like a wind driven before a storm, the fear of these dreadful creatures reached outwards, and Leofric could see that each man’s heart was icy with the chill of the grave at the very unnaturalness of the risen dead.
Though the men on the walls were clearly brave, Leofric knew that their courage balanced on a knife-edge and that they needed some fire in their bellies if they weren’t to flee in terror from the first charge.
Leofric marched along the length of the wall facing the undead, lifting his white bladed sword high so that every man could see its purity in the face of such evil.
‘Men of Bretonnia!’ he shouted. ‘You will hold these walls!’
‘Why should we listen to you?’ cried a voice in the darkness.
‘If you want to live, you will listen to him!’ returned Carlomax.
Leofric nodded his thanks and continued. He had thought to appeal to their duty to the king, but had thought the better of it when he saw the number of Herrimault cloaks among the villagers. As much as he had considered them little more than bandits before today, he was savvy enough to know that their skill with a bow would be useful in the coming fight.
‘You are right to question me, but I say this not as an order, but as a statement of fact. You have to hold these walls, for if you do not, your families will die and your homes will become your graves. At least until fell sorcery brings your spirit back to your dead flesh and you are denied eternal rest.’
He could see the horror of such a thought writ large on every face, knowing that the fear of such a fate would rouse each man to great deeds.
‘Your courage and strength will decide if you live or die tonight, so if you fight not for the king or your lord, fight for that. No grand gestures or lordly ambitions will be satisfied by this battle, only survival. I have fought things like this before and I tell you now they can be defeated. Cut them down as you would an orc or beast, but be wary of them rising again. Destroy the head if you can or smash the ribcage. Though these things have no hearts that beat as ours do, a mortal blow will still destroy them. Fight hard and may the Lady guide your arms!’
‘Derrevin!’ shouted Carlomax, seeing that Leofric had finished.
‘Libre!’ cheered the men of the village in response.
‘Nice speech, my lord,’ said Havelock, nocking an arrow to his bow, ‘but I think his was punchier.’
‘Evidently,’ agreed Leofric as the chant of ”Libre! Libre! Libre!” echoed through the darkness.
Leofric gripped his sword a little tighter as he saw that the time for speeches and waiting was over as the army of undead began its advance on the village. Marching in ordered squares a general of the Empire would have been proud of, the dead warriors tramped in silence towards the walls, the only sound the clink and scrape of rusted chainmail on bone.
‘Steady!’ shouted Carlomax, nocking an arrow and pulling his bowstring tight. For a moment Leofric wished he had a bow, but then shook his head at such foolishness… a knight with a bow! He chuckled at the idea and knew he had spent too much time in Derrevin Libre if its revolutionary ideals were starting to put such thoughts in his head.
‘Loose!’ shouted Carlomax and a flurry of arrows slashed towards the marching warriors.
As Leofric had said, the undead could indeed be brought down, and a dozen skeletons collapsed into jumbled piles of bone as the magic binding their form together was undone. The remainder paid these losses no heed and came on, uncaring of the volleys of shafts that punched through skulls or severed spines.
Though dozens fell with each volley, there were hundreds more and Leofric knew that within moments the enemy would be at the walls. Dark fear spread like a bow wave before the undead and Leofric could see many shafts loosed in haste from shaking hands thud harmlessly into the ground.
‘Bretonnia!’ he shouted. ‘The spirit of Gilles le Breton is in each of you! Do not give in to the fear! Remember that your loved ones depend on your courage!’
Further words were wasted as the undead warriors slammed into the wall and Leofric felt the logs sway as the implacable will of the Necromancer gave the undead strength. Ancient sword blades hacked into the timbers and skeletal hands dug into the gnarled bark as dead warriors hauled themselves towards the parapet.
A leering skull encased in a fluted helmet of bronze appeared before Leofric and he swept his sword through the neck, sending the body tumbling to the earth. No sooner had it vanished than yet more appeared. The Blade of Midnight smote them down, but armoured skeletons clambered over the sharpened logs all along the length of the wall.
The villagers of Derrevin Libre hacked at them with axes and stabbed them from the walls with their spears, but for some the horror of the living dead was too much and they broke and ran from the battle. Havelock sent shaft after shaft into the horde at the bottom of the wall as they chopped at the logs or slithered over the bones of the fallen.
Screams of fear and pain filled the air as ancient blades and clawed hands tore at warm flesh and Leofric hacked his way through the dead to where the fighting was thickest, bellowing cries to the Lady and the King as he smashed the undead from the walls.
Carlomax held a section of wall above the gate, his sword battering skeletons from the walls with every stroke. Leofric could see that the man was reasonably skilled with a sword, and what he lacked in elegance, he made up for in ferocity.
The night rang to the clash of iron on bronze, the battle fought in the flickering glow of torches set on the wall. Leofric heard wailing screams and turned to see the men on the wall to his right shrieking like banshees and clawing at their flesh in agony. Age-withered flesh slid from their muscles and wasted organs blistered as they ruptured and turned to dust.
‘No!’ shouted Leofric, tasting the rank odour of dark magic on the air. He risked a glance to the hillside where the undead champion and the necromancer watched the battle below. Leaping scads of power swirled around the dread sorcerer.
Even as he returned his gaze to the battle, he saw it was hopeless. Skeletal warriors had footholds along the wall and the men of Derrevin Libre who had fallen were even now climbing to their feet to hurl themselves at their former comrades with monstrous hunger.
‘Carlomax! Havelock!’ shouted Leofric. ‘The sorcerer!’
He had no way of knowing whether or not his words had been heard as he fought his way along the wall, hacking a path through the living dead. He saw Havelock pinned against the inner face of the wall by a skeleton attempting to throttle the life from him, while Carlomax battled a trio of armoured skeletons. Leofric killed the first and kicked the second over the wall as Carlomax despatched the last.
He hacked his sword through the spine of the skeleton attacking Havelock and, together with Carlomax, the three of them formed a fighting wedge above the gate.
‘My thanks,’ breathed Carlomax. ‘I don’t think I could have taken them all.’
Leofric nodded and said, ‘We can’t hold them like this.’
‘No,’ agreed Carlomax. ‘What do you suggest?’
‘Something more direct,’ said Leofric, pointing to the two dark figures that observed the battle from their vantage point at the treeline. ‘I need to get them down here!’
‘What?’ said Carlomax. ‘Are you mad?’
A thunderous crash and crack of shorn timbers sounded from below and Havelock shouted, ‘The gate!’ as a white blur galloped through the village towards the wall.
‘Be ready for my shout!’ yelled Leofric as he dropped from the parapet and onto the back of Aeneor. Leofric yelled an oath to the Lady, and rode into the gateway, where a dozen skeletons pushed through with spears lowered. He smashed their blades aside and bludgeoned them to splinters with the weight of his charge and the brutality of his sword blows.
Aeneor reared in the gateway before the advancing horde of the dead, Leofric’s Blade of Midnight throwing off loops of white fire that reflected from the insides of the skulls of the warriors before him.
‘Come on then, you dead bastards!’ he shouted. ‘I’ll kill you for good this time!’
A shadow loomed beyond the gateway and he urged Aeneor onwards, leaping the splintered ruin of the gate and scattering the skeletal warriors before him. His sword cut skulls from necks and arms from shoulders as he cut a deadly swathe through the enemy, but beyond the press of bone and bronze at the gateway, he saw what he had been hoping for.
Mounted on his dark steed, the undead champion awaited him, the necromancer hunched in his shadow and dark coils of magic leaping from his wizened fingers.
‘Carlomax! Havelock!’ called Leofric. ‘Now! Shoot!’
A pair of arrows leapt from the walls and hammered into the champion’s breastplate, but the dead warrior appeared not to notice them.
‘Not him!’ shouted Leofric, but further words were impossible as the champion charged towards him, the eyes of his terrifying black steed burning with dreadful malice. Leofric knew his strength was not the equal of this warrior, but he was no man’s inferior on horseback. He had toppled Chilfroy of Artois and would be damned if this creature of darkness was going to be the death of him.
The distance between the two warriors closed rapidly and Leofric swayed aside at the last possible second as the champion’s sword struck to deal him a mortal blow. The Blade of Midnight turned aside the blow and Leofric lunged, the tip of the blade spearing the heart of the champion’s obsidian amulet and splitting it apart with a hideous crack of thunder.
The champion gave a cry of fury as Aeneor turned on the spot and Leofric swept his sword out in a wide arc as a pair of arrows slashed through the air above him.
Even amid the clamour of battle and the screams of the dying, Leofric heard the thud of arrows striking flesh and the hollow clang as his sword smashed the undead champion’s helmet and skull to shards.
The dark steed rode on for a moment before its substance began to unravel and it finally collapsed into a clattering pile of dead flesh and bones. The fallen champion was pitched from the saddle, his own form coming apart as the will that held him to the mortal world fled his ruined shell.
Leofric lifted his sword in victory as he saw the necromancer struggle to pull Carlomax and Havelock’s arrows from his chest, but it was a futile gesture and Leofric watched as dissolution rendered his flesh down to naught but dust.
The sounds of battle began to fade and Leofric saw the undead horde begin to collapse before the walls of Derrevin Libre as the dark magic that empowered them faded from their long-dead bones.
He sighed in relief and felt his spirits rise as he realised that the night’s horror was over.
The Battle for Derrevin Libre had been won.
 
‘SO WHAT WILL you tell the duke of us, Leofric?’ asked Carlomax as Leofric and Havelock prepared to ride from the village the following morning. Havelock’s horse had been lost in the depths of the forest, but he had been furnished with one of the previous master of the village’s prize steeds.
With the defeat of the undead, Leofric felt that the sky was clearer and he could smell the scent of wild flowers carried on the back of a delightfully crisp breeze.
Leofric considered the question for a moment before answering. ‘I will tell him the truth.’
‘And what is that?’
‘That Derrevin Libre has no lord,’ said Leofric. ‘And that it might be better were it to be allowed to go on without one for a while.’
Carlomax nodded. ‘Thank you, that is more than I would have asked for.’
‘It won’t change anything though,’ warned Leofric. ‘They will come with bared swords.’
‘I know,’ agreed Carlomax. ‘But now we have a few battles under our belts and even if they do kill us all, what we achieved here will be spoken of for years. Even the mightiest forest fire begins with but a single spark…’
Leofric shook his head. ‘Then Derrevin Libre will be freedom’s home or glory’s grave.’
He turned Aeneor for the southern horizon and said, ‘And I do not know which one I fear the most.’



        
            
                
            
        

    
ILL MET IN MORDHEIM



Robert Waters
 
‘Amidst the perpetually dank and grotesque scenery of the City of the Damned, they struggled for honour, coin and sport. But some, the nobler and more righteous, struggled for greater causes…’
 
- Songs from the Eternal Struggle: A History of Mordheim, by Isabel Rojas
 
CAPTAIN HEINRICH GOGOL watched the fallen ratmen writhe in pain. They were all around him, their furry forms beaten, twisted and bloodied. He was pleased with that, despite having been knocked aside as well by the shock of the priest’s soul spell. The warhammer strike in the middle of the battle had sent ripples of righteous heat roiling across the charred ground, ending the fight, but leaving a nasty ache in the captain’s bones. He rubbed his face harshly, ran his fingers through his thinning black hair and climbed to his feet. He kicked aside a ratman that had taken the brunt of the spell. ‘Many thanks,’ Heinrich said to the dying beast, then drove a boot heel into its burning throat.
Heinrich focused on a little shrew of a man a few yards away smiling with confidence. The old priest hefted the warhammer in his skeletal hands as the mighty weapon popped white with fire that singed the frayed edges of his brown robe.
Heinrich sheathed his sword, adjusted his russet-leather surcoat, and joined the priest. ‘That was a mighty prayer, Father,’ he said, tempering his words. ‘We thank you. But perhaps next time you can give us warning first?’
‘My apologies, captain,’ the priest said with a smile on his pale lips. ‘But I had to move quickly. You were in trouble.’
‘Nonsense,’ said Heinrich sharply. ‘I had them right where I wanted-‘
An agonising scream pierced the gloom. Somewhere out there amidst the shattered ruins, Heinrich knew, flesh was being torn from bone. Muskets firing, wolves howling, bats screeching, fires smouldering, smoke billowing. An endless cacophony of rage and violence in the city that never slept, the city of damned souls, the city of lost dreams, the city of night fire.
The city of Mordheim.
A chill fog blew in from the east and tugged at Heinrich’s thoughts. He looked into the gaunt sky. The sun was setting below the grey spires of the ruins on the western side of the city. Darkness called, and death gave no quarter in the Mordheim night.
‘Gunderic!’
A young man appeared before Heinrich, his white tunic and blue breeches smeared with ratman gore. ‘Yes, captain?’
Heinrich handed him a blade. ‘Cut their throats.’
Gunderic nodded and set to work. Heinrich picked up the warhammer and handed it to the priest who was slowly regaining his strength. ‘Let’s move quickly, Father,’ he said. ‘Broderick needs our help.’
They turned their attention to a guildhouse, whose walls were scorched black and pockmarked by the comet blast that had destroyed the city years ago. Its long, rectangular windows were covered in pine slats and thick hessian sheets. Its entrance was a massive double-door archway, heavily reinforced with crates and barrels and rotting meal sacks. High above the doors stood four stone pinnacles whose sharp tips tore through the low passing clouds like claws through flesh. The sight of those pinnacles gave Heinrich pause; they seemed to waver dangerously in the gusting wind. Heinrich breathed deeply, found his courage, and stepped forward.
The ratmen that they had just killed were nothing more than a small detachment defending the building’s southern approach. What lay within was what gave Heinrich concern, and the white scar on his left cheek itched. He had no great desire to go inside, but do so he must.
‘Let’s find the way in,’ Heinrich said to Father. Young Gunderic joined them and handed over the blade. ‘They’ve breathed their last, captain.’
Heinrich nodded. ‘You’re doing Sigmar’s work, lad. I’m glad you’re with us.’
The young man’s face glowed with appreciation, but Heinrich could not share the joy. He hated bringing raw recruits into missions like this, very little training, minimal preparation. Who knew when the fight was on, if newcomers would live up to promise, or tuck tail and run? But live bodies were oftentimes more important than skill. His last mission had cut their strength somewhat, and the idea of facing such a plentiful foe with only five or six swords was madness. Well, Heinrich said to himself, he’ll learn as he goes, or die trying.
Heinrich worked around the massive pile of rotting wood. As he searched for an entrance, he reviewed the plan.
The rest of the men were with Broderick. Their objective was to tackle the northern entrance of the guildhouse, while Heinrich, Father and Gunderic approached from the south. The hope was that the ratmen would assume that the threat lay with Broderick alone and that they would overlook a second danger. With enough confusion, the beasts would panic and make mistakes. The trick, however, was to time the assaults carefully. If they moved into position too early, the ratmen would smell out the trap; arrive too late, and Broderick and company would be dead. But that would never happen. He and Broderick knew each other’s moves instinctively, having fought together for years. ‘I am the hammer,’ Broderick would often say, ‘and you are the anvil, my friend. Between us the iron bends.’
They’d been following this group of ratmen - or skaven - for days. Skirmish after unending skirmish through the streets, up and down shifting mounds of rubble, in and out of row after row of dilapidated storerooms, bars, bakeries, and temples. And each engagement had ended the same: minor casualties on both sides, with no conclusion. Heinrich wanted it to end, to pull out of this cursed place, to reform, refit, take stock, catch a warm bath and a good meal. But not until they had won; not until every last vermin they hunted was driven through and planted in the cold ground.
But now their mission had taken on an even greater purpose. If what Broderick claimed were true, if the skaven were in possession of Sigmar’s Heart, then the only outcome of this rolling battle must be victory… victory for the group, victory for the Empire, and victory for Sigmar.
‘Look here, captain,’ Father said, pointing to a loose crate in the side of the pile. Heinrich knelt down, pulled away the crate and revealed a small, yet passable, entrance. ‘So this is how they get inside.’ Heinrich drew his crossbow. ‘Arm yourselves and follow me closely… and quietly.’
They crawled slowly through the gap in the rubbish. The light in the main hall of the guildhouse was faint and it took a while for Heinrich’s eyes to adjust. With a free hand, he pulled himself through the damaged door. The sickening smell of fermented grain, wet fur and mouldy scat clung to the air and Heinrich wrinkled his nose in defiance. There were also innumerable banterings back and forth between unseen mouths. The ratmen were there just beyond the shadows: mingling, scraping, spitting, snarling; one massive chaotic voice of twisted humanity paying homage to their blasphemous god.
Heinrich pulled himself onto his knees. Father and Gunderic followed suit. Before them, there stood a mountain of old barrels teetering on a lip of steps that descended into the wide belly of the guildhouse. Through the gaps in the barrels, Heinrich could see the angular motions of the ratmen as they mingled about their tasks. He tried to count them, but could not get a proper number. Perhaps two dozen, maybe more. The ceiling had collapsed, and pieces of the roof lay in large chunks on the dirty floor. It was rare indeed for trees and bushes to grow in the poisonous fold of Mordheim, but trees and bushes and thick patches of ivy lay around the edges of the open floor, finding root in the choice cracks and crevices near the walls. And Broderick was right in his reconnaissance: piles of crates and barrels, broken furniture, old clothing, chamber pots, armour and paintings and all the forgotten treasures of the city had been hoarded here by the skaven over their years of scouring the ruins.
If time were convenient, Heinrich thought, it might be useful to look through it all, take stock of the wonders therein, study it and learn about life in the city before its great destruction. Like little windows into the past, each item a discarded memory of someone who once walked the streets. Wisdom lay on that floor, he knew, if one cared to look.
He put these thoughts from his mind and focused on the deadly space below. Despite the ample floor space, there was little open surface. He smiled. A small battle space was best for close in fighting. He rubbed the trigger of his crossbow anxiously and looked beyond the ratmen to the narrow entranceway from which Broderick would attack.
Yet Broderick had not made his entrance. Come on, Heinrich said to himself, make your move. Surprise was slipping away. Any further delay and their position would be sniffed out. Another nervous minute passed, and then he heard the long, powerful howls of his warhounds, Bloodtooth and Witchkiller.
The floor erupted in violence. Squeals, howls, shrieks, shouts, swirling steel and pelting rocks, as Broderick pressed the skaven at the northern entrance. From his vantage point, Heinrich could see his men working their way into the guildhouse. The warhounds took the lead, bounding into the mass of ratmen and taking several down. Roland and Cuthbert followed closely, the spiked balls of their morning stars swirling madly through the air. Both men modelled themselves after flagellants, even going so far as to whip themselves for loss of faith. But they were contrite enough in their devotion to Sigmar to keep it quiet in public. It was exciting to see them in battle. They never disappointed.
Broderick and young Sebastian followed last, fighting off ratmen who were dropping down from atop the huge walls of crates that lined the entrance. Heinrich watched as Broderick swung his sword in answer to every leaping vermin, slicing through bellies and chests in mid-flight. The skill and speed at which he worked his sword was amazing even now, years after leaving the pit fights, and Heinrich felt a great pride. Push them, Broderick. Push them hard. Show them how Reiklanders fight.
Father glared at his captain. ‘Let’s go, let’s go!’ he hissed. Again, the priest’s warhammer, hanging from a white sash at his waist, glowed with magical zeal.
Heinrich smiled and counted off three fingers. ‘Now!’
They stood and moved closer to the barrels, each taking positions adequate for firing. Heinrich looked down onto the floor. A mass of fur, claws, clubs, blades and spears swayed back and forth, as men and beast fought to hold their ground. Though the moment wasn’t dire, Heinrich knew that Broderick could not hold forever.
He clipped his crossbow to his belt and unholstered his pistol. He leaned out from behind the barrels, aimed carefully into the melee and pulled the trigger. A flash of powder and a mighty crack! rang through the space, as two skaven fell dead. For a moment, the enemy was confused as they reconciled to the danger behind them. This gave Broderick and crew time to regroup.
Gunderic and Father sent their missiles into the fray. Volleys of rocks peppered the barrels before them, as ratmen slingers turned away from the main attack to focus on the new threat. Heinrich dropped behind the wall of barrels again, holstered his smoking pistol and drew his sword.
He crouched in cover and noticed that Father and Gunderic had repositioned themselves about ten yards to his right, back to back. They were surrounded by a horde of rats clawing over themselves to sink their fangs. Heinrich had not seen any rats of the four-legged variety on the guildhouse floor; they must have come from holes and tunnels around the walls when they had heard the terrified shrieks of their masters. He cursed himself for not anticipating this problem. He knew better. Ratmen never moved without a horde of rats. And why hadn’t Broderick mentioned them in his scouting report?
Swamped, Father wielded his hammer like a man possessed, swinging at every snout that came too close. As each hammer strike found meat, a comet of blood, bone, and fur flew through the air. And yet they kept coming. Gunderic tried desperately to hold his position, but his short sword was no match for the swarm, and some of the creatures had reached his legs. Heinrich winced as he saw blood marks streak the young man’s legs. He wanted to help, but he had more pressing concerns. If he stood up now, those slingers would most certainly pound him to death. He needed to create a diversion to throw them back.
He found one. With a mighty lunge, Heinrich slammed into the barrels. They teetered then tumbled down the steps, cracking and tearing apart like an avalanche of ice. He followed closely behind, using the barrels as a shield against the shower of stones. The slingers fell back as the barrels struck the guildhouse floor and bounced like dice. Heinrich locked his eyes on the closest ratman and swung his sword into the rib cage and lifted the beast off the floor. The impetus of the blow, however, put him on uneven feet, and before he could leverage his stance, three skaven pounced.
Heinrich could feel claws on his back, ripping through his surcoat and tunic like razors. Another beast stabbed at him with a dagger gripped in its tail; the blade swiped across the Reiklander’s face, inches from his eyes. A third was hitting him on the legs with a club. Heinrich didn’t want to lose his sword, but he had no choice.
Dropping the sword, he quickly grabbed the blade-wielding tail, brought it to his mouth, and bit hard. Noxious blood filled his mouth as the ratman let out an agonising screech, dropped its blade, and fell back. That problem solved, Heinrich took his knife and slashed out against the ratman at his legs. But the one on his back grabbed his arm and held it firm.
Heinrich howled and twisted, trying to loosen the beast’s grip. He could feel the steam of the creature’s vile breath on his neck and its snout pushing into his nape to set its teeth. But as the first fang made its mark, the ratman was rudely yanked away. Heinrich looked down and saw Bloodtooth tearing into its throat.
Turning his attention to the third assailant, Heinrich raised his dagger and stabbed down, aiming for its back, but before steel found its mark, a crossbow bolt pierced its side. But Heinrich could not stop the impetus of the blade, and it hit the ground and snapped at the hilt. He scowled and looked into the direction of the bolt. Broderick stood close, grinning and holding a spent crossbow.
‘You owe me a knife!’ Heinrich shouted.
Broderick nodded. ‘A small price to pay.’
Heinrich retrieved his sword and he and Broderick stood back to back, circling slowly. ‘Where did all the rats come from, friend?’ Heinrich yelled. ‘Did you not see them on your reconnaissance?’
‘What are you talking about?’ Broderick asked, catching a ratman with a swift jab of his sword blade.
‘The rats that have taken two of our men out of the battle,’ he said, driving the pommel of his sword into a nearby throat. ‘Father and Gunderic are fighting for their lives.’
‘Aren’t we all,’ Broderick snapped back. ‘What do you want me to do about it?’
‘Get us out of this mess.’
‘Just shut up,’ Broderick said, twisting his body to the left to block a ratman from jumping on Heinrich’s back, ‘and fight!’
That ended the argument. Through the constant slash of blades and teeth, Heinrich fought to keep his balance. Fighting they were, and valiantly too, but the advantage gained from their initial assault was slipping away. Cuthbert was down, fending off attacks with bare arms, and Witchkiller, though still in the fight, was slowing, her chest a swirl of deep red cuts. Unless a miracle happened, they would never get out of the building alive.
And then as if Sigmar were listening, a flight of arrows flew into the melee and felled several ratmen. The missiles came through gaps in the boarded windows on the sides of the building. Then came powerful shouts as five strange men, attired in richly coloured doublets and tunics, rushed through the northern entrance and gave battle to the enemy. Heinrich stood confused as he tried to make sense of the intruders. What was going on? Who were these men? He turned and looked at Broderick, whose eyes were also seeking answers.
‘What is this?’ Heinrich asked.
But before he could answer, Broderick’s chest exploded in a cloud of green powder and blood. A thunderous roar consumed the space and Heinrich was knocked aside. The crack of the shot rang soundly in his ears as he struggled to stand. He could feel the sting of powder in his eyes and taste it on his tongue. He wiped away the pain and looked at his feet. Broderick lay face down, a black hole in his mangled back, a green mist rising out of the wound as blood pooled around him on the floor. Heinrich knew immediately what had caused the mortal blow.
Warplock pistol.
And just as quickly as it had begun, the battle was over, as the ratmen scrambled for exits. Despite having gained the advantage, the arrival of additional mercenaries were an unwelcome surprise and in seconds, the enemy was gone; all except one lone vermin, standing at the top of the steps leading to the doorway from which Heinrich had entered. Dazed, Heinrich leaned on his sword and stared madly into the beast’s foaming maw. It was the white one he had asked Broderick about right before the attack, the one supposedly in possession of the Heart of Sigmar. Its white fur was caked with muddy gore, its chest, shins, and snout wrapped in light leather armour, arms exposed. Warped by Chaos, the creature possessed two tails that tightly clutched two sacks glowing green with wyrdstone, and it waved the sacks in the air. In its left hand was the warplock pistol, smouldering from the shot.
Rage shook Heinrich’s body. His heart pounded, his chest heaved as he girded his strength. You twisted offal, he screamed silently into the face of the white monster. You killed my friend.
As if it understood, the ratman chittered wildly and waved its free hand at the captain. Foaming spit flew from its black lips as it bared its fangs in defiance. Heinrich rushed forward, raising his sword to strike. But it was too late. As he reached the first step, the pale-furred skaven leaped backwards and vanished in the shadows.
An arm blocked Heinrich from going further. ‘Easy, sir,’ said an unfamiliar voice. ‘It’s over.’
Heinrich pulled away from the arm, swung around, and drove the hilt of his sword into the sternum of the man. The man fell down, gasping and clutching his stomach. Heinrich stood over the body of one of the strangers that had interrupted the fight. ‘Step back!’ Heinrich said. But as he stepped away, the man drove his leg into the back of Heinrich’s knees, bringing him down. The man followed up with a swift chop to the neck.
‘I’d show a little more respect for one that has just saved your life,’ the man said, regaining his feet and drawing two poniards from under his cloak.
Heinrich winced against the pain of the blow, rolled over, raised his crossbow and aimed it at the forehead of the man. The man was very tall, sporting a dark complexion, shaved head, goatee and a gold earring in his right earlobe. He wore chestnut-coloured pantaloons and a gold tunic. A tiger fur cloak was draped over his shoulders and clipped at his neck. Black boots with silver points. He wasn’t from the Empire.
The man was anxious but steady, like a wild fox, holding his ground but ready to strike at a moment’s notice.
‘Respect for you?’ Heinrich said, holding the crossbow steady. ‘And what gave you the right to intrude on my mission?’
‘Your mission?’ said the man. ‘We’ve been tracking these ratmen for days. The trail led us here. And it looked like you needed help.’
‘We were doing fine on our own, stranger,’ said Heinrich. ‘We do not need your charity.’
The man grunted. ‘I beg to differ. If we had not arrived when we did-‘
‘Broderick would still be alive!’ Heinrich shouted.
The man grew silent and looked past Heinrich towards the still body drowning in the pool of deep crimson. His face calmed. ‘Yes, perhaps so. That is unfortunate. But let’s be rational. Without our intrusion, you might have all died.’
By this time, the men from both groups had gathered themselves and were standing around their respective leaders, weapons drawn, eyes glaring at one another over a thin, deadly space. The anger and distrust in the air was palpable; one false move or word could start a brawl. But feeling secure with his men at hand, Heinrich lowered his crossbow and stood. ‘Who are you?’ he asked calmly.
The man lowered his knives and tucked them back beneath his cloak. ‘I am Captain Bernardo Rojas.’
‘Where are you from?’
‘Estalia.’
Heinrich winced in disgust. Estalia? That hot, mysterious land topped in mountains, shrouded in mystery, and lying far to the west of the Empire. What wicked wind had blown this infidel into town? ‘Ha!’ he grunted and shook his head. ‘An Estalian in Mordheim. Is that so? By the looks of your men, however, I’d say you were from further south. I am having a bad day.’
‘Scoff all you wish,’ Bernardo said with eyes glaring, ‘but I will gladly pit my men of Marienburg against your Reiklander dogs any time.’
Heinrich ignored the challenge and turned away. He went to Broderick, knelt down, and held his hand above the deep wound. Hot. He leaned over and whispered gently in Broderick’s ear, ‘I’m sorry, my friend. May Sigmar bless your soul.’
He rose and stretched his back carefully. Night was falling fast and he could barely see his men through the shifting light and shadow. How many are left, he wondered. ‘Father? How many have we lost?’
Father appeared at his side, shaken and exhausted. ‘Three dead, captain. Young Gunderic and Sebastian, and Broderick. May Sigmar find them peaceful. Cuthbert is alive but his arms are badly mauled. Witchkiller is wounded severely. She may not last the night. I am well, as are Roland and Bloodtooth.’
‘You don’t look well,’ Heinrich said, pointing at scores of tiny bites covering the priest’s arms and neck. The old man was stooped over, fighting for air, his bald pate wet with cold sweat. The spells had taken their toll. ‘You’re lucky to be alive.’
Father rubbed at the wounds. ‘Yes, captain. Lucky and cursed I would say.’
Father always said things that did not make sense, but Heinrich did not press him further. He turned away and shook his head. Three dead. What a terrible price to pay without even securing the prize for which they were fighting. He barely had enough men to field. How would they get out of the city alive at night while carrying their dead and wounded to safety?
As if reading his thoughts, the Estalian stepped forward. ‘May we be of assistance?’ he asked.
Heinrich turned and faced the stranger, uncertain of what to do or what to think. ‘Haven’t you done enough already?’
‘We lost a man too,’ Bernardo said, ignoring the jab. ‘Young Gabriel fell shortly after we engaged. We should work together to get out of this cursed place, despite any misgivings we may have for one another. Night is falling. Let us help each other.’
‘No. No, I will not allow you to touch-‘
‘Heinrich,’ Father interrupted, laying a hand on his captain’s shoulder. ‘Please, let them help. We can’t do this alone, and we can’t leave anyone behind.’
‘Fine!’ Heinrich snapped. He wanted to lash out and smack the old man across the floor, but his words made sense.
‘Captain?’ Roland came forward, holding Bloodtooth by his massive chain. The dog’s muzzle was soaked in ratman blood. ‘Should we not look for the Heart before we leave?’
Heinrich shook his head. ‘No. It isn’t here.’
‘But they may have dropped it in the battle. If we could just look through-‘
‘I said no!’ Heinrich snapped. ‘The ratmen are vile creatures, but they are not stupid. They know what we’re after. They would not be so casual with it.’
‘What is this Heart you speak of?’ the Estalian asked. ‘I do not understand.’
‘Good. Let’s keep it that way.’ Heinrich did not try to hide his growing irritation with this pointless discussion. Exhausted, he used his sword to steady himself and wiped sweat from his brow. ‘Very well, Estalian. I accept your offer, but that’s as far as it goes. When we reach the western gate, we part company. We’ll bury our men alone. Understood?’
Bernardo nodded, a quizzical smile on his face.
‘And one more thing.’ Heinrich leaned in close, his nose nearly touching Bernardo’s sharp beak. ‘Keep your hands off Broderick. He’s my responsibility.’
With that, they began preparing the dead and wounded as the Mordheim night squeezed in.
 
THE SUN WAS rising in the east and driving away the fog. The air was still and thick. It would be a humid day, Heinrich knew, and he felt comforted by the cool of the stone pavilion in which he stood.
They were in the centre of a Garden of Morr. The garden lay within the moss and ivy-choked ruins of a small keep that stood vigil on a modest hill on the western side of Mordheim. The dead were laid naked on stone benches inside the pavilion. Roland covered each body in turn with a white sheet, while Father, holding a bowl of slow burning incense, whispered arcane prayers and moved among the bodies. He stopped at each, dipped a small brush into the grey ash of the incense fire, and then rubbed the pasty bristles across each warrior’s clean-shaven, perfumed cheeks. He knelt down and kissed each lightly on the brow, then covered their eyes with silk cloths.
Heinrich stood in sombre humility and watched the priest work. Few Reikland mercenaries could claim their very own Sigmarite priest, but Heinrich considered it a gift and did not tempt fate by thinking about it too often. The old man’s full name was Elgin von Klaushammer, but the men fondly called him ”Father” as befitting his spiritual connections; and at times like this, he was an invaluable servant to the team.
He looked into a dark corner of the pavilion where Cuthbert and Witchkiller lay resting quietly, taking comfort in each other’s company. Their evening’s wounds had not fully healed, but they had not got any worse. They would live, praise Sigmar, but they would be laid up for a while. Heinrich pulled himself straight, defying exhaustion. He was a leader after all and in times like this he needed to show strength.
It was a tragic thing to lose men on campaign. How many burials had he attended since his arrival in Mordheim? He could not remember. How many more would he attend? It was a fool who did not expect to lose men in such an evil place, but he had lost so many good men over the past few months. And now Broderick, his best friend and confidant, was gone. Broderick had always been there to help the group through their grief and to keep them focused. Where Father conducted the ritual of burial, it was Broderick who placed purpose in each death, extolling honour and dignity through his kind and simple words of faith. Faith in Sigmar Heldenhammer, founder and patron saint of the Empire; faith in the Grand Theogonist; faith in their mission. Heinrich looked down upon the rigid form of his friend and whispered, ‘Goodbye Broderick. You were a good man and a great warrior.’
Heinrich turned and let Father’s prayers drift from his mind. He looked towards the freshly dug graves waiting nearby. He felt sorry for the families of the men he would bury today. They would never know the fate of their kin, and what a terrible burden to bear. Some would consider it blasphemous to bury them within sight and sound of the Eternal Struggle, but it was better than leaving them to rot amidst the ruins. At least they were receiving some dignity and respect with a simple ceremony.
Heinrich placed his hand on the hilt of his sword. He looked beyond the garden to an observation tower. The aged, crumbling stone structure had stood for centuries as one corner of the keep but was now, in its twilight, used to view the city. He and Broderick had climbed the steps of the tower many times. They had looked down upon the desolation and tried to imagine what it might have been like on that fateful day in 1999, five years ago when the twin-tailed comet of Sigmar slammed into the city and eradicated the evil that had gathered.
In his weaker moments, Heinrich would wonder why the Warrior God had allowed Mordheim to survive at all, why he had allowed it to rise from its own grave. Why fill it with that cursed wyrdstone, a currency so valued, so prized that it called thousands into its seedy streets who would kill to possess it? At the top of the tower, Broderick would always answer, ‘It is a warning and a test. I believe Sigmar allowed Mordheim to endure so as to remind us of the fine line between order and Chaos. Mordheim is a monument to that thin space between good and evil, and all the other cities of the Empire shoud look upon its devastation with fear and remember that they too could suffer the same fate if they so choose to fall into darkness.’
‘And what of wyrdstone, then?’ Heinrich would ask, pressing the issue. ‘Why would Sigmar fill its streets with that awful temptation?’
‘Again, it’s a test. Men imbued with both good and bad intentions come here to seek it. What they do with it after they’ve found it is the test.’
‘Have we passed the test, my friend?’
Broderick would smile and say, ‘Well, I don’t know about you, but my heart is pure.’
They would laugh at that and go on discussing issues throughout the night. What is the true nature of Chaos? Of order? Will the provinces of the Empire ever unite under Siegfried, the Grand Prince of Reikland? In the end, Heinrich would allow Broderick to have the last word, for his faith was that of a child’s. Heinrich always looked to his friend for spiritual guidance, clarity of thought and consistency of purpose. With Broderick now gone, who would he rely now on to provide that clarity?
‘Am I disturbing you?’
It was the voice of the Estalian. Heinrich swung around to face the strange man, his heart leaped into his throat as he considered drawing his sword, but he held steady. ‘What are you doing here, Estalian? Don’t you have a fallen sword to care for?’
‘I have already buried young Gabriel,’ Bernardo said, ‘but I must speak with you now, before it is too late.’
‘You are from a strange, undisciplined land,’ Heinrich whispered. ‘You are obviously unaware of the dishonour you’ve brought to me and mine by interrupting this service.’
Bernardo pulled up close, his eyes sparkling with agitation. ‘I’m well aware of the sanctity of your burial service, sir, but what I have to discuss with you gives respect to those we bury today. Speak with me in private.’
Gritting his teeth, Heinrich grabbed the fringe of the Estalian’s tiger cloak and pulled him away. ‘Very well. Follow me.’
They walked through the garden and up to the observation tower. Heinrich climbed the wooden steps, carefully placing his boots into the worn places on the planks. ‘I suggest you place your feet as I do, Estalian, lest you snap a plank and fall to your death.’ Bernardo followed as directed.
At the top, they stood side-by-side and stared down at the mangled sprawl. Several minutes passed in silence. Heinrich spoke first. ‘How long have you been in Mordheim, Estalian?’
‘Not very long,’ Bernardo said. ‘Going on seven days now perhaps.’
Heinrich grunted. ‘Then you are still clean and unfettered, I see. I’ve been here all of six months, and I’m already losing myself in its cesspool. I hate it and I love it. Does that make sense to you?’
Before Bernardo could respond, Heinrich continued. ‘Broderick and I came up through the pits together, bare-chested fighters for gold and drama. A young man en route to Ostermark, I was captured by brigands and sold off like chattel. I thought I would die in those pits. Broderick saved me. He spoke about Sigmar and gave me purpose to fight on. We bought our freedom and set off for Altdorf to find our lives and to worship the Warrior God. And when we were ready, we set off for Mordheim to do good deeds for the Empire. But it wasn’t supposed to end like this. Broderick wasn’t supposed to die.’
Heinrich paused for a long moment, then said, ‘Right before he fell, I argued with Broderick for not spotting the rat horde that appeared in the guildhouse and cut our band in two. I blamed it all on him, but it was my fault. I should have known better, anticipated it. It’s my fault Broderick’s dead. All my fault…’
‘Why speak these things?’ Bernardo said. He tried to lay a hand on Heinrich’s shoulder, but the Reiklander pulled away. ‘You are not responsible for the fate of every man under your charge.’
Heinrich nodded. ‘Perhaps not.’ He stared deeply into Bernardo’s eyes, trying to measure the man’s soul, but everything about him was different. His face was dark and sharp, dirt-smeared but flamboyant. His bald scalp a shiny palette of oily brown flesh. His mouth a thin sliver of pink forming a generous smile that masked… what? Heinrich searched for something more in the kind stare of the mysterious man, but nothing surfaced. The man also had a perfumery about him, a scent of cinnamon and lavender, of rosemary and ginger. It mixed with the stagnant, mouldy smell of the nearby graves and made Heinrich’s nostrils flare.
‘What brings you to the City of the Damned, Estalian?’ Heinrich asked. ‘You and your men are very far from the comforts of Marienburg, and, dare I say, from the fanciful proclamations of your Lady Magritta.’
If the insult caused the foreigner any agitation, he did not show it. He simply smiled and said, ‘I’m not a political man. It matters not to me who sits on the Imperial throne, whether it is my Lady Magritta, or a puppet prince anointed by your Grand Theogonist. But I would suggest that you refrain from such observations around my men, as they may take offence. As for me, my kin were merchants. We had establishments in Marienburg, Talabheim, Middenheim, among other places. We were so often on the road that I feel as much a part of the Empire as I do my birth city of Bilbali. When I was old enough to make my own decisions, I returned home and tried to build a life. But it just didn’t feel right anymore. So I returned to Marienburg, gathered up some swords, then struck out to find my fortune.’
‘But why Mordheim? It’s such a drastic change from the comfortable life of a merchant’s son.’
Bernardo shrugged. ‘Mordheim is the place to be if you crave adventure, is it not? And don’t take such a simpleton’s view of a city and its people, Reiklander. There are two sides to every coin, and the measure of a man goes deeper than a mere prick of his skin.’
I may take you up on that measurement, Heinrich thought to himself, but kept his mouth shut. How dare this fop, this popinjay give him lessons in courtesy? He let the matter drop, however. It would be disrespectful to cause a stir within sight of Broderick’s funeral.
A long silent minute hung between them, then Bernardo said, ‘So tell me about this Heart you seek. I’m not familiar with it.’
Should I tell him, Heinrich asked himself? If such a powerful artefact fell into the hands of a foreigner and worse, Marienburgers, what price would the Empire pay?
Despite his reluctance, Heinrich answered. ‘It’s called the Herz des Kriegergottes, the Heart of the Warrior God, also known as Sigmar’s Heart. It’s thought to be the last remaining piece of the core of the comet. Many say it does not exist, but they are wrong. It’s no larger than the palm of your hand, and flat as a dish. Its face shines brightly even in pure darkness, they say, its aspect shifting green to red and back again, and it’s said that if you look upon it long enough, you can see the twin-tailed comet hurling through the sky and hitting the city. The legend goes that a ratman sorcerer first discovered it, and then it fell into the hands of dwarf treasure seekers who took a forge hammer to it and beat it into the shape that it is today, as if it were a mere trinket to be worn around the neck.
The dwarfs traded it to a brewer for his entire stock of beer, and then it disappeared from sight for a couple of years until the Black Guard, those templars who seek out and destroy the undead, learned that it had fallen into the hands of a vampire. They saved it from that unholy coupling, but they too lost it en route to Altdorf when a band of greenskins attacked them. The greenskins brought it back to Mordheim during their sweep south, where they too lost it…’
‘And you think that the skaven have it again?’ Bernardo interrupted.
Heinrich nodded. ‘Yes. Broderick confirmed it. He saw it around the white one’s neck a few days ago on a scouting mission.’
‘But the white skaven last night was not wearing any medallion as I recall.’
‘That is true.’
‘Then perhaps they’ve lost it again.’
Heinrich shook his head. ‘No. They have it. I’m certain of it.’
‘How can you be so sure?’
‘Because I am,’ Heinrich blurted, growing weary of the conversation. They must have it, he thought to himself. They must, or Broderick died in vain.
‘Well,’ Bernardo said, ‘whatever the truth, it certainly is a well-travelled little trinket. What does it do? What is its power?’
Heinrich shook his head, fighting down painful memories of his friend. ‘Immortality. Unimaginable physical strength. Spiritual powers beyond any priest, wizard, or witch hunter of the Empire. There are many speculations. Father says that its true power can only be known by a pure-of-heart, the truest follower of Sigmar. And when that person touches it, whomever he may be, the second coming of the Warrior God will be upon us, the Empire will reunite under one banner again and a golden age of peace and prosperity will follow.’
‘Really?’ The Estalian seemed on the verge of laughing, his thin lips quivering to control an outburst. ‘And you believe all this?’
‘I trust my friend, Estalian,’ Heinrich said angrily. ‘Broderick said he saw it and that’s good enough for me. I’ve pledged to myself and to the others to find, rescue, and deliver the Heart to Altdorf and to the Grand Theogonist. And that is what I intend to do.’
Heinrich turned away and closed his eyes. He took a deep breath and let his anger drift away with the cool breeze blowing from the east. ‘I do love mornings here,’ he said finally. ‘Just as the sun rises and casts its shadows on the ruins. This is the time to gain the best perspective on the place.’ He pointed out to the moist, green mist rising everywhere. ‘See how the whole of it has a green glow, as if some daemon relieved itself in the wind? See how the black water of the river Stir sloshes its way through the heart of the city, its depths bulging with the myriad dead of last night’s wickedness. The river cuts a fine swathe, a channel dividing east and west perfectly. Sometimes, when I’m down there, I forget which side I’m on.
Sometimes I get lost, drifting around and around the same block until a whiff of meat from a bandit’s spit leads me to a gatehouse and to safety. Each ruined shed, each tavern and rookery, each stockyard or tumbled chapel has its own spirit, its own voice, a chorus of the souls that have died - the most hideous deaths - within its walls. When you’re down there, it’s hard to know where the flesh ends and stone and mortar begins.’
‘But from here, you can see the whole of the desolation. You can see the deep crater where the comet hit and the destruction that erupted from its impact. Like one great heart of Chaos, pumping to the beat of a madness unstoppable, its veins the criss-cross of cobblestone streets where lost children roam: greenskins and Reiklanders, Marienburgers, Ostlanders and shadowy elves, dwarfs, ratmen, and too many to name. All of them fighting an endless skirmish for the very soul of the world.’
‘Do you know what I see?’ Bernardo asked.
Heinrich warily turned toward the Estalian. ‘I’m afraid to ask.’
‘I see a loud, smelly, musty old city that needs a good whipping, and we shouldn’t be wasting our time debating about what it is and what it isn’t. It is what it is.’
For the first time since they had met, Heinrich laughed. ‘Now who’s taking the simpleton’s view? I see that you have much to learn about Mordheim. You don’t show it the proper respect. But you better find humility soon, or you’ll pay the price. If you play lightly with the City of the Damned, Estalian, she’ll swallow you whole.’
‘You said you wanted to talk,’ Heinrich continued, not allowing the Estalian a chance to respond. ‘What is it you have to say?’
Bernardo’s face grew stern and serious. ‘We must join our bands and go at the skaven again today.’
Heinrich shook his head. ‘I made my position clear last night, Estalian. We can take care of the vermin on our own. We do not need your help. If you will excuse me.’ He moved toward the steps. Bernardo held out an arm. ‘Please, listen to me.’
Heinrich pulled back, drew his pistol, and held it to Bernardo’s forehead. He cocked the hammer. ‘That’s the second time you’ve blocked my path. It will be your last.’
Bernardo held still, the barrel of the pistol pressed tightly against his head. ‘You fool! I can smack that pistol away faster than you can pull the trigger.’
Heinrich held the weapon steady. ‘I’m willing to take that risk.’
By this time, Heinrich’s men had gathered below the tower. He looked down and saw Roland struggling to maintain his grip on Bloodtooth’s leash, the hound’s fatty jowls slathered with foamy spit, its teeth bared and biting the empty air. The rest were looking up, all worn and tattered, but with weapons at the ready. Father’s warhammer glowed with power.
‘You see, Estalian,’ Heinrich said, a rush of confidence flushing his face, ‘even if I misfire, you will not get off this tower alive.’
‘I will not embarrass you in front of your men,’ Bernardo said coolly. ‘You have yet to witness and appreciate my quickness. So I kindly ask you to lower your pistol before our emotions get the better of us. I will not block your path again.’
Heinrich lowered the pistol cautiously. ‘I pray that you do not. And let me repeat, I do not need your help.’
Bernardo shook his head. ‘Despite the number of skaven that fell last night, many more scattered to the shadows. Do you know where they are, and how long do you think it will take to find them?’
‘And I suppose you know where they fled?’
‘Yes.’
Heinrich’s shoulders sunk. ‘Impossible. How could you know this? You have not been in the city long enough-‘
‘With respect, captain,’ Bernardo said, ‘you are not the only swinging sword in Mordheim with resources.’
Heinrich rubbed his face and considered the Estalian’s admission. Could this coxcomb truly know where the ratmen fled, he wondered? Or was this some ruse to keep him from finding their real location? Now that the truth of the Heart had been revealed, perhaps this was some diversion to send Heinrich’s men one way, while some of Bernardo’s men went another. That was a possibility. Who knew the true motivation of an Estalian, especially one associated with Marienburg and its corrupt merchant guilds? His frivolity and disrespect for things holy certainly did not bode well. But perhaps it would not hurt to hear him out, Heinrich considered, if for no other reason but to reveal the absurdity of the information.
‘Alright. Where are they?’
Bernardo turned and pointed to the glowing city. ‘My scout tells me that their stronghold is within several blocks of the southern gate. It’s an old two-storey mausoleum, with the bottom storey buried beneath rocks. The only entrance is on the first floor behind a marble arcade. It’s a long corridor ending at a door leading down to the ground floor. Neither of our bands alone could penetrate the defences. But if we assault it together, we could do it. We could wipe them out and find peace for a time.’
Heinrich tried to find the lie hidden between the Estalian’s words, but there was no deception, no hesitation. He was telling the truth… as far as he knew it.
‘The southern gate?’ Heinrich scratched the scar on his cheek. ‘I don’t know. That’s Sister territory.’
Bernardo chuckled. ‘My captain, are you afraid of women?’
Heinrich raised his pistol slightly. ‘Take caution in your tone. This pistol is still cocked. The Sisters are not women as far as I’m concerned. At least not like any women I’ve ever met.’
The Sisters of Sigmar were a convent of misfits and discarded daughters from across the Empire. Self-proclaimed witch hunters and caregivers, their abbey was called the Temple of Sigmar’s Rock, and it stood on a single fist of black stone jutting from the poisonous flow of the River Stir. The spires of their home dominated the skyline of the southern districts, and their presence was felt immediately by anyone passing through the southern gate. The thought of facing them did not sit well in Heinrich’s chest.
‘Do you see this scar?’ Heinrich pointed to the white claw-shaped wound on his face. ‘I got this souvenir on my first day in Mordheim. A Sister did not appreciate my smile and smacked it off my face with her whip.’
It was Bernardo’s turn to laugh. ‘The men in my country would have considered that a kiss. You should have kissed her back.’
‘I’m not here to frolic and make merry, Estalian,’ Heinrich blurted. ‘I’m here to serve Sigmar. Given the condition we are in, I’ve no interest in tangling with harlots.’
‘Do not concern yourself with the Sisters,’ Bernardo said, ‘they will not give us pause. Trust me.’
Can you be trusted, Heinrich wondered? Trust was a rare commodity in the streets of Mordheim. A man had to earn trust, had to put in his time and shed his requisite draught of blood. But perhaps there was no other choice. Looking into the eager face of the Estalian, Heinrich remembered an old adage from his days as a pit fighter: ‘No sword, then fight with your hands. No hands, then with your teeth.’
My right hand is gone, Heinrich said to himself as he thought about Broderick. Dare I give my left?
‘What is your answer?’ Bernardo asked.
Heinrich lowered his pistol, uncocked the hammer, and tucked it away. He looked down at his men. They were a mess: dirty, beaten, bruised, and exhausted beyond a doubt. If he asked, they would find their strength, ready their blades, and head back into the stinking mire. They would fight to the last man if he asked it. But going alone was madness. Alone, they would not survive another day.
‘Very well, Estalian,’ Heinrich said. ‘I accept your offer. What is your price?’
‘Half the take of any wyrdstone we find.’
‘A third,’ Heinrich countered, ‘and the Heart is mine.’
‘Why is the trinket yours?’ Bernardo asked. ‘We were tracking the skaven the same as you.’
Heinrich shook his head. ‘No, sir. You cannot declare for something that you do not believe exists and by right I claim seniority. I’ve been here longer than you.’
There was no such claim of seniority in the streets of Mordheim. Finders-keepers and winner-takes-all were the battle cries. But does the Estalian know that, Heinrich wondered?
Bernardo paused, for a long time, then said, ‘Okay, a third of the wyrdstone, plus the lion’s share of any gems and jewellery we may find.’
Heinrich did not like the deal, but reluctantly agreed. ‘Gather your men,’ he said, taking the steps and descending, ‘and bring them here so that we may praise our dead. Then let us take a small rest, find a scrap to eat, and then we’ll go. You will lead the way, but let’s make it clear. This is my mission. Understood?’
‘As you wish… captain.’
 
AFTER A BRIEF respite, they gathered the men and set out to track down the skaven clan. They moved quickly and quietly outside the stone wall, which ensnared the city in a ring of vacant ramparts and battlements. The route chosen was of greater distance, but safer by far. Once you entered the cursed city, there were no guarantees of safety. Brigands, thrill-seekers and treasure-mongers were lying in wait for passers-by and they could not afford petty distractions en route to the skaven stronghold.
The men had had little chance to get acquainted with one another before setting out. Bernardo’s men were Marienburgers. There were three of them: Karl Stugart, an ex-swordsman and deserter from the Marienburg army, Rupert Keller, a quay merchant who had killed a rival in cold blood and now, as personal penance for the crime, wore a chain around his neck attached to a rock hidden in a side pocket of his orange tunic, and Albert Eickmann, a barkeeper and part-time burglar trying to stay one step ahead of death and the law. What a miserable gang, Heinrich thought to himself as he greeted each with a pensive smile.
They had all shared pleasantries and had kept civil tongues during their morning preparations, but it was clear to Heinrich that the tension between his men and Bernardo’s was as palpable as the gritty fog that clung to the banks of the Stir. It would take time for the men to trust each other, and time they did not have. At the moment of impact, they would have to perform instinctively, anticipating each other’s moves and actions. With only eight strong, no margin of error was afforded. And with no training or practice, the effective fighting strength was closer to five men. Heinrich made the sign of Sigmar and prayed for luck.
They entered the city through the southern gate. The heavily travelled archway was called the Daemon Mouth, and what a ghastly orifice it was. The entrance lay between two stone towers. Tall, sleek and defiant, their arrow slits squinted darkly upon the approach. The massive iron-plated doors had been ripped off and lay adrift in a sea of weeds and brambles beside the road. What remained were the rusty fangs of a portcullis, suspended by equally rusty chains that teetered above the underpass and threatened to drop at the slightest breeze. Heinrich held his breath, stepped quickly beneath the iron teeth, and came out the other side.
Before them lay a narrow cobblestone road that wound through a maze of ruins. Many called it the Street of Madness, for it was believed that no man, not even the most devoted follower of Sigmar, could reach its end at the northern river gate without going insane. One day, Heinrich thought to himself with a confident nod, I will take that challenge.
They set off down the road, eyeing cautiously the desolate architecture pressing down on both sides. They spread out in a loose circle, Bernardo taking the lead, Heinrich holding the centre and the rest pointing bows and swords in all directions. Despite the fog, the sun was hot and the air heavy. Heinrich shielded his eyes from the shifting beams of light that punctured the fog and tossed angular spikes of white heat across his path. He looked to his left and saw an ensemble of bleached skeletons sitting on discarded chairs, huddled tightly in a circle and holding flutes, violins, tambourines, lutes, and harps. In the swirling haze, the bones moved rhythmically, and Heinrich could almost hear notes rising above their unholy recital. He closed his eyes, rubbed them vigorously, and shook his head. He looked again and the band was gone, their music swept away by a chorus of bloody screams from some unseen battle raging in the distance.
An illusion.
Father appeared beside him. ‘Captain, are you well?’
‘Yes, I’m fine, thank you. I thought I saw… No, it was nothing.’ Heinrich rubbed his eyes. ‘I’m just feeling a little tepid. The air is thick today, and the dead of Mordheim are playing tricks with my mind.’
Father drew a corked vial of clear liquid from his robe. ‘I want you to have this.’
Heinrich looked at the vial warily. ‘What is it?’
‘Tears of Shallya. Water from the holy spring of Couronne. It will protect you from the ratmen’s poison.’
Heinrich shook his head. ‘Thank you, but I cannot accept it. You should have it. You are far more valuable than I.’
Father grabbed Heinrich’s hand and pressed the vial into his palm. ‘Take it, please, I beg you. I fear for your life today.’
The priest’s eyes burned with intensity, and his warhammer glowed. Heinrich had seen this look before. There was no arguing with the old man when he had made his mind up. Heinrich nodded appreciatively and tucked the vial into a pocket.
They came to an abrupt halt at a fork in the road. To the right, the way bled into an area of the city once known as the Poor Quarter. To the left, the unassailable towers of the Sisters of Sigmar’s abbey loomed large in the distance. Father and Roland began mumbling prayers while making the sign of Sigmar with nervous hands. There was great suspicion and anxiety among Sigmarites towards the Sisters’ abbey, Heinrich knew. He shared some of that anxiety himself as he scratched the scar on his cheek.
When the comet had hit the city, it had spread its death and desolation equally, save for the abbey. Neither a scratch nor a speck of dirt fell upon its indefatigable battlements, and many believed that the Sisters had called upon dark forces to ensure their salvation from the holocaust of that dreadful night. Heinrich did not know the truth, but the edict from the Grand Theogonist was clear: No counsel or fraternisation between the devout men of Sigmar and the Sisters. It was an order that Heinrich tried to respect each day.
From behind a lone wall of leaning shale, four figures emerged clad in white and purple habits, Heinrich knew immediately who they were. The men around him trained their weapons forward as the Sisters walked into the road brandishing steel whips. Heinrich’s scar ached at the sight of those awful weapons. In a fight, those whips could strike at distances and at speeds impossible to deflect. They could not afford a spat with the Sisters; the ever-watching manses of their abbey guaranteed reinforcements within moments, if more were not already lying in wait around them. Heinrich shot nervous glances at the ruins, they seemed alive with eyes.
He walked slowly to the head of the group, but Bernardo was already on the move. The Estalian raised his hands in peace and wandered up to the armed women. He mumbled a few words to the one clad in all white and gold trim, with silver medallions hanging from her thick neck and pointed towards the Poor Quarter. The Sisters looked at each other, nodded, then moved away. Bernardo thanked them with a generous bow and returned. Heinrich stood there, his mouth open in astonishment. Well,’ he said as Bernardo returned, ‘here’s a good reason not to trust you. Would you mind explaining that?’
The Estalian smiled furtively and winked. ‘It’s a bit complicated. I’ll explain some other time.’ He said nothing else and reassumed his position at the point.
After passing a few more blocks, they turned off the main route and took to alleys and back streets, forming a tight line, with Bernardo in the lead, Heinrich at the rear, and the rest in between. Cuthbert and Witchkiller had been left behind in camp to mend. It would have been nice to include more help, perhaps hire a sword for close-in fighting or a Tilean marksman to bolster their missile strength, but there was no time. They had what they had, and there was a certain nobility in facing one’s foes with your honest strength. The measure of a good man was his capacity to overcome adversity. One Sigmarite equalled ten of the Empire’s foes, wasn’t that the old saying? Heinrich placed his hand into his pocket and rubbed the vial of tears that Father had given him. He hoped it were true.
They clung to the walls, whenever they came across them, and used piles of debris for cover. Occasionally, a straggler from a nearby skirmish crossed their path, some raving Chaos-possessed brethren or a rotting zombie flesh hunter, but these interruptions caused little delay. A swift spin of a morning star or a carefully placed arrow remedied the problem immediately.
That’s how it was sometimes, Heinrich realised as he stepped over the severed head of an orc. The dead city always surprised him. Sometimes, the streets were so thick with thugs that it resembled a tavern in Altdorf and other times the streets were as quiet as a tongueless ghoul. Mordheim took rests, it seemed, little naps to refresh before erupting again. Unpredictable, inconsistent, keeping you off-balance, luring you into complacency and then ripping you back with a deafening clamour of battle through its sordid streets.
They paused for a quick breath and for cover to protect themselves from a hailstorm that blew in abruptly. As they waited for the storm to pass, Heinrich placed his hand upon a section of wall caked in grey dirt. Mere blocks away lay the massive crater where the twin-tailed comet had struck, and this part of the city was smothered in debris. Neither rain nor wind nor goose egg hail seemed capable of washing away the stink of evil here. Heinrich rubbed his hand across his sleeve and realised how perfect this area was for a skaven stronghold. The air was choked with sewer water and silt, hot and humid, and difficult to breathe. A tunnel race could thrive in such torturous surroundings.
When the storm had passed, they set off again. They rounded the corner of a collapsed inn and passed beneath a stone walkway. Below it three human skeletons swung on dry hemp, their bleached bones knocking in the wind like ceramic chimes. The dull clangour sent a chill up Heinrich’s spine, and he moved over to Bloodtooth and rubbed the mastiff’s broad back. The warhound pushed his slimy muzzle into his master’s sleeve and whimpered, nibbling affectionately on his dirty fingers. Heinrich smiled. ‘I’m glad you’re here, old boy.’
They stopped suddenly. At the head of the line Bernardo motioned anxiously. ‘What is it?’ Heinrich asked as he moved up.
Bernardo pointed around the corner to a large building that towered above the nearby ruins. Heinrich’s eyes widened. He wondered why he hadn’t seen it until now; such a massive structure, rising out of the ground like some forgotten temple.
‘This is it?’ Heinrich asked.
‘Yes,’ the Estalian said. ‘What do you think?’
Heinrich didn’t know what to think. It was a mausoleum, a resting-place for the dead, a site of reverence and honour. But the entire structure sat within an enclosed courtyard whose walls were heavily damaged and choked in dried ropes of ivy and nightshade. The remnants of a black iron gate hung limp from the main entrance, and traces of an old stone staircase could be seen amidst a mountain of rocks. Like Bernardo had said, the entire courtyard, and thus the entire first floor, was completely covered by stones large and small, piled high and packed in tight. The rocks formed a pyramid up the sides of the first floor and tapered away to a square granite platform.
Marble arches stood on top of the platform, eight per side, supporting a flat marble roof adorned with beastly gargoyles. The columns that supported the archways comprised capitals and pilasters carved in the faces of dragons and griffons, and the arches themselves were reinforced with spandrels shaped in the letters of some ancient language. Heinrich tried reading the letters, but the distance and the ravages of time had eroded them beyond recognition. Beyond the arches loomed darkness.
Heinrich’s temples throbbed. ‘I see no guards,’ he said.
‘If you lived in that fortress,’ Bernardo said, ‘would you need them?’
The Estalian’s flippant tone was annoying, but Heinrich let it pass. He studied the rocks. Different sizes and shapes, some seemingly sealed with mortar while others were loose and menacing. ‘We must scale those rocks?’ he asked.
Bernardo nodded. ‘My scout says that behind the arcade lies the corridor leading down to the buried level. The ratmen are there.’
‘And you trust this scout? He’s reliable?’
‘She, captain,’ Bernardo said. ‘She had better be, she’s my half-sister.’
Heinrich nearly fell over. He could not imagine it. ‘Gods be good, but the neighbourhood was going to the chamber pot. Your half-sister? You use your own kin - a woman - as a scout? You are joking.’
Bernardo shook his head. ‘No, captain. She’s honest flesh and blood. Perhaps someday you will meet her. Do not worry, she’s the best there is. You can trust her. And me.’
‘You haven’t earned my trust yet, Estalian,’ Heinrich glared intensely into Bernardo’s deep eyes, ‘but I suppose I’ve no other choice.’ He studied the area around the mausoleum. ‘There’s too much open space around the blasted thing and the other buildings are too far apart. We won’t be able to set up a good screen of supporting fire to cover our advance. We’ll have to go in force, but I’m worried about those rocks and whether they are stable. If they attack while we’re climbing up, will they hold?’
Bernardo shrugged his lean shoulders. ‘I have no idea, but a wise old man from Cathay once said, ”On death ground, fight”.’
Heinrich’s breath caught in his throat. That was something Broderick would have said. He tried to hide his surprise, but a smile crept across his dry lips. ‘And if we find ourselves on death ground, I suppose you’ll show me your amazing quickness?’
Bernardo drew a poniard and waved it in a circle. ‘With pleasure.’
They lined up for the assault, four sets of two. Bernardo paired up with Karl, the ex-swordsman, and Heinrich chose Bloodtooth.
They moved towards the mausoleum. Heinrich held Bloodtooth’s chain tightly and stared up the slope of rocks and into the thin emptiness behind the arches. Somewhere in those shadows he knew death awaited.
They moved through the broken iron gate quickly. Heinrich chose to go last, guarding the approach with crossbow trained at the mausoleum. When Bernardo and Karl were safely through and in place, Heinrich followed with Bloodtooth straining madly on the chain. It was all he could do to keep the dog under control, and he considered letting the beast loose. But the sudden stillness of the air unnerved him. This wasn’t the usual subsidence of the wind or the occasional acoustical shadow that muffled the city’s screams. This was a death silence, a hollowness in the air that had no substance, no mass or form, as if the city no longer existed, all of its parts swept away and a hole left in its place. A cold sweat pricked Heinrich’s neck as he tested the rocks with his knees. He pulled Bloodtooth close. The dog’s sticky tongue slapped against his face. ‘Not now, boy. Save it for the ratmen.’
Heinrich gave the signal and they began to climb, each pair measuring their steps carefully. Bernardo and Karl took the lead, slithering up the rock face like snakes. Heinrich shot the Estalian an angry look, but it did little good. They were at the mid-point before deciding to stop and wait for the rest to catch up. Father and Rupert ascended the rocks slowly and deliberately, the old priest halting periodically to raise cupped hands to the sky. Roland and Albert were moving up on Heinrich’s left, when the barkeeper suddenly lost his balance and disappeared in an avalanche of rock and dust. Roland was also swept downward. Heinrich reached out and tried to grab a hand, but Roland cascaded to the bottom and landed squarely on top of his partner.
Heinrich cursed and moved to help, but was abruptly slammed to his back. The absolute silence in the air a moment ago was now replaced by ghostly bemoanings and ululations, as grey and white tendrils of smoke rose out of the cracks in the rocks and wrapped around his body. What devilment is this, Heinrich asked himself? And then he realised it wasn’t smoke at all, but spirits, rising from their rocky tomb, swirling around his limbs and pinning him down. He looked around and saw that all the men were grappling with them, swinging their arms or weapons through the air as if swatting flies. He tried to pull free, his heart pounding wildly in his chest, but the spectres’ clutch was too great.
What can I do, he wondered? Just as he realised that he’d dropped Bloodtooth’s chain, a grey face swirled before him, forming hollow eyes and sharp, smoky teeth. Heinrich whispered Sigmarite prayers and stared breathlessly into jaws that opened and mouthed words. He did not hear the words with his ears, but in his mind. Although the words were thin, raspy and cold, he understood them clearly.
Avenge our humiliation, the ghost said. Kill the skaven for what they did to us. Kill them all… and give us rest.
Heinrich nodded obediently as the dark face slowly, slowly dissolved away.
He did not know how long he lay there with eyes closed, humming prayers and breathing calmly, but when he opened his eyes the ghosts were gone and he sat up. Bloodtooth twisted on his back nearby, struggling to right himself. The others were fixing themselves as well, checking their weapons, and beginning the climb again. Heinrich reached over and grabbed the hound’s chain.
Unhindered this time, they reached the mid-point together and still no skaven slings or weeping blades slick with poison. Like fireflies drawn to the darkness, they inched ever upward, letting loose stones bounce away with echoes that danced through the ruins. Heinrich held Bloodtooth tight and kept his crossbow ready.
They reached the granite platform and stopped, using the columns for cover. Bernardo was the first to hoist himself up, then Karl and then the others followed. They huddled close, waiting for their eyes to adjust to the darkness. Heinrich squinted and tried to make out the depth of the second floor.
‘Estalian?’ he whispered. ‘Where do we go from here?’
Bernardo pointed into the darkness. ‘This way, but we’ll need torches.’
Albert pulled torches from his backpack, but before he could light them, the granite floor began to vibrate. Then came a rustle of motion. Then screeching and squalling, high-pitched battle cries flooding the space around the mausoleum and shaking the earth. Heinrich undipped Bloodtooth from his restraint. The hound growled and leaped into the darkness. The men spread out quickly and brandished their weapons, Father hefting his warhammer in defiance of his fragile form. Heinrich stepped back and braced himself against a pilaster and fixed the stock of his crossbow tightly against his shoulder. ‘Great Sigmar,’ he whispered. ‘Give us strength.’
The platform erupted in a mass of black and brown fur, snarling muzzles filled with yellow teeth, and red eyes blazing with hate. Two dozen strong, the ratmen hurled themselves into the men and slingers let fly a hail of pellets that shattered against the arch above Heinrich’s head. He snapped off a bolt and watched it pierce the belly of a slinger. Other missiles fired into the skaven assault as each man worked frantically to hold his ground. Heinrich ducked steel fighting claws and drove the butt of his crossbow into a furry throat. The mangy beast fell over gasping for air. Heinrich drew his pistol and finished it off.
He tucked away his gun and crossbow and drew his sword. He pressed deeper into the darkness, not knowing where the rest of the men were. They were around him, for sure, but the battle was too confused and chaotic to pinpoint exact locations. He prayed for luck and swung his blade forward, cutting a swathe through the shadows. At that moment, Father’s warhammer glowed white-hot and pushed away the darkness. Heinrich caught a glimpse of his partner.
Bloodtooth raged a few paces before him, his bloody fangs sunk deep into the crotch of a ratman slinger. The ratman squealed in agony and fell shaking. Other skaven tried to save their clansman from certain death, but Heinrich stepped up and took them down.
‘Bloodtooth, enough!’ Heinrich yelled. Reluctantly, the hound released its grip, tearing away flesh. Heinrich walked up to the dying skaven and drove his boot into its throat.
The battle ended abruptly as the enemy slipped away into the shadows and down the rocky pyramid. Another swift attack, then dispersal, attack and dispersal, this was how the skaven fought - a guerrilla war, a battle of attrition and Heinrich was weary of it. He sheathed his sword. He turned and saw that the fight was still going. The last two attackers were facing the Estalian and finding their position quite tenuous. Heinrich watched in awe.
He’d never seen a blade move so fast. Bernardo wielded a long, slender sword of curved steel that shined despite little sunlight. It wasn’t any kind of weapon Heinrich had seen before. Rumours of mysterious blades forged in far eastern lands had been told, swords that could cleave heads from necks with one swipe, but no one had ever seen them. Save for now. As the ratmen tried to flee, Bernardo felled one and then the other with a single swipe across their chests. For good measure, he counter-swung and lacerated their faces.
Bernardo wiped the blade clean and sheathed it. Heinrich approached. ‘What kind of sword is that?’ he asked.
‘It’s a lintachi blade,’ Bernardo said, breathing deeply. ‘It was my father’s. A gift from a traveller who claimed to have got it in the far east. I call it Myrmidia, after the Goddess of War.’
‘You wield it well,’ Heinrich said.
‘Thank you,’ said Bernardo, nodding politely. ‘Perhaps you’ll let me teach you how to use it.’
Heinrich shook his head. ‘I don’t think so. Something like that works for you, I suppose. But I prefer something heavier, more traditional.’ He placed his hand on the hilt of his own sword.
Bernardo chuckled. ‘I guess you’re right. A weapon like this requires a delicate touch. Stocky fingers like yours would just get in the way.’
Heinrich’s eyes glazed in anger. ‘Now see here…’ he began, moving forward. But Father, standing close, shook his head and silently implored his captain to remain calm. Heinrich halted immediately. ‘We will take this up later, Estalian,’ he said. ‘Right now we need light.’
Six torches were laid on the floor. Albert lit them and handed them out. Fear spread through the men as shadows were thrown back and terror revealed.
The hallway that lay before them was as tall as four men and immeasurably deep. Along the walls were rows upon rows of crypts embossed with the holy symbols of Morr and Sigmar, the words of ancient prayers and the murals of glorious battles. Though grey dust covered it all, the names of the honoured dead defiantly stood forth from the granite: Siebel Gottard, Hera Ruekheiser, Stephan Voelker…. Names meaningless to Heinrich, but somehow possessing great power, as if the mere utterance of them filled the heart with strength. These people had been laid here in glorious praise to their makers. They did not deserve what the skaven had done to them.
‘Oh, my holy Sigmar,’ Roland said as he shook in fear beside Heinrich. ‘What are we going to do about this? How do we stop such madness?’
Heinrich gnashed his teeth. ‘Kill them… every last one of them.’
Hundreds of the crypts had been ransacked, seals penetrated and ripped apart. Piles of skeletons lay on the floor of the hallway, and even more hung out of caskets like twisted scaffolding. The hair of dead matriarchs cascaded down like vines, harbouring nests of baby rats.
With torches raised high, they picked their way through the vandalism. Bernardo passed a nest and set it aflame and watched the embers devour the screeching young. The stink of burning hair and rodent flesh filled the hall.
‘That’s a mistake,’ said Heinrich.
‘How so?’ asked Bernardo.
‘You’ll see.’
Stepping over bones and splintered coffins, Heinrich noticed that the walls were suddenly alive with a thousand tiny eyes. Rats everywhere, scampering down the garden of old bones, leaping to the ground amidst the maze of death. One dropped on Heinrich’s back. He smacked it off and yelled, ‘Run!’
They bolted down the hall, dodging and bounding over a deluge of ripping teeth and claws. ‘This is what happens when you set fire to nests,’ Heinrich snapped at Bernardo as he ripped a plump one from his shoulder.
‘Why didn’t you say something?’ Bernardo screamed.
‘You did not ask.’
Through the shadows a massive postern appeared, and within it stood a mahogany door reinforced with iron bars. ‘There is the doorway,’ said Bernardo.
Someone at the rear screamed. Heinrich looked back and saw Karl covered in rats. The ex-swordsman howled and fought madly, but the weight of the host was too great. He disappeared beneath them. Heinrich wanted to stop and help, but kept running. If he turned now, he too would be taken down.
They reached the door ahead of the advancing rats, which had stopped momentarily to feast on the downed Marienburg. Heinrich slammed his shoulder into the wood. He cursed. ‘It’s locked from the inside. We’ll need to find another way in.’
‘There is no other way in,’ Bernardo said, keeping one agitated eye on the rear. ‘It’s here or back to the rats!’
‘I can open it, captain.’ Father appeared with hammer in hand, its iron head pulsing white with power.
‘Your magic alone will not break the seal, priest,’ Bernardo said. ‘We’ll have to do this together.’
‘And quickly,’ Heinrich said. ‘The horde is upon us.’
The men gave Father room. The priest raised his hammer and brought it down. The black wood splintered. Heinrich wedged his sword into the seal between granite and door and pried as Father delivered a second blow, then a third and a forth. Bernardo and Albert were answering the priest’s hammer blows with firm shoulders into the ever-cracking wood. A fifth hammer strike and the door gave way.
‘Move!’ Heinrich yelled, waving the men through the door and into pitch-black. One after another, they leaped through the doorway as Bernardo and Roland conducted a fighting withdrawal against the relentless swarm. When all were through, Heinrich - feeling the tear of claws upon his legs - slammed the door shut.
The door bowed under the weight of rats and then it stopped as a cold silence set in. Through the smoky torchlight, Heinrich could hear the men gasping for breath. He leaned against the door and said, ‘Praise Sigmar. That was close.’
‘I’m sorry for torching the nest,’ Bernardo said, ‘but you could have saved us all a lot of trouble and Karl’s life if you had just spoken up.’
Heinrich started to say something harsh to put the foreigner in his place, but he refrained. There was nothing that could be said, in effect, to correct the error. Why didn’t I warn him, he wondered? Am I so blind with grief for Broderick that I’d risk us all just to humiliate this man? Looking into Bernardo’s waiting eyes, Heinrich was ashamed. This was not the behaviour of a good leader. ‘You are right,’ he said. ‘I should have warned you. Will you accept my apology?’
Fighting his anger, Bernardo said, ‘Well, it can’t be fixed. At least the rest of the men are fine, although we’ve taken wounds. The hound is cut up, his legs are bleeding.’ He leaned in close and whispered. ‘I’m worried about the priest, though. He’s old and this has been a difficult run. I don’t know if-‘
‘Do not fret for me, Bernardo,’ Father interrupted. The priest gave the Estalian a rare wink and a smile, and hefted his hammer in steady hands. ‘I may be old, but I’ll live.’
Father’s confidence quickened Heinrich’s blood. ‘It’s settled then,’ he said. ‘Where do we go?’
‘A stairway leads down here, captain,’ Roland said, pointing towards rugged steps winding downward.
Heinrich nodded and reached for Bloodtooth and pulled him close. The dog was performing splendidly, albeit taking the brunt of bites and cuts. With so much enemy flesh for the taking, it was hard for the hound to keep its hunger at bay. Heinrich ruffled his friend’s ears. Sadness clutched his chest. Eventually, he knew, the taint of Chaos would take the dog down. It was inevitable in the City of the Damned. A price had to be paid. Bloodtooth would eventually pay that price with his life.
Heinrich moved to the top of the stairs and looked down. The air was cold and clammy and heavy with the smell of rotting wood, rat faeces and blood. It would be madness to go down these steps, he realised. Traps and ambushes surely waited, but perhaps not. What did it matter? A Sigmarite lives to die in the service of his god. Today is as good a day to die as any, he thought to himself. No turning back.
‘Did your scout give any clues as to what lies at the bottom of these stairs?’ Heinrich turned to the Estalian.
Bernardo shook his head. ‘She’s a good scout, but she’s not an idiot. She would not venture any further alone.’
‘I see.’ Heinrich grabbed the torch out of Albert’s hand and held it high. He drew his sword and started down the steps. ‘Let’s go and find out.’
Bloodtooth kept at his side and the men followed, torches raised high, weapons ready. They stepped carefully, placing their boots on steps lousy with cobwebs, rat carcasses, and human bones. Heinrich kicked as much filth out of the way as he could, but the going was difficult. With each step, the air grew stale with the sickly sweet smell of the grave, that pungent odour of death and decay for which the skaven were known. Some of the men began to cough and Rupert’s torch flickered out. This was the air of the diseased, the breath of mutation and of rot.
They reached the bottom. Before them lay three passages and Heinrich raised his torch and studied their options. The centre passage contained the same architecture as the mausoleum: finely wrought granite, smooth and lined with blind arches. The other passages were crude and misshapen, mere holes carved into the rock. These were skaven tunnels, Heinrich knew, and they undoubtedly linked directly to the maze of passages that ran beneath Mordheim.
‘Which one should we take?’ Bernardo asked.
‘I’m not in the mood to get lost in the skaven underworld,’ Heinrich said. ‘Let’s take the centre one.’
And so they did, slowly and quietly. It was enough that they carried torches, the smell of smoke and the light would sound the alarm anyway, but why tempt fate? Even Bloodtooth, his jowls dripping foamy red-white muck, padded gingerly through the panoply of human remains and skaven waste. Heinrich expected to see more coffins ripped open and strewn along the way, but what he found was even more disturbing.
The walls and barrel-vaulted ceiling were blood-marked in runes and symbols that writhed like twisted souls in the flickering torchlight. The hair on Heinrich’s neck stiffened as Bloodtooth pulled on the chain in sputtering yelps and growls. What have we walked into?
And then he heard squeals and shrieks coming from behind them and echoing down the stairs from which they had come. The men turned and braced themselves, and Heinrich gripped his sword tightly. ‘No turning back now,’ he said, more to himself, but the men heard. Rupert fingered the links in his ball and chain, and Albert, Father and Roland backed away from the growing clamour. It sounded like a hundred-strong, but that was likely due to the echoes off the walls. Bloodtooth joined their screeching chorus with a low bass growl. He was angry, straining on the chain so hard that Heinrich felt his feet slip at the pull.
‘It’s not wise to stand here in the middle of the hall,’ Bernardo said. ‘We should keep moving and find better ground.’
‘I doubt we’ll find any of that here,’ Heinrich said. But he yanked Bloodtooth away and they moved, faster this time, trying to stay ahead of the oncoming mass.
Around a turn and they emerged into a small circular room, with coffins and bones piled against the walls. A granite pedestal lay in the centre and broken chairs cluttered the floor. Heinrich looked for a passage out, but there were none. This was the end of the line.
‘So it’s here then,’ he said and threw his torch on the pedestal. He sheathed his sword and drew his crossbow. ‘Missiles at the ready. Aim straight and true. Down as many as you can, then finish them with steel.’
Torches were tossed aside and bows were drawn. Bernardo drew Myrmidia and climbed upon the pedestal.
Skaven burst into the room from the hallway. A buzz of missiles felled the first rank. The second rank stumbled. That was all the time needed. Blades were drawn and the battle engaged. Heinrich swung low and tore through skaven chest. Bodies piled at his feet, but still they came on. There were no slingers in this group, praise Sigmar, only close quarter weapons: fighting claws, short swords, clubs, and weeping blades. Though the light in the room was faint, Heinrich could see the venomous poison dripping from those dreaded blades. He ducked slashing claws and drove the point of his sword into the tender belly of an assailant, ducked another slash and severed a limb.
It was impossible to know the number of ratmen in the room, as furry shapes leaped in and out of shadows at speeds too difficult to gauge. The screams and shrieks and deep guttural cries of battle were deafening, sounds banging off the walls and ricocheting back to drown out Heinrich’s shouted orders. It was futile to direct the fight. No one could hear anything beyond his tiny space of war, and Heinrich shut his mouth and swung his sword.
The nocturnal ratmen were finding the light of the torches unbearable and many were fighting to put them out. But Bernardo and Roland held the pedestal, slashing and crushing every claw and snout that stuck in too closely. Heinrich smiled and kept killing.
Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Father fall under a gang of ratmen, their clubs and spears tearing into the priest’s robe. The old man howled in pain as a spear jabbed his chest and Heinrich moved to give aid, but something caught his boot and took him down.
He hit the floor hard, cutting his arms. The impact jarred his sword loose and it skidded into the shadows. Heinrich reached for it, but a force unseen held him down. He rolled onto his back and tried to focus on a small silhouette standing before him. For a moment, he was back on the rocky pyramid outside the mausoleum struggling with phantoms. But there were no ghosts here, only the milky ooze of confusion clouding his eyes and blurring his thoughts. As he struggled to see, the air grew thinner and thinner until a face appeared.
A face belonging to a broken creature, wrapped in a black robe and hood, loomed before him. One eye patched over with a dirty bandage, the other a bright red dot set deep within a puffy socket. Its snout, covered in pus, spit and warts, twitched uncontrollably as its sharp, pink tongue slid across rotten teeth. The skaven sorcerer cackled madly and drew a medallion from its robe.
Heinrich’s eyes widened as they set upon the medal. Das Herz des Kriegergottes. The Heart of the Warrior God. The Heart of Sigmar. There it was before him, swinging like a pendulum, its sheer surface catching the torchlight and warming to a bright green, then red, then green again. Heinrich tried to raise his hand to touch it, but the invisible force held him down. He stared into the shifting colours as if lost, the sounds of battle around him growing faint. The sorcerer moved forward, letting the Heart swing just above Heinrich’s face.
‘Is this what you seek, man-thing?’ It said, flicking a spider from its lips. ‘Yes, look into it. Look and see…’
He tried resisting, but the colours were too beautiful, too powerful. They swirled across the surface, one brilliant strand after another forming steeples, then roofs, then walls, then streets, then a raging river of black, gateways, guildhouses, temples, and defensive towers. Heinrich’s own heart leaped into his throat as he realised the city being formed…
And then he was there, standing in a street amidst countless throngs of men and women. The mass pressed in closely, and Heinrich watched as they engaged in degenerate acts of evil as told in the annals of that terrible night in Mordheim many years ago. People dousing themselves with lantern oil and lighting candles, long, haggard lines of old thieves and beggars, chained at the neck, being led up stairs and into the sharp axe of the executioner; village idiots holding pistols to their heads and pulling triggers in a Kislevite game of chance; drunkards and barmaids, priests and parishioners, sharing one and all in an orgy of Chaos that thrust Heinrich’s mind into madness. Severed heads danced around him. ‘Turn back… turn back… turn back,’ they whispered. Heinrich closed his eyes. A tug at the bottom of his coat; ‘Have you seen my mama?’ A young girl looking up with tears in her eyes, a deafening blast and Broderick’s chest exploding in blood and green powder, Sisters huddled in prayer deep within their abbey. These things invaded his thoughts.
He tried to run. His legs were stiff. He looked down. The street opened and sucked in his feet. Cobblestones leeched up his legs and turned flesh to stone.
A flash of light appeared in the sky. He looked up. The Hammer of Sigmar burned brightly. The twin-tailed comet, barrelling down, a mighty rock of flame. His skin boiled, little bubbles dancing across his hands and arms, while people nearby burst into fire or shattered into ash, leaving dead silhouettes upon walls. Down and down, the comet hurled.
He screamed.
The world around him collapsed, and Heinrich was ripped from the street. He found himself once more on the mausoleum floor, shaking his head to drive away the fog. The fight still raged around him. He looked up. The sorcerer and the Heart were gone, and in their place the terrifying glare of a rat ogre, its foaming jaws mere inches from Heinrich’s face. Hot spittle dripped on his chin, rancid breath burned his eyes. Obviously, the sorcerer wanted to give his pet a taste of man-flesh. But not today, Heinrich thought, as he drew his pistol. He didn’t even know if it was loaded, but he pushed the barrel into the chest of the mighty beast and pulled the trigger.
The impact of the shot tore the pistol out of his hand. A white flash, a plume of black powder, and bits of flesh and fur smothered Heinrich as the rat ogre roared in pain and fell back. The shot had blown a crater into the monster’s chest. Heinrich pulled up on feeble arms and tried to focus on the death throes. The rat ogre thrashed and scraped at his ribs, clawing away the burning shot, but a swift sword out of the shadows halted its efforts.
Bernardo jumped onto the beast’s broad back and plunged his blade through its ribs. The rat ogre wavered in place for a moment, then fell hard. The impact shook the floor.
Heinrich tried to close his eyes and catch a breath, but the floor continued to rumble and pop as a web of black cracks worked their way out from under the rat ogre and across the granite. Heinrich’s face grew pale as he realised what was happening. He tried to roll away but it was too late.
The floor collapsed.
He didn’t remember hitting the ground, but when he came to, he was smothered in grey dust and rubble. Heinrich sat up and wiped away the grime from his eyes and focused on the shapes around him. Human shapes.
‘Is everyone with me?’ he asked, coughing.
A brief pause, then men began to answer: Father, Roland, everyone.
‘Is Bloodtooth with us?’
‘Yes,’ said Bernardo. ‘Shaken by the fall, but well enough.’
The Estalian walked up and handed over the dog. Heinrich smiled and patted his resilient friend on the muzzle. ‘It’s good to see you safe, good sir,’ he said, using Bloodtooth’s back for support.
He gained his feet and picked through the piles of rocks to find his sword. He found it half buried in the back of a ratman, pulled it out and wiped away its blood on his tattered breeches. Where are we, he wondered? He found a torch, waved it in the air for a moment to let it catch a better flame, then lifted it high.
It was a cave. Like the hallway above, its crude rock walls were covered in gruesome skaven script. Heinrich now realised what those symbols represented. This was not just an old, forgotten cave, but a temple to the twelve skaven lords and to their abominable horned god.
Bolted along the walls were human skulls containing low-burning candles. Interspersed between the skulls were wooden casks wherein smouldering wyrdstone sent green mist swirling into the chilly air. Heinrich caught his breath; he didn’t want to breathe. Wyrdstone could fester in the chest and corrupt the flesh… and the spirit. Though many believed the green substance possessed healing powers, Heinrich knew the truth. Small quantities of the alloy used as currency in the thieves’ dens and shantytowns around Mordheim was fine, but if they stayed here much longer, ingesting the fumes, they would change and mutate. But where could they go?
There were many exits. Several tunnels led from the room, large enough for human form, but Heinrich had no desire to test them. They would eventually lead to the surface, but at what risk to the men? Besides, the job was not finished. They had come here for the Heart. He had now seen it, experienced its power and he would not leave without it. Retreat was not possible.
‘Heinrich?’
He turned and faced the Estalian. ‘What is it?’
‘We have to retreat. Despite his courage, Father is wounded and so are others. Look at yourself. We’ve survived this round, but I don’t know how much longer we can go on. We have to retreat now before-‘
‘Retreat to where, Estalian?’ Heinrich glared into the foreigner’s dark face. ‘Through these tunnels? Not for a moment. I will not stop until this is finished. Until the white one-‘
‘Listen to me!’ Bernardo hissed, grabbing Heinrich’s shoulders and holding tightly. ‘This is not a fight we can win. More are coming and I-‘
‘What happened to your death ground stance?’ Heinrich said, pushing the Estalian back. ‘Where is your spine?’
‘I’m no fool, sir. Valiant rhetoric is fine when the muscle is there to support it. But our muscle is gone. The enemy is too abundant, and we are not on death ground. We can retreat, and we must. There’s enough wood and rock around here. We can pile it to the ceiling and-‘
‘If you have no stomach for this fight,’ said Heinrich, ‘then I suggest you start piling. I doubt you’ll succeed. I’m staying… with or without you and your Marienburgers. No more running! No more retreating! They attack, they retreat, and we die. Enough. I yield no more. And I’ve seen the Heart.’
‘What are you talking about?’
‘Sigmar’s Heart. I’ve seen it. The sorcerer had it, and I looked into its core. The things I saw… the things I felt. We must get it.’
Bernardo shook his head. ‘I’m not going to die for a silly artefact. Forget about it!’
‘No!’ Heinrich screamed. ‘I told you to learn respect for this city, Estalian, and the things within it. And now I’m telling you plainly: I’m not leaving here until the Heart is mine. Until I’ve killed them all. Until Broderick is avenged. Be a man and fight… or be a coward.’
Bernardo spat on Heinrich’s boot. ‘I’m finished with you, Reiklander. Stay and die like a fool, but we’re pulling out.’
‘Captain!’
Heinrich pulled away from the Estalian and joined Roland in the centre of the cave.
‘Hold your torch up, captain, and look at this.’
Heinrich raised his torch high. The bright flames threw back the shadows, revealing a monstrosity of bone.
It was the most terrifying thing he had ever seen. A massive idol of bone stood in the centre of the cave. Bits and pieces of old leather, plate and chainmail covered its arms, chest and legs. Its feet were wrapped in strips of human entrails and oiled cloth. Were these the bones of a giant, Heinrich wondered? No, its body was constructed of human remains, stitched together with twine and sinew, its joints fused by dark sorcery. Human ribs and clavicles, hipbones and femurs, teeth and knuckles pieced together like some daemonic puzzle. On its broad shoulders perched a minotaur’s skull, but its horns were coated in sediment that had dripped down from stalactites and had sealed the idol to the ceiling. Heinrich’s blood boiled. It wasn’t enough that the skaven had disrupted the eternal sleep of the occupants of this crypt, they had to desecrate their memories further by shaping their remains into an unholy reflection of the Horned Rat.
‘Enough of this!’ Heinrich shouted, letting his voice echo down the tunnels. ‘We are here, and we are not leaving. Face us now!’
‘You will die, man-thing,’ a scratchy, feral voice rang out of the darkness. ‘Pink-skins will all die, yes. Leave Mordheim, yes. It is ours.’
‘I think not,’ Heinrich replied. ‘My men and I will reclaim it for the Empire.’
A white, twin-tailed skaven appeared at the opening of a tunnel to their right. A confident snarl spread across its sharp fangs and black gums. It waved a warplock pistol. ‘Maybe, yes. But not today.’
With those words skaven poured from every tunnel and circled the trapped mercenaries. More vermin than Heinrich had ever seen. They beat spears and clubs together, scraped daggers against daggers, and slowly, slowly, tightened the noose. White One stepped to the front waving the pistol, a dagger, and fighting claws. At his side limped the one-eyed sorcerer, clearly despondent at the death of his pet, but squeezing Sigmar’s Heart in the bony vice of his hand. Bloodtooth barked and snapped at anything that drew near, and Heinrich mouthed a prayer and held his sword high. So be it then, he said to himself. If this is the way it will be, if I am to die, then I will die for you, Broderick.
White One drew close and levelled its pistol towards Heinrich’s chest. ‘Goodbye, man-thing. Your god is a devil…’
Heinrich waited for the shot, but it did not come. Instead, the skeleton above began to quake and lurch. He turned and saw Bernardo grabbing the Horned Rat’s legs and pull himself upward. The climb was effortless, as smooth and graceful as a ratman scaling a wall. The Estalian reached the shoulders and straddled the minotaur’s skull as if it were a hobbyhorse. He rocked back and forth.
The skaven horde fell back at the sight of this blasphemy. A pink-skin climbing their lord of lords as if it were a ladder must have been as terrifying to them as the very sight of the skeleton to Heinrich. Even White One had dropped his pistol and had moved aside, glaring up in horror as its god teetered on the verge of destruction.
‘You don’t believe us, White One,’ Heinrich said, ‘when we tell you that this is our city? Then let us demonstrate our sincerity. Estalian?’
‘Yes, captain?’
‘Bring it down.’
Bernardo unsheathed Myrmidia and swung her through the minotaur’s horns. Sparks flew as steel sliced through the hardened sediment. He cut the left horn then the right. The abomination seemed to hover in the air for a moment, and then it toppled.
A mountain of bone and chunks of ceiling struck the cave floor and erupted in a shower of grey-white splinters. Heinrich shielded himself from the impact, ducked a rib cage, and drew his sword. ‘Attack!’ he screamed, and leaped into a mass of ratmen trying to flee in the confusion.
Chaos consumed the space, as skaven routed and swords cut them down. Heinrich prayed to Sigmar that his men had not fallen to flying bones and stone. He looked for them. Roland and Father were fighting hard to his right. Bloodtooth was ripping out throats to his left, and the Estalian was fighting in the centre, holding off a pack of vermin who were trying to recover the minotaur skull. Albert and Rupert were working together on the other side of the cave, defending against a pack with spears and shields. It was a good fight. The men were holding fast.
He worked his way to the centre of the cave, drove his sword through a ratman who squealed in death, and then joined the Estalian.
‘That was a foolish thing to do,’ Heinrich said, parrying a spear thrust.
‘You ordered it, and it got their attention, didn’t it?’ Bernardo replied, slashing through skaven armour and flesh.
‘I thought you were done with me.’
‘Well, I changed my mind. I couldn’t leave you Reiklanders here alone, and well-‘
‘Admit it. I was right. There was no retreat.’ Heinrich found himself laughing despite the situation.
Bernardo caught a skaven in a headlock, broke its neck, and tossed it away. ‘You’re beginning to annoy me, sir. I don’t like someone who’s always right.’
I’m not always right, Heinrich said to himself. Here he was fighting defensively when a more important matter needed attention. He looked around the cave, seeking a black robe and hood. The air was filled with granite and bone dust, green mist and smoke. It was hard to see. But he found the sorcerer to the left being escorted through its routing kin. ‘Hold as best as you can,’ he said to the Estalian. ‘I have something important to do.’
Bernardo drove his sword through the mailed shirt of a ratman and said, ‘What’s more important than saving our skins?’
‘The Heart!’
Heinrich ignored Bernardo’s curses and pushed his way through to where the sorcerer was retreating. He sidestepped a spear thrust and responded with a sword hilt, driving the ratman to its knees with a cracked skull. He’d lost his torch, but he didn’t need it as the Heart, lying upon the sorcerer’s chest, shone bright green and lit the way. The sorcerer tried to drown the glow with its claw, but Heinrich broke its wrist. Its escort, fearing a similar fate, leaped away and left its broken master to die.
Heinrich grabbed the throat of the sorcerer. ‘You have something of mine,’ he said, hitting the beast’s mangled face repeatedly. The sorcerer fell to the floor, its snout bloody, its eyes glazed over, unblinking and unmoving. Heinrich curled his fingers around the leather cord that held the Heart to the sorcerer’s neck and yanked it free.
Something flew out of the shadows and hit him square in the side. Ribs cracked and his body skidded across the floor and came to a crushing halt beneath a pile of bones and coffins. Dead teeth and sharp clavicles tore his coat and flesh, while powerful claws reached through and pulled him free.
‘You die now, man-thing,’ the white one roared above him, its claws slashing through his coat and exposing his chest. Heinrich tried to fight back, tried to hold his arms up to block the assault, but he was too weak. Where is my sword, he wondered. Where is the Heart?
None of it mattered anymore, as his eyes winked in pain with each slash. A giddy warmth consumed his body as the space around him swirled. I’m sorry, Broderick. I have failed you.
Through his nausea and sleepy haze, Heinrich watched as White One stood up and stepped back. Its tails pulled two blades from the sash at its waist. Blades long and sharp. Blades dripping green with poison. It held the blades above its head as it squatted down on powerful hind legs. It wavered there for a moment, screamed, bared its teeth, then leaped.
A white and brown blur flew across Heinrich’s view. When it was gone, White One was no longer before him, but lying to his side. Heinrich pulled himself up and spotted a warhammer, lying still against the wall, pulsing hot in Sigmarite prayers. Beneath a pile of brown wool lay an old priest with two weeping blades sticking out of his back.
Heinrich’s mind snapped to attention immediately as energy poured into his throat. ‘Father, no!’ he screamed.
It seemed as if he were outside his own body, looking down from the painted dome of the cave. Everything had a black and white sheen. There was clarity now in his thoughts, a single mindedness, and somehow he stood up and lurched across the floor and found his hands upon the warhammer. Somehow he raised the weapon above his head and found White One righting itself from its dishevelment. Somehow he found the strength to swing the pulsing hammerhead. The skaven’s head exploded under the strike and its body was tossed like a rag doll against the wall. Heinrich followed and struck again, and again and again, until White One no longer moved. But he kept swinging, until the shape on the floor before him was no longer a skaven or a mutant, but something different, something basic, a singular representation of the City of the Damned, and he felt that if he kept swinging, he could, with mighty strokes, drive the evil away and bring the city back to life. Bring Broderick back to life.
But a hand reached into his space and pulled the hammer away. Arms held him firmly and pulled him back. Whispers from the darkness. ‘It’s over, Heinrich. It’s over.’
Colour returned and he was standing again in the cave. He looked to his right and found the Estalian beside him, holding him tightly. He tried to pull away, but his arms were too weak. ‘I’m sorry, Heinrich,’ Bernardo said, ‘but you will have to kill me this time to keep me from stopping you.’
The last of his strength failed him and he collapsed. Heinrich lay on the floor for a long time, how long he did not know. Perhaps he slept. When he opened his eyes, his men were around him, their warm smiles confirming that he was not dead and this was not the afterlife. Hands propped him up.
‘How are you, sir?’
The Estalian’s voice was calm and surprisingly comforting. Heinrich turned and felt a sharp pain in his ribs. He gripped the broken bones and groaned, ‘Even to a bower like you, it should be obvious.’
Bernardo laughed and helped Heinrich to his feet. ‘Well, say a prayer, brave servant of Sigmar. It’s over. We’ve won.’
Indeed it was. The skaven were gone. Obviously the destruction of their idol, the death of their leaders and the loss of the Heart was too much for them to bear, lust as well, Heinrich thought as he took a shaky step. ‘How is everyone?’
Bernardo gave a small smile and a wink. ‘As if the comet itself sits upon our heads, but we’ll make it… all except Father.’
Heinrich saw the crumpled brown robe on the floor and Father’s bald head resting upon Rupert’s knee. Blood and spittle streaked the corners of his mouth. Bernardo helped Heinrich down and he held the old man’s hand. The handles of the weeping blades stuck out of Father’s chest, their poison eating his flesh.
‘It seems as if I’m finished, captain,’ Father said, choking through blood. ‘Just as well.’
‘You foolish old man,’ said Heinrich, gripping the priest’s hand tightly. ‘Why did you do it?’
‘I’ve lived a long life,’ Father answered. ‘I saw no better way to leave it than in the protection of my captain.’ He coughed very hard. ‘We have both won a victory here today, you and me. You will live to carry on against the Eternal Struggle, and I will finally, at long last, die. Tell me true, captain. Did we get the Heart?’
Heinrich didn’t know what to say. Did we? He wasn’t sure. But he nodded. ‘Yes, Father. The Heart is ours.’
‘Praise Sigmar,’ Father said calmly and raised his hand. He motioned his captain forward. Heinrich leaned in and let the priest’s fingers stroke his hair. ‘Now close your eyes, captain, and pray for me.’ Heinrich cupped his hands together. ‘And captain? Be sure to give those tears to someone who will use them.’
The Tears of Shallya. Heinrich had quite forgotten them. He reached into a pocket and found the vial. To his surprise, it had survived. He held it tight, closed his eyes and prayed.
Father’s hand slacked.
Heinrich made the sign of Sigmar and crossed Father’s arms over his chest. I will miss you, old man.
Bloodtooth limped out of the shadows. Heinrich smiled as the hound drew near, but his joy quickly soured as he saw the medallion, the Heart, dangling on its leather cord from the dog’s teeth.
‘Roland!’ he yelped. ‘Get that away from him and wrap it in a cloth… now!’
Roland yanked the Heart from the hound’s bloody jaw, tore a piece of cloth from his shirt, wrapped the artefact and handed it over. Heinrich tucked it away.
‘I don’t understand, captain,’ Bernardo said. ‘Is something wrong with it?’
Heinrich shivered at images of burning bodies and raining fire. ‘It’s too powerful for us,’ he said. ‘We are not worthy of it. It needs a stronger soul than mine to understand it, to harness its power.’
‘Then what do we do with it?’ asked Roland.
‘As I’ve stated, we will take it to his Grand Theogonist in Altdorf. He will know what to do. And now,’ Heinrich said, giving Bloodtooth a little scratch behind the ears, ‘let’s collect our things and get out of here before they decide to come back. I suspect they will take some time to reconcile to the truth that their god is but a pile of shattered bones, but they’ll be back. They always come back. I’ve had enough of them for a while. Did we get any wyrdstone for our troubles?’
‘A full bag of it, captain,’ Albert said, raising a sack of glowing green, ‘and jewels too. Enough to buy the City of the Damned itself.’
Heinrich chuckled through aching ribs. Maybe, he thought to himself, but I’m not buying.
‘How are we going to get out of here?’ asked Bernardo.
Heinrich shook his head. ‘I’ve no idea,’ he said, looking around. Pieces of the heavily damaged ceiling were still falling, and new cracks were forming everywhere. ‘We’d better find a way out soon or we’ll be buried alive.’
And then he felt a cool breeze brush across his face. Heinrich stepped back and saw a small shape of grey smoke dart across his view and into one of the skaven tunnels. The shape stopped momentarily and a face formed in its centre. It seemed to smile. Then it disappeared down the tunnel, leaving a trail of faint white light in its path.
‘Well, Bernardo,’ Heinrich said, ‘it seems as if we’ve made some friends today.’
The Estalian’s face flushed with surprise. ‘Bernardo, eh? I’m no longer ”the Estalian”?’
‘Well, we should speak informally if we are to be partners.’
‘Partners? Who said anything about being partners?’
‘I could use some support on the road to Altdorf. If you and your Marienburgers would care to join us?’
‘Altdorf is not my home.’
‘But it could be,’ Heinrich said. ‘You said it yourself… you are as much a man of the Empire as I.’
‘What about Mordheim?’
‘We’ll return. There’s much work to be done here. Unless, of course, you wish to fight this city alone. In that case, you’re welcome to it. Just let me know who to send your remains to the next time you decide to burn baby rats.’
Bernardo’s face blushed deep red. ‘You’re never going to let me live that down, are you?’
Heinrich shook his head. ‘Not likely.’
The Estalian paused for a moment, then said, ‘Alright, you win. To Altdorf it is. Then let’s fight this city. Friends?’
As Heinrich made his way slowly toward the lighted tunnel, he felt guilty. Am I betraying your memory, Broderick, he wondered, by accepting another as my friend? But as he greeted Bernardo’s smile with his own, he knew the answer. This was a test, like Broderick had explained many times before. This was a test to see if his faith in Sigmar’s cause could sustain such a loss and survive. And the fight was not over. Today, they had made great strides against the Eternal Struggle, but there would be many more battles to come. Can I fight this city with an Estalian at my side? he wondered. Only time would tell.
‘Friends?’ said Heinrich. ‘Well, let’s take it one day at a time.’
Bernardo nodded and together they helped secure Father for transport. As more of the ceiling began to fall, they entered the tunnel with the priest’s body supported between them, while Bloodtooth limped ahead, his jowls wet with skaven blood. Together, they followed the ghost light as men of the Empire, Reiklanders and Marienburgers, servants to Sigmar, loyalists to the Lady Magritta, and followers of the Goddess of War, determined to stand firm against the city that never slept, the city of damned souls, the city of lost dreams, the city of night fire…
The city of Mordheim.



        
            
                
            
        

    
NIGHT TOO LONG



James Wallis
 
‘TWO BEERS, FRAU Kolner, and a kiss for Hexensnacht!’ He swooped at her, arms outstretched. She dodged around him, laughing, a tray of tankards held level with a polished skill of avoiding amorous drunks.
‘Sit down, Herr Johansen, and I’ll bring your ale presently.’
‘And the kiss?’
‘Hexensnacht’s tomorrow night. And no kisses till you finish finding those poor missing women, and pay off your ale bill.’ She swept away towards the bar. Johansen watched her go, then ran his hand over his short-cropped dark hair, smoothing it into place, and sat back down next to his companion, Dirk Grenner.
‘She’s great, isn’t she?’ he said.
‘She’s a short, penny-pinching shrew with a half-wit for a brother and a string of suitors as long as the Great North Road,’ Grenner said. ‘I don’t understand what you see in her.’
Johansen looked across the plain wood of the inn table with incomprehension on his face. ‘She’s a blonde widow who owns a pub,’ he said.
‘So you say, too often,’ Grenner said. ‘The landlady of the famous Black Goat Inn. What makes you think she’d go for someone like you?’
‘Me? A high-ranking officer in the prestigious Palisades, charged with protecting the Emperor and his Elector Counts?’ Johansen puffed out his chest. ‘I’m a fine catch.’
‘You’re an overworked, underpaid captain in a small division most people have never heard of. You’ve got a humourless tyrant for a boss-‘
‘A sarcastic ex-Watch sergeant for a partner,’ Johansen said and reached for his tankard.
‘-you don’t wear a smart uniform most days, and you spend your time watching Kislevite insurrectionists or Bretonnian spies. Or, Sigmar help us, seconded to the city Watch, who couldn’t find their arses if a horse bit them.’
‘They’re not doing much better with our help,’ Johansen said. ‘Four women missing in two weeks. It’s not good.’
‘And while we were fooling around, Schmidt gets himself killed.’
‘His own fault. He knew they suspected he was watching them.’
‘Bretonnians,’ Grenner said with vehemence. ‘Sons of bitches. Killing him is one thing, but stuffing his mouth with his-‘
‘Here’s to his memory,’ Johnsen said. They raised their beer-mugs, drank, and were still. Grenner broke the moment.
‘Still, Hexensnacht tomorrow and Hexenstag the day after. Things should be quiet. The city’s practically deserted.’ He pulled his tankard closer and inspected it, thinking.
A deep boom echoed from outside. The building shook, sending ripples across the beer.
‘What was that?’ Grenner said.
‘You tempting fate,’ Johansen said. ‘Gunpowder. A lot of it. About half a mile.’
‘Not magic?’
Johansen shook his head. ‘No, the echoes were wrong. Come on.’ He was on his feet. Grenner stood up, staggered and leaned on the table. ‘Are you sure we’re on duty?’ he asked.
‘We’re always on duty,’ Johansen reminded him.
‘I’m too drunk to be on duty,’ Grenner protested.
‘Dunk your head in the horse-trough,’ Johansen said.
They staggered to the door. Outside, flames lit the night sky above the wide empty space of the Konigplatz. Altdorf, capital of the Empire, lay still and cold under a blanket of thin snow and stars, the streets lightened by the eerie light of the two moons, one crescent and the other a day from full. Tomorrow would be Hexensnacht, witches’ night, the last night of the year.
 
THE SEVEN STARS Inn was ruined and ablaze. The fire raged against the cold, its leaping heat forcing back the crowd of gawping citizens. Stirrup-pumps forced futile jets of water into the inferno and nearby buildings were being emptied in case the flames spread.
Grenner gazed at the blaze. Almost nothing was left except the ground floor. Nobody could have escaped this cataclysm, but he couldn’t work out why someone would blow up a prosperous merchant-inn at one of the few times of the year when it was almost empty.
He saw Johansen moving through the crowd, circling the building. The man had studied pyrotechnics when he was in the army; he’d be able to tell where the charge had been set and how large it was. Grenner’s speciality was less technical and more dangerous. He was a student of human nature.
‘So, Grenner, what’s the situation?’ The voice jolted him from his thoughts, made abrupt by its strong northern accent. Grenner didn’t have to turn to know General Hoffmann, the leader of the Palisades and the only man whose orders he respected, had arrived.
‘Probably nine dead, sir,’ he said. ‘No survivors found so far, nor witnesses. No reports of threats or recent trouble.’
‘A hundred and fifty pounds of gunpowder in the cellar,’ Johansen added as he joined them. ‘Blast went straight up, killing everyone inside. Very effective. Good evening sir, you’re up late.’
‘Hard to sleep with so many disturbances,’ Hoffmann said, his eyes dark against the flames.
‘Don’t give us that,’ said Grenner. ‘Something’s up or you wouldn’t be here. Why this inn, and why tonight?’
Hoffmann held his stare for a moment. ‘You’re on the ball for a man who’s been drinking all evening, Grenner. Yes, this is no routine tavern-bombing. Grand Prince Valmir von Raukov, Elector Count of Ostland, is known to share a room with a female associate here late at night. We’ve warned him it’s a security risk, but…’
‘Was he inside?’ Johansen wanted to know.
‘He was but he left earlier, luckily for us. Someone just tried to kill a senior officer of the Empire, and in a very public way. I need to know who and why, and I need them stopped. Your job.’
Johansen looked mock-aghast, Grenner dismayed. ‘Can’t you put someone else on it?’ he said.
‘There isn’t anybody else. It’s almost Hexenstag. Everyone’s out of the city or on leave, except the Meer twins who are working incognito and Schmidt, who I don’t need to remind you is dead. Get to work.’
‘We’ll start first thing,’ Grenner said.
Hoffmann’s face was in shadow, the raging fire behind him. ‘Someone’s trying to kill an Elector, you don’t wait till morning. Start now, and don’t stop till their bodies are in jail or cold.’
Johansen groaned. ‘When do we sleep?’
‘Perhaps the explosion deafened your ears.’ The general’s voice was ice. ‘You don’t stop until they’re jailed or dead.’
Chains of people passed buckets of water to watchmen who flung them at the burning inn. The inferno consumed the water and blazed on, turning the sky above the city red.
 
THE KONIGPLATZ IS the wide market-square separating the University of Altdorf from the merchant district. By day it is crowded with traders, peddlers, goodwives looking for a bargain, street-thieves looking for unguarded purses, pilgrims, soldiers and messengers, gawkers staring at the huge statues of past emperors that dominate the square with the hundred foot-tall figure of Sigmar, the founder and patron of the Empire, towering over them.
By night the square is quieter, the market-barrows left stacked and bare at the side of the cobbles. On cold nights between the midwinter feasts of Mondstille and Hexenstag, when the river Reik flows through the city slow and sluggish like thick blood in the veins of old tramps huddled in warehouse doors, Altdorf’s streets are deserted apart from a few drunken revellers, a few Watch patrols, those who prefer not to go home or who have no homes, stray dogs, and rats scurrying in the garbage. Those with more clandestine business suck to less well-let areas.
‘Gunpowder in the cellar,’ Grenner said as they headed across the square towards the Black Goat. ‘How did it get there?’
‘Probably a barrel,’ said Johansen. ‘Who’d notice an extra barrel in a beer-cellar?’
‘The cellarman would. And they’d have to get it down there. First thing, we check out the Seven Star’s regular brewers, winesellers, anyone who might supply them with casks. Find witnesses. Find out who’s got a grievance against the prince.’
‘A lot of work,’ Johansen said, ‘for just two of us.’
Grenner groaned. ‘I know. And I’ve got a fitting at my tailor.’
‘Oh yes?’
‘Couple of shirts and a new short-cloak. Dark blue, Tilean style.’
‘Very nice. Big evening?’
Grenner gave him a scathing look. ‘Hexensnacht. In case you’d forgotten.’
‘Oh yes. Let’s hope we’re done by then.’ Johansen, distracted, glanced across the empty square. ‘Wait, what’s that?’ He pointed into the maze of shadows among the bases of the emperors’ statues.
It was a pile of displaced paving-stones, the bare earth beside them rude and frosted. Grenner and Johansen regarded them.
‘Odd,’ Johansen said. ‘I didn’t see that earlier.’
‘Maybe you weren’t looking. Maybe it wasn’t here. We can check on it in the morning.’
Johansen looked up as if realising where he was for the first time. ‘Why are we back here?’
‘Because we need to do some planning. And the best place for that is over a mug of mulled wine, with the chance Frau Kolner’s still around to bring it to you.’
Johansen grinned. ‘Let’s get planning.’
 
IT WAS A long night. For an hour they talked and thought and speculated over hot wine brought by Frau Kolner’s idiot brother who was less interesting to look at than the landlady, but who understood instructions and did not sleep. Then they left the inn again, into the biting cold of the night to bang on the doors of informants, rousing them to answer questions in exchange for a few silver coins, a promise of future favours, leniency for relatives or associates in jail, or a stare that said nothing but threatened much. Grenner did the talking. Johansen stifled yawns, fingered his sword and blocked the escape routes.
As six bells sounded across the city, the sky still dark, they found themselves in the merchant district a few streets away from the Konigplatz, hammering on a door that didn’t respond. Johansen looked at Grenner.
‘Probably spending Hexenstag in the country,’ he said.
‘Wish I was.’ Grenner gave the door a kick and stepped away. ‘Enough for now. Breakfast at the Goat?’
‘You’re on.’ They began to walk back to the square, Grenner slapping his hands to ward off the frost.
‘And what has this wasted night taught us?’ he said, only partly to his partner. ‘That the prince has a lot of enemies. The Bretonnians and Kislevites hate him because of his trade-treaties with Norsca, his neighbours in the north hate him because his army drove a greenskin force into their lands last year, the Chaos-worshippers hate him because the witch-hunters run freely in his province, and even his own people hate him because he left the church of Ulric and became a Sigmarite. All of which we already knew. None of them have agents working in the city, as far as we know, and he’s not annoyed anyone for at least two months. We have nothing.’
‘Perhaps he wasn’t the target after all,’ Johansen said.
Grenner looked at him with eyes smarting from the cold. ‘If he wasn’t then it stops being our problem.’
‘He left the inn. Perhaps he was in on the scheme.’ Johansen paused, peering ahead. ‘Hang on. They’ve started early.’
In the Konigplatz market-traders were setting out their stalls, but Johansen’s attention was on the crew of workmen among the emperors’ statues at the centre of the square. He tapped Grenner on the shoulder, but Grenner was looking elsewhere.
‘You go. Shout if you need help,’ he said and walked away. Johansen shrugged, rubbed tiredness from his eyes and walked across to the crew of masons and apprentices, working with shovels and picks, digging a trench among the forest of plinths. One stopped and watched him approach, arms folded, his thin red hair a dash of colour against his sombre clothes and the dullness of the morning.
‘Cold day for working,’ Johansen said, raising a hand in greeting. ‘You the foreman?’
The man nodded, lips tight and eyes guarded.
‘You’re starting early,’ Johansen said.
‘Aye.’ The mason’s northern accent was thick as porridge. ‘Work’s got to be done by t’night.’
Johansen nodded, looking at the work crew. ‘Are all your men members of the stonemasons’ guild?’ he asked. ‘They don’t like it when-‘
‘Affiliate members. From Wolfenburg,’ the foreman said. ‘It’s rush work. Base subsidence. No local masons to do it.’
‘You’ve got a guild certificate?’
‘Not here.’ The foreman turned his head, his eyes suspicious. ‘Who’s asking? Are you from the masons? Checking on us?’
‘Just a concerned citizen,’ Johansen said, and walked across the square to where Grenner was.
 
GRENNER RAPPED THE side of the cask on the cart. ‘All the way from Bretonnia?’ he asked. ‘Why? We make wine in the Empire.’
The diminutive wineseller looked mock-shocked. ‘Not like zis!’ he exclaimed. ‘Zis, she is grown under zer sun of Bordeleaux, the vines viz no frost, no fungus - ze finest wine, rich and complex, a subtle bouquet viz afternotes of cherries and oak…’
Grenner held up a hand to stop him. ‘I meant transport’s expensive. How can you make money on one cartload?’
The Bretonnian shook his head sadly. ‘Monsieur, I do not know eizzer. My buyer, who supplies ze houses of Bretonnians in Altdorf, I find ‘e is dead of the plague since four months. I cannot find my customers, so I must sell in ze market like a-a- a peddler.’
Grenner nodded, studying the casks, turning thoughts over in his mind. There had been trouble with Bretonnians the summer before, and rumours said there might be more trouble next year. Not to mention the business with Schmidt. He thumped one of the barrels and it shook solidly. ‘Open it. I want to check.’
‘Check?’ The merchant looked puzzled. ‘Check what?’
‘That there’s wine inside, not something else.’
The man’s eyes narrowed. ‘What?’
‘Just open it.’
‘But zat would ruin ze wine!’ The short man’s hands were raised beseechingly. There was silence for a moment. ‘Maybe I draw you off a cup?’ he suggested.
Grenner shrugged acceptance, and the Bretonnian filled a metal beaker from the spigot at the base of the barrel. The liquid flowed deep and red. Grenner took it, sniffed and swigged, looked contemplative.
‘Well?’ The little man’s eyebrows raised into questions.
Grenner looked at him. ‘You say this is the finest wine in Bretonnia?’
‘Oui, m’sieur.’
‘Stick to making cheese and seducing married women. This stuffs swill.’ He put down the cup, to greet Johansen as he walked over. ‘You get anything?’
‘Non-guild workers doing repairs.’
‘Suspicious?’
Johansen scratched his unshaved chin. ‘Maybe. If the work’s urgent there may be no guild men available, given the time of year. But the order must have come from the city council, and the local guilds get all those contracts.’
Grenner pushed open the door of the Black Goat. ‘The Konigsplatz will be packed with people this evening. If the statues are unsafe and there aren’t any local masons to do the work, then…’ He let the sentence trail off as he slumped into a seat by his regular table. Johansen pulled out a chair and sat.
‘What did you get?’ he asked.
‘Bretonnian with a flimsy story, selling what he said was expensive wine from a market-stall. Big barrels of the stuff.’
‘Barrels, right. Did you see the wine?’
‘I tried a cup. It tasted like fruity tar. Ho, Frau Kolner, how are you this morning?’
‘As concerned about the size of your bar-bill as I was last night,’ the landlady said. ‘Don’t settle yourselves. I have a letter for you.’
Johansen reached out but she gave it to Grenner, who smirked at his colleague as he snapped the seal and unfolded the paper.
‘What is it?’ Johansen asked.
‘Hoffmann. He guessed we’d come back here. Breakfast is cancelled, we’re to get back on the streets. Hunger sharpens the mind, he says’
‘Sarcastic old sod.’
‘There’s more. We report to him at noon. Alchemics should have analysed the explosion by then. And meanwhile he’s got us an interview with the Elector.’
‘When?’
‘Now.’
‘So much for your appointment with your tailor.’ Johansen swiped a half-finished mug of beer from a neighbouring table and swigged it. ‘Let’s go.’
 
GRAND PRINCE VALMIR von Raukov, the Elector Count of Ostland, sat upright in his four-poster bed. A tray lay beside him, hot breakfast scents rising from it: sausages and kippers. In a chair on the other side of the bed a tall man in the grand prince’s house uniform sat, not saying a word, his hand never leaving the pommel of his sword.
‘Can you think of anyone who’d want you dead, your Highness?’ Grenner asked from where he and Johansen stood at the end of the bed. He knew how scruffy and tired they must look compared to the opulence of the prince’s bedroom. They ought to be in dress uniform, scrubbed and shaved, answering questions instead of asking them.
‘Of course people want me dead. I’m an Elector, for Sigmar’s sake. It’s not my job to be liked. You know that.’ The prince regarded them from under bushy eyebrows and chewed bacon. ‘No, nobody has threatened me lately beyond the usual cranks - correct, Alexis?’ The man in the chair nodded, his eyes never leaving the Palisades officers.
‘So you know of no reason why-‘
The prince raised a hand. ‘Captain, if I knew anything useful I would tell you now. I’m not oblivious to danger, I have people like Alexis who monitor my enemies’ activities. If we knew anything we would tell you.’
Grenner stared ahead, but in the corner of his eye he saw Alexis move, shifting position. Perhaps, he thought, he’s uncomfortable at his master’s words. He wanted to ask more, but knew better than to pose heavy-handed questions of an Elector.
‘Perhaps,’ the prince continued, ‘what you should be asking is why the Seven Stars was blown up if I wasn’t there? The assassins would surely have checked I was in the building before they set the fuse.’
‘Why would they have thought you would be there?’ Grenner asked.
‘Because that is my habit,’ the prince said. ‘I usually stay till morning. Last night I returned home early because I received word my wife was ill. Yet they blew up the inn all the same. Captain, either I wasn’t the intended victim, or the bombers had an informant who misled them, by accident or on purpose. There’s the next piece of your puzzle.’
‘Thank you, your highness. We’ll look into it.’ Grenner felt disdain but masked it. He hated it when officials did his job for him, particularly when they did it better. ‘Can you tell us who your companion was?’
The prince shrugged. ‘Her privacy makes few odds now. Her name was Anastasia Kuster. I met her in the Street of a Hundred Taverns a few months ago, when I was - I was dressed plainly, let’s just say that. She’s an honest girl, works in a glove-shop. A little scatterbrained but works hard. She’s originally from Ostland, a northerner like myself. When I’m in Altdorf we meet once or twice a week.’
‘Might your wife have had something to do with the explosion?’
‘My wife?’ The prince snorted. ‘If I die, she loses everything: her title, her status, her palace, her income, the lot. She’s terrified by the thought of my death. Her relatives too, they all ride on my coat-tails. None of them would do anything to harm me.’
‘Hell has no fury like a scorned woman,’ Johansen said.
‘Scorned? She doesn’t love me. We married because it was politically advantageous to link our families. If I want warmth and emotion and life in a woman, I’ll go to - I went to Anastasia.’
‘Yet you returned home because your wife was ill,’ Grenner said.
‘She is heavy with my son. It would not have been seemly for the boy to be born while I was away from the house.’
‘Are you sure it’s a boy, your highness?’ Johansen said. Grenner flinched. It was a flip remark, inappropriate and irreverent. Such things were dangerous.
The prince regarded them from under heavy brows, and did not smile. ‘It had better be.’ His tone was cold.
Grenner’s heart dropped. Lower ranks should know their place, and Johansen’s remark had crossed the line. They’d get no more useful information here. ‘Thank you for your time, your highness,’ he said. ‘We will report anything-‘
The prince’s cough stopped him. ‘Not so fast. I have questions too. Were any bodies recovered?’
Grenner snapped back to attention. ‘No, sir. The place was an inferno. It’s almost certain that everybody was cremated in seconds.’
‘Not everybody,’ the prince said. ‘The inn’s cellarman survived.’
‘What?’ said Grenner. ‘We weren’t told.’
Across the room, Alexis sat forward in his chair. ‘Hans Kellerman was in the stableyard,’ he said. ‘The blast blew him twenty feet and broke his every bone.’
‘He’s alive?’ Johansen asked.
‘No, he died three hours later. But I was able to ask him some questions first. The Shallyan priests had given him herbs to numb the pain and he was almost coherent.’
‘What did he say?’
Alexis glanced at the prince, who gave a slight nod. He turned back. ‘A few things. He told me there were four other people staying in the inn, but nobody of consequence. Just before the explosion he heard someone leave the inn, but didn’t see who. And one of the cellar keys had gone missing a few days earlier, and he suspected Anastasia, who had taken things bef-‘
The prince coughed and Alexis stopped talking abruptly, sliding back in his chair under his master’s glare. The prince turned to the Palisades officers.
‘That will be all,’ he said.
‘Thank you for your time, your highness,’ Grenner said, bowed and backed out of the room, Johansen beside him. He made sure they were twenty feet down the empty corridor before speaking. ‘I hate dealing with nobs,’ he said. ‘Humourless sods.’
‘This one not as stuck-up as most, though,’ Johansen said. ‘What do you reckon? Did he get his mistress up the spout, she was blackmailing him, and he hired someone to blow up the inn to get rid of her?’
‘I know you can be thick as a brick sometimes,’ Grenner said, ‘and that may explain why you never get anywhere with Frau Kolner, but did you really not notice?’
‘Notice what?’
Grenner let out a sigh. ‘He didn’t kill her. He was in love with her.’
‘You should have pushed him for more information about the girl.’
Grenner turned on him. ‘Don’t tell me how to ask questions. That’s my job. You almost got us thrown out of an audience with an Elector with your ridiculous…’ He stopped, pressing a hand against his eyes. ‘Sorry. Sorry, Karl. I didn’t mean that. It’s just… I’m tired and stressed.’
Johansen put a hand on his friend’s shoulder. ‘That goes for both of us. And it’ll get worse before it gets better. Still, come midnight we’ll be laughing about this and toasting the new year, eh?’
‘I bloody hope so.’ Grenner said dryly. ‘Right. How many glove-shops are there in Altdorf?’
 
THERE WERE SIX, but they got lucky with the second one. Anastasia hadn’t come to work that day, the glove-maker’s wife told them, and hadn’t sent word that she was ill. But it had happened before, and besides it was Hexensnacht, so they weren’t worried. Grenner turned on his charm and got the girl’s address in two minutes.
‘Fast work,’ Johansen observed as they left the shop.
‘New personal best,’ Grenner said. Inside he felt distant, distracted, as if there was a layer of wool between his thoughts and his actions. The bright cold sunlight made him feel cold, reminding him of too much beer and not enough rest the night before. His feet were heavy. He hoped there’d be no need for fast reactions or swordplay today.
The girl’s lodgings were close to the city’s north wall, decorated with the fripperies a rich lover buys for his fancy, or a girl not used to luxury buys for herself. Anastasia wasn’t there and the bed had not been slept in. They searched the place with a swift thoroughness born of long practice.
‘She was an Ulrican,’ Johansen said, holding up a silver wolf-head. ‘Interesting. She could read, too,’ Grenner said, holding up a ragged, leatherbound book. He leafed through the pages. ‘Any good?’
‘Hardly Detlef Sierck. What’s that?’ A piece of paper fluttered down from between the pages. Grenner picked it up. ‘Address.’
‘One she wanted to hide.’
‘Wouldn’t she memorise it?’
‘The prince said she was scatterbrained.’
‘Oh yeah.’ Grenner peered at the scrawled writing. ‘It’s in the docks. Warehouse district.’
‘Probably a glove wholesaler, knowing your luck.’
‘My luck?’ Grenner looked askance. ‘Explain that to me on the way there, Herr Not-been-kissed-for-a-month.’
 
THE WAREHOUSE ON Weidendamm was old but the lock on its wide doors was new. Grenner tested its inner workings with a bent piece of metal while Johansen kept watch. Technically, as Palisades officers, they could enter and search any building, but dockers’ understanding of the finer points of the law was often shockingly bad.
‘So we’re here because we found this address in the effects of an Elector’s mistress, right?’ Johansen said.
‘Right.’
‘Why do we think this is a good lead?’
Grenner stopped his picking and looked up. ‘It’s our only lead. Plus we’re seeing Hoffmann in an hour and he’ll want to know what we’ve been doing.’
‘That’s what I’m afraid of.’
‘Shut up. I’m concentrating.’
‘We could claim addled wits from lack of sleep.’
‘Shut up.’
‘Face it, this is half-arsed.’
Grenner stood up, put the lockpick back in his pocket, and kicked the door hard. The wood around the lock splintered and the door swung inwards.
‘Subtle,’ Johansen said.
‘Subtlety is over-rated. Come on.’
The air inside was cold and dark and their breath hung in the faint shafts of sunlight. The floor underfoot was hard earth. A figure lay slumped and twisted a few feet in front of the door. The rest of the warehouse was bare.
Grenner went to the body. ‘Girl. Twenties. Pretty. Last night’s party frock. Neck broken. Want to bet she’s Anastasia?’
Johansen peered at the dead girl’s face. ‘Does she remind you of anyone?’
‘No,’ Grenner said, squinting. ‘Who were you thinking of?’
‘I don’t know.’ Johansen studied the corpse for a moment, then squatted and ran his hands over the ground, gathering a thin powder onto his fingertips. He sniffed them. ‘Gunpowder,’ he said. ‘There’s the imprint of a barrel in the earth too.’
‘Just one?’
Johansen blinked, letting his eyes adjust till he could make out the faint outlines on the floor. ‘Eight. No, twelve. More if they were stacked.’
‘How many of that size would have blown up the Seven Stars?’ Grenner asked. ‘Three at most.’
‘Damn!’ He stood and prowled. ‘So… assume the prince’s mistress is feeding information to the assassins. Maybe she knows their motive, probably not. Last night she has a lucky escape and realises that they’d kill her too if necessary. So she comes to confront them… why?’
‘Scatterbrained,’ Johansen said.
‘They do kill her. So they were here between the explosion and now, probably clearing the warehouse. But we still don’t know who they are.’
‘My money’s on Ulrican fanatics. We could look for witnesses,’ Johansen suggested.
‘It’s the docks. Nobody ever admits seeing anything here.’ Grenner thumped the wall. ‘It’s going to be a city records job, get a clerk to dig out the old ledgers and find who owns this place. The cargo records too, where it came from.’
‘I’m more worried about where it’s gone. Cart tracks here.’ Johansen pointed to the floor.
‘Cart. Barrels,’ Grenner said. ‘You thinking what I’m thinking?’
‘A good way to get gunpowder into an inn cellar. You?’
‘I was thinking about a Bretonnian wineseller.’
Johansen stood, brushing dirt from his knees. ‘We’re late for Hoffmann. And I’m hungry for lunch.’
Grenner took a length of twine from his pocket to tie the warehouse doors shut. ‘Lunch? Some of us are still starving for breakfast.’
 
FROM THE WINDOW of General Hoffmann’s room on the top floor of the Palisades building, the thin plumes of smoke still rising from the site of the Seven Stars were faint dark columns against the cold blue sky. Hoffmann stared out over the city, his back to his two agents.
‘Twelve hours,’ he said, ‘and all you’ve got for me is an empty warehouse and a dead girl.’
‘An Elector’s mistress. That’s got to be worth something,’ Grenner said.
Hoffmann shook his head. ‘She can’t tell us what’s going on, who these people are or where they’ll strike next. So who’s behind this?’
‘Ulrican extremists,’ Johansen said.
‘Bretonnians,’ Grenner said.
Hoffmann turned his stare to them. ‘Make your minds up,’ he said. ‘The city’s in uproar, every noble is screaming for protection, we’ve got a report of skaven in the sewers, and on top of it another woman’s disappeared. The last thing I need is you two following a wrong lead.’ He paused. ‘You do have more leads?’
The agents exchanged a tired look. ‘Can you send someone to the city records office, to find out who owns that warehouse?’ Grenner asked.
‘And the customs records, to see if there’s anything on who brought the barrels to the city,’ Johansen said.
‘Who do you suggest I send?’ Hoffmann asked. ‘There isn’t anyone else. Get the records clerks to do it.’
‘You think there’ll be any records clerks there on Hexensnacht?’
‘Then you do it. I’ve got my hands full.’ Hoffmann turned back to the window. ‘We got the explosion report from Alchemics,’ he said. ‘Inconclusive. The sulphur in the gunpowder was Tilean, the saltpeter was gathered near Wolfenburg and the charcoal could be from anywhere. The ingredient ratio suggests a Middenheim-trained alchemist, but that means nothing.’
‘Couldn’t you send someone from Alchemics to the records office?’ Johansen asked.
Hoffmann snorted. ‘Nobody’s going to do your book-work for you. And don’t dare fall asleep over them, or I’ll have your guts for garters. Go on, get out.’
 
THE STREET OUTSIDE the Palisades was quiet. A cat padded silently down the gutter. Grenner watched it go, yawned and flexed stiff muscles.
‘If we’re going to the records office,’ he said, ‘can we go by Weberstrasse?’
‘What’s in Weberstrasse?’
‘My tailor.’
‘You and your clothes, I swear-‘ Johansen said, but Grenner wasn’t listening. Movement had caught his eye: a laden cart moving past the end of the street. He ran after it.
He was right: it was the Bretonnians cart, still piled high with barrels. The short man was staring straight ahead, as if deep in thought. Grenner overtook him and stood in the road, hand raised.
‘Stop,’ he said. ‘Where are you going?’
The Bretonnian reined in his horse. ‘Ah, m’sieur,’ he said. ‘You have come to buy some wine? Ze aftertaste of cinnamon, she has lingered on your tongue…’
‘Where are you going?’
The wineseller shrugged. ‘The market is finished. I go to find some taverns, maybe zey buy.’
‘Where were you last night?’
‘I put my cart in an alley, I sleep zere.’ The little man raised his hands in supplication. ‘M’sieur, I have no money. I am-‘
‘You’re under arrest. I want you off the streets.’ The Bretonnian turned white. He grabbed for his whip and swiped it across the horse’s rump. It started forward, towards Grenner, who ducked sideways and groped in his jerkin for a throwing-knife. A hand landed on his arm, restraining him. He turned. It was Johansen.
‘What the hell are you doing?’ he asked.
‘I’m arresting this man.’ The cart was rattling away behind him. ‘It’s not him.’
‘How do you know?’ Grenner demanded, turning to give chase. Johansen gripped harder. ‘It’s not him. It’s Ulrican extremists, trying to kill their Elector.’
‘I think he’s working with them.’
‘Why?’
‘Because…’ The cart was gaining speed. ‘Look, he’s up to something or he wouldn’t be running.’
‘Not our problem,’ Johansen said. ‘Electors in peril, the safety of the Empire to protect, that’s us, remember? Leave him for your friends in the Watch. Besides,’ he added, ‘if I was stopped by someone looking like you, I’d run too.’
‘What do you mean?’ Grenner ran a hand through his blond hair.
‘You’re unkempt. Not to mention unshaved, haggard and smelling of last night’s beer.’
‘Visiting my tailor would let me-‘
Johansen laughed, a short humourless bark. ‘Forget it. We’ve got records to check.’
 
THEY WENT TO three breweries, to ask about beer deliveries to the Seven Stars. Nobody knew about anything unusual.
They knocked on the doors of the houses around the remains of the Seven Stars to see if anyone had been awake before the explosion, or had heard or seen anything. Nobody had.
They spoke to a couple of winesellers about the Seven Stars, but the inn had only taken small casks. Grenner asked about a Bretonnian wineseller dying of plague four months ago, but they didn’t know of anyone. Grenner looked at Johansen significantly. Johansen raised his eyes to the ceiling.
They walked through the Konigplatz. The market-stalls had closed up early for the day, clearing the space for the evening’s celebrations. There was no sign of the stoneworkers who had been there earlier.
They went to Grenner’s tailor, who fitted his new clothes and wanted to know how the search for the missing women was going. Even wearing a new shirt and stylish short-cloak, Grenner still looked unkempt and sleepless.
After several hours, after putting it off for as long as possible, they went to the city records office, in the basement of the council-hall. There was one clerk on duty, but after he showed them the section of leatherbound warehouse and tax records that they needed, he excused himself and they didn’t see him again.
‘Typical work-shy civil servant,’ Johansen said.
‘Not very civil either,’ Grenner observed.
The books were cold, wide, dry and dusty. Their parchment pages were filled with tightly written records of who owned everything in Altdorf, who had sold it to them, and what percentage of the sale the tax collectors had taken. It was slow, tedious work.
Johansen yawned and picked up the fifth ledger in the pile beside him. It was hard to stay awake: the cold air and the candlelight were soporific, and outside the narrow window daylight had fled hours ago. Across the table, Grenner echoed his yawn.
‘We’re doing this the wrong way,’ he said.
‘What?’
‘We’re looking for where they’ve been. We should be working out where they’re going. Who they’re going to target next.’
‘Oh yeah?’ Johansen raised a weary eyebrow. ‘How do we do that, a crystal ball? You know what Hoffmann thinks about that scryer the Watch uses.’
Grenner passed a hand over his face, trying to wipe tiredness away. ‘It was just an idea.’
Footsteps weaved through the racks of records towards them. Johansen raised his head to look. It was Alexis, the prince’s bodyguard.
‘Sigmar’s teeth, you two are hard men to track down,’ he said.
Johansen thought of a snappy response, but swallowed it. It was too late and he was too tired. ‘What’s this about?’
Alexis leaned on the edge of the table. ‘Anastasia.’
‘You know we found her body?’ Grenner said.
Alexis nodded. ‘We heard.’ He paused. ‘The prince lied to you. He sends apologies but he was trying to protect her.’
Johansen was suddenly very alert. Across the table, Grenner pushed his chair back.
‘What was the lie?’ he asked.
‘His wife wasn’t ill. He was going to stay the night at the Seven Stars, but Anastasia told him he was in danger and he should leave.’
‘So she was the person the cellarman heard leaving a few minutes later,’ Grenner said. Alexis nodded.
Johansen absorbed the information, fitting it together. ‘She wasn’t an innocent,’ he said, ‘she knew what the Ulricans’ plan was. But she couldn’t go through with it. She may even have lit the fuse, knowing the prince had left. And they killed her for that.’ He looked up at Alexis. ‘When you learned the prince was seeing Anastasia you checked her background, had her followed, right?’
The bodyguard nodded. ‘We didn’t find any links to known troublemakers.’
‘What other northerners did she meet regularly? Friends? Associates?’
‘Her brother’s in the city.’
‘What does he do?’ Grenner asked.
‘He’s a stonemason.’
Johansen exhaled sharply. ‘Grenner,’ he said, ‘remember I said the dead girl reminded me of someone?’
‘Yeah?’
‘The stoneworkers’ foreman in the Konigplatz this morning.’
Grenner stared at him, horror across his face. No words were needed. They sprinted from the records room, out of the council building, heading towards the Konigplatz.
 
IT WAS LATER than they had realised and the darkened streets were thronged with revellers. Johansen let Grenner take the lead, following the former Watch sergeant move through narrow alleys and through short-cuts, avoiding the crowds. After five years in Altdorf he still couldn’t understand why people celebrated Hexensnacht, the night of witches. Back home in the south his family would be around the fire tonight, doors locked and windows shuttered. Bad things happened on Hexensnacht.
Above them the two moons sat, one thin and one fat in a sky that flashed with bursts from fireworks, their explosions echoing off the buildings. It was not a good omen. As he ran, Johansen clenched his fists and made a silent prayer to Sigmar that he was wrong.
They burst into the Konigplatz. The square was a sea of people and movement, lit by flickering braziers on poles. Johansen leaped onto a market-barrow to scan the crowd.
‘The statues,’ he shouted to Grenner over the hubbub, and began pushing his way to where he had seen the work-crew. They had been digging a trench, he recalled, deep enough for several barrels.
A knot of merrymaking students blocked his way. ‘Clear a path! Imperial officers!’ he bellowed, shoving through them. Ahead a red-haired figure turned sharply, slapped someone on the shoulder and raced away through the crowd, towards the base of the statue of Sigmar. Johansen felt a rising dread, and gave chase. They’d spent the day assuming an Elector was in danger. They hadn’t thought about symbols of the Empire.
If the Ulricans had buried gunpowder, he thought, there would be a way of lighting it, some kind of fuse. As if on cue a firework went off behind him, throwing colours over the crowd. The red-headed man ducked between the bases of the outermost statues. It was darker in there and the crowd was thinner. Johansen saw Grenner to his left and gestured towards the maze of stonework. Grenner nodded. That was all the plan they needed: they knew how each other worked.
Johansen drew his hand-crossbow from its holster and stepped into the shadows, heading for the statue of Sigmar. He surprised an entwined couple between the feet of the Empress Magritta, and sent a black-lotus peddler scurrying away from under Ludwig the Fat. Around the plinth of Leopold I, he could see where the Ulricans had been working that morning. Above, Sigmar’s mighty hammer eclipsed the moons, and in its shadow he could see the red-haired man kneeling on freshly laid paving-stones, crouched over something. A spark. It was a tinderbox.
Johansen knew he was out of time. He rushed forward, his crossbow raised, shouting, ‘Drop it!’
The man didn’t turn as he’d hoped, but crouched lower, blowing on something that glowed. Johansen charged in, firing as he ran. The bolt hit the Ulrican in the arm and the tinderbox went flying. The man twisted, his face maddened with rage, and Johansen kicked him in the teeth. He went backwards, his skull hitting the base of the statue with a crack.
Johansen’s eyes searched the ground. A white cord lay between two flagstones, one end raised and singed. He grabbed it, pulling it with both hands. It came free, about three feet of fuse. He dangled it in front of the man’s eyes.
‘Happy Hexensnacht,’ he said.
The man grinned through broken teeth and raised something in one hand, smashing it down onto the stones. Shards of clay splintered and a liquid spread, covering the ground, seeping between the flagstones into the soil below. Johansen punched the Ulrican in the side of the head, then dipped a finger and smelled it. Oil.
‘Johansen!’ Grenner yelled and he jerked his head up. A man was running out of the shadows, carrying a torch. It was the man the Ulrican had slapped in the crowd. A back-up. From the other direction Grenner’s throwing knife spun and sunk into the new man’s chest, a second into his eye. He fell. The torch went up, curving a bright path towards Johansen.
He jumped to catch it, and his foot slipped on the oil. It bounced through his hands and hit the flagstones. The oil burst into flames. He stared for an instant. ‘Run!’ Grenner was bellowing. ‘Run!’
He ran, roaring warnings, grabbing people and pushing them ahead of him. As he ran past the Empress and out into the crowd, he thought he might be safe.
Then the world picked him up and flung him across the square, filling his senses with bright loud disaster. He ducked and rolled, bruised and breathless, clambering back onto his feet, running through the panicked, screaming crowd to get away. There was a second explosion. People were knocking each other down, trampling over bodies, desperate to get away.
The statues were falling like trees in a gale, crashing into each other. Stone limbs dropped, torsos cracked, heads fell and exploded. Leopold collapsed into the Empress Magritta, her hollow bronze frame booming like a bell across the stampede in the square. She crumpled down into the crowd, crushing - Johansen didn’t want to think how many people. He could see bodies impaled on the spikes of her crown. He felt sick.
Above the mayhem, the mighty figure of Sigmar stood firm, warhammer raised against the sky, the symbol of the Empire. Johansen, swept away by the crowd, tried to keep his eyes on it. Could it have survived the blast? Would it stand? Then he saw the first crack appear in its right leg. Pieces of stone fell. The crack grew. The leg shattered. The stone warhammer moved against the sky, slowly but unstoppably.
Johansen watched, not caring about the people streaming and screaming past him, as the first emperor fell from his plinth like a god falling from the heavens, smashing its hundred-foot length across the flagstones and crowds of the Konigplatz, splintering into uncountable pieces. The head of the warhammer, ten feet across and solid granite, bounced once, rolled and crashed into the Black Goat Inn. Beams fell, tiles cascaded off the roof into the crowd below, and part of the front wall collapsed.
Johansen felt a hand grip his forearm and turned to see Grenner. His partner’s face was gaunt and covered in dust, his clothes torn, his face bleeding where it had been cut by flying stones. They stared at each other and at the devastation around them. Grenner raised an arm and pointed at the wreckage of the inn.
‘You know,’ he shouted above the tumult and chaos, ‘that’s hurt your chances of getting a snog tonight.’
Johansen almost hit him. Instead after a second he said, ‘Give me your cloak.’ Grenner passed it and Johansen tore it into strips. Together they knelt and began bandaging the wounded.
 

 *
 
‘GET SOME SLEEP,’ Hoffmann said.
It was four hours later. Altdorf was in shock. The Konigplatz lay in chaos, corpses still strewn amidst the rubble of two thousand years of history, everything covered with a layer of powdered stone, made ghostly by the flames of a hundred torches, lighting the rescuers’ efforts to find more wounded. The temples and hospices were full, and the cold stone slabs in the temples of Morr too. Messengers had already ridden out from the city to carry the news across the Empire, like a rock dropped in a frozen pond, the news fracturing and rippling out across the land.
That, Johansen thought, was what the Ulricans had wanted, what they were prepared to give their lives to achieve. In the north of the Empire, in Ostland and beyond, the fall of Sigmar would be a rallying-cry. Come the spring, there might even be civil war.
He sat in Hoffmann’s office, drinking hot spiced wine, Grenner beside him. The three had spent the night lifting rocks, carrying bodies and comforting the wounded and the grieving until they were utterly exhausted. Logically, he thought, they should have been searching for the other Ulricans. But this was more important.
‘Sorry we didn’t stop them, sir,’ he said for the fifth time. Across the room, Hoffmann shook his head. The leather of his chair creaked with the movement.
‘Not your fault. You did everything you could. We didn’t have the manpower, it was as simple as that.’ He looked contemplative. ‘Get some sleep.’
‘Shouldn’t we find the rest of them, sir?’
‘They’re probably miles outside the city by now,’ Hoffmann said, ‘heading north. But don’t forget the two of you are on duty at seven bells.’
‘You’re bloody joking,’ Grenner blurted out.
‘I’ll overlook that insolence, Grenner, given the circumstances. Hexenstag dawn: the Emperor will be at the cathedral service for the blessing of the new year. We attend him. Plain clothes, not uniform. And shave, for Sigmar’s sake.’
‘Won’t it be cancelled?’ Grenner asked. ‘Under the circumstances?’
Hoffmann shook his head. ‘The Emperor’s determined to show his people that Sigmar’s Empire and its faith are still strong - and to mourn the dead as well. He’s adamant. He’s instructed all the Electors in Altdorf to be there too.’
‘Oh Sigmar,’ Johansen said quietly.
‘What, Johansen?’ Hoffmann asked.
‘Don’t you see?’ His mind was exhausted; perhaps that was how he could understand the Ulrican fanatics, the way they thought, the depths of their madness and the extremes they’d go to. He remembered the eyes of the red-haired mason, a man who knew he was going to die and didn’t care. ‘It’s not over. The cathedral with the Emperor and the Electors, all the nobility of Altdorf… that’s the next target. They’re not settling for sending a signal, they want to start the war. Today.’
Hoffmann stared at him. ‘Sigmar’s balls, man, didn’t they use all their gunpowder this evening?’
‘No.’ His neck ached. ‘The crater in the Konigplatz wasn’t deep enough. I reckon they’ve got four or five hundred pounds left.’
Hoffmann stared across the dark room. ‘An hour’s sleep,’ he said. ‘No more. Then we search the cathedral from top to bottom.’
 
SOMETHING CLANGED, AND Grenner was instantly awake. It knelled again and he realised what he was hearing: the great bell of the cathedral, ringing to summon the faithful to worship. Light streamed through the windows. He threw off his blanket and shook Johansen on the next bed. ‘We’ve overslept! We’ve bloody overslept!’
Johansen was alert in a second. ‘What happened to Hoffmann? He was going to wake us.’
‘No idea.’
Johansen began throwing on his torn and filthy clothes. ‘You know he’s an Ulrican?’ Who?’
‘Hoffmann.’
‘What are you saying?’ Grenner stared at him. ‘Nothing. Just an observation.’
‘I hope you’re right.’ They rushed downstairs and out into the street. Nobody turned to look at them: there were too many ragged, haggard people in the city that morning. Thin grey dust coated everything. Two horses stood at a hitching-post outside a building opposite. Grenner caught Johansen’s eye. A moment later they were on horseback, galloping towards the great cathedral of Sigmar.
‘How would they have got barrels of gunpowder into the cathedral?’ Grenner shouted above the clatter of hoofs on cobbles.
Johansen gestured with one hand. ‘Bribery. Concealment. The powder may not be in barrels anymore. Where the hell’s Hoffmann?’
‘How should I know?’
Ahead, they could see a crowd around the cathedral’s high doors. Many people had come to worship alongside the Empire’s greatest citizens today, to mourn loved ones, or ask for divine retribution on their killers. Grenner could see armoured guards by the doors, swords drawn.
‘Stop,’ he shouted. Johansen reined in his horse.
‘Why?’ he said.
‘We need to think about this.’
‘Every second counts.’
‘They’re not going to let us into the cathedral looking like this.’ He paused. ‘How much gunpowder did you say the Ulricans had left? Enough to bring down the building?’
‘Enough to make a hole in it, maybe.’
‘They want more than that.’ Grenner grimaced, thinking. ‘Maybe they’re going to crash a Bretonnian wineseller’s cart stuffed with gunpowder through the doors and blow themselves up.’
‘Not funny.’
‘I wasn’t joking.’ Grenner wiped his brow and stared up at the huge building, its buttresses rearing up into the sky around the peaked slates of the pitched roof. Between their stone arms, hanging over the high crenellated wall around the top of the building, a scarlet flag was blowing in the wind.
‘What would five hundred pounds of gunpowder do to the roof?’ he asked.
Johansen furrowed his brow. ‘You could collapse the whole thing.’ He raised an eyebrow. ‘Why do you think they’re up there?’
Grenner pointed at the flag that had caught his eye. ‘Recognise that?’
‘No.’
‘You should pay more attention to fashion. That’s Hoffmann’s cloak.’
Johansen was silent for a second. Then: ‘How do we get up there?’
Grenner grinned. ‘Follow my lead.’ He dug his heels into his horse and galloped down the street, heading for the crowd around the cathedral doors, Johansen hard on his heels. Heads turned as people heard their approaching hoofbeats, there were shouts, and a path opened. Grenner rode down it, heading for the doorway, holding his reins tight to keep the horse straight.
The guards tried to block them with their swords but they weren’t fast enough and their blades weren’t long enough: Grenner thanked the gods that they hadn’t been pikemen. He flashed past them and into the cathedral’s antechamber, glanced back to check Johansen was still behind him, then crouched low as the horse plunged through the smaller arch into the vaulted expanse of the long nave.
People in the pews either side leaped to their feet as the two horses galloped down the cathedral’s central aisle. There were shouts of surprise and anger. Grenner ignored them. He knew a stairway in the south-east transept; it led up past the gallery where the Elector Counts sat to watch the service, then spiralled upwards to the roof. That was their way up.
He galloped past the choir. Almost there. People behind them were chasing on foot, but he was well ahead of them. The horse cantered into the shadows of the transept, Grenner leaped from its saddle, drew his sword and ran to the stairs, taking them three at a time. Johansen was right behind him.
A wall of armed men blocked their way.
Oh Sigmar, he thought. The Electors’ guards. There was no way through. He twisted round, to see more soldiers behind him. No way out either. Trapped.
There was a strange hush in the cathedral at this invasion of a holy place. Off to one side Grenner could see the open gallery where the Electors were seated. He recognised faces among them. He’d saved some of their lives, but they wouldn’t know him.
No, he thought, one would. Grand Prince Valmir von Raukov, Elector Count of Ostland.
‘Prince Valmir,’ he shouted. ‘The men who killed Anastasia are on the roof.’
The Elector’s head jerked up and he stared at the Palisades officers as if woken from a dream. He looked surprised and alarmed. Startled, Grenner thought, to hear his mistress’s name echo across the cathedral. It was a risk. If the prince was a typical cold-blooded noble he could ignore them and the guards would cut them down. But if, as Grenner had guessed, he had really loved the girl…
The prince stood. ‘Let them pass,’ he said.
The guards moved aside. Grenner pushed between them and headed up. Behind him, Johansen paused to take a loaded crossbow from one of the soldiers. ‘I’ll borrow that,’ he said, and followed his partner.
 
THE DOOR AT the top of the stairs was closed. Grenner shoulder-charged it and it flew open with a crash. Outside, in the narrow trough between the low wall of battlements and the steep pitch of the roof, three men looked up. One grabbed for a lit lantern, one for a bow, and one did not move because he was bound hand and foot, gagged and leant against the wall with his cloak flapping in the cold wind. Hoffmann.
Grenner dived to one side. Behind him, Johansen raised his borrowed weapon and shot the other bowman in the head. He fell.
The second man, dark and heavily built, ducked behind Hoffmann, wrapping an arm round his neck, using him as a shield. ‘You cannot win,’ he shouted. ‘This is Ulric’s year! The false god Sigmar has been destroyed and his temple and priests shall perish too! It is ordained!’ His voice had a northern accent and the hectoring tone of a true believer.
‘Morning, sir,’ Johansen said, looking at the network of oil-soaked cords running over the roof, doubtless leading to caches of gunpowder. Grenner had been right: they were planning to bring the roof down on the worshippers below.
‘Don’t move, or the nobleman dies!’ the Ulrican shouted, pulling Hoffmann with him. The fuses were joined into a single twist of cord, Johansen saw. So they were all linked. Any fuse lit would ignite the others. Thirty feet away the Ulrican was moving towards the cords, lantern in one hand, Hoffmann in the other.
Johansen slowly raised his hands. ‘Don’t kill the nobleman,’ he said.
‘It’d look bad on our records if you did,’ said Grenner from behind him. ‘Sorry about this, sir.’ A throwing-knife flashed from his hand and embedded itself in Hoffmann’s thigh. The general’s leg gave way and he collapsed. Johansen was already drawing his small crossbow from its shoulder-holster and firing, running forwards.
The Ulrican took the bolt in the temple and fell, throwing the lantern at the cords. It struck the stonework of the gutter at an angle and rolled, the oil inside blazing up.
Johansen sprinted and kicked it as hard as he could, away from the fuses. Glass shattered and glistening liquid sprayed out as the lantern soared away over the battlements and down into the city below. He didn’t hear a crash.
He turned. Grenner was crouched beside Hoffmann, cutting his bonds. Johansen made an abrupt gesture and Grenner stopped.
‘What?’
‘Remember last night?’
Grenner’s eyes widened. ‘Back-up guy.’
‘Where?’ There was no sign of anyone else. Johansen took a few paces, checking around the exit to the stairway.
There was a scream from the top of the roof and a figure hurtled down the steep slope full-tilt, a lantern in one hand, a sword in the other.
The sword slashed at Johansen’s arm. He dodged sideways, grabbing for the man’s jerkin, lifting him as he ran, using his momentum to throw him over the wall.
The man screamed all the way down.
 
‘I CAN’T BELIEVE Hoffmann went to start the search on his own,’ Grenner said as they walked away from the cathedral, leaving the oblivious crowds behind them. ‘He must have known the Ulricans would have left people on guard.’
‘Why didn’t they kill him when they caught him?’
‘They wanted him to distract people like us. They only needed a few seconds.’
‘They almost got them.’ Johansen looked around. ‘Where are you taking me?’
‘Since the Black Goat is out of commission,’ Grenner said, ‘I thought I’d treat you to Hexenstag breakfast at a place I know by the west gate.’
‘I’d rather have a wash and get some sleep.’
‘You’ll sleep better with a full stomach.’ Grenner paused. ‘Have you noticed that nobody thanked us?’
‘Hoffmann did.’
‘Hoffmann is deducting his surgeon’s bill from my wages. That’s hardly thanks.’
There was silence as the two men walked on through the city. Some things didn’t need to be said out loud. The watery sun was warm on their skin and the light breeze helped them forget how dirty and tired they both were.
There was a queue of carts, wagons and pedestrians at the west gate, waiting to leave the city. Already security had been tightened after the Konigplatz explosion, and every guard wanted to be seen doing his job. Grenner felt Johansen’s elbow dig into his ribs and looked up. His partner was pointing at a familiar cart in the queue. ‘You owe someone an apology,’ he said.
Grenner gave him a long look, then sighed and walked up to the cart, its cargo of wide barrels stacked upright and roped together for travel. He reached up a hand in greeting.
‘It is Hexenstag morning, a time of goodwill, monsieur,’ he said, ‘and I owe you an apology.’
The Bretonnian wineseller in the driver’s seat looked startled and scared. He groped for his reins to jolt his horses into motion. Grenner stepped back, raising his hands in appeasement.
‘We were looking for the men who caused the explosion last night. I thought you might be involved. I was wrong. So,’ he added, ‘you’re leaving Altdorf.’
The short man nodded sourly. ‘Zis city, she is not friendly to strangers, you know? And zis thing last night, very bad. I go home.’
‘Did you sell your wine in the end?’ The Bretonnian nodded. ‘Oui. In the end.’
‘Well, that’s something. Travel safely’ Grenner nodded farewell and walked away from the cart and back to Johansen. ‘Stop looking so smug,’ he said.
Johansen grinned. ‘Hexenstag morning, a time of goodwill,’ he said. ‘You hate admitting you’re wrong, that’s your problem. You should keep some goodwill in your heart the rest of the… What?’
Grenner was staring at the back of the Bretonnians head. ‘If he’s sold his wine,’ he said, ‘why’s he still got the barrels on his cart?’
Johansen turned to look. ‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘Do you want to ask?’
‘You do it.’
The queue of carts had moved and the Bretonnian was almost at the gatehouse. Grenner waited as Johansen walked up to the cart, then went to its rear, climbed up and stood between the upright casks. He drew his sword, turned it and smashed the hilt down on the lid. It cracked and splintered. A female face, gagged and bound, terrified, streaked with tears, stared up at him from inside. The Bretonnian leaped from his seat and ran for the gate, but the guards were ready for him. They caught him, holding his arms as he struggled and hissed.
Five barrels on the cart. Five missing women. And he’d known there had been something strange about the wineseller from the moment he’d met him. Johansen hadn’t believed him, but he’d known. The man was a kidnapper, a slaver or something worse.
From the ground, Johansen looked up at him. ‘Result?’
Grenner nodded. ‘Happy Hexenstag,’ he said. He stared up at the sun, letting its warmth massage the weariness from his body. ‘The nights start getting shorter now.’
‘They’ll get longer again soon enough.’
‘I know. So enjoy them while you can.’ He tugged the rest of the barrel lid away and reached in to help the woman inside to her feet. ‘I know you’re not much use at handling women, but I could use some help here.’
They set to work.



        
            
                
            
        

    
PATH OF WARRIORS



Neil Mcintosh
 
A CHILL WIND drove in across the sea, churning the water into great crests, steel grey flecked with white. A storm was coming. Change was coming. A finger of cold, plucked from the sea, entered the boy’s heart and pierced it like a dagger. Change was coming, and things would never be the same again.
Stefan looked up towards his father, standing like a statue at his side. His father did not return his glance, but kept his stare fixed beyond the raging waters, out towards the far horizon where the sun was a deep orange globe sinking into the sea. Fedor Kumansky was waiting. Waiting for the change.
Questions formed upon the boy’s lips and faded away, unspoken. A feeling, one that he barely yet knew as fear, was growing inside him. On either side of them, the huge sugar-ice cliffs that marked the shores of Mother Kislev stretched away into the distance. Before them, the boundless ocean besieged the shore.
They were standing on the edge of the world. It was the world Stefan had known all of his life, but this unknowing fear that swelled like the sea in the pit of his stomach was something that he had not felt before in all his eleven years.
He tightened his grip upon his father’s hand, pinching with his fingernails until they bit deep into the tough, leathery skin until, at last, his father looked down at him. Fedor Kumansky smiled for his son, and Stefan saw that the smile was a mask. ‘What is going to happen, father?’
By way of answer, Fedor Kumansky extended an arm out to sea. There, where moments before there had been only the jagged line separating sky and ocean, tiny black specks now peppered the horizon.
The ships were too far distant for Stefan to make them out, but it was a common enough sight. Here, where the mighty Sea of Claws funnelled down into the estuary that became the River Lynsk, the traffic of ships was ceaseless. Fishermen, traders, merchants ferrying their wares to and from the great city of Erengrad and beyond. Stefan found the sight of the ships almost comforting. Except that the tiny masted vessels gathering on the horizon seemed to be multiplying by the moment. There were too many of them.
‘So many ships,’ Stefan said, quietly. ‘Perhaps they have sailed all the way from Marienburg, or even from L’Anguille, to trade with us?’
His father shook his head, slowly, and in that movement Stefan knew that the small branch of comfort he clung to was gone.
‘I have waited for sight of these ships,’ his father said. ‘Waited, through waking hours and times of sleep. Waited in the hope that they would never come. But last night the gods spoke to me through my dreams. They told me of the dark clouds about to gather.’ He drew his son to him.
‘No,’ Fedor said at last. ‘I don’t think they come from Marienburg, nor from L’Anguille or anywhere to the west.’ He drew his cloak tighter round him to fend off the biting cold of the wind. ‘I think they come from the north. And I fear they have no wish to trade with us.’
North. Stefan turned the word over in his mind. North was not a place; he had never seen the north nor met any man or woman from his village who had been there. But he had heard of ”north”, and knew it as the thing that had seeded the fear that turned his stomach. North was the savage lands of Norsca, or worse; the savage, nameless lands whose ships set sail upon the seas of his dreams, his nightmares.
The salt air stung Stefan’s face and tears prickled in the corners of his eyes. He looked to his father for some sign of what he was feeling, but Fedor’s face was blank. The time of his waiting was over. The dark shapes were more numerous now, and larger. Stefan could make out the outline of the sails billowing full-blown upon tall masts. Fedor Kumansky laid his arm gently across his son’s shoulders, and turned him away from the sea.
‘The time has come,’ he told Stefan, softly. ‘And we have work to do.’
Father and son retraced their steps upon the flint path that led from the cliffs back towards their village, into the heart of Odensk. Their pace was brisk but not hurried; a good sort of pace for a crisp, cold day at the beginning of spring. Stefan sensed no panic in his father’s measured strides across the headland, but at each timbered house along the path into the village Fedor stopped, and rapped hard upon the door with his staff.
Calm, sombre faces appeared in doorways. Strong, upright men with proud, weather-beaten faces much like his father’s. Fedor clasped each one of them by the hand, but this was not a time for greetings. To each of his kinsmen, the same words, clear, spoken almost without emotion: ‘The time has come.’
Where there had been one man and his son soon there were a hundred, moving through the streets of Odensk, the same message passing from mouth to mouth. Each repetition met with the same response. Knives that had only seen service gutting fish were cleaned ready for a grimmer purpose. Broadswords tarnished with the rust of peaceful years were brought down and polished with oil. Staffs became clubs in the hands of men who had spent their lives at peace. And from out of an underground store, long-disused and fastened with padlocks, two small cannons were removed and wheeled slowly towards the cove where the seas broke hard upon the shore.
The sleepy afternoon quiet of the fishing port had been broken, the people roused to a level and kind of activity that Stefan had never seen before. Half running at his father’s side, he watched as the village transformed itself into something new, something frightening. Tools of life turned to weapons of war; men hardened by work stood ready to become warriors. Homesteads became fortresses.
By the time Stefan and his father reached the low thatched building that was their own home, the sun had gone and a chill twilight was settling over Odensk. Stefan tried to imagine the fleet of ships as they closed upon the coast; tried to imagine the construction of the masts, the shape and position of the sails; tried to picture the faces of the men, on deck or climbing in the rigging, hoping that somehow they looked no different to his father and the men of Odensk. Most of all he tried to imagine the ships turning away before they entered the mouth of the cove, hoping against hope that their intentions were not, after all, warlike.
But in his young heart he knew that there was no hope. His father’s expression, and the calm, repeated mantra at each door along the way told him that. The time had come, and there would be no returning.
 
MIKHAL WAS STILL in the salting sheds, helping the women clean and gut the fish ready for market. He looked up expectantly as he saw his father enter. Stefan ran to his younger brother and embraced him, hugging his body tight against his own.
Their father moved to the centre of the long room and called for quiet.
‘The time for work is over now,’ he said. ‘All of you go home. And may the gods watch over us all.’ There was a moment of silence, and then the women began to collect together their bundles of food and belongings. A few celebrated the working day ending prematurely, others looked curious or suspicious. The elder women amongst them stayed quiet, but gathered their things together and left as quickly as they could.
Fedor Kumansky led the two boys across the courtyard to the house. He turned down the wick on the single oil lamp until the room was lit only by a faint amber glow. Then he drew the heavy curtain across the narrow window, closing out the last of the fading twilight. The embers of a fire still burned low in the hearth, and the room was suffused with a smoky warmth. For a moment Stefan felt safe again, comforted by this familiar world.
‘Listen to me.’ Fedor gripped him tightly by the shoulders. ‘Soon I must leave you. You and Mikhal must stay here, where you will be safe. After I’ve gone you will lock all of the doors and bar the shutters across the windows. Open them to no one, no one, until I get back. And whatever happens, Stefan, you must look after your brother. You understand that?’
Stefan nodded. He understood, and he did not understand. He understood that his childhood was ending, understood that the time of his being a man was beginning. Understood that he was Mikhal’s protector now, no longer his playmate. But he did not understand why. He took his brother’s hand.
‘But you will return, father, won’t you?’
Fedor bent down and removed the silver chain from around his neck. He showed the boys the locket he held in his hand, an oval tablet inscribed with the likeness of Shallya, the Goddess of Healing.
‘This was your mother’s,’ he told the boys. ‘She gave it to me just before she died. It became my pledge to her that I would always care for you, our sons.’ Stefan touched the locket, and a picture of his mother, faint in his memory, came back to him. He pressed the silver tablet into his brother’s palm.
‘It feels cold,’ said Mikhal.
‘I’m giving this to you now,’ Fedor told Stefan. ‘Keep it safe for me, just as I will keep my pledge to your mother.’
‘Why do you have to go?’ Mikhal asked. Tears ran down his cheeks, and he was shivering despite the warmth from the fire. Stefan drew a protective arm around his brother, as his father had so often done with him.
‘The time has come for me to fight,’ Fedor said. His voice was grave but calm, and Stefan suddenly realised that his father had been preparing for this night for a very long time. He hugged Mikhal tightly but his shivering would not stop.
‘Why do you have to fight?’ he implored. ‘Stay here with us!’
‘Bad people are coming,’ their father said. ‘And we must fight them, or they will destroy us.’ He smiled, trying to soften the message in his words. Standing in the yellow glow of the oil lamp he looked very tall, very strong. It seemed inconceivable that anyone, or anything, could defeat him. ‘Don’t worry,’ he said. ‘We’re ready for them.’
Stefan’s mouth felt dry and tight as he spoke. ‘We can fight too,’ he said. ‘We can fight by your side.’
His father shook his head. ‘No, you must show your bravery by staying here. And staying safe. Look after your little brother. That is your duty now.’
Stefan looked down at the icon of the goddess, and twisted the braided silver chain around his fingers.
‘I’ll keep us safe until you return,’ he said at last.
His father bent and placed a kiss on the forehead of each son. ‘Keep faith in the goddess. She’ll watch over you always.’
Fedor Kumansky unlocked a cupboard by the side of the hearth and reached inside. Stefan looked in awe at the sword in its scabbard fastened to the stiff leather harness. Fedor drew the harness around his waist and secured it tightly. Then he took two short daggers from the cupboard, and stuck one inside his belt. He hesitated, turning the second knife over in his hands, then laid it upon the table in front of the boys, and nodded.
‘Stefan, my cloak,’ he said gently.
Mikhal had stopped shivering now. Either that, or Stefan was holding him so tightly that he could no longer shiver. Both boys were transfixed by the sight of their father with the sword. Their father, the warrior.
‘Are the bad ones going to come into the village?’ Mikhal asked.
‘No,’ his father said. ‘We’re going to stop them before they get that far.’
Stefan could feel his heart beating faster and faster. The sick fear in his stomach had returned. ‘But,’ he said, ‘you’ll come back for us, you promise?’
Fedor Kumansky paused, one hand outstretched towards the heavy oak door, the other held out to his children. His gaze was fixed upon the ground, but at last he looked up and met Stefan’s eye.
‘Keep your brother safe,’ he said. ‘I’ll come back. I promise.’
Stefan felt something inside him about to burst. He wanted to sob, to cling to his father, stop him leaving the house. Then they would all be safe. But he knew that was not possible. Another Stefan was starting to emerge from the child that had woken that morning, a Stefan who knew that could not be. But still he needed something, some words of reassurance from his father that he could cling to.
‘Father,’ he said. Fedor Kumansky had the door half-open. He turned and looked back sadly at his sons.
‘Is this how things must be now?’ Stefan asked. ‘Will it always be like this, forever?’
‘No,’ his father said, quietly. ‘Nothing lasts forever.’
 
FEDOR WAS ONE of the last to arrive at the cove. The beachhead was in total darkness, but from the voices audible above the roar of the waves, Fedor knew that the men from the village were there in force. As he drew closer, bodies and faces became visible. They must have numbered nearly a hundred, men armed with swords, knives, staves, anything that would deliver a blow. At each end of the bay, the two cannons sat primed and ready to fire. Set against the enormity of the ocean, they looked puny and useless.
Fedor scanned the faces of the men around him. He had known many of them since he himself had been a child. Daily they risked their lives together on the ocean, trawling for fish with their nets, pitting their strength against the cruel power of the Sea of Claws. These were brave men all, Fedor knew. His trust of them was no less than the trust they placed in him. For a moment his heart lifted; they might yet prevail.
The gathering storm that he watched from the cliff-tops that afternoon had not abated. The sea boiled in great plumes around the rocks and crashed down upon the shore. Only a fool would contemplate landing a boat in weather like this. A fool, or a madman. He looked around at his kinsmen, and guessed many of them had the same idea. Perhaps the storm would save them.
He joined a group of villagers who were studying the sea with a spyglass.
‘How many ships?’ he asked them.
Jan Scherensky lowered the glass and handed it to Fedor. ‘A dozen, maybe more,’ he replied. ‘Not all are bearing lights, so it’s hard to be sure.’
Fedor took the glass and looked out into the channel. A spread of lights bobbed up and down upon the water line, sometimes dipping below the towering waves, but moving ever closer to shore. It might almost have been the fishing fleet, returning to port after the long night at sea. But these were no honest fishermen.
‘Well,’ he said at last. ‘They’re headed in towards the mouth of the estuary, that’s for sure.’
Heads around him nodded solemnly. The older ones amongst them remembered the last time, when the Reavers had visited bloody slaughter upon their homes. Maybe this time it wasn’t the Reavers, but one thing was certain: few travelled this way from the north in friendship or for trade.
‘They’ll be headed up river,’ Jakob Kolb muttered. ‘Maybe they even fancy a crack at Erengrad itself.’
Fedor nodded. ‘It was possible. History had it that raiders had got that far before. The question is,’ he said, ‘whether they’ve a mind to stop off here first.’ He knew in his own mind what the answer to that question was.
Andrei Markarov took the glass from Fedor and put it to his eye. He was a young man, well over six foot tall, and one of the strongest in the village. And yet Fedor marked the fear in his eyes as he took the glass. A young wife and three small children at home. Fedor knew exactly where that fear came from.
‘All the lights in the village are doused,’ Andrei said. ‘Maybe they won’t even know we’re here.’
‘Maybe,’ Jakob agreed. ‘And maybe not.’
‘At any rate,’ Jan Scherensky added, ‘it would be madness to try and land their boats in this storm.’
Madness indeed, Fedor thought. He fell to wondering what form that madness might take. Very soon, one way or another, they would find out.
Within a matter of minutes, the dark shapes of the ships themselves were visible through the gloom, and voices from the men on deck were drifting in to shore. Fedor motioned his men back to take cover behind the shelter of the rocks lining the bay. Nothing must give their presence away; they must stay silent as the grave, and wait.
Jakob Kolb crouched down behind a crag of rock beside his friend. ‘Small ships,’ he observed. ‘Small enough to navigate the channels of the Lynsk.’
Fedor nodded. ‘And big enough to cause us plenty of trouble. How many do you make now?’
Jakob raised the glass above the rim of rock. ‘Fourteen,’ he said at last. ‘Men on deck of most of them. High in the water; no cargo aboard. They mean to carry back more than they bring.’
Fedor felt the muscles in his stomach tighten. ‘Pray to the gods they keep going,’ he said, then added: ‘Gods forgive me that I should wish misfortune on others.’
The wind suddenly dropped, smoothing the waves. Far above them, the moon Mannslieb emerged from behind the clouds. Silver light washed over the bay, picking out the black fleet in the water below.
The lead ship reached the entrance to the bay, then tacked away from the beachhead towards the mouth of the Lynsk. The second and third ships in the convoy made to follow. Fedor’s heart gave a leap; he shook Jacob’s arm in early celebration. ‘Keep sailing,’ he muttered, ‘keep sailing.’
Then a voice nearby said: ‘Oh no!’
The fourth boat was turning in mid-stream, back towards the shallows of the bay.
‘Not this way,’ Fedor found himself whispering. ‘Not this way, not this way.’
Shouts broke out amongst the men on the fourth boat. Moments later, a burning flare, flew up from the deck of the ship, lighting the night sky a vivid scarlet.
‘What have they seen?’ someone shouted. ‘Why are they stopping?’
Fedor watched the leading vessels sway and churn in the water. He knew that could mean only one thing: they were turning around.
A second and third flare spiralled skywards. Now every one of the ships in the fleet seemed to be ablaze with lights. Voices screamed commands in a language that bore no resemblance to any tongue of man that Fedor had heard before.
Several splashes in the water, almost simultaneously. They’re dropping anchor, he realised. He lifted the glass to his eyes once more and saw the rowing boats being lowered into the water from the decks of at least three of the ships.
Fedor Kumansky rose from behind the rock and drew himself up to his full height. His throat felt parched and tight; his voice, when he spoke seemed small and insignificant, but he forced it out, summoning all the power he could muster to carry his commands above the sounds of the invaders closing on the shore.
‘Aim the cannon!’ he shouted. ‘Be ready to fight for your lives.’
 
FOR A LONG time after their father had gone there had been only silence. The two boys sat cross-legged by the fire the only other light the dim glow of the oil-lamp which they had been forbidden to turn any higher. To distract his younger brother from his fears, Stefan had told stories: imaginary tales of the lands beyond Kislev; the princes of Bretonnia, of the magicians that wove their spells across the vast lands of the Empire. And he told Mikhal of the brave warriors of Kislev, the strong, upright men like their own father, men who would never be defeated, not by any foe.
The light from the lamp guttered and died. The only light and warmth in the room now came from the embers in the hearth.
‘It’s dark,’ Mikhal protested. ‘Light a candle, Stefan.’
‘We mustn’t,’ Stefan said, firmly. ‘Not until father’s back. We have to wait.’
‘How long?’ Mikhal demanded. Stefan made no reply; he wanted the question answered too, and suddenly he wished he had a big brother of his own to protect him and answer his questions. Most of all, like Mikhal, he wished their father would return.
He crept to the window and levered open the shutter far enough to allow him to peer out into the night. It was a sight he had never seen before: the village in total darkness. Not a single light burned in any of the windows of the houses spread around the edge of the square. The streets were empty, the temple bells stilled. Even the birds that settled after dark in the trees beyond the house had fallen silent.
For a moment the thought leapt into Stefan’s mind that they had been abandoned, that he and Mikhal were the only ones left in the whole village of Odensk. But that was stupid, just a child’s imagination. There must be others, people in every one of the houses, perhaps even now looking out from their windows, like him. In the dark he just couldn’t see them, that was all.
But suddenly the darkness was no longer total. At the very far end of the street, along the path that led down to the bay, he could see the orange flicker of a lamp or torch being carried up the hill. The silence was no longer total either; Stefan could hear voices following behind the light, though he couldn’t yet make out any of the words. A surge of excitement filled Stefan’s body. He closed his eyes and made a wish, wished that the news was good, that, in a few moments, the door would be flung open and their father would be standing on the step in front of them, his arms spread as wide as the grin upon his face.
‘Mikhal,’ Stefan called to his brother, remembering moments later he had promised to keep his voice low. ‘Mikhal,’ he repeated in a whisper. ‘Come here and see.’
Mikhal joined his brother at the window, elbowing Stefan aside to get a better view. The single lamp had become a procession, the voices swollen to the sound of a large crowd. The air rang with the clatter of footsteps, marching up the hill that led towards the centre of the village.
A wave of relief rushed over Stefan. It was over. His father and the others were coming back. He reached up to unfasten the window, ready to call out to his father as he spied him approaching the house.
His hand fastened upon the latch and then froze. Maybe it was the sound of heavy boots upon the cobble stone - too loud, or too many. Or maybe it was something in the building cacophony of voices, voices singing songs his childhood had never taught him, in a tongue he still could not recognise. Without thinking, Stefan found himself reaching out towards Mikhal, but his younger brother had slipped away from the window.
He turned and saw Mikhal tugging hard upon the door.
‘I’m going outside!’ Mikhal shouted. ‘Find father!’
‘No!’ The intensity in Stefan’s voice frightened them both. But the bolts were already drawn back; the door was open.
 
FEDOR KUMANSKY GAZED at the bloody carnage all around him and wept. The men of Odensk had been prepared. They were strong, and though they had lived for peace, they were ready to fight fearlessly to protect their homesteads. It had made no difference.
He brushed away tears with a hand stained red with blood whilst he rested upon his sword to draw precious breath. All around, his brothers of the sea lay dead or dying, slaughtered by creatures driven by a single purpose; to destroy every living thing that lay in their path.
At first, the battle had gone well. The invaders hadn’t seen Fedor’s men lying in wait behind the rocks, and each of the cannons had found their mark. The two boats that had been lowered from the ships at anchor were destroyed, the men inside killed or thrown into the heavy swell of the sea.
But even as the first boats sank, three more were in the water, then five, then six. Within minutes the mouth of the bay was clogged with oared vessels being rowed hard towards the shoreline.
The cannons were reloaded and fired a second, a third time, but the men of Odensk might as well have tried to hold back the tide itself. The invaders made no attempt to rescue those who had been pitched into the water. They were left to die as the next wave of boats ploughed onwards, relentless.
Fedor drew the sword from its scabbard and held it high above his head. Moonlight glinted off the newly-polished steel.
‘Rise up!’ he called to his men. ‘We’ll send them back wherever they’ve sailed from, and make them rue they ever made the voyage south!’
Cheers rang out from the rocks around and behind him. Men emerged in their dozens, no longer fishermen, but warriors. Andrei Markarov appeared at his side, his face flushed and excited. ‘Don’t worry,’ he told Fedor. ‘We’re all ready for this.’
‘I know,’ Fedor replied quietly. ‘I know we are.’
Andrei turned and urged his comrades forward. ‘Come on!’ he yelled, stabbing down at the beach with his sword. ‘This barren strip of land will be their first and last taste of Mother Kislev! Let us make them pay dearly for each yard!’
The leading boats had run aground in the shallows of the bay. Now the men of Odensk would come face to face with those who would take their land, their living, their lives.
As one the villagers rose up to form a human shield. Together they would drive the invaders back into the sea, and the waters would run red with their blood.
Figures were in the water, ploughing through the waves towards the beach. Fedor tried to take stock of their numbers and quickly lost count. Tens, dozens, it might be hundreds. The air around him sang with the sound of arrows being loosed, as all those nearby who carried bows launched the next attack into the swirling waters of the bay. Fedor saw several of the advancing figures stumble and fall beneath the onslaught. Countless other arrows found their mark, but seemingly made no impact. The invaders strode on through the waters oblivious to the arrow shafts lodged in their flesh, or tore out the wooden shafts from their bodies and tossed them aside as if they were no more than irritations.
Any hope that the invaders could be forced back before they had got as far as the beach died there and then. Fedor Kumansky said his prayers to the gods and stepped forward towards the water’s edge. He thought about the life he was about to set behind him, a hard life of peaceful struggle and simple reward. He thought about his wife, lain six years in the cold ground. And he thought about his sons, Stefan and Mikhal, waiting on his safe return at home. He begged the Goddess Shallya for her vigilance in protecting them.
He looked into the faces of his attackers. Surely they, too, must be men like he, men with homes and loved ones that they longed to see again. Surely some sense could still intervene before the madness engulfed them all.
But Fedor Kumansky saw nothing of the kind. The faces that stared back at him had long ago been leeched of any vestige of humanity as he understood it. In fact, he was not certain if many of them were human at all. Most wore the coarse fur jerkins and horned steel caps of the Norse hordes, but on some the marks of mutation were clear. Stretched jaws gaped open to display rows of yellowed rodents teeth. Horns grown out of bone jutted through ruptured faces and foreheads. Skin sparkled with the chill lustre of the serpent’s scales. But one thing they had in common, every one: their eyes, vacant, almost unseeing, empty of compassion. They offered him no hope, no respite. This would be unto death.
The opposing forces met where surf crashed upon the shore. Fedor stood at the edge of his world, and cast a last glance inland towards the village. The invaders were shouting orders at each other in a harsh, guttural tongue, their rough voices obliterating even the sounds of the waves. Tall figures dressed in dark, foul-smelling skins were advancing on him on three sides. Fedor picked a target at random, and attacked.
As he ran towards the thick-set figure he had marked out, it struck Fedor Kumansky that he had not fought another being for more than six years. His opponent turned towards him almost in slow-motion, and he aimed his first blow. There was a moment that seemed to last forever as Fedor looked at the man; his milk-white face and fair hair poking out from beneath the rounded iron cap upon his head; the small scars pocking the baby-smooth skin on his face. The sly, hungry grin that spread over his features as he met Fedor’s eyes.
Fedor swung his sword, and felt it judder as it struck home, cutting through leather, cloth, or bone - he couldn’t tell. His opponent tottered as though slightly drunk, but did not fall. Fedor saw the man’s sword arm swinging up towards him. All of a sudden, Fedor found himself possessed by a furious frenzy. He pulled back his sword, parried the blow aimed towards him then struck again and again, hacking at the other’s man’s body as he might cleave meat from a bone. Blood sprayed out of a deep cut through the man’s neck as, finally, he toppled into the shallow water lapping the beach.
Fedor experienced a moment of pure horror, looking down upon a scene from the very pit of Morr. Then he felt something cut through the cloth of his shirt, cold metal grazing the skin below his ribs. He spun round to find a huge figure bearing down on him, knives in both of its hands, the same insane, blind bloodlust in its eyes. Fedor took his sword in both hands, stepped back and swung a blow directly into the Norse’s face, the blade paring flesh away from bone.
He wasn’t seeing men, or even mutants, any longer. Fedor Kumansky’s existence had become distilled into one simple equation: kill or be killed. And he went about that business with every ounce of his being.
But, even as he fought, Fedor was aware that they were being pushed back up the beach, on to the path that would lead eventually to the village. He saw Jacob Kolb on his knees, trying to fend off the blows raining down upon him from a Norscan wielding a fierce-looking, double-headed axe. Fedor cut a path through the battleground with his sword, his desperation to reach his friend endowing him with the strength of two men. He lunged with his sword, slicing through a Norse arm, severing it above the elbow.
‘Get up, old friend! Get up!’ He lifted Jakob’s face towards his own and wiped away the filth crusting his friend’s face. But Jakob was already dead, he had seen the last light of this world. Fedor had barely a moment to mark his grief before something landed heavily upon his back, sending him sprawling face-down. Long fingers ending in sharpened talons fastened a grip around his neck. Fedor felt as though the very life was being squeezed from him. Then, just as suddenly, the pressure eased and the weight was lifted off his back. Fedor turned to see Andrei freeing his sword from the mutant’s body with the help of his boot. Andrei’s face was caked with blood. He stretched out a hand and helped Fedor to his feet.
All around him Fedor saw the dead and the dying. Friends, brothers he had toiled with very working day of his life. Men who would not be beaten by anything had given their all, given their lives. And it was not enough.
‘We must re-group,’ Fedor said, fighting for his breath. ‘Pull back to the village. They’ll destroy us out here.’
‘But-‘
‘No buts, Andrei. This is not glory. This is survival. Survival of our loved ones. Gather whoever you can. We pull back, to the village. We must defend our homes.’
 
STEFAN’S HEART POUNDED hard inside his chest. Mikhal had either not heard, or not heeded him. By the time Stefan had reached the door of the house his brother had gone. Now he stood in the empty village square, calling Mikhal’s name. His breath came in short, tight bursts, frosting the cold night air. The surrounding houses were still wrapped in darkness, but in the distance street a house at the edge of the village was on fire. Orange flames licked the night sky, and thick coils of suffocating smoke rolled up the hill towards Stefan.
Moments later a figure emerged from the smoke, staggering wildly from one side of the road to the other. The man was clutching the side of his stomach with one hand and cradling his head in the other. His face looked wet, and red.
Stefan felt his body tense. His hand was inside the pocket of his jerkin, clutching the handle of the short knife as though his life depended upon it. The man slowed his pace as he got closer to the centre of the village and looked up at Stefan.
Stefan recognised him. It was Jan Scherensky, one of the men who worked the nets on his father’s boats. His son was a friend of Stefan’s; they had played together only a day or so ago. It all seemed a lifetime away now.
Stefan stared at the man in shock. As well as his face, one side of his body seemed to be have been drenched in blood. Something thick and dark oozed from a hole that had opened up beneath Jan’s ribs. Scherensky noticed Stefan standing by the side of the road and limped towards him.
‘In the name of the gods, Stefan,’ he shouted, ‘save yourself.’
Stefan was stunned. It was a while before he could reply.
‘I can’t,’ he said at last. ‘I have to find Mikhal.’
Jan Scherensky knelt upon the ground as though he had been overcome by tiredness. He held out a hand towards Stefan and Stefan took it in his own. He didn’t know what else to do.
‘Jan,’ Stefan said, ‘what’s happened to my father?’
Other figures were starting to emerge from the smoke and flames at the end of the village. Men carrying torches, marching towards them. Scherensky looked back down the street then turned back to Stefan, his eyes bright with fear.
‘Save yourself,’ he repeated. ‘Save yourself.’
He slipped forward, his forehead cracking hard against the cobblestones. Stefan shook Scherensky’s body in desperation, trying to stir him back to life. He hadn’t said anything about his father. He needed to be told that his father was safe.
But Scherensky wasn’t going to tell him anything now, and eventually Stefan let go, and left him lying in the road. The marching men hadn’t yet reached as far as the village square. They were stopping at every house along the way, Stefan realised. The air was filled with the sounds of wooden doors being broken down, glass being smashed. And the sound of the screaming.
The sky flared orange as more and more homes were lit by the flames that danced along the wood-slatted sides of the houses and across their straw-thatched roofs. Soon the whole village would be engulfed.
Stefan saw something move in the shadows on the far side of the square. A tiny figure, huddled in fear by the side of the road. Stefan ran towards him, calling his brother’s name above the rising crescendo of destruction all around them. As he reached the centre of the square, he saw the men coming. Two men, taller than any he had seen before, rushed towards him. One was carrying a blazing torch and a heavy axe, the other had something swinging from his hand, a ball or a bundle of some kind.
Stefan froze. He looked into the faces of the men. They were laughing. Their soldiers’ clothes were matted with filth and blood. Stefan saw now what it was that the second man was carrying. His fist was clenched around the hair of a severed head.
Stefan found he was paralysed, rooted to the spot. He wanted to reach Mikhal and the safety of the shadows, but could not move. The men kept running. For a moment it seemed that they would run straight past him. Their eyes seemed to look through Stefan as though he wasn’t there. Then, at the last moment, the second man pulled up short. The dead villager’s head swung from side to side in his bloody hand. Stefan recognised a face. Sickness forced its way up from the pit of his stomach into his mouth.
The Norse tossed his trophy to the ground and turned towards Stefan. He was young, probably little more than a boy himself. His features looked human but his eyes were the colour of blood, set like dark red stones in his smooth, white face. His face broke into an leering grin, exposing a row of sharpened teeth like those of a wild dog or a wolf. He said something to Stefan that Stefan didn’t understand, and reached out to touch him. Stefan flinched away in terror and a voice called out: ‘Leave him alone!’
Both Norse turned at the sound of the small, frightened voice. Mikhal tried to scramble away out of sight but it was too late. The white-faced monster laughed evilly, and pulled a short knife from his belt. The first man moved round behind Mikhal to cut off his escape. He was whistling.
Stefan heard his father’s voice in his head. His fear dissolved, and with it the ice that had frozen his limbs. Suddenly he was running, desperately running to put himself between Mikhal and the Norse. The knife lying in his pocket chafed against his skin as he ran.
He was no longer thinking. Every movement of his body was driven by instinct alone. The younger of the two men appeared not to notice him. His attention was fixed upon Mikhal now, like a snake mesmerising its prey. The Norse crouched down and beckoned Mikhal towards him. His companion was laughing a cruel, hoarse laugh.
At the last moment the Norseman saw Stefan. As he turned towards him, Stefan lashed out with his feet, kicking the man in the guts. Mikhal darted forward, escaping the clumsy lunge of the other man.
‘Run!’ Stefan yelled at his brother. The younger man uttered a curse and grabbed wildly at Stefan. Stefan fended him off, hardly realising he had the knife in his hand. He heard the Norse scream. He caught a brief glimpse of the man’s face; saw the socket running red with blood where the ruby eye had been gouged out. The Norseman screamed with pain and rage, and struck out blindly. Stefan felt a cold spike of pain shoot up through his arm.
Then he was running, running with his brother, away from the square, towards their home, the heat of the flames scorching the skin at the back of his neck, the voices of the pursuing Norsemen rising above the screams from the village. A sweet smell of burning wood mixed with the stench of the butcher’s slab.
Mikhal dashed ahead of Stefan, towards the door of the house that still lay open to the night. Stefan clutched his younger brother by the hand and hauled him along in his wake.
‘Our house,’ Mikhal shouted. ‘Our house is over there!’
‘No,’ he said, fighting for breath. ‘Not there. They’re burning the houses.’
‘But I want to go back,’ Mikhal protested. ‘I want to go home, Stefan.’
Stefan charged on past the house, dragging Mikhal behind him. He knew that their lives depended on them keeping going. ‘We can’t go there again,’ he repeated. ‘We can’t go back.’
‘But father-‘
‘Father will know where we’ve gone.’
His mind was racing, trying to sift the sounds rushing through his ears. He could no longer hear the voices of the Norse behind them. He begun to hope that, for the moment at least, they had lost their pursuers. The dark outline of the salting house loomed up in front of them; the oddly comforting scents of the sea mingled with the smell of smoke and carnage.
‘In here,’ he gasped, tugging his brother’s arm. ‘Hurry, Mikhal!’
The air inside the thick stone walls of the salting house felt still and cool. Moonlight creeping through the narrow slats across the window was mirrored in the silver scales of the gutted fish that lay motionless in their hundreds, row upon row spread out to dry upon the shelves.
Stefan stopped still and held Mikhal to him. He placed a hand across his brother’s mouth.
‘Quiet.’
Some way in the distance they heard the sound of footsteps approaching the shed. Stefan looked around in desperation for somewhere to hide themselves. Stefan walked between the salting trays to the large open vat at the end of the room where the guts from the cleaned fish were collected, and lifted himself up onto the lip of the vessel. A familiar stench of rotting entrails filled his nostrils. The vat was almost full.
Stefan swallowed hard and called Mikhal over. There was no other choice if they wanted to stay alive. ‘I can’t,’ Mikhal said, horrified.
Secretly, Stefan agreed. ‘Yes, you can,’ he told him. He took a firm grip on his brother and lifted him up onto the edge of the vat.
‘Take a deep breath,’ he told Mikhal. ‘Take a deep breath and pray.’
Stefan lifted a leg over the edge of the vat so that he was balanced over the mass of stinking entrails. Part of him could not believe he was about to do this. The other part of him told him that he had to.
Mikhal looked at him in horror and disgust. ‘I know,’ Stefan said. ‘But I promised. I promised father.’
He pushed Mikhal backwards into the slippery mass, then followed on, trying not to crush Mikhal beneath him. His eyes, nose and mouth filled with a cold oily pulp that stank beyond belief. Stefan choked and gagged, fighting to draw breath. The darkness enveloping them was total. After a while Stefan pushed an arm upwards until it broke through the surface of the vat. A little light and air leaked in.
Stefan spat out the vile tasting scraps that had forced their way into his mouth. He whispered Mikhal’s name quietly and heard his brother sob a muted reply.
‘How long?’ his brother whimpered.
‘Hush…’ Stefan felt for Mikhal’s hand in the oily mess and tried to take a grip upon it. ‘We must wait,’ he said.
At first there was only the silence, and the distant sounds of fighting in the village. Then Stefan thought he heard another sound, closer at hand. The sound of the door being opened. Not kicked apart, like the other houses in the village, but eased open gently, as though someone were playing a game of hide and seek.
He listened carefully, tracking the muffled footsteps around the interior of the salting shed. Stefan felt his body begin to tremble. The footsteps completed a half-circuit of the room and then stopped. For a full minute the silence was absolute.
Stefan held his breath. The urge to look outside and see what was happening was overwhelming.
Then a voice spoke somewhere in the darkness. It was the voice of the white-faced Norseman, the man that he had wounded, speaking in Stefan’s mother tongue.
‘Boys,’ he drawled, slowly, slurring his speech around the foreign words. ‘You come out now, be good. You be safe with us. You see.’
Stefan clamped a hand tight over Mikhal’s mouth. His heart was pounding so hard in his chest he was sure it could be heard all round the room.
‘Boys! You do a bad thing with knife. You got to say sorry now!’
Then a second voice. Stefan couldn’t tell what the second man was saying, but his tone sounded harsh, impatient. Outside there was a sudden explosion, and light flashed through the window-slats. Shouts rang out, some in Norse, some in Kislevite.
The first voice cursed in Norse, then shouted out again Stefan’s own language: ‘I find you, one day. I find you, I promise.’ Then Stefan heard the sound of the door being thrown open, and footsteps retreating into the distance.
More than anything else, Stefan wanted to climb out from the vat. His body was chilled through and soaked in cloying, stinking oil that covered him from head to foot. His wrist throbbed savagely from the encounter with the norse. Yet he understood that the only possibly safe place for the two of them was right there. Somehow he did not think the norse would be back.
He tried his best to hug Mikhal and give him some reassurance. He did his best to find some way of getting comfortable and the confines of the cold, filthy tank.
And he waited, waited for he knew not what.
The faint messages from the world outside changed as the night wore on. At first the sounds of battle had intensified; the clash of steel and inhuman screams of triumph or pain seemed at one point to be ringing the building itself. It was impossible to tell which way the battle was going. He could only hope that, somehow, his father had prevailed and the invaders had been destroyed.
Gradually the sounds receded, fading into the background as the fighting either drew farther away, or simply ended. Perhaps, Stefan thought, the Norsemen had given up. Or perhaps there was no one left to fight. He pushed the thought away, and waited. Miraculously, Mikhal had fallen into an uneasy sleep, punctuated by moans and, sometimes, yelps of pain. But Stefan had not the heart to wake him. Who knew what the new day was to bring for either of them?
 
STEFAN CAME TO with a jolt, shocked by the realisation that he, too, had fallen asleep. He had no idea how long now they lad lain hidden, but faint grey light had begun to creep through the windows of the salting house. Dawn had come.
He listened. Now there was no sound at all, above the steady whisper of Mikhal’s breathing. Nothing. Even the birds were silent.
His body ached with stiffness and cold, and his wrist throbbed with incessant pain. Stefan raised his left hand and looked at it. A broad red gash had been carved across the palm. The salty slurry had served to staunch the flow of blood, but the wound was deep, and would take a long time to heal.
He found he had lost most of his sense of taste and smell, which was probably just as well, for he surely stank. Stefan stood up slowly until he was able to rest his arms on the lip of the vat and look out across the salting house floor.
Sooner or later, he knew, they would have to find the courage to venture out. And it might as well be now. He doubted anyhow that he could bear hiding in the stinking vat of entrails any longer.
Everything was exactly as it was the day before, or a thousand days before that. And it was quiet, peaceful even. Just for a moment Stefan allowed himself the childish hope that, somehow, all of that dark night had been just a dream. He stifled the thought quickly and stirred his brother.
‘We can get out now. Go and find father.’
‘Are you all right?’ Mikhal asked him.
‘Yes, I’m fine,’ Stefan said. In fact he could not remember ever feeling worse. He hoped that once he started walking his limbs would return to normal. He took a few steps forward, trying to ignore the pains and the revolting filth that covered every inch of his body.
The door of the salting house hung open, flapping to and fro in a gentle breeze. Stefan was just able to make out the faint scent of burning wood that hung still on the air, reminding him of bonfires on the Feast Days. He took Mikhal’s hand, and led him outside.
The sun had not yet risen over Odensk. The light was cold and grey, misted with the smoke from dying fires. But even in this half-light Stefan could see enough to realise that the village he knew had gone.
His first thought was of the fire in the hearth when he and his father got up at first light. All around him, fires smouldered and cooled.
The village was no more. Where wooden buildings had stood, only blackened piles of debris remained. Only those few buildings made from brick or stone had survived. The wind swept dunes of pale grey ash along the street.
Stefan searched with his brother through a cold new land. Up the path that led from the salting house, towards the square in the centre of what once had been the village of Odensk.
Around a bend in the path their search came to an end.
Stefan grabbed at Mikhal to hold him back, but he was too slow.
‘He kept his promise!’ Mikhal shouted. ‘He promised to come back!’
Even before Mikhal’s shouts of joy had turned to howling despair, Stefan knew what they had found. He knew, too, that the door that led back to his old life, his child’s life in Odensk had shut forever; that in a moment he would have no choice but to step through a door into another life altogether. The grey dawn was giving birth to a cruel new world.
Stefan advanced a few more steps and sank to his knees in front of the figure lying outstretched before them. Mikhal was sobbing now, pounding the hard ground with his little fists in grief and rage, but, for the moment, Stefan did not hear him.
He had seen death before, seen it reflected in the glass-beaded eyes of the fish spread in rows across the wooden slats. But this was different.
‘You’re right,’ he whispered to Mikhal. ‘He kept his promise to come back.’
Stefan’s fingers closed upon the silver icon clutched in his hand, but the goddess had no comfort to offer him. He looked to the sky, the pitiless grey sky stretching out above them, and said a silent prayer.
He looked again at death, and death looked back at him through his father’s eyes.
Nothing in his life, not even the horror of that last, long night, had prepared Stefan for this. He wanted to understand how this could be, how the world that had kept him safe from harm through all his years could now have dealt so savage a blow.
He wanted to howl with rage, to beat against the cruel earth like Mikhal had done; but that belonged on the other side of the door that had closed behind him. And he wanted revenge, desperate bloody revenge, upon the men, the monsters, that had destroyed his life. But that lay beyond the door through which he had yet to pass.
He lifted Mikhal gently to his feet. Gradually the convulsions racking his brother’s body subsided.
‘Stefan,’ he said, his voice choked with tears. ‘Will things always be like this?’
‘No,’ Stefan replied at last. He took his brother’s hand and held it tight inside his own. His wound hurt, a burning, stabbing pain. But Stefan knew that he must bear it, for pain would be his companion now.
‘Things won’t always be like this,’ he whispered. He held Mikhal within his arms, rocking his little brother to and fro as their father used to do. ‘Nothing lasts forever.’
‘Where will we go now?’ Mikhal demanded of him, his voice beseeching. Stefan shook his head, slowly. He did not know where they would go, but he knew that he alone would have to decide. Gently, he pulled his brother away from their father’s body and started back towards what once had been their home. After only a few moments he realised it was futile. Their home was gone; it lay with childhood in a place that existed only in the past. Now they must walk the path that led to the future. Now they must walk the path of warriors.
Stefan Kumansky stopped and looked around him. To the north lay the sea, and the cruel lands from whence the tide of death had swept through their village. That would not be their path; not yet, at least. He turned away from the sea, away from the ruins of Odensk, and faced inland.
‘Come on,’ he said gently, taking Mikhal’s hand. ‘It’s time.’
Together the two boys took the first steps along the road that lead to the place that Stefan still knew only as the World. The first steps along the long road that would lead to vengeance.



        
            
                
            
        

    


RAT TRAP
Robert Earl
 
HOFFMAN CUT AN impressive figure. His boots glowed with a deep polish and his baggy trousers were of smoothly brushed moleskin. An embroidered tabard encased the barrel of his chest, and although the sleeves of his shirt were fashionably loose, there was no mistaking the slabbed muscle beneath.
As well as his tailor, the swordsman was obviously a friend to his barber too. Only careful work could have made such a proud shape to his beard, and his scalp was shaved as smooth as wax with barely a nick to be seen.
Yet, for all that, Hoffman was no fop. Far from it. His eyes were alive with a restless intelligence and he wore his sword like a workman’s tool.
‘Herr Hoffman?’ Reinhard asked as he approached his table.
Hoffman looked up to study the newcomer. He wasn’t much to look at. Just one of the thousand flabby merchants that thronged the streets of Nuln.
Hoffman took his pipe out of his mouth and blew a smoke ring. ‘And what if I am Hoffman?’ he asked as the smoke dissipated. His eyes had become cold, evaluating, and it occurred to Reinhard this was a truly dangerous man.
At least, that was what he had been told.
‘My name is Reinhard. Reinhard Bosse. Somebody said that I might find you here and… Well, look, let’s have a drink, shall we?’
Hoffman nodded. He watched the merchant hail a serving wench, his features smooth with disdain.
‘Thank you,’ Reinhard said as the girl brought over two flagons of wine. He seized one and drank thirstily. When he had finished he banged it down and wiped his mouth with a velvet sleeve.
‘So,’ Hoffman said, his own drink untouched before him. ‘To what do I owe the honour, Herr Bosse?’
‘Oh, call me Reinhard. Everybody does.’
Apart from me, Hoffman’s frown said.
‘Yes, well. You see, it’s like this. My family are in the tanning business. Maybe you’ve heard of us. The Bosses of Gunwald? No? Well, no matter. The thing is, my sister has always been quite jumpy. You know, afraid of the dark, screaming when one of the servants drops a pot, things like that. And servants will break pots. It’s amazing how they get through them, really. You know, I don’t think I’ve ever dropped a pot in my life. Although, to be fair, I don’t suppose I’ve carried as many as…’
‘Herr Bosse,’ Hoffman’s voice was quiet. ‘Why have you come to see me?’
‘Oh, yes. Right. Sorry. It’s just that I haven’t been sleeping very well lately and… Right. So this is why I’ve come to see you.’
Reinhard broke off and took a long, gurgling swig of wine. He sighed as it hit the spot. Then he saw the expression on Hoffman’s face, and quickly started to explain.
‘It all began about a month ago. My sister was in the courtyard, drawing up a bucket of water from a well, when she dropped the bucket and started screaming. I’d never heard anything like it. I mean, I told you she shrieks when she’s surprised, but not like this. It was horrible.’
Reinhard broke off and finished his flagon of wine. His eyes slipped towards Hoffman’s full one and the swordsman, curious in spite of himself, slid it across the table.
‘Thanks,’ Reinhard said, a guilty look in his eyes.
‘What,’ Hoffman asked as his host drank again, ‘did she see?’
‘Oh, it was nothing. Nothing. You know how women are. It must have just been her reflection in the water at the bottom of the well. Maybe a mouse or something. But what she thought she saw… well, it’s ridiculous.’
‘What did she think she saw?’ Hoffman’s tone had become as cold as the steel he wore on his belt.
‘Well,’ Reinhard lowered his voice and looked embarrassed. ‘A monster. Something from one of the nursery rhymes our grandma used to tell us. These things, I can’t remember what she called them, they were like rats. Only as big as men. And as cunning. Just stories to frighten us when we were naughty, you know the kind of things.’
‘Yes,’ Hoffman said. He stared through the merchant and into the world of memory. ‘Yes, I know the sort of things.’
‘Of course it’s all ridiculous. We told her so, too. Mother even lost her temper in the end, shouted at her to stop being so silly. So then she started sobbing. It all gave me such a terrible headache. In fact I’ve still got one now, a little. I can feel it right there, just between my eyes. It’s all too much, really it is. I’ve got to think about prices, markets, wages. And now this.’
Hoffman watched Reinhard pinch the bridge of his nose and blink back tears. Pathetic. ‘So what did you do about this thing she thought she saw?’
‘Do? Well, nothing. What can you do? Bertha’s just highly strung, that’s all. We all are. Our late father’s artistic temperament coming out, I’m afraid.’
Reinhard smiled wanly.
Hoffman regarded him with ill-concealed contempt. ‘He was a tanner and an artist?’ the swordsman asked.
‘In a way,’ Reinhard nodded. ‘In a way. You should have seen him in action, Herr Hoffman. He could sell anything to anybody. I remember once, there was this countess…’
‘Is this relevant?’
‘What? Oh. No. No, I suppose not. Anyway, where was I?’
Hoffman felt his patience beginning to crack.
‘Oh yes, that was it. So anyway, Bertha wouldn’t listen to reason. So she started living in her chambers, refusing to drink water out of the well, arguing with mother. Terrible arguments. But then, as if that wasn’t bad enough, one of our servants got the idea that she’d seen one of the things as well. Oh, Sigmar, after that the whole household started to collapse. And now the men are refusing to use the well to get the water for the tanning pits. Say they’re afraid of the monsters. I told them, I said if there were human-sized rats with teeth like chisels lurking in the shadows don’t you think somebody would have seen them by now?’
‘Were they reassured?’ Hoffman wanted to know.
Reinhard shook his head miserably. ‘No. See, there were a couple of fellows have gone off over the past month or so. Just upped and deserted us. The tanning business isn’t for everyone. But all of a sudden everybody seems to have decided that they were eaten by Bertha’s ratfolk. I tell you, I’ve reached my wits’ end. Constant arguing in the house, nobody to cook the dinner or do the laundry, and now even the business is in peril.’
Reinhard drained the last of Hoffman’s wine and signalled for more.
‘I can see you’re upset,’ Hoffman told him as a girl brought more drinks over.
‘I am, Herr Hoffman, I am. Anyway, that’s why I’ve come to see you. Schilburg the baker said that you helped him out once when he had a problem. Something about some merchant who he had a disagreement with?’
‘Ah yes,’ Hoffman smiled. ‘Him.’
For the first time the mercenary picked up his drink. Somehow Reinhard knew that it wasn’t to celebrate anyone’s good health.
‘Well then,’ Reinhard continued. ‘What I was thinking was that, if you were to come back and climb down into the well, you could reassure everybody that there are no monsters down there. No tunnels leading away from the well shaft or anything.’
Hoffman put his tankard back down and looked into it thoughtfully. ‘That’s all?’
‘Yes. Oh yes. I’m sure that that will be enough to put everyone’s mind at rest. It will be a quick and easy job for you, too. Just pop down a rope ladder with a lantern, then come back up again.’
‘If it’s so easy, why ask me?’ the swordsman wanted to know. ‘Why not do it yourself?’
‘Oh, well. You know.’ Reinhard looked shifty, and fiddled with his goblet. ‘I’m not as fit as I was. And anyway, if there was something down there, not that there is, I mean, but if there was…’ He trailed off and hid his embarrassment behind a swig of wine.
Hoffman looked at him with the easy contempt of the strong for the weak.
‘I see,’ he said. ‘Very well, I think that I can accept this contract. However, it will cost you. Monsters or no, my clothes will have to be replaced after splashing around in a well. And as well as that, of course, we will have to agree on a bounty for anything that I do find down there.’
‘Yes, of course,’ Reinhard said, relief lightening his face. ‘Of course. We’ll pay you a fair wage for popping down and having a look. In fact, I doubt if even twelve coppers would be too generous.’
‘Ha!’ Hoffman barked with false laughter. ‘Twelve crowns, more like.’
The two men ordered more wine and settled down to haggle.
 
THE NEXT MORNING Hoffman rose with the sun. Blinking in the light that flooded his attic room, he pulled on his breeches, and staggered down into the courtyard of the inn. He plunged his head into a barrel of icy water to clear his hangover, then looked around the yard.
To his surprise, Reinhard was already there. The merchant stood by the stables, nervously wringing his felt hat.
‘Good morning,’ he said when he caught the swordsman’s eye.
Hoffman just grunted. ‘Got the money?’ he asked.
‘Oh yes. It’s all here.’ The merchant lifted up a leather purse. It clinked reassuringly. ‘Shall we make a start now, Menheer Hoffman?’
‘You’re keen.’
‘Sooner this is over with the better,’ Reinhard said.
Hoffman shrugged. He had intended to call on a couple of friends of his, men with whom he’d worked in the past. But now that he thought about it, why bother? In the clear light of day all this talk of fairy tale monsters seemed even more ridiculous. Better just to do this coward’s work for him, take the money, and find a decent cookhouse for breakfast.
‘Wait here,’ he told Reinhard. ‘I’ll get my weapons and be down in a moment.’
The merchant nodded and shifted from foot to foot as the swordsmen went to fetch his gear. When he returned he was armed with half a dozen scabbarded blades, the belts fastened over a sleeveless leather jerkin.
‘Come on then,’ he told Reinhard. ‘Let’s go.’
The merchant looked impressed as he set off, leading the mercenary through the twisting streets and gathering crowds of Nuln. In the distance the first series of booms from the gunnery school started to drift through the chill morning air, and the smells of frying sausage and freshly baked bread began to weave through the stink of the night soil. Then the smell changed, growing acrid as the two men entered the tanners’ quarter.
‘What is that stuff you use?’ Hoffman asked, his nose wrinkling.
‘Oh, all sorts,’ Reinhard said. ‘Mainly bark and fermented urine.’
Hoffman adjusted his leather jerkin and wished he hadn’t asked.
The smell grew stronger until they reached the merchant’s workshops. They went through a door that led off the street and into a courtyard beyond. Sheds stood on three sides, and on the fourth a wood-beamed house rose up above the complex. Between it and the gate stood the well.
‘So this is it?’ Hoffman asked as he prowled towards the circle of masonry. A timber frame stood above it, and the winch for the sunken bucket was fastened on one side. The swordsman peered cautiously into the depths of the well. There seemed to be nothing down there but cold and the faint glitter of water.
Reinhard joined him, looking nervously over his shoulder.
‘Shall I winch you down, or do you want a ladder?’ the merchant asked.
Hoffman blinked with surprise. ‘Don’t you want to wait for your men to turn up?’ he asked, glancing around the deserted yard.
‘No, I can do it. And anyway,’ Reinhard continued, a certain bitterness creeping into his tone, ‘none of them will come back until you’ve gone down and come back up again.’
Hoffman snorted. ‘Just fasten the winch handle and I’ll shin down the rope,’ he said. ‘Quicker we get this over with the quicker I can eat. And just to remind you, it was six crowns we agreed on, wasn’t it?’
‘Oh yes,’ Reinhard nodded, his eyes never leaving the blackness of the well. ‘Six crowns. It’s all here.’ He jingled the coin pouch reassuringly.
‘Good.’ Hoffman leapt nimbly onto the wall that edged the well and watched the merchant fasten the winch handle. When it was secure he took the rope in one hand, tested it, then swung out over and into the darkness below. He caught the rope between his heels and shinned easily down into the depths.
As soon as he entered the darkness, a chill of captured night bit at him. He shivered, and the bare flesh of his arms was soon stubbled with goose bumps.
When he was about half way down he stopped, dangling on the rope as easily as a spider on a thread, and listened. Below him the only sound was that of moisture dripping down into the well. He looked down at the glimmering liquid beneath his feet, then gazed up at the circle of sky that lay above. It was a perfect ”O”, broken only by the silhouette of Reinhard.
Hoffman was about to carry on down when something about that silhouette made him look up again. A sudden jolt of fear flashed through him as he saw what was wrong with it. The arm that reached out to the rope wasn’t there to steady it. On the contrary. As Hoffman squinted up, he could clearly see the glittering blade of a knife lying across the hemp.
‘What are you doing, you damned fool?’ he roared, the stone-lined sides of the well turning his voice to thunder.
By comparison, Reinhard’s voice was little more than a squeak. ‘Justice,’ he said.
Hoffman, deciding that the merchant had cracked up, began to quickly shinny back up the rope.
‘Don’t move or I’ll cut it!’ Reinhard snapped.
Hoffman stopped, his hands gripping the hemp as he glared up at the silhouetted figure above. ‘Alright,’ he said, trying to keep the rage out of his voice. ‘No problem. You can keep the coin. There’s no sign of anything down here anyway.’
Reinhard laughed, a shrill sound that soon turned to sobbing.
Hoffman, so gently that the rope barely moved, began to slide surreptitiously back up towards him.
‘This isn’t about the coin, you fool,’ Reinhard shouted down. ‘This is about my father. You murdered him. You and that bastard Schilburg. And all for what? A few lousy barrels of tannin.’
Hoffman crept further up the rope, pausing every time he thought that Reinhard might be paying attention. It was damned lucky that the man’s insanity had taken the form of hysterics.
‘You’re wrong, Menheer Reinhard,’ Hoffman shouted up. ‘I have never killed any of your family. The man Schilburg paid me to… to talk to someone who was called Klumper. Otto Klumper.’
‘That is my name too,’ Reinhard said, suddenly sounding very tired. ‘Just as it was the name of the man you murdered. So you see,’ he smiled a death’s head grin, ‘there are vermin in the well after all.’
And with that he sliced through the last of the rope. Hoffman screamed as he fell, although not for long. There was a booming splash as he hit the water, and then the churning desperation of an armed man trying to tread water.
The man who had called himself Reinhard looked down into the darkness. Hoffman, it seemed, wasn’t above begging for his life, but soon his pleading turned to gurgling as, weighed down by the tools of his trade, he sank into the icy embrace of the water.
The merchant sat in the silence that remained until the eleven o’clock cannon boomed out from the gunnery school. Then he roused himself, took a final look into the still depths of the well, and went back out into the street.
It was a fine day and, for the first time in a long time, he had one hell of an appetite.




        
            
                
            
        

    
RATTENKRIEG



Robert Earl
 
THE SCRATCHING HAD started again. Freda lay huddled in the darkness, cold sweat gluing her nightdress to her trembling body. In the light of the day it was a pretty thing, this nightdress. She’d chosen it because of the rabbit pattern sewn into the hem. Tonight, with the pattern hidden by darkness, it felt like a shroud.
Her knuckles were already bruised, but she carried on gnawing at them anyway, like a rat with a bone. Even when her sharp, little teeth tore through the skin and her mouth filled with the bitter, hot, copper taste of blood, she couldn’t stop.
Tonight there were more things to worry about than cuts and bruises. Horrible things.
Beneath the weight of her terror, Freda struggled to remember the words of a prayer, any prayer that might make the scratching stop. But she struggled in vain. All she could think of was the thing in the cupboard and how far away her father was.
Then the sound stopped. The pause lasted for a second, then a dozen, and then a dozen more. Freda held her breath, willing the silence to last. At length she felt the first tiny flicker of relief and took her fist out of her mouth. Slowly, with as much courage as a warrior entering a dragon’s lair, she raised her head from beneath the covers and peered towards the cupboard.
A loud impact banged against its doors.
With a shriek, Freda leapt from her bed, ran from the room and raced down the stairs. Her feet pounded on the floorboards, like a drummer sounding the retreat, the noise of her flight making her run all the faster.
‘Daddy!’ she screamed, as she fled down the short hall to his study, the rabbits on her nightdress snapping about her heels.
‘Daddy!’ She flung open the heavy wooden door and burst inside. Magretta, the house maid, sprang up from her place on Freda’s father’s knee, her cheeks burning. The old man himself also seemed a little flushed.
But Freda didn’t care if they both had the flu. She just wanted to be with her daddy. With a leap she flung herself into his arms.
‘What is it?’ he asked, his tone a kaleidoscope of embarrassment, anger and concern. ‘Nightmares?’ He stroked her hair, feeling the sweat that had turned her beautiful mane of golden hair into dank rats’ tails.
‘You’re trembling,’ he said.
‘It was the thing in the cupboard again,’ she whined, clinging to him.
He exchanged a glance with Magretta and shrugged. ‘Oh,’ her father said, and sighed. ‘Well, let’s go and have a look, then.’
‘No!’
‘Yes. It’s just your imagination.’
Taking the lantern from the table, he swung her onto his hip and carried her back upstairs. He grimaced a little at her weight. She seemed to be getting bigger by the day now, and he was no longer a young man. But Freda was oblivious to the effort the climb cost him. She stared into the shadows ahead, her expression as grim as a convict climbing the gallows.
‘Look,’ her father said, lifting the lantern to chase the shadows back behind the tumbled mess of her bed. ‘No monsters.’
‘The cupboard,’ she whispered, edging around behind him.
With a grunt, he lowered her to the floor and walked over to the twin mahogany doors. He opened them with a theatrical flourish. Inside a wall of hanging clothes hid the camphor wood rear of the cupboard, and for a moment he thought about pulling them aside and pretending to find something behind them. But, with the suspicion that such a joke might backfire and the knowledge that Magretta was waiting for him downstairs, he decided against it.
‘There, you see?’ he said. ‘Just clothes. Very pretty clothes for a very pretty girl. And perhaps some mice, but you’re too big to be scared of little mice, aren’t you?’
Freda nodded doubtfully.
‘Good girl. Now, hop into bed. I’ll leave the lamp and send Magretta up to check on you later.’
‘Why not now?’
‘Because she’s, ah, busy.’
With a little sigh, Freda climbed back into her bed. At least he was leaving her the light. Daddy lent down and kissed her on the forehead, his whiskers tickling her skin, then he turned and left her, closing the door behind him as she pulled the blankets up to her chin.
The thing in the cupboard waited until he had returned to his study before it started scratching again. It was soft but insistent, like the throbbing of a rotten tooth, but this time she fought against the fear. The lamp helped. Even though Daddy had turned it down it still bathed the room in a warm light that somehow seemed to hold the noise at bay.
‘It’s just mice,’ she whispered to herself as the scratching was replaced by a series of sharp, crunching sounds.
‘Shoo!’ she said loudly. To her immense relief, the noises stopped.
‘You’re just mice,’ she told the cupboard triumphantly. She raised her head farther up out of the eiderdown, like an archer peeing over a castle wall. The sweet, glorious silence remained unbroken and a sense of triumph began to steal over her.
For a while she savoured her triumph and drifted off towards sleep. It was almost a shame that she had frightened the mice away. They were funny and sweet. And she always impressed daddy by being such a brave girl when they appeared. Not like silly Margetta who screamed and jumped onto chairs. Maybe tomorrow night she would leave out some cheese and see if…
The cupboard door swung silently open. Freda stopped breathing.
‘Daddy must have left the latch off,’ she told herself. ‘He must have.’
But before she could finish the thought, the monsters rushed out. There weren’t just one of them but two, four, a dozen. They swarmed over Freda in a single great mass, their filthy, black hair scratching her smooth skin, their jagged claws gripping her arms and legs like sprung steel rat traps. Freda, almost insane with terror, opened her mouth to scream, to vomit out this paralyzing horror, but a slimy paw thrust itself into her mouth. She gagged at the taste of the rotten skin and was choking as they bound her with thongs of rough leather.
And all the while, the lamp burned upon the table, it’s light still and even. The monsters had stirred no more breeze than they had noise. Their tails thrashed excitedly above their writhing bodies like scaly whips.
Within seconds their work was done and they left as noiselessly as they had arrived, slipping through the hole they had so painstakingly chewed through the back of Freda’s cupboard.
So it was, that when Magretta came to check on her a few hours later, all that remained of the little girl was a torn scrap of her nightdress: an embroidered rabbit torn in two.
 
THE SHRINE WAS so old that it looked more like a thing grown than a thing built. Centuries of winter storms and harvest suns had rounded off the sharp edges of its masonry, leaving its granite bulk as smooth and featureless as a river washed boulder.
The centuries had blanketed the shrine with ivy, the greenery growing as thick as an old man’s beard. Within its rustling depths were many families of birds, the creatures living out their entire span amongst the foliage. In ages past, some of the shrine’s keepers had scoured the ivy from the walls because of them. Perhaps they had feared that those whom they were sworn to protect might be disturbed by the constant irreverence of the birdsong.
But the present incumbent had no such delusions. The dead, he knew, were dead. It would take more than a few chattering sparrows to disturb their sleep.
Besides, he liked to watch the birds flitting about the graveyard. Some of them had even grown enough trust to perch on his hunched shoulders as he worked. They’d watch with cocked heads as he chopped wood, drew water, scythed down the grass that poked up like green fingers from between the graves that huddled around the shrine.
And they did huddle, these graves, clustering around the ancient building like lambs around an ewe, nervous lambs that could smell the scent of a wolf. It was a fanciful notion, but the shrine’s keeper knew it to be an accurate one. The black depths of the forest that lay beyond his walls were alive with those who sought to enslave the dead. Kings and citadels had fallen beneath the onslaught of these abominations. Armies had been slaughtered. Great walls crumbled to dust.
Yet where they had fallen the shrine had stood, the neatly trimmed hedges that enclosed it remaining inviolate. Morr, after all, was a powerful god.
The shrine’s keeper smiled contentedly at the thought and decided that he’d worked enough for one day. He stood up, pressed his bony thumbs into the knots that had formed in his back and returned to his chamber. There he swapped his scythe for a jug of water, a crust of bread and a handful of small, wrinkled apples.
He sat on one of the gravestones as he ate and watched the sun setting over the forest. He enjoyed the sight as he munched his way through the fruit and scattered his bread to the birds that had flocked to his side. In the light of the setting sun their plumage shone and their shadows were dagger sharp. The priest found himself smiling again.
Despite the pain and the suffering, this world was a beautiful place. It was understandable that some men clung to it in defiance of their preordained span. Unforgivable, but understandable.
With a sigh, the old man glanced down at the liver spots on the back of his hands, the mottled skin there as creased as last month’s apples.
‘It won’t be long before Morr greets me,’ he told one of his fluttering friends. As if in silent confirmation, the sun dipped below the horizon and the breeze turned chilly.
As day turned to night, the priest dispersed the last of his bread and hobbled back to the shrine.
 
HE’D BEEN DREAMING of wide, open grassland, an ocean of green, above which clouds as big as galleys sailed lazily past. In the distance, an old limestone wall stretched across the horizon. Sun-gilded lichen covered every inch of it, except for the single oak door. As he approached, the wood started to shake with the impact of a hard knocking. The sound was as loud as thunder and as relentiess as a funeral bell. It was also absolutely terrifying.
All the same, the keeper ground his teeth together and carried on marching towards the shaking door. A second later he was stood in front of it. His fingers closed around the handle and he pulled, swinging it effortlessly open to reveal…
With a suffocated scream the old man sat bolt upright on his cot, his skin washed with sweat and his bony chest heaving as he gasped for air.
Wide eyed in the darkness of his chamber, he ran his fingertips against the rough stone of the wall. He pulled the covers back and swung his feet onto the floor. The tiles were cold, cold enough to send a welcome chill of reality through his befuddled thoughts.
With a long, shuddering breath, he shook off the last scraps of the dream and ran a trembling hand across the damp skin of his scalp.
Although the dream had gone, the knocking continued. For a moment the priest sat and listened to it, as it rattled against his door with a desperate, knuckle scraping urgency. There was a mute terror in the sound, as though the visitor was living in a nightmare of his own and for a split second the shrine’s keeper considered ignoring the summons. But he extinguished that traitorous thought as soon as it appeared. Above all things, he was a priest of Morr. It was his duty to make sure that the dying didn’t slip away unshriven, and after sixty years of service his duty was as much a part of him as his bones.
Another volley of impacts rang out. Clenching his jaw, the keeper got painfully to his feet and stumbled blindly over towards the cell’s ancient fireplace.
‘Have a second’s patience,’ he called out to his unwelcome guest as he knelt down, knees popping, in front of the fire’s charred remains. ‘I’m making light.’
The knocking paused for a moment. Then it started again with a renewed urgency.
‘Wait,’ the priest snapped, then drew in a deep breath and blew. Ash flurried up into the darkness like grey snow, revealing glowing embers beneath. ‘I’m coming.’
The priest, ignoring a sudden fit of dizziness, took another breath and blew again. This time a tiny flame burst into life amongst the fire’s remains. After the darkness of the unlit cell, the light was painfully bright and the priest wiped a tear from his eye as he fed the fire with tinder.
Only when the fireplace was once more crackling did he turn to the door. Suppressing an edgy sense of deja vu, he made himself walk over to it and lifted the bar.
He closed his fingers around the latch and pulled, swinging it effortlessly open to reveal…
Without a word of warning the door was slammed backwards in a rush of movement and cold night air. Even as the tortured hinges squeaked in protest, a huge figure, shapeless and shadowed in the flaring firelight, burst into the room. The guttering flame revealed it to be a hideous confusion of feathers, and furs and wild, staring eyes.
The shrine’s keeper moved with a speed that would have amazed his parishioners. Leaping back as easily as a man half his age, he seized the scythe from its place in the corner. Hefting its bulk upon his bony hip he turned, ready to throw his weight beneath the sweep of the blade. But before he could, the apparition swept the bedraggled mass of felt and feathers off of its head and bowed stiffly, chin to chest in the northern manner.
The priest recovered his wits quickly as he studied the man who stood before him. ‘Come in,’ he said, his voice level with a soothing calm that he’d practiced on generations of grieving relatives. ‘Take a seat.’
His guest watched him return the scythe to its corner. Beneath the filth encrusted mop of his hair and the singed remains of his beard, his face was deathly pale and hard with suspicion. Only when satisfied that the priest wasn’t going to attack him did he look away, his eyes flitting about the bare walls of the cell, as though he expected them to spring open in some trap.
‘Here, take a seat by the fire,’ the priest repeated, hastening to bar the door against the quickening wind. But when he turned around, the man was still in the centre of the room, sniffing the air suspiciously.
The priest sniffed too and immediately wished that he hadn’t. The filth that stained his guest’s rags also greased the air with a foul, sickly sweet stench. The odour had great intensity and reminded the old man of some of his riper charges.
None but a lunatic could live with such an odour, the priest decided unhappily. Then, as cautious as a man testing the heat of a stove he placed a hand on the madman’s shoulder and steered him towards a stool.
‘We’ll take a drink,’ he said soothingly. ‘Then you can tell me what brings you here.’
After a moment’s hesitation, the foul smelling stranger grunted his agreement and slung something from his back. At first the priest had taken it to be a beggar’s bedroll, but now he could see that it was a weapon.
At least he assumed that it was a weapon. What else could it be? The great polished lump of stained timber that served as a stock looked to belong to a crossbow, its smooth curves designed to rest easily against a man’s shoulder. On the top of this familiar shape, though, taking the place of the crossbows arms, there was nothing but a simple barrel of blue steel. As long and as thick as a man’s thigh it glinted dangerously in the firelight, its muzzle flared open in a toothless snarl.
It had a strange smell, too. An acrid, sulphur smell that was even sharp enough to cut through the rank stench of its owner.
‘Here,’ the priest said, pulling the threadbare blanket from his cot and throwing it to his guest. ‘Sit you down.’
‘Thanks,’ he muttered, his accent harsh and guttural. ‘And why not, hey? Why not be comfortable for the last few hours?’
‘Why not, indeed?’ the priest agreed, studiously ignoring the emotion in his guest’s voice. At least the man was talking.
Deciding to take the risk of turning his back on him, he went to rummage in the cell’s single cupboard, listening to the squeak of his stool beneath the stranger’s weight all the while.
‘Ha! Here it is.’ A smile eased the spare lines of the old man’s face as he produced a fat bottle of glazed clay and two pots. He poured out two generous measures, passed one across to his guest and took a seat.
‘Drink,’ he said.
Again the man grunted his thanks. He drained the cup in one deep draught, lowered it and peered into the dregs that remained. Gradually, as if in response to something he’d seen there, a glistening tear slid down a pale scar and disappeared into the bristles of his moustache.
‘Give me your pot,’ the priest said. He poured another measure and waited until his guest took it. ‘You did well to survive the trap.’
For a split second the stranger froze, his drink held halfway to his lips. Then, in an explosion of movement that sent his stool spinning away and the cup rolling across the table he was on his feet, a dagger sprouting downwards from his left fist.
‘What do you know about it?’ he snarled, baring strong yellow teeth as he edged forward.
The priest slowed his breathing, unclenched his fists. For a second he watched the patterns the fire made in the razor sharp steel that quivered beneath his chin. He forced himself to look away, to look instead into the crazed eyes of his tormentor.
A lunatic, a beast at bay, he thought, not without a touch of pity.
‘I know only what I see,’ he said, marshalling his words as carefully as a surgeon would his tools. ‘With those weapons and those scars you’d find it hard to pass for a civilian. Your obviously a gentleman of fortune. You’re garb’s worth more gold than I see in a year.’
‘Perhaps. But…’
‘And you’ve recently been set upon,’ the priest hurriedly continued. ‘That much is obvious. A man whose bearing and profession speaks of a proud nature wandering the night dressed in those rags? No. I’ll wager that two days ago those tatters were good enough to wear in any court.’
The soldier lowered his knife uncertainly as his host pressed home his advantage.
‘As for the trap, well, what bandit would run into the jaws of that weapon of yours? It must have been a trap. Anyway, there have been no battles hereabouts of late.’
‘Haven’t there?’ the man asked contemptuously.
Then, as suddenly as it had come, the mad energy deserted him. The rage bled away from his features, leaving in its place a terrible exhaustion. Sheathing his dagger, the man recovered his stool and sat back down with a sigh.
‘My apologies,’ he muttered half-heartedly, and shrugged.
‘Accepted,’ the priest nodded. He recovered his guest’s pot and refilled it. ‘Why don’t you tell me your name?’
‘Otto van Delft,’ he said, a trace of pride straightening his back. The priest wasn’t surprised to find that he had one of Karl Franz’s subjects on his hands. That would explain his manners.
‘And what brings you to the shrine?’ he asked warily. ‘You’re healthy, strong. What do you want of Morr?’
‘I’ll tell you,’ Otto said.
He peered into the depths of the fire, the flames burnishing his grimy features with a dozen shades of light and darkness. For a while he was silent, listening to the crackle of wood settling in the fireplace and the muted complaints of the rising wind that now lay siege outside.
Finally he took a deep drink and began. ‘What do you know of the ratvolk?’
 
‘RATVOLK?’
‘Yes, the ratvolk. The skaven.’ Otto turned his attention from the fire to the priest and saw him shiver, a reflex that had nothing to do with the draft that slunk around the stone of the old walls.
‘So you do know of them.’ The soldier smiled grimly. ‘Of course you do. Everyone does.’
The priest merely nodded and poured another measure from the jug. This time it was for himself.
‘Tell me everything,’ he said, and took a drink.
‘I have been hunting the vermin all my life. In sewers, swamps, forests. In catacombs of brick and living stone, in lands of fire and ice and skin rotting dampness. And why? Because…’
Otto paused, his brows meeting in sudden suspicion as he studied his host. The priest’s slight nod seemed to reassure him.
‘Because,’ he continued heavily, ‘they’re part of me, part of all of us. They’re the evil that we try to hold at bay, with law and discipline. And I hate them.’
A log, settling in the fireplace, snapped open in a shower of sparks. The two men watched the sudden flare of light for a moment. Only when it had died down did Otto continue.
‘I have a reputation. I am a - what did you call it? - a gentleman of fortune. Yes. And like a thousand other gentlemen of fortune, I haggle like a whore for the best price, then throw the money away on ale and women. But unlike them,’ he said, leaning forward with a sudden intensity, ‘I do what I’m paid for. I keep the battle moving forward. Believe me, priest, that’s no easy thing.’
The older man nodded.
‘Reputation,’ the mercenary sneered, injecting a whole world of contempt into the word. As if in further comment he coughed, hawking up a gob of phlegm that he spat with unerring accuracy into the fire. It hissed and sizzled as he continued.
‘Reputation is what you need in my business more than in any other. Wealth I have, but I needed more than one man’s gold for what I had in mind. There are rumours, you see, rumours of a city in the south, the heartland of the skaven, the womb of their race. I wanted backers. I wanted enough men to sweep down into those swamps and tear out the guts of the enemy.’
Otto, his pupils narrowing into twin pinpricks of fanaticism, spat the words out. ‘I needed one more war to make that happen. I came so close. Ever heard of Magdeburg?’
‘Yes,’ the priest said. ‘I knew a merchant from there. He made a contribution to the shrine.’
‘He wasn’t called Gottlieb, was he?’
‘No. Why?’
‘Gottlieb was the man who hired me. He was the mayor of Magdeburg. Poor bastard.’
Once more Otto drained his pot, once more his host refilled it. This spirit, White Fire the donor had called it, was proving to be very effective at loosening tongues.
‘Forty crowns a week,’ the mercenary said, ‘plus another fifty for a pelt. I let the lads keep the pelt money. That’s always the best way. Krinvaller skimmed a little off the top, of course, but not too much.’ The mercenary snorted. ‘Krinvaller! What an idiot. Still, I liked him. Everyone did. He’d made a great watch captain, lazy and kind hearted. Then Gottlieb launched the rattenkrieg and turned him from a good watch captain into a terrible colonel.’
‘The rattenkrieg,’ the priest ventured uncertainly, ‘is a war against the skaven?’
‘That’s it. Gottlieb’s daughter was taken, you see. She was a pretty girl, by all accounts, apart from a strawberry birthmark on her cheek. Not that that matters. A man’s child is his child and always beautiful to him. When she began to wail late one night about things hiding inside her closet, Gottlieb just thought she was having nightmares. Then, one morning… well, there was nothing left of her, just crumpled sheets and a torn scrap of nightdress. The skaven had gnawed their way from the sewers, up between the walls and through the back of her wardrobe. Their tracks were everywhere in the room.’
Van Delft paused, looked reflectively into the fire.
‘So Gottlieb went to war. He was winning it, too, even before I got there. I should have known something was wrong. A halfwit doesn’t lead a couple of dozen vagabonds down into the deeps and come back victorious. He doesn’t come back at all.’
‘Oh, gods, I should have known.’ Van Delft; face crumpled into a mask of pain and he smacked his palm against his forehead. ‘I should have known.’
The priest, his own features carefully composed, wondered if the mercenary was going to break down altogether. But after a few tense moments, he took a long, deep shuddering breath, pulled his hands reluctantly from his face and continued.
‘The information we were getting was very good. Before every mission Gottlieb would call us in and give us numbers, deployment, even these maps. Look.’ Van Delft reached inside the ruined doth of his tunic and pulled out a roll of parchments. Even in the uncertain firelight, the wealth of detail remained crystal clear. As well as the muld-coloured inks, which distinguished each tangled strand from its neighbours, each of the cobwebbed lines was beaded with its own peculiar series of dots and dashes. The priest held one up to the flame to admire the workmanship.
‘Why are they made of leather?’ he asked, rubbing the material between his fingers.
‘Because parchment tears.’ The mercenary, seized by a sudden fit of shivering, wrapped the blanket tighter across his shoulders. ‘I’d never worked with such information before. Usually underground all you have is instinct, smell, hearing. Fear. But with these,’ he waved a hand towards the maps, ‘we had depths, scale, everything. I should have known.’
‘Known what?’ the priest blurted out in spite of himself, and immediately regretted his lapse of patience.
His guest noticed the slip and smiled wearily. ‘This potcheen of yours seems to be loosening both of our tongues.’
‘We’d better take some more then. Give me your pot.’ As he poured, he watched his guest’s expression harden and guessed that his thoughts were falling back into the depths of the past.
‘Ever heard of warpstone?’ Otto asked.
The deepening gurgle of a filling cup faltered.
‘Yes. When I was a younger man-‘ he broke off. ‘Yes, I’ve heard of it.’
‘You know of its value then?’ Otto asked curiously.
‘I know of its value to some.’
‘So do I. And beneath Magdeburg I saw enough to buy a city. Although no sane man would risk trying to get it.’
‘At first,’ he continued, ‘I thought that the stuff must have been something else, some kind of mould or fungus. I was leading a gang down to a cut-off point when I first saw it, a great twisting seam threading itself through the walls like an artery through a corpse. And that light, that sickly green light! I swear it was pulsing, beating like the heart of some living thing. That light, it made our faces look like…’
He stopped, eyes blank and unseeing, his drink forgotten in his hand.
‘It made them look like daemons,’ he finished and drained his pot. ‘Such wealth was before us. For a moment, a second, I thought that here I’d found my key to the south. Madness of course, the idea of selling the enemy power in order to raise an army against him is insane. Then another thought hit me. Stuck down there, beneath countless tons of rock, with nothing between myself and the darkness except a single flame, I realised what sort of skaven pack must own this territory and just how powerful they must have been. If I’d have had time, I’d have retreated back up and thought things through.’
‘You didn’t have time?’ The priest nudged his guest out of a brief reverie.
‘No. That’s when the first attack came.’
Wordlessly he held his pot out and wordlessly the priest refilled it.
‘It’s always the same in the beginning, espetially underground. There’s always that terrible moment when you realise that you’re not imagining things anymore, that what you’re hearing is actually real. That’s when the air seems to rum to liquid, heavy and tough to breath, even before the stink hits you. The noise is always the same too; the hiss of fur against stone, the scrape of claws, the pattering of feet and the squeals of pain. Even in the seconds before battle those filthy things are snapping and biting at their own kin.’
Van Delft sneered into the depths of the fireplace, his bared teeth gleaming as sharp as a terrier’s beneath his moustache. ‘They even hate each other.’
This time, when he paused, the priest said nothing and merely sat transfixed.
‘The weakest always come first, the slaves and the vanquished. Pathetic creatures these, but crazed with a fear of what’s behind more than what is in front. I waited for them to come. I felt fear twisting into terror, felt terror twisting into madness. We waited some more. I thought of the lads behind me and tried to take strength from them. They didn’t have it to give, though. All I got was the sound of sobbing and the smell of piss. If their fear hadn’t frozen them I’ve no doubt they would have fled at the first alarm. As it was, they waited until we could see the lice crawling on the enemy. Then I fired Gudrun.’
He reached over to the weapon and ran his fingertips lovingly down from its muzzle to its breech.
‘She punched a hole straight through them, stopped the charge with a single smack of blood and shrapnel.’
Van Delft smiled gently and drew the firearm to his chest like a favourite dog. The priest half expected him to pat it.
He did.
‘Yes, she cut through them. That’s pretty much all I remember. In that battle Sigmar blessed me with the madness.’
The priest, who could well believe it, nodded and said nothing for a long while.
‘And was the pack as strong as you feared?’
‘No. No, they were nothing. Most of them were crippled with old injuries or disease. The rest were only half grown, or so old that they were toothless. There were even some females. The only one of them that was up to anything was the leader. Now he was something.’ The soldier nodded approvingly. ‘A great beast, at least as tall as a man, his pelt was almost pure black where it wasn’t riven through with scar-tissue. And from the tip of his snout to his left ear there was nothing but shiny, pink flesh, studded with a lump of warpstone in the place of his eye. How it flared when we’d cornered him!’
A strange smile lifted the mercenary’s moustache. It looked almost nostalgic, as if he were telling the story of nothing more than a boar hunt or a particularly wild party.
‘That pelt I took myself. His clan marking - a burning paw - was new to me. I brought him down with nets, put a spear through the arteries in his neck and stood back. Time was I’d have gone in with a knife, but I’m not as young as I was.’
‘Taking it easy in your old age,’ the priest replied, deadpan.
‘Patience wins,’ van Delft shrugged, oblivious to the irony. ‘I just wished I’d paid heed to him. He must have spent at least five minutes biting at the wire of the mesh, splashing around in his own blood, and all the while shrieking about traitors to the race. I thought he was just trying to curse me, like they do, but…’
Van Delft ran his fingers through his hair and then clutched at his temples. He sighed, the sound barely audible over the distant thrashing of the forest beneath the night winds.
‘That was the first of a dozen sweeps. The maps were always right, the numbers were always correct. And all we ever met were the dregs of three different clans. They were sickly things, not the least because they had all been cursed with some sort of fire. It seemed to have swept over them like a plague, leaving the survivors with withered limbs and scorched pelts. I had the idea that they’d pretty much wiped each other out before we’d arrived. I thought I had it all worked out. Then, three nights ago, I realised that I hadn’t.’
The bitter snap of his laughter slapped against the stonework, briefly cutting through the distant hiss of the troubled forest. The priest, who had began to guess at the holocaust that had brought his guest here, shifted uneasily in his seat.
‘It was supposed to be one of the easiest patrols yet, just a slash and burn against some breeding chambers. I’d decided to let one of the corporals take over command for this one. Gunter, he was called. He was sharp, canny and not afraid to use his authority, but not reveling in it either. He’d have made a good leader.’
Van Delft’s eyebrows furrowed into a deep ravine of sadness. The priest found himself wondering if the mercenary had ever had a family, children of his own. He supposed not.
‘Gunter was leading the column to a rendezvous point,’ he continued. ‘We were dispersed into small groups. It’s tough to stop people bunching up for protection, especially underground. All that fear, all that darkness. But I could see that the lads were making an effort. They knew that Gunter was being tested and they wanted him to succeed. In fact, as soon as I saw that, I knew he had succeeded.’
The soldier looked up and saw the question in his host’s eyes.
‘I needed to know if they’d work for him. That was the test. That was all we were really down there for. I knew there’d be no sort of fight that night. Thought I knew, anyway.’ He shrugged miserably. ‘After all we’d swept through most of these catacombs already. The first I knew of what was to befall us was when Krinvaller fell into our midst. We were supposed to be linking up with his party, but he had no men with him now. Nor did he have any weapons and his clothes, all that silk and brocade and gilding that he was so fond of, had been shredded into rags.’
Van Delfts picked absent-mindedly at the ruins of his clothes. ‘Hell, at first I didn’t even recognise him. I thought he must have been some madman who’d wandered down. It wasn’t until he cried out my name that I realised who it was, and even then I wasn’t sure. All that bonhomie, that soft arrogance that had flowered in the safety of the light above was gone, bled away by the reality of the deeps. I pitied him, then, a weak man in a terrible place. But before I could reach out to him and reassure him, the enemy struck. The enemy! This time they truly were skaven. Compared to these two, the weak and crippled vermin we’d hunted up until then were nothing.’
‘Only two?’ the priest asked, uncertainly.
‘Yes, only two. And if anything they were even smaller than average, wiry little twists of things. You could see that even beneath the black strips of their camouflage. It didn’t matter. They had that energy, you see, that manic sort of power that can gnaw through stone or bend the bars from an asylum window.’
‘I’d seen their like a few times before. Usually just a glimpse, a shadow, a chill running down the back of your neck.’
Van Delft lifted the pot to his lips and didn’t seem to notice that it was empty. The priest, eyes reflecting the candle light in twin circles of fascination, made no move to refill it.
‘Down there, though, they’d thrown off their caution. Desperation had made them drop it, I suppose, the same as they’d dropped everything else that might have slowed them down. The only steel they carried sparkled in their paws. They’d dropped swords, bandoliers, nets, globes, everything. Sigmar alone knows how Krinvaller had made it this far.’
‘They hit him a second after he’d appeared. I was close enough to hear the thud of weapons burying themselves between his ribs. He fell to one knee, his face already twisted with pain from the poison, and reached out towards me. He looked so… surprised.’
A log snapped in the stove and the priest’s heart leapt. He silently scolded himself and refilled the two pots.
‘I pulled back Gudrun’s hammer, but the assassins were already gone, quicker than screams from a nightmare. Then I looked down and realised that Krinvaller was still breathing.’
The mercenary’s face hardened and he took a drink.
‘I almost finished him there and then. The poison the enemy use, it’s truly horrible. The first tears of blood were already flowing from his eyes and nose, and the tremors were flopping him around on the cold stone of the floor, like a fish on the quayside. I’d seen it before, I knew how bad it would get. So I bent down and found the sweet spot beneath his jaw with my knife. But before I could strike it home, he spoke.
‘It wasn’t easy for him. Even in the dimness of the lantern light, I could see the muscles in his neck cramping, and when he spoke you could see the soup of his lungs beginning to gurgle up over his teeth.’
The priest grimaced. He asked a question, as much to take his mind off the image van Delft had conjured up as anything.
‘What did he say?’
‘He said to tell Gottlieb it had all been in vain. But for Sigmar’s sake, don’t let him look at the maps. He managed to thrust a roll of the damn things into my hands before the final seizure took him.’
‘At first I didn’t understand what he meant. Delirium, I thought, or the beginnings of insanity. But then I started to wonder again about the excellence of our information and the detail of our maps. Who’d made them? No human, that was for sure. And who was the ”she” Krinvaller had been, talking about? Who else could it have been but the girl whose disappearance had sparked this whole damn war?’
Suddenly van Delft sprang to his feet, kicked back his stool and started to pace the room.
‘I should have known!’ he cried. ‘After so many years of cunning and deceit, a lifetime of traps and stratagems. I thought myself so clever! Yet here I was working for the enemy. That’s when the true owners of that terrible domain fell upon us. We’d exterminated the last of their rivals, you see. They’d given us those cursed maps and used us as a weapon against the other clans. And now it was our turn. We were already deep into the catacombs by then. Every few yards the passageways split, tangling across each other like tubes in offal. There were so many conduits, that even at that depth, we could feel a faint, moldy breeze. It brought us the first rumours of our doom, this breeze, a secret, whispering sound started to emerge. It seemed to come from everywhere at once, as soft and insistent as a far off ocean.’
‘I remember Gunter looking at me, his eyes bright with terror in the darkness, and I knew that it was time to withdraw. Krinvaller was dead, his patrol annihilated and our plans were betrayed. There was nothing to be gained from throwing our own bodies into the jaws of the enemy too. So I sent Gunter down the line to lead the retreat. But before he’d gone a dozen paces the enemy attacked.
They spewed out in a great boiling swarm from every passageway, every narrow crevasse, every crack and rat hole that bit into our line. I gave the order to hold, to stand our ground. I think most of the groups heard. Some even obeyed. Most of them just broke and fled. I was beyond caring, by then. In the deeps there are no elegant manoeuvers or set piece formations. No bright uniforms or distant hill tops from which to signal your troops. There is only rage and terror and the will to win.’
Van Delft’s teeth ground together beneath a right smile as he absent-mindedly tested the spring on his gun’s hammer. The priest could hardly believe the expression of savage joy that now seemed to mark his companions grimy features, but neither could he mistake it for anything else.
Van Delft was obviously a man who loved his job.
‘Gudrun here smashed through the first ragged mob that fell upon us,’ he continued, oblivious to the priest’s stark appraisal. ‘And, with the flare of her muzzle flash still blooming in my eyes, I led a charge into the gap she’d opened for us. I hoped to punch through the trap, then turn and fall on their rear. But this time things weren’t so easy. This time, when we’d sliced through the front runners, we found stormvermin.’
The mercenary eased the hammer back down and peered thoughtfully into the fireplace. A gust of wind rattied its way beneath the door and sent a brief plume of flames flaring upwards.
‘Black they were, and massive. They had teeth like carpenter’s chisels and carried heavy, iron bound spears. The blades were clotted with rust and blood, but the edges were sharp enough. They were too much for my lads. As soon as the first of the beasts leapt into the glow of our lamplight, I felt them break behind me, could almost hear their nerves shattering. I dropped a litter of caltrops and bolted after them, vaulting the dead, kicking away the hands of the dying. Thank Sigmar for those poor bastards. If the skaven hadn’t stopped to play with them, I wouldn’t be here now.’
Van Delft lifted his pot and took a hefty swig. The priest recognised it as a toast, a tribute to those who’d paid so dearly for their captain’s freedom. There was no guilt in the gesture, only a sort of red-eyed celebration.
Morr would have approved.
‘There’s a real joy to running away. I felt it for the first time as I overtook first one straggler then the next. We were winding blindly through the labyrinth now, recoiling from passageways held by the enemy, cutting through them when we had to. In the haste and the darkness, tripping over the still warm corpses of our comrades or hurtling blindly into sudden, vicious skirmishes, I knew that we were being driven, like sheep to the butcher’s. Deeper and deeper we fled, sinking beneath levels not shown on any map. The air became thick and suffocating, so much so that the flames within our lanterns started to choke out. By the time we reached the skaven’s slaughterhouse we had only the pulsing green glow of warpstone to guide us.’
‘Their slaughterhouse?’ the priest asked, leaning forward and pouring them both another drink. He had a feeling they’d need it.
‘Yes,’ the mercenary muttered, staring for a moment longer into the bright heart of the fire. ‘It was a chamber, as round the cathedral at Quierms. And huge, perhaps a quarter-of-a-mile across.
‘I recognised it for what it was as soon as we reached it. It was the bones that gave it away. They covered the floor as far as the eye could see, a great crunching carpet of them. There were bats there, too, fluttering around amongst the stalactites. I didn’t look at them too closely. The warpstone seemed to have done something to them. Something horrible. The last of the survivors stumbled in behind me, and we started off across the bone yard. But we had nowhere to go. There was only one entrance, and every minute more skaven poured through it, as thick as sewage from a pipe.’
‘I called the lads while we were still in range, reloaded Gudrun, and took aim. At that, the ratvolk started to scurry away, the great mass of them opening up before Gudrun’s gaze. I thought that it was because of their cowardice, but I was wrong. They weren’t fleeing from me. They were fleeing from the things that were approaching from behind them. At first, the monsters hardly seemed to be skaven at all. They seemed too bulky, for one thing. They were wearing masks, too. Great leather things with brass muzzles and round glass eyes.’ He took another swig of drink.
‘Then, glinting in the warplight, I noticed the tangle of pipes and tubes that the first members of this bizarre procession carried and a new terror of something far worse than death gripped me. I’d seen these weapons before. I remembered the hunched bearers, spines bent beneath great tarred barrels that carried liquid death. I remembered the tubes and steel snouts that splayed outwards from the fuel tanks. And I remembered the burning horror.’
The storyteller shuddered, and snatched for his pot. He drank deeply, then met his host’s eyes. Almost defiantly, he said: ‘I know that this sounds like madness, priest, but some of the skaven have learned how to torture fire into a horrible new form. Green, it is, and closer to liquid than the honest blaze in your grate. I’ve seen it leap and flow, surging forward from their infernal contraptions like water from a hose. I’ve seen it feasting upon skin, then flesh, and then bone. I’ve seen it melt armour and stone, or slip cunningly between them to seek out the soft flesh beyond. And I’ve seen men devoured inch by inch, driven insane by the agony.’
‘Down there, in the killing pen in which we’d been cornered, I knew that I couldn’t face that horror again. I raised Gudrun’s cold muzzle to the hollow beneath my chin and tightened my finger on the trigger. The ratvolk saw it and rushed to ignite their weapons. One of them produced a flaring sulphur match from its filthy rags and held it warily in front of the nozzle. I pressed harder on the trigger, but still the hammer remained locked. The first faint mist started to roll from the burnt black muzzle of the fire thrower, and I pulled harder. Still, no matter how I pulled on the trigger, Gudrun wouldn’t fire.’
‘I glanced down to check the mechanism but then, with a hiss of frying air, the skaven’s weapon blossomed into hideous life. A great ball of writhing flame belched out of the machine and rolled towards me, towards us all. But it never arrived. Instead there was a metallic shriek and the fire was sucked back into the very contraption that had given birth to it. By the gods, you should have heard the ratvolk squeal when they saw what was happening. Some of them turned to run but got jammed in the passageway, others tried to swat out the flame with their paws and when they caught light… well, lets just say it was a glorious moment.’
Van Delft smiled at the priest. He seemed not to notice that the old man wasn’t smiling back.
‘It only lasted for a moment, though,’ he continued. ‘As the enemy’s fire turned upon itself, the cavern erupted into a flash of light and darkness. I can still see it now, when I close my eyes. The thousands of fangs bared in terror, the thousands of widening eyes gleaming as bright as stars, men melting like wax. Then the very earth shifted uneasily, as if disturbed by the foul beasts that crawled within its depths and I heard the first rumble of falling stone. And then… and then nothing.’
 
VAN DELFT GROUND to a halt. The priest studied his haggard features, the pallor of his skin. The two high red blotches on the sharp angles of his cheekbones had little to do with the jug of potcheen they’d drunk. The mercenary looked exhausted, stretched to his limits. But for all that, the madness that had gleamed in his eyes when he’d arrived seemed to have passed. Perhaps the telling of his tale had been the cure he’d needed.
The priest had seen it happen before. Sometimes words could drain the poison from a man’s soul, just as leeches could sometimes drain infection from a wound.
The old man poured the last of the potcheen into his guest’s pot and sat back. He noticed that the first grey fingers of dawn were creeping between the timbers of his door.
‘That was two days ago, maybe more, maybe less,’ van Delft shrugged. ‘As far as I know, I alone survived the holocaust. And now I am finished. My reputation is in tatters. My dreams died with the corpses I left behind me. There’s not a man in this land who’ll give me a command after Magdeburg.’
‘What will you do?’ the priest asked softly.
‘I will finish my contract. I still have gold for black powder, snares and nets. I’ll go to Magdeburg, eat and sleep for a final few days. Then return to the deeps. Amongst such rivers of warpstone the enemy will never be far from reach.’
‘Ah. Now I understand your errand, I think. But you can’t be shriven now. I can only offer Morr’s blessing to those who near his realm, and you aren’t, not really. I can’t.’
‘No. Not me. Them,’ van Delft said, gesturing to the bed where the priest had thrown the maps. ‘Them.’
‘I don’t know about that,’ he said, duty warring with caution, as he considered what a grisly treasure hunt that would be. ‘Anyway, I thought that you said the bodies were buried beneath.’
The squeak of the opening door distracted the priest from his dilemma and he looked up to see that van Delft had let himself out. Gathering his robe about him, the old man followed him out into the chill grey light of the dawn.
‘Where are you going? Stay here and rest, eat.’
Van Delft, who’d already reached the liche gate, stopped and turned back. He looked suddenly younger. Perhaps it was no more than a trick of the morning light.
‘No. I have work to do. As do you. But Priest?’
‘Aye?’
‘Thank you.’
And with that he was gone.
The older man watched him disappear into the mist. Then, with a shiver, he returned to the warmth of his cell.
He threw another log into the stove, straightened the chair and rolled his blankets up. Then he picked up the maps van Delft had left him. The columns and lines that tattooed the soft leather remained clear and untouched by the hell their owner had been through, the leather still supple and well oiled. The priest picked up one at random, smoothing it out on the flat of his thigh. Although the square of its shape was slightly misshapen the texture was smooth, finer than any leather he’d worn before. The priest held it up to the light that spilled in through the doorway, tilting it this way and that against the shadows that still haunted the room.
The detail really was incredible. But now that he looked, there was one flaw. It was a single, strawberry shaped smudge on the corner of one of them. The priest picked up the next one and found another imperfection. This one consisted of an arc of little curled hairs, golden blonde in the gathering sunlight.
The next one was marred by a little indentation in the centre. An inverted button of leather, perhaps as big as his fingertips, the skin within had been compacted into swirls.
The priest ran his thumb over it, wondering what it reminded him off.
A rose, perhaps.
No. No, that wasn’t it. It was something less fragile. Ah yes, of course. It was just like a belly button. Just like a…
The potcheen soured in his stomach. His hands began to shake. Reluctantly the old man looked back at the unusual leather of these maps.
Looked at the belly button that marked one. The birthmark that blemished another. The eyebrows that furred one edge of a third.
And he realised that van Delft had brought him the remains of a body to be shriven, after all.
 
OUTSIDE, THE MIST gave way to drizzle, which in turn gave way to the warmth of the sun. It warmed the fields and the cemetery and the stones of the shrine. It shone golden on the wet ivy and sent flights of sparrows wheeling up into the sky, born aloft by the joy of their lives.
The priest, the rites of death completed, watched them. They scattered across the blue vault of the sky, tiny little sparks of happiness born up the warm, southerly wind that whispered gently through the greens of the forest below. He took a deep breath of clean air, only slightly scented now with the smoke of the funeral pyre and smiled as the first of the sparrows descended, drawn by the sight of the bread in his hand.
‘Yes, little friend,’ he told it as it hopped forwards. ‘This world is a beautiful place.’
He pursed his lips as it flew away. Then softly, as if he didn’t want the bird to hear him, the priest added the single word: ‘Sometimes.’



        
            
                
            
        

    
SEVENTH BOON
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IT WAS LATE and, given the hour, the draughty expanse of the orphanage’s dining hall seemed hardly warmer than the wintry night outside. Yet despite having been roused blearily from their beds, a dozen barefoot children filed across the cold flagstone floor without complaint. Quiet and dutiful, they came to where Sister Altruda stood with the visitors and formed a line facing them, heads up and spines held straight like diminutive soldiers summoned to a parade ground muster. Then, seeing one of the visitors step forward to inspect them, twelve small faces grew bright with sudden hope - only for those hopes to be abruptly dashed as, finishing her inspection, the young woman turned to Sister Altruda to deliver a terse and crushing verdict. ‘No,’ Frau Forst said, ‘none of these will do.’
As one, twelve faces fell. Watching it, Sister Altruda felt a familiar sadness to see twelve childish hearts hardened a little more against hope by the pain of rejection. It could not be helped. As priestess to the goddess of mercy, Sister Altruda’s own heart went out to them. But, as director of the Orphanage of Our Lady Shallya of the Blessed Heart, she was a realist. Marienburg manufactured so many unwanted children and if she could find even one a new home tonight it would be a triumph. Though, given that her visitors had spent the better part of an hour viewing dozens of children now without finding one to please them, presently even that small victory seemed beyond her.
Sighing inwardly, Sister Altruda beckoned to the novitiate Saskia to lead the children from the room. Then, summoning her most diplomatic tone, she turned to her visitors once more.
‘You must understand,’ she said, ‘there are hundreds of children here. Perhaps if we were to discuss more fully your criteria in choosing the child you wish to adopt, we might speed the selection.’
‘Criteria?’ Frau Forst replied, as though vaguely bewildered by the term. ‘There are no criteria, sister. It is simply a matter of finding a child my husband and I can love as our own. A child we can share our lives with. We will know him when we see him. Isn’t that right, Gunther?’
Behind her, Herr Forst gave a single silent nod. They made a strange couple. Frau Forst seemed no more than twenty-odd years of age: a vivacious butterfly of a girl shrouded in colourful silks and velvet furs. A woman whose prettiness, to Sister Altruda’s eyes, was only slightly marred by an over-enthusiastic application of rouge to her lips. In contrast, her husband looked more than twenty years her senior. Trim and well-preserved perhaps, with broad shoulders and none of the heaviness of waist common to men of his years and position. But his dark hair and well-groomed beard were flecked with streaks of grey, while his shrewd, quiet eyes spoke of a man who had seen enough of life to always be wary.
A moth to his wife’s butterfly, Herr Forst dressed in sombre greys and blacks, his only ornament an amulet on a heavy gold chain around his neck announcing his membership in one of Marienburg’s innumerable mercantile orders. Given their disparities, Sister Altruda could not help but suspect that Frau Forst had come here on a whim, intent on choosing herself a trophy child in the same manner as her husband had evidently chosen himself a trophy wife. Still, it was none of her concern. Whatever their motives, she did not doubt that any child would be happier living with the Forsts than in the dreary and overcrowded confines of the orphanage. And besides, the good character of Herr Forst himself was beyond question.
Where others who might consider themselves among the ”great-and-good” of Marienburg seemed content to let the city’s flotsam children be condemned to the streets, over the last five years Gunther Forst had been the orphanage’s single most generous private benefactor. He had his eccentricities though and if after five years of distant benevolence he had come to adopt a child outside the orphanage’s usual hours of business then so be it. Sister Altruda would no more reject a reasonable request from Herr Forst than she would the High Priestess in Couronne. No matter how difficult Frau Forst was to please, no matter how nebulous her requirements or exacting her standards, her position as the wife of Gunther Forst placed her beyond reproach. If need be, Sister Altruda would rouse every child in the orphanage and spend the next six hours trooping them past Frau Forst until she found one that pleased her.
Though, given how late it was already, she sincerely hoped it would not come to that.
Hearing the door open once more, Sister Altruda turned to see Saskia leading another group of a dozen children into the room. Lining up as the others had before them, the children waited patiently as Frau Forst stepped forward to examine them. This time though, instead of glancing briefly over the line, Frau Forst paused two-thirds of the way along to gaze down at a sandy-haired boy of about eight whose features seemed almost angelic in their perfection. Guilelessly, the boy lifted his own eyes to stare back and for long moments the woman and the child stood there with eyes locked as though entranced - only for the spell to be broken as, abruptly, Herr Forst cleared his throat. Hearing it, Frau Forst turned to look at her husband for a moment, before turning back to the silent boy before her.
‘And what is your name, my little prince?’ she cooed at him.
‘The boy does not speak,’ Sister Altruda said.
‘He is mute, then?’ Frau Forst asked, raising a quizzical eyebrow towards her.
‘No. We examined him when he was brought here and could find no sign of any physical defect. It may be that some shock has caused him to temporarily lose the ability to speak. It is difficult to say. He was found wandering the streets some days ago and we know nothing of his background. Given time, we can only hope his voice returns to him.’
‘I see,’ Frau Forst said, turning to coo at the boy once more. ‘If you ask me, my little prince, all you need is a nice loving home. A warm, safe place with toys and dogs and all the things a boy could want. Why, once you come home with us, I’m sure we’ll have you talking ten-to-the-dozen in no time.’
With that, Frau Forst held out her hand, smiling in delight as she saw the boy raise his own hand to meet it. It seemed, finally, she had made her choice. And, privately, Sister Altruda found herself forced to admit the search had been worth it. There was indeed something different about this one. There was something about his eyes, a sense of pure and untarnished innocence. If that was what Frau Forst had been looking for all this time, no wonder it had taken her so long to find it.
It was rare, after all, to find much that was innocent on the streets of Marienburg.
 
AFTERWARDS, SITTING WITHIN the shuttered comfort of his coach as it sped away from the orphanage into the night, Gunther Forst allowed himself the luxury of a small moment of satisfaction. It had gone better than he could ever have dared hope. The efforts he had invested over the last several years - all the donations, the grand and charitable gestures - had finally paid a handsome dividend. There had been no resistance, no awkward questions; the priestess and her novitiate had given him the boy gladly. And though he might have only a few scant hours left in which to put the rest of his plan in motion, if it proceeded half as smoothly as matters had at the orphanage he should achieve his wider aims with ease.
‘My, but you’re a quiet one aren’t you, boy? I don’t know, we save you from that nasty orphanage and not even a word of thanks. What’s the matter, my little prince? Cat got your tongue?’
It was the woman. His erstwhile ”wife”. Evidently bored, she produced a small golden heart on a string of teardrop-shaped garnet beads from within her glove and began to dangle it in front of the face of the silent boy beside her, teasing him.
‘Surely you can tell us your name at least,’ she cooed. ‘Every boy has a name. Tell me yours and perhaps I will give you this pretty thing as a gift. You would like that, wouldn’t you?’
Looking at the ruby light jumping from the dancing beads, the boy said nothing. Grimly, Gunther recognised them as the same set of Shallyan prayer beads he had seen on Sister Altruda’s wrist earlier. It seemed the dubious talents of the woman opposite him went beyond the obvious. Though it had seemed a masterstroke when he had conceived the idea of hiring a courtesan to accompany him to the orphanage and play the part of his wife now he was beginning to find her tiresome. Granted, she had lent a veneer of legitimacy to his attempts to adopt the child, but now the woman had served her purpose, her presence here was at best an irrelevance, at worst an irritation.
‘Leave the boy alone,’ he told her.
Pausing, the woman turned to look at him as though trying to read the limits of his patience in the lines of his face. Then, turning back to the boy once more, she began again in the same idiot tone.
‘Did you hear that, little prince?’ she purred. ‘Poppa sounds cross. Do you think he is angry because you won’t tell us your name?’
‘Far from it,’ Gunther said, enough of an edge to his voice to let her know she was trying his temper. ‘I have long counted silence as a virtue, in both children and harlots alike.’
At that, the woman fell quiet. Crossing her arms, she turned to face the lowered shade of the coach window with her mouth set in a sulky line. But if the boy felt any gratitude towards Gunther for his intervention, he gave no sign of it. Instead, seemingly interested in nothing in particular, he continued to sit in wide-eyed silence. Looking at him, Gunther found himself struck once more by the child’s manner. The boy seemed possessed of a flawless, almost otherworldly aura of innocence. Seeing it, Gunther felt a rising feeling of hope. The vital task of finding someone possessed of a perfect and utter purity had always seemed the hardest part of his plan.
Now he had the boy, the rest should fall into place.
The coach lurched to a halt. Hearing the coach roof above him creak as the driver left his seat, Gunther waited for the door to be opened. But when it was, instead of the coachman he saw a dark figure appear in the open doorway with a black kerchief tied around the lower half of his face, though of more immediate concern was the loaded handbow the man aimed at Gunther’s heart.
‘My apologies for the inconvenience, mein herr,’ the interloper said. ‘But I would count it a personal favour if you and the boy would step down from your compartment. Oh, and you will be careful to keep your hands where I can see them, won’t you? I would hate for either of you to have to suffer a misfortune.’
Doing as he was told, careful to keep himself between the handbow and the boy, Gunther stepped down from the coach with the boy behind him. Once outside, he saw the coach had stopped in a refuse-strewn alleyway the uncobbled surface of which declared it to be among one of the city’s more isolated and disreputable thoroughfares. A second kerchief-masked footpad stood behind the first, a short wooden cudgel in his hands, while to their side the coachman lurked nervously beside his horses. Seeing the coachman unharmed and apparently unguarded, Gunther realised at once that he was part of it. Just as he realised, outnumbered three-to-one and with the added distraction of having to protect the boy, he would have to weigh his options carefully.
Having long feared the twin evils of disease and violent death, Gunther had devoted no small number of years to learning the skills necessary to defend against the latter. He was an excellent shot, and hidden out of sight beneath his cloak were a pair of duelling pistols purchased some years past from the grieving widow of hot-headed nobleman whose passion for honour had been exceeded only by the incompetence of his marksmanship. But for all the finely-crafted elegance and accuracy, the pistols were loud and clumsy weapons. And, even in this isolated spot, the sound of shots might serve to draw the attention of the Watch.
It would have to be the knife.
‘Here,’ he said, lifting the chain from around his neck, ‘I will give you anything you want so long as you let the boy and I go in peace.’
‘A most commendable attitude,’ the handbowman said. ‘Really, mein herr, your clear-sighted grasp of the situation does you credit.’
‘Not at all,’ Gunther replied, holding the chain out in his right hand and watching as the man took two steps towards it. ‘I am simply a pragmatist. All the same, I must confess to some surprise. I would have thought a handbow far too expensive a weapon for the purse of a pimp.’
Abruptly, the advancing figure stopped, his eyes above his mask grown suddenly hard and tight.
‘He knows, Ruprecht,’ the one with the cudgel said, breaking the ugly silence. ‘He knows who you are.’
‘Well, if he didn’t before, Oskar, he certainly does now,’ the other replied, pulling his mask down to reveal a sallow yet handsome face. As Gunther suspected, it was the woman’s pimp. ‘Bravo, Herr Forst. You are right about the handbow, of course. It came into my possession in the wake of a financial dispute with one of Greta’s gentleman clients. But, tell me, how did you know it was me?’
‘You let the woman stay in the coach,’ Gunther said. ‘No matter the tales of the gallantry of highwaymen, it seemed unlikely you would leave her possessions unmolested unless they were effectively yours already. That alone was enough to make it clear you were her pimp come to rob me.’
‘I am afraid you overrate your value to us, Herr Forst,’ the pimp sneered. ‘Robbing you was never anything more than an afterthought. It is the child we want. To the right buyer, a boy like that is a valuable piece of merchandise. And, I assure you, I make it my business to know all the right buyers.’
‘Now,’ the pimp said, taking a step forward as he raised his handbow to fire, ‘seeing as you have been so helpful as to make us aware you know who we are, it would seem foolish to leave you alive to tell of it.’
With a sudden twist of his wrist, Gunther threw the amulet at the pimp, the chain hit the man in the face just as his finger tightened on the trigger. As the bolt flew wild over his shoulder, Gunther stepped forward, pulling his knife from its hidden sheath with his left hand and thrusting it deep into Ruprecht’s side. Eyes startled with pain, the pimp tried to scream, the sound emerged as a wet gurgle as, dying, his body pitched forward towards the ground. But Gunther was past him already. Seeing the other footpad lift his cudgel and charge forward to attack, Gunther tossed the knife from left hand to right with a fluid motion, raising his left arm to block the descending wrist holding the cudgel while, with his right, he slid the knife between the man’s ribs and into his heart.
Pulling the knife free as the second man collapsed, Gunther turned to see the coachman still standing beside his horses. Holding the butt of his coachwhip before him as an improvised weapon, the coachman seemed glued to the spot, caught between the urge to attack and the fear Gunther would dispose of him as easily as the others.
‘All I want is to go in peace with the boy,’ Gunther told him. ‘And I want the coach. Run now, and I will let you live.’
For a moment, the coachman stood staring in disbelief. Then, the prospect of escape overcoming his distrust, he turned and ran. Only for Gunther to throw his knife the instant the man turned his back, taking the coachman high in the neck and dropping him before he had gone three steps.
Striding forward to pull his knife from the dead man’s neck, Gunther’s first thoughts were for the safety of the boy. Turning to look behind him, he was relieved to see the still strangely silent child standing, uninjured, beside the coach where he had left him.
‘Get into the coach, boy,’ Gunther said, stooping to pull his knife free. ‘We are leaving.’
Instead of moving, the boy turned his wide eyes to stare at something on the coach, before looking back at Gunther once more. Noticing for the first time a slumped figure hanging halfway through the window of the coach door, Gunther stepped forward to investigate and saw something which soon had him silently cursing his luck.
It was the woman. She was dead: the flight of her pimp’s errant bolt jutting from a wound in her neck. Evidently she had been standing watching the confrontation through the window when it struck her. But what concerned Gunther more was the woman’s blood. It was everywhere, staining the side of the coach and the running board beneath it. The coach was next to useless to him now. He could not afford the chance some over-eager watchman would see the blood and be moved to ask questions Gunther would rather not answer. Nor could he simply clean the blood away - even had a suitable supply of water been at hand, it would take too long. And tonight, more so than at any other point in Gunther’s life, time was of the essence.
His decision made, Gunther opened the coach door, stepping to one side to let the woman’s body fall past him. Being careful not to get any more blood on his clothes, he retrieved his belongings from inside the coach before stepping outside once more to take one of the night-lanterns hanging from the coach’s side and fashion a makeshift carrying handle for it from a piece of cloth. Ready at last, he turned to the boy. For better or worse, if they were to reach their destination in good time tonight, they would have to walk.
Or one of them would at least.
‘Get onto my shoulders, boy,’ Gunther said. ‘We are going to play piggy-on-my-back.’
Silently, the boy did as he was told. Getting to his feet with the boy clinging to his shoulders, Gunther started on a brisk walk headed southwards. At best estimation they were at least a mile and a half from their destination. He would have to walk fast: the confrontation with the pimp and the others had cost him too much time already. No matter what else happened tonight, all his preparations needed to be ready by midnight.
If not, there would be hell to pay.
 
HE WAS SWEATING by the time he got to the docks. And when he reached the outside of the burnt-out tavern in an alleyway just off a deserted wharf, the weight of the boy on his shoulders seemed to have grown so much it was as though he had an adult perched upon his back. Relieved to have arrived at his destination at last, Gunther sank down to his knees to let the boy climb off. Then, rising to his feet and pleased to see no sign of life anywhere along the alley, he made his way toward the tavern with the boy behind him.
It had a history, this place. In its heyday the Six Crowns had been the nexus for much that was illicit and illegal in Marienburg; a place where deals could be struck and bargains made with no questions asked. Most recently, it had served as de facto headquarters for the Vanderhecht Organisation, a ruthless gang of smugglers whose leader had lived a double life as one of the most respected merchants in the city. But Hugo Vanderhecht was dead, killed by a bounty hunter after fleeing to the marshes, while the Six Crowns had been gutted a year ago in an unexplained fire, rumoured to have been set by the gang’s second-in-command in an attempt to hide his identity from the Watch. Still, it hardly mattered to Gunther who had set the fire. Whoever had done it, he owed them a debt of thanks. His work tonight needed privacy, and the derelict, ramshackle building before him would suit his purpose admirably.
Besides, he had his own history with this place. Years ago, it had served as the backdrop to an event which had changed the course of his life. And now that life had come full circle and brought him to the Six Crowns once more.
Advancing towards the fire-blackened doorway, Gunther found himself briefly troubled by thoughts of his own mortality. Something of the tavern’s current state, the crumbling plaster of its walls and the gaping heat-warped windows, brought to mind unpleasant echoes. For a moment he felt the weight of every one of his years bearing down upon him, greater even than the weight of the silent boy who now walked beside him. Perhaps it was nostalgia, or the last spasms of conscience of the man he had once been, but he suddenly felt a sadness he had not known in years. Then, shaking his head to clear it, he put sentiment behind him and pushed the door aside to enter the tavern.
‘Come on, boy,’ Gunther said, seeing the child hanging back at the threshold. ‘There is nothing here to harm you.’
Once past its deceptively ruined outer shell, the tavern’s interior was surprisingly intact. Picking carefully through a hallway choked with fallen timbers and ash-strewn debris, Gunther made his way towards what had once been the smaller of the inn’s two public barrooms. Then, checking to see the boy was still behind him, he stepped inside the room, lifting his lantern to inspect the surroundings.
It was exactly as he left it. Thanks to several hours’ worth of heavy labour when he had visited the tavern earlier in the evening, Gunther had cleared the floor of the barroom of its dust and detritus. Happy to see no sign of the room having been disturbed since, Gunther crossed the floor to the ruined bar. Then, stepping behind it, he stooped to pull away some of the fractured casks beneath, revealing the shape of the small wooden chest he had hidden there earlier. Relieved to see it undamaged and its lock intact, he lifted it onto the bar. As he took the key from the thong around his neck, Gunther noticed the boy leaning on the bar, craning his neck expectantly to watch the chest being opened. Pausing, Gunther put his hand inside his cloak to retrieve one of the small cloth purses hanging from his belt before, pulling open the drawstring, he took a bag of waxed paper from within it.
‘Here, boy,’ he said, giving it to the child. ‘Inside there are dried apricots and sugared almonds. You may have as many as you want, so long as you sit in the corner there and keep quiet.’
Accepting the offering, the boy jumped down from the bar, hastening to sit cross-legged in a distant corner and begin eating the sweets. For a moment Gunther watched him. Then, satisfied the boy was occupied, he twisted the key in the lock and opened the chest, checking a mental inventory as he arranged the contents on the bar beside him. It was all here: brazier, mortar, pestle, verbena leaves, mandrake root, man-tallow candles, wyrdstone fragments, vials of beastman urine and two dozen other things besides. Coming to the bottom of the chest, Gunther lifted out a long object wrapped in cloth, before pulling the edges of the cloth aside to reveal the bladed iron tube of the trocar. Staring at the thumb’s-width notch set halfway along its length, his hand strayed unconsciously to the small, round object nestling safely within a hidden pocket inside his vest. For a moment he cupped it in his hand, feeling the comfortable weight and hardness of it through the cloth. He had everything he needed. Now, it was simply a matter of putting his plan in motion.
Opening a jar containing the crushed fingerbones of a martyred Sigmarite saint, Gunther put them in the bowl of the mortar, adding a quantity of chalk and powdered dragon tooth before grinding it together with the pestle. Then, being careful to leave no gaps, he used the mixture to draw a circle of binding on the floor around the bar. To give the circle power he would have to chant the warding spell. But that would come later. He must see to the tripwires first, then draw a pentagram within the binding circle, centred on the bar. After that, there were candles to be lit, incenses to be burned, an altar to be arranged. A dozen different tasks awaited him before he could begin the ritual, and a single moment’s carelessness in any of them would spell disaster. But he was confident, all the same. He had prepared for this night’s work for decades. Years spent carefully considering all that might go amiss, shaping and reshaping his design, planning everything down to the smallest detail. But he had needed to; the stakes were high. So high, not one man in ten thousand times would have ever dared risk what he would tonight. But no matter the risks, no matter the dangers, the prize would be worth it. Come what may, tonight he would play a devil’s gambit. And he would play to win.
 
DIMLY, THROUGH THE walls of the tavern, Gunther heard a bell tolling in the distance. The harbourmaster was calling time. Ten bells. Two hours to midnight. He would have to work fast. As he hurried to the contents of the chest once more to resume his preparations, Gunther was struck by the irony of it. The course of the life he had set upon in the backroom of the Six Crowns when Marienburg was still part of the Empire would be decided in the selfsame tavern in two hours time. Despite all the groundwork and the decades of planning, all his life came down to in the end was a mere two hours. No, not even that. Like all men, ultimately the course of his life would be decided in a single moment - a moment for him that would come when the bell tolled midnight. But he could hardly complain. Where most men stumbled blindly towards the defining instants of their lives, he had been forewarned of his decades ago. It was not as though the moment had caught him unawares; he had been gifted with many years in which to make ready. Years more than three times past the normal span of man. Exactly one hundred and fifty years, to be precise.
 
IT WAS BUSY in the Six Crowns that night and, as he edged his way through a crowd of hard-faced men towards the bar, it came as no surprise to Gunther to see that the tavern’s reputation as a den of thieves and cutthroats seemed well-deserved. He saw men who wore the scars of branding, others with clipped ears or penal tattoos, even a man with a rope scar around his neck. More than half the men there had been marked in one way or another by the city fathers’ justice. Though, to Gunther’s mind, that was all to the good. His business here tonight was a private matter. And, whatever their other vices, criminals at least could usually be relied upon to keep themselves to themselves.
Coming to the bar at last, Gunther signalled to the barman, dropping a guilder on the counter by way of enticement.
‘Can I help you, mein herr?’ the barman asked, lifting the coin to his mouth to test it with his teeth.
‘I am here to meet someone,’ Gunther told him. ‘In the backroom. It has all been arranged.’
Saying nothing, the barman looked Gunther up and down with ill-disguised suspicion. Then, right hand wandering beneath the bar before him, he spoke once more.
‘You were given a token?’ he asked, eyes dark with distrust.
Fumbling in his vest, Gunther produced another coin, a six-sided silver one that had been delivered to his house by messenger three days earlier, and handed it to the barman. Rather than bite this one, the barman stood studying it in his hand, looking first at the embossed motif of a serpent coiled around a piece of fruit on one side, before turning it over to see Six Crowns arranged in a circle on the reverse.
‘Six crowns, mein herr,’ the barman said, offering a hard, humourless smile as he handed the coin back to him. ‘Quite a coincidence, don’t you think?’
Lifting the hinged flap at the end of the counter, the barman nodded for Gunther to step behind the bar. Then, leading him through a curtained doorway, he ushered him into a hallway stacked on either side with empty beer casks and crates of bottles, before pointing towards a door at its end.
‘The backroom is down there, mein herr,’ the barman said. ‘No need to knock. You are expected.’
With that, he was gone, stepping back behind the curtain towards the bar and his patrons. Alone now, Gunther found himself strangely paralysed by the weight of his own expectations. He could hardly believe it could be so simple. Where he had expected blood sacrifice or elaborate rituals, there was only a short walk down an ordinary corridor towards a perfectly nondescript door. A door through which, he hoped, lay the answer to an ambition he had pursued for more than twenty years.
Summoning his will at last, Gunther advanced down the corridor and lifted his hand to the doorknob. Doing his best to keep it from shaking, he pushed the door open.
‘You must be Gunther,’ a smoothly spoken voice said from within the room. ‘Please, come in. I assure you, there is nothing here to harm you.’
Stepping inside the dingy backroom, Gunther found his expectations confounded for the second time in as many minutes. Ahead of him at a table at the centre of the room sat a blond-haired man in the clothes of a gentleman, a sardonic smile twitching at the corner of his lips as he raised a wineglass in languid greeting.
‘You were expecting horns, perhaps?’ the figure said as though reading his thoughts. ‘Cloven hooves? A barbed tail, even? I hope you are not disappointed. Given the unfortunate tendency of mortals to soil themselves when confronted with my true form, I thought it better to dress down for our meeting. Frankly, the floor of this room seemed filthy enough already.’
The smile on his lips grew even broader. Stunned, his mind reeling, Gunther gawped at him for a moment, before stammering a reply.
‘You are the Silver Tongue, Daemon Prince and First among the Infernal Legions of the god Slaanesh?’ he said, voice cracking as he said the last word aloud.
‘Generally, I prefer the name Samael,’ the other purred. ‘But really, Gunther, you know all this already. Otherwise you would never have come here to meet me.’
‘You know my name?’ Gunther asked, regretting how foolish the question made him sound the second it left his lips.
‘Of course I do, Gunther,’ Samael replied, sliding an opened bottle of wine and spare wineglass across the table towards him. ‘When a man comes to bargain with me, I make it a point to learn all I can of him. But we can discuss that later. First though, I suggest you take a chair and try to re-gather your wits. Oh, and help yourself to the wine. Whatever its other faults, this tavern possesses a surprisingly inoffensive cellar.’
Sitting down warily to face the daemon, Gunther picked up the bottle, only to pause halfway through filling his glass at the thought of a sudden, fearful premonition.
‘You may drink freely, my friend,’ the daemon said, seeming to read his thoughts again. ‘Even if I had the slightest intention of killing you tonight, I need hardly resort to anything so tiresome as poison.’
Feeling vaguely embarrassed, Gunther finished filling the glass, then took a healthy draught of what soon proved to be an agreeable, if not quite vintage, red Bordeleaux. Despite his best efforts to hide it, he was sure his nervousness was entirely obvious to the creature before him. Just as it was similarly obvious to him that the daemon’s pleasant appearance - the easy charm, handsome good looks and fashionable frills and ribbons of his clothing - were no more than a mask. No matter how convivial his host, Gunther did not for a minute doubt that he was in presence of an ancient evil. With that thought there came a rising tide of barely suppressed panic as suddenly he was struck by the sheer enormity of what he had come here to do tonight. But this was no time for second thoughts. For better or worse, he had set himself on this course willingly. And even here, in the face of damnation, he would not waver.
‘Now, where were we?’ the daemon mused, apparently convinced Gunther had settled himself enough to begin their business. ‘Ah yes. I was commenting on how well I know you. And I do know you, Gunther, better than anyone else in the world, I’d wager. For example, unlike your mercantile peers, I know you have spent the last twenty years of your life obtaining and studying a wide variety of magical, alchemical and heretical texts. You have read the works of Van Hal, von Juntz, Krischan Donn, Ralfs, even the tedious prose of the Ratmen-obsessed Leiber. And all of it with the aim of achieving a single burning ambition. But it was only recently, after a visit to Marienburg’s Unseen Library to read Hollseher’s Liber Malefic, that you finally discovered a means by which to achieve your aim. Now, you have come here to me in the hope that I can give you what your books could not. Well, happily, I can help you, Gunther. But there are rules in these matters. And, if you want me to grant your wish, you must first speak the words of it aloud.’
It was true, all of it. But, before he moved his mouth to frame the words, Gunther reminded himself he must be wary. It went without saying that the daemon would try to trick him. But in the end, the selling of a man’s soul was a business matter like any other. If he was to get what he wanted in return, Gunther must simply be careful when it came to negotiating the contract.
‘I want you to make it so that I will not age and will live forever,’ Gunther said.
For a moment, the daemon stared at him in amusement, the smile at the corner of his lips growing several notches wider. In the days leading up to the meeting Gunther had practised this scene in his mind many times, but despite all those rehearsals he had never expected to hear the answer Samael gave him now.
‘No,’ the daemon said with a smile.
Gunther sat open-mouthed, gaping at the smug daemon in disbelief. He had come to sell his soul - how could Samael refuse him?
‘You must try and see it from my point of view, Gunther,’ Samael said, fingers pressed together in a curiously human gesture. ‘What use is it, after all, for a daemon to be pledged the soul of a man who is going to live forever? How would I ever collect the debt? No, I am sorry, my friend, but I am afraid I must reject your proposal.’
Stunned, Gunther sat in uneasy and despairing silence. Twenty years, he thought. Twenty years, and I am no closer to my objective.
‘Of course, I do have a counter-proposal,’ the daemon said mildly, as though unaware of the effect his words had on Gunther’s desperate heart. ‘Absolute immortality may be out of the question. But there seems no reason I couldn’t keep you from aging and grant you longevity enough to extend your life beyond the normal span of man. And in return all I ask for - aside from your soul, of course - is that you perform a limited number of tasks on my behalf. Shall we say seven? Give me seven boons, Gunther, and I will give you a part of your wish at least.’
‘Seven boons?’ Gunther said, still barely able to comprehend how quickly his horizons had been diminished. ‘And who is to decide what the nature of these boons will be?’
‘I will,’ the daemon replied. ‘I promise you they will all be well within the scope of your abilities. Nor would I insult your intelligence by demanding that you give me all seven boons at once. You need only perform one boon now and I will stop you from aging and guarantee you another twenty years of life. Then, when those twenty years are done, you will perform a second boon in return for another twenty years, and so on, until all the boons are done. Think of it, Gunther, perform all seven boons and you can have another one hundred and forty years of life without aging a single day. Naturally, our agreement would not extend to protecting you from disease or violent death - even my powers are not limitless in that regard. But really, I think I am being fair enough already. As I’m sure you’ll agree, one-hundred-and-forty years is a long time for a daemon to wait to claim his due.’
Letting his words hang in the air a moment, the daemon sipped his wine as Gunther wrestled with a thousand silent thoughts and fears. Then, seeing Gunther’s discomfort, the daemon leaned forward once more with the smile of a huntsman who knows his trap is sprung.
‘Of course,’ he said, ‘if you do not like the terms of my offer, you can always say no.’
 
HE HAD SAID yes, of course. Granted, he had bargained for better terms, ultimately persuading Samael to extend the period of guaranteed longevity between each boon to twenty-five years. But, beyond that small concession, he had had little choice but to accept the daemon’s terms. In the end, the daemon Samael had every cause to be smug; his was the only bargain on the table.
Now, as he hurried to complete the preparations for his ritual in the shell of the ruined inn where he had met Samael all those years ago, Gunther found his thoughts turning towards the six boons he had completed on the daemon’s behalf already. Some had been relatively straightforward: arranging the disgrace and murder of a high-ranking nobleman, or the theft of a holy relic - a cup - from the Temple of Sigmar the Merciful in Stirland. Others had been both more complicated and time-consuming. Take the six years he had spent working as a humble lay gardener in the grounds of a temple of Shallya in Ostermark, corrupting the priestesses and their novitiates one-by-one until he had turned them all to the worship of Slaanesh. He could still remember the look of outtage on the mother superior’s face turning to delight when she had finally yielded. And, while Samael’s motives in requesting some of the boons had been obvious at once, others had been more obscure, only becoming clearer with time. Take the sixth boon for example, when he had been called upon to ensure the progression of a young Sigmarite cleric called Johann Esmer. But, no matter how strange or onerous the tasks he had been called upon to perform, he had completed them regardless. And with each completed boon Samael had kept his own side of their bargain: Gunther had not aged a day in one-hundred-and-fifty years. Tonight though, the seventh boon was due.
Two days earlier, a messenger had arrived bearing Samael’s instructions to meet him here in the Six Crowns at midnight. But, for all the successes of their arrangement thus far, Gunther was not so foolish a man as to trust a daemon to his word. He had always known Samael would try to cheat him. And Gunther had seen the loophole in their bargain a century and a half earlier when Samael told him he would not be protected against disease or violent death. Once the seventh boon was done and his value was at an end, Gunther fully expected the daemon to kill him. Why should Samael be willing to wait another twenty-five years for his soul after all, when it was within his power to kill him and take it at once? There could be no doubt, the daemon was going to try and cheat him.
Unless, of course, Gunther cheated the daemon first.
From the very beginning he had been playing his own double game, only agreeing to Samael’s terms to give him the time he needed to find a method by which to cheat the daemon of his due so that he might live forever. And now, after one hundred and fifty years of planning and preparation, the final movements of that game were almost upon him. The pieces were all in place. Soon, Gunther would play his devil’s gambit.
There was only one last thing.
Turning towards the corner of the room, Gunther saw the boy lying slumped and asleep on the floor, surrounded by the spilled contents of the bag he had given him earlier. Seeing the sedative he had put in the sweets had done its work, Gunther allowed himself the luxury of another moment of satisfaction.
He really had thought of everything.
 
BY THE TIME the first peals sounded from the harbourmaster’s bell calling midnight, all the preparations were in place. At the five corners of the pentagram the man-tallow candles had been lit, thin plumes of acrid smoke rising to join the sickly-sweet haze of incense hanging above them. At its centre, a section of the counter of the ruined bar had been set out as a makeshift altar with the unconscious boy bound and spread-eagled on top of it. Beside it, Gunther stood stoking a burning brazier, chanting the words of the final ritual.
Then, as the bell pealed its last, he heard the door to the room open and saw the blond-haired figure of Samael arrive with cloak flowing behind him in a gentlemanly flourish.
Careful not to allow his eyes to meet the daemon’s gaze, Gunther continued his chant. From the corner of his eye he saw Samael advancing towards him. Coming to the binding circle the daemon stopped, raising his hand to press palm-outwards on the invisible barrier before him, testing its power.
‘A binding circle? Impressive, Gunther, if ultimately pointless. After all, you can hardly stay within your circle forever, can you?’ Then, hearing the sound of lapping water, the daemon finally looked behind him.
The trap had been surprisingly easy to build. Set to be triggered by a tripwire when the door to the room swung shut, a hidden mechanism had caused a gourd to tip, releasing a steady flow of water which, even now, fed a shallow circular channel encompassing the entire outer circumference of the room. Of course, the real power of the trap lay not in channel, but in the nature of the water that flowed through it.
‘Holy water?’ the daemon said, eyebrows raised in sardonic amusement. ‘It seems I am caught in the space between two impenetrable circles. Really, Gunther, you are full of surprises tonight. But tell me: now you have me where you want me, what do you intend to do with me next?’
On top of the counter, close to his right hand, one of Gunther’s pistols lay primed and powdered, needing only a bullet to give it lethal force. And, glowing white-hot within the flames of the brazier, the bullet was almost ready.
It had taken fifty years spent in the study of forbidden texts to learn how Samael’s bargains worked. Fifty years, in which he had slowly come to understand that when they had entered into their contract, Samael had lent him a tiny fragment of his own daemonic essence. A fragment so small that Samael would never miss it, but still powerful enough to stop Gunther from aging. Hence the time limit built into their bargain - as small as that fragment was, the daemon was not about to give up a part of himself forever. But at the same time, Gunther had learned this essence would not naturally flow back to Samael. It had to be taken.
And, if Gunther could kill Samael first, he could keep it forever.
Of course, killing a daemon was no easy thing. But, gifted with great wealth and a century in which to search for the answer, Gunther had finally discovered a method. In the brazier before him was a bullet forged from meteoric iron and covered in sigils which Gunther had paid a down-on-his-luck dwarf craftsman a small fortune to create. One of dozens of savants Gunther had paid to help him over the years without any of them ever knowing the true nature of his project. All of them working unknowingly towards the creation of a bullet ensorcelled to act as a bane to daemon flesh.
A bullet to kill a daemon.
Taking a pair of tongs, Gunther retrieved the glowing bullet from the fire and slotted it into the notch set in the side of the trocar. Even now, with his own life in the balance, he could not be sure whether it was possible to kill a creature like Samael forever. At the very least though, killing the daemon here and now would banish him back to the daemon realms for a thousand years - more than long enough for Gunther to find a more permanent solution. But before the bullet could be used, the ritual demanded that it be tempered in the heart’s-blood of a sacrificial victim. As to the nature of this victim, the terms of the ritual were very precise: Only someone possessed of a perfect and utter purity would do.
Abruptly, eyelids fluttering, the boy on the altar began to stir. But Gunther had come too far and risked too much to give in to squeamishness now. Besides, whether the boy died asleep or awake hardly mattered. Lifting the trocar above his head, Gunther stepped forward to complete the sacrifice. Only to see the boy’s features suddenly seem to shift and blur, growing bigger. In an instant the boy was gone.
Staring in amazement at the alabaster-skinned female figure that had replaced him, Gunther found himself strangely attracted to the swelling curve of her hips, the sharp-toothed seductiveness of her smile and the jagged perfection of her horns. Then, as the writhing goddess before him lashed out with a scythe-like claw, Gunther found the growing warmth of his desire displaced by a more primal sensation.
Pain.
 
AFTERWARDS, WATCHING THE daemonette flaying the flesh from Gunther’s dead bones, Samael found himself wondering briefly if he should punish her for her excesses. He had so wanted to see that last look of despair in the man’s eyes when he realised his long life was finally over and torment awaited him. But, lost in her enjoyment, the daemonette had killed him too quickly. Though, on balance, Samael decided to let the matter pass - it must have been difficult for her, after all, to have had to walk beside the mortal all night without tearing him apart. And, besides, the daemonette’s purpose here was not yet done.
In her abandon, the daemonette had knocked over one of the pentagram’s candles, breaching the binding circle. Approaching the altar, Samael saw the trocar lying on the floor where Gunther had dropped it and he stooped to pick it up. Inside, the bullet was still hot, the magical energies released by Gunther’s ritual still waiting latent within it.
Turning towards the daemonette, Samael saw her pause in her mutilations to lick the blood, cat-like, from her talon. Looking into the amber irises of her eyes, Samael saw a perfect and utter purity, untainted by conscience or thoughts of compassion. Then, savouring that thought for a moment, he took the trocar and stabbed her in the chest.
‘Why?’ the daemonette asked him in Darktongue, her accent like the mewling of scalded cats.
‘Because it would be a shame to let Gunther’s work go to waste,’ he told her, pushing the blade deeper into her heart. ‘Especially when I spent so very long covertly guiding that dull-witted mortal on his quest.’
Strength fading, her heart’s-blood ichor flowing down the tube of the trocar to temper the bullet inside it, the daemonette looked at him in incomprehension. Then, the memories of thousands of years’ worth of sensations dying with her, her heart grew still.
Letting her body fall as he pulled the trocar from it, Samael was pleased to feel the stirring of painful energies emanating from within the bullet. In the end, the whole affair had come to a most satisfactory conclusion. After one-hundred-and-fifty years, the ritual - and the seventh boon - had finally been completed. The bullet was ready now. A bullet to kill a daemon.
One could never know when a thing like that might prove useful.



        
            
                
            
        

    

THE DOOM THAT CAME TO WULFHAFEN



C L Werner
 
‘IT IS TIME,’ Gastoen said, his voice deep and commanding, brooking no question. Karel rose from his bed, his head turning towards the open doorway of his room. Gastoen had already withdrawn, however, satisfied that his son would rise from his slumber and hurry to join his father outside.
Or, perhaps, thought Karel, his father knew that he had not been asleep. His body cried out from fatigue, the weariness of long hours spent before dawn hauling lobster pots and fishing nets from the chill waters of the Sea of Claws, a labour which had only ended late in the afternoon, as the small fleet of tiny fishing boats returned to Wulfhaefen, their occupants grumbling about the meagre catch. It was not yet late enough in the year for the lobsters to be numerous, and many of the pots went without an inmate, or yielded such miserable specimens that the clawed creatures were summarily tossed back into the sea. Still, the grumbling was not so very serious as it might have been amongst the fishermen of the many other coastal villages scattered across the Empire, for even if the lobster season was still months away, a far more profitable season was about to begin for the men of Wulfhafen.
Karel quickly dressed himself, emerging from his tiny room into the much larger common room of his family’s home. He could see his mother standing calmly in the centre of the room, a clay mug gripped firmly in her tired, wrinkled hands. She smiled at her son, a warm, loving expression, yet with the thread of worry mixed in to tarnish the reassurance the old woman hoped to bestow. When Karel stepped towards her, she gave him the clay mug, its contents steaming; he gratefully accepted the cup and sipped away at its contents. He was not surprised to find that she had mixed some rum into the tea. The alcohol would keep him warm far longer than the tea. His mother was always so very practical.
‘Your father is waiting,’ the old woman gently prodded as Karel lingered over his tea. The youth nodded and slugged down the remainder in a single gulp, wiping the excess from his chin with the sleeve of his jerkin. Karel handed the mug back to the care of his mother’s wrinkled hands and stooped downward to kiss her cheek. He was surprised when his mother tried to slip an object into his hands as he hugged her.
‘What is this?’ Karel asked, staring at the tarnished steel kitchen knife. His mother pushed his hands and the knife they gripped against his chest.
‘You can never be too careful,’ she explained. ‘Slip it beneath your clothes. Better to have it and not need it, than to be without.’ With those last words of warning, Karel’s mother manoeuvred him to the door and into the cold night air.
 
KAREL FOUND HIS father leaning against the side of their hut, staring down the narrow lane that made up the village of Wulfhafen. It was nothing much, as villages went. A scattered mass of simple huts, perhaps two score in total: a large wooden meeting hall, where the village men would spend long summer nights drinking and carousing; a mass of ramshackle boat houses closer to shore; a small warehouse where food would be stored, kept in a community trust; and a small coach house, the domain of Wulfhafen’s only wagon and four horses. Gastoen looked up as his boy joined him, smiling and gripping Karel firmly by the shoulder.
‘Tonight you officially become a man,’ Gastoen said, smiling into his son’s face, his tobbaco-stained teeth broken and pitted. Gastoen stared at Karel, reading the youth’s features. He thumped his son on the back and began to walk slowly down the lane.
‘Everyone is nervous their first time,’ Gastoen explained. ‘You will do just fine. Why, when I was your age, I was probably even more anxious than you are now.’ Gastoen punctuated his remark with a short, cough-like laugh.
Karel looked hard at his father, considering his words. He seemed older now than he had been only this morning, helping his son pull empty lobster pots back into their boat. Karel idly wondered if his father had also been unable to sleep, if he was having problems adjusting to the new nocturnal habit demanded by the long autumn nights. He would have thought that after these many years, his father would have adjusted to the yearly pattern. Perhaps it was something besides the alteration in routine that had upset his father.
‘Are you certain that what we are doing is right?’ Karel muttered, almost under his breath, as he pursued this last train of thought. Gastoen stopped, turning to face his son, both men, old and young, shrouded in the shadows of the huts to either side of the lane. Gastoen opened his mouth to speak but waited until a figure that had been advancing upon them from further down the lane passed them by, the last chords of the sea shanty the man had been whistling drifting away into the night. Only when the tune could no longer be heard did Gastoen speak.
‘I myself asked that question of my father when I was your age,’ Gastoen confessed. ‘We stood, perhaps, in this very spot. He explained to me the way this wretched world of ours works. He said that in the sea, for the shark to grow big and strong, it must devour thousands of smaller fish. For the kraken, it must consume numberless whales to survive. As it is in the sea, so it is on land. For a man to prosper, he must have prey. It is the way of things, Karel. To have joy, yourself, another must suffer.’ Gastoen sighed and put a gnarled hand on his son’s head. ‘Believe me, we have things much better here than in other places. If what we do brings us such prosperity, can what we do be wrong?’
The question seemed genuine to Karel, as if his father was not certain of the answer himself. The youth would have challenged his father’s reasoning further when, suddenly, the shadows in the narrow lane danced away from them, retreating away from the beach. A bright light glared from the shore, dazzling in its brilliance, far more wondrous than the pale, feeble light of the tiny sliver of Mannslieb hanging in the night sky. Karel shut his eyes and flinched away from the sudden brightness, but Gastoen had already gripped the youth by the shoulder and pulled him into sharing the accelerated trot the old man had adopted.
‘The beacon fire has been lit!’ Gastoen exclaimed as the two made their way toward the shore. ‘Our place is on the beach.’ Gastoen paused as they passed the last of the thatch-roofed huts. He removed a heavy boat hook from his belt and pressed it into Karel’s hands.
‘Keep this ready,’ Gastoen ordered, his voice heavy with concern. ‘Stay close to me. Perhaps nothing will happen tonight, but as your grandfather always used to warn ”expect every storm to be a hurricane”.’
 
THE MEN OF Wulfhafen were gathered around a roaring, blazing fire. The mound of wood rose several feet above the rocks, promising to spend hours before burning out. Karel could make out the figure of Veytman, Wulfhafen’s chief citizen, ordering men to stack the empty kegs of oil they had used to douse the wood with into an orderly file some distance from the advancing surf. Veytman spotted Gastoen and Karel as they advanced onto the sand and broke away from the bonfire crew to meet them.
‘You are late, Gastoen,’ Veytman reprimanded the older man. Thin and powerful where Gastoen was paunchy and frail, Veytman cut an imposing figure. The man’s dark hair and rakish looks marked him out as the direct descendent of Wulfhafen’s founder, the pirate Wulfaert. The narrow, elegant blade sheathed at Veytman’s side was the finest steel in all the village and had been the pirate’s when he had plied the coasts of Bretonnia in his sloop The Cockerel. ‘We should have been glad for your help in setting the bonfire.’
‘I am sorry,’ Gastoen began, trying not to meet Veytman’s gaze.
‘I see you brought your son along,’ Veytman observed, focusing his cold blue eyes on Karel for the first time. Veytman studied the boy for a moment and they looked back at Gastoen. ‘Are you certain that he is ready for this?’
This time Gastoen did not avoid Veytman’s gaze. ‘He will do what is expected of a man of Wulfhafen,’ the old man snapped, fire in his voice. Veytman nodded and clucked his tongue.
‘We shall have to see about that,’ the rogue said, running a smooth finger through the slight brush of moustache upon his lip. ‘Just be certain that he knows the rules. No hiding anything. Everything that washes ashore must be valued and appraised before it can be distributed equally amongst the village.’ Veytman let his face soften, and winked at Karel. ‘Then, there is always the Captain’s share to consider,’ the man laughed.
‘Do you think we will catch anything tonight?’ Gastoen asked Veytman. Veytman turned, casting his eyes out to the darkness of the nighttime sea. There was motion there, the ceaseless undulation of the waters. But of what might be lurking above or below that undulating mass, there was no clue.
‘No,’ Veytman shook his head, ‘it is early in the season yet. The fog is just now starting to become thick, the wind only now beginning to sound with Ulric’s howl. I don’t think that we will catch anything tonight. But it is useful to keep everybody in practice. We must let the indolence of summer be forgotten.’ Veytman turned away from Gastoen and his son and walked over to the roaring fire, warming his hands before the flames.
‘Come along, boy,’ Gastoen said, gripping Karel by the shoulder. ‘He has the right idea. It will be a long night, and we may as well be warm.’
 
‘LIGHTS ON THE water,’ the keen-eyed villager said. Karel was immediately roused from his napping by the sudden activity all around him. He looked away towards the roaring bonfire for a moment, then turned his gaze to Veytman. The rakish hetman of Wulfhafen removed the long, slender tube of his looking glass from within the breast of his coat. Like his sword, it was an heirloom from the pirate Wulfaert, a rare and valuable device looted from an elven ship, if the legends of Wulfaert held any truth in them. Veytman placed the tube to his eye and gazed out at the black expanse of the sea.
‘Fortune smiles upon us on our first night!’ Veytman laughed, replacing the looking glass within his coat. ‘She looks to be a merchantman, a fine prize for so early in the season!’ Veytman looked over at a burly villager standing nearby.
‘Emil, encourage our friends to come ashore,’ Veytman said. Emil took the long, curved horn from his belt and put it to his lips. Soon, the man’s bellows-like lungs sent a loud, mournful note echoing into the night. Gastoen and the other men of Wulfhafen stared at the distant lights from the ship expectantly, even Karel becoming caught up in the excitement. The men watched and waited. When the lonely bellow of an answering horn sounded from the ship, the men of Wulfhafen turned to one another, their wide, cruel smiles bespeaking their silent glee.
Karel watched as the lights of the ship came closer towards the shore. The youth understood what was happening, and his excitement abated as his mind made the leap from the scene he was witnessing and that which must surely follow. Emil blasted the horn once again as the ship drew still closer, drawn through the night and the fog towards the promising light of the beacon. Like a moth to the flame.
A captain wise in the ways of the north would never have fallen for the trick. The best charts of the northern coast of the Empire, that neglected, shunned region beyond the Wasteland and the Drakwald, described a craggy stretch of shore as Wrecker’s Point. It is a place riddled with sharp fangs of rock, submerged shoals and razor-sharp coral reefs. The refuge promised by dozens of tiny harbours is like the call of the siren, luring ships to their doom and no practised captain would accept their lethal charms. An experienced mariner would take his chances with the sea’s doubtful mercy in even the most vicious storm than accept the certain destruction of a landing on the treacherous coastline of Wrecker’s Point.
But the evils of geography are not the only dangers to menace the ships sailing the route between Erengrad and Marienburg. A wicked place will often find wicked men all too willing to put to use such a blighted site. Several villages exist amongst the craggy rocks and fangs of the shoreline, tending their small fleets of fishing boats until Ulric’s Howl, that terrible, chill wind which heralds the coming winter, brings a more profitable catch to their shores. But the best charts are expensive, and experienced captains in short supply. Far more numerous are the maps produced by cloistered scribes in the cartography shops of Altdorf and Nuln, drawn by men who have never seen the sea or heard the warnings of Wrecker’s Point.
The ship continued, Emil and his counterpart on the vessel sounding their horns above the soft roar of the tide. It drew so close that Karel fancied that he could see the bonfire reflecting off the white canvas of the ship’s sails. His young eyes tried to pierce the veil of night to ferret out the shape of the ship from the darkness that enshrouded it. A part of him wanted to look away, but he could not. It was not the fear that his elders would think him not ready to become a man that prevented him. It was because the drama was too compelling, too awful for Karel to turn from.
The sound of the ship striking the jagged fangs of rock that lurked just below the waters of the inlet tore the night asunder. It was like the bellow of some bestial god betrayed, a cry of pain and wrath. The cracking snap of the wooden hull as it split upon the rocks was the most horrible sound Karel had ever heard in his life, more terrible even than the cries and screams of the men onboard the ship that followed the death cry of their vessel. Karel focused upon the lights of the ship, trying again to pierce the veil, trying to see the conclusion of this terrible drama he was a part of. He could hear the screams; the cries of terror as the black waters flooded the ruptured hull, as the sea reached up with its amorphous claws to pull the dying ship down to its watery grave.
Long minutes passed and the cries and screams faded away. The men upon the shore watched as the last of the ship’s lingering lights was extinguished by the devouring waters and all sign of their victim was lost to their view. Veytman was the first to turn from the beach, striding toward the bonfire and putting flame to the torch in his hand.
‘The first will be making shore any time,’ Veytman said as the other men of Wulfhafen marched toward the beacon light and ignited their own torches. ‘Break into pairs.’ The descendant of Wulfaert let a cunning look enter his eyes. ‘You all know what must be done.’
Gastoen handed Karel a lit torch, pressing the boy’s fingers tightly about the firebrand’s grip. ‘You come along with me and Enghel.’
Gastoen did not wait to see if his son would obey, but nodded to the grizzled, weather-beaten Enghel and the two men made their way away from the bonfire, holding their torches high to illuminate the incoming tide and the sandy beach.
 
KAREL WALKED SEVERAL paces behind the two older men, his face pale and bloodless. He had heard the terrible shouts of discovery echoing from other searchers, only their blazing torches visible to his sight. He had heard the terrible screams that followed upon their findings, sometimes preceded by desperate, babbled pleas for mercy. Karel did his best to shut out the sounds of the drama’s murderous epilogue, but try as he might, he could not block out the terrible sounds.
Ahead of him, Karel could see a dark object floating upon the white foam. Only when it was deposited upon the sand and rolled onto its back did he recognise the object as being a man. The youth ran towards the body that had come ashore. The ragged figure was tangled in a mass of weeds. Indeed, had he not seen the body wash ashore, Karel might never have noticed the object for what it was. The boy hurried over to the brown mass of vegetation and found himself staring down at a dishevelled shape that had lately been a man.
Who he was, Karel had no way of knowing. Certainly he was no simple sailor, given the extravagance and finery of his clothes. There was a foreign look about him, a darkness of skin that instantly sent Karel’s mind wandering to Tilea and Estalia, places that were nothing more than exotic fables to the simple people of Wulfhafen. Karel noticed the man’s slender, patrician fingers, locked in a death grasp about a soggy, leather-bound book. Karel bent down towards the body and forced the cold fingers apart, relieving the body of the slender folio.
Karel opened the book, holding it upside down to allow some of the excess water to drool away. The ink had smeared and run in many places, but there was still enough that was intact for the boy to be astounded. The slender tome had been a sketchbook, it appeared, its pages crammed with fantastic drawings of strange creatures and impossible plants. Karel gasped as he saw a drawing of an ugly brutish creature with a warty hide and great horns protruding from its face. He saw weird things that were like bats with the heads and tails of serpents. Karel found that the last pages of the book were missing altogether, lost in the violence of the wreck, denying him the pleasure of whatever sights were depicted upon them. The boy found himself gazing again and again at the drawings. Where had this ship been to see such things? Had they truly been to the terrible Chaos Wastes he sometimes heard his father mention in hushed tones? Or had some other, even more distant shore been the focus of their journey? A wave of guilt swept over Karel. These men had gone so far, and survived so much, only to find their doom on the wasted shore of Wulfhafen, victims of a hideous deception.
The sigh that rose from the mound of weeds caused Karel to nearly leap from his skin. The youth cried out in fright before he saw what had so alarmed him. The man he had thought dead was staring at him, his eyes pleading for help, his slender hand reaching out towards him. Karel bent down towards the man, his hand reaching downward to meet that grasping for him.
‘Stand back, Karel,’ Gastoen said, his voice strange and heavy. Both his father and Enghel were now looming over the survivor from the ship. Karel did as his father ordered and stepped away from the wounded man.
The youth watched in open-mouthed horror as Enghel crushed the survivor’s arm with a savage downward swipe of his axe. The man’s arm snapped, hanging limply at a twisted, unnatural angle. All the same, he struggled to raise it to ward off the second blow. He did not see Gastoen come upon him from the other side, a wooden belaying pin in his hands. Gastoen struck the passenger’s head a brutal blow with the wooden cudgel, sending a rush of blood seeping from the man’s scalp. Gastoen did not pause to see what effect his first attack had accomplished, but struck his victim’s head again and again. After what seemed an eternity, Gastoen and Enghel withdrew from the pathetic, butchered thing that had once been a man.
Karel was frozen to the spot as his father walked over to him. His father reached out and took the boat hook from his son. The contact snapped Karel from his horrified stupor and the boy looked away from his father.
‘You are tired,’ Gastoen said, laying a hand slick with blood upon his son’s shoulder. ‘Hold the torches. Enghel and myself will attend to the body. The old fisherman turned to the body of the murdered man, sinking the boat hook beneath the corpse’s ribcage. Enghel followed Gastoen’s lead, sinking a second hook into the body’s ribcage. Wheezing from the effort, they began to drag the body back towards the bonfire. Karel followed after the grim procession, both men’s torches held in his hands.
The boy’s mind was in turmoil, reeling from the horror and barbarity of what he had witnessed. Every time he closed his eyes, he saw the horrible scene upon the beach: the murdered man’s eyes staring with terror at his father as Gastoen sent the belaying pin crashing against his skull. Karel could not believe that his father was capable of such actions. The same man who had raised him, the same man who had so tirelessly instructed him in the skills of a fisherman, the same man who only the day before had jovially joked with him as they rettieved their lobster pots. How could such a man be capable of doing what he had seen him do? For most of his life, Karel had known what Wulhafen’s trade was, but he had not understood what that trade really was until a few minutes ago. Now, more than ever, he thought about the virtue of such a trade, and was unable to reconcile himself to it. How had his father ever been able to embrace so cruel a vocation?
 
AS THEY MADE their way down towards the bonfire, Karel could make out the figures of men from the village drifting through the feeble light. He could see them linger before dark objects lying upon the beach, debris from the ship left stranded when the waters retreated back into the sea. Nearer, he could see Veytman and several others standing before a pile of barrels, clothing, and sacks. The men were laughing as Gastoen and Enghel hauled the body towards their position.
‘What have we here?’ the firm, authoritarian voice of Veytman made Karel stand straight, a look of guilt coming upon his face, as though he had been caught in some mischief. Veytman met the gaze of the men dragging the body. ‘Ah, loot,’ the hetman of Wulfhafen declared. The hetman walked over as Gastoen and Enghel withdrew their boathooks from the carcass. Veytman stared at the corpse, then reached down towards him. The wrecker’s fingers closed around a silver object dangling from the man’s throat. With a savage yank, Veytman snapped the pendant’s chain and tore it from the man’s neck.
‘My son found him,’ Gastoen stated, looking over at his boy, favouring his son with one of the strange, curious gazes that he sometimes directed upon Karel.
‘Congratulations, boy,’ Veytman said. ‘You have found the best plunder yet.’ Veytman turned the pendant about in his hand, allowing the little light penetrating the fog to play across its surface. In shape, it was like a crescent moon, a thin, wisp-like tendril rising from the upward tip of the crescent. Centred upon the crescent was a sphere or circle, as though Mannslieb had been impaled upon the waning Morrslieb. Veytman did not know what the symbol might be, whether it was a talisman of good fortune, a badge of rank or office, or the charm of some foreign god. It did not matter him; it was made of silver, and that was enough for the descendent of a pirate.
 
THE NIGHT PASSED slowly, and the morning fog was thick upon the beach. In the aftermath of the night, most of the men were gathered around the reduced flame of the bonfire, though a few still prowled the sands, looking for any plunder that might have escaped their notice the first time. Others were gathering broken planks and shards of deck or hull that had been cast ashore, intending to use the wood to bolster the frames of their homes and boathouses. Like the captain of a pirate vessel, Veytman made no move to aid the beachcombers. He stood with some of his closest cronies and examined what had already been collected, principally the salted meats contained within a waterlogged sack and the golden-hued rum within a slightly battered cask.
‘We had best keep this away from Una,’ Veytman joked as he tasted the rum. ‘I don’t fancy another night listening to Enghel’s wife screaming at invisible goblins.’ The comment brought laughs from all, and Veytman turned his attention to the salted meats, lifting a weird creature from the bag. Gastoen reached towards Veytman and took the strange salted carcass from the hetman’s hands.
‘Hopefully they were carrying something more useful than this,’ Gastoen said, allowing the weariness to strain his voice. He turned the strange salted carcass in his hands, holding it by its tail. In size, it was akin to a squirrel, but in shape it was like a salamander. Altogether, Gastoen doubted if he would trust the thing’s meat to a dog.
‘The rum is good, anyway,’ Veytman defended himself. ‘And they had some very fine clothing, as well. In fact, Emil found himself a fine set of boots.’
‘A wondrous haul,’ Gastoen groused.
‘There might be more to recover,’ Veytman replied, already turning away from the old man and returning to his conversation with the other men.
 
THE SMALL FIRE continued to burn, fed by dry wood brought down from the village. Much of the kindling was wood salvaged from last season’s victims. It was a cruel jest that the same timber should be employed to consume the first victims of the new season. The men of Wulfhafen watched as the blaze devoured all traces of their prey, removing the last vestiges of their crime. It was rare, but not unknown, for a road warden or witch hunter to pass through the village and Veytman was taking no chances that the true nature of their livelihood might be discovered.
‘Has everyone come back?’ Veytman asked Emil, eager to get to the business of splitting up the loot.
‘All except Claeis and Bernard,’ replied the grim faced Emil, obviously disgusted by the smell of cooking flesh. There were things even a cutthroat could not get used to.
Veytman rolled his eyes and began to mutter a curse against the laziness of the men in question when, as if on cue, a horrified scream rang out from the beach. As one, the men withdrew from the pyre and ran towards the sound. The fog had still not entirely dispersed from the shore, yet it had thinned enough that Bernard could be seen, kneeling in the sand, staring at the sea and sobbing hysterically. Veytman was the first to reach the terrified man.
‘Get a hold of yourself,’ Veytman snarled, grasping the front of Bernard’s shirt and shaking him roughly.
‘What happened?’ Gastoen asked, his voice more calm and even than Veytman’s savage tone. Bernard turned his face towards the sound of Gastoen’s voice.
‘Claeis… Claeis,’ was all the man could stutter.
‘What about Claeis?’ snapped Veytman, pulling Bernard to his feet. ‘Where is that idiot brother of yours?’ Veytman slapped Bernard with his open hand, trying to beat sense back into the frightened man.
‘Gone!’ Bernard shrieked. ‘A daemon rose from the sea and grabbed Claeis in its claws! It dragged him screaming into the sea!’
The men of Wulfhafen cast apprehensive looks about them and fear began to crawl across their faces as they heard Bernard’s frightened tale. Only Veytman was unperturbed. Far from fear, the hetman broke out into laughter.
‘You expect me to believe that?’ Veytman buried his fist in Bernard’s belly, knocking the man to his knees. ‘A daemon, eh?’ A savage kick to Bernard’s face sent the man sprawling. ‘You and your brother must have found something very choice to concoct that ridiculous tale!’ Veytman sent another booted kick into Bernard’s ribs.
‘I tell you, we were searching the beach and a huge daemon rose from the fog and grabbed my brother!’ Bernard shrieked. Another brutal kick silenced the man. The men of Wulfhafen watched as their leader turned away from the unconscious Bernard, uncertain what to make of the situation.
‘Two of you drag this thief to the meeting hall,’ Veytman ordered. ‘And keep him there,’ he snarled as an afterthought. ‘The rest of you try to find his idiot brother. I won’t stand for any man trying to cheat this village of what it has earned!’ The gathered men began to break away into small groups to search for the missing Claeis.
It was with great reluctance that Karel joined his father and Enghel in the search. Despite Veytman’s contempt for the story Bernard had told, despite the hetman’s claim that this was nothing but a plan to cheat the people of Wulfhafen, the boy was not so very sure that something had not in fact risen from the sea and taken Claeis. More than ever before, Karel understood that Wulfhafen was an evil place and that perhaps the Darkness had at last reached out to claim its own.
 
THE SEARCH WAS called off after only a few hours. There was no sign of Bernard’s missing brother, but neither was there any trace of the sea daemon that had supposedly made off with the man. A furious Veytman had returned to the meeting hall, a murderous look in his eyes. He was quite vocal in his determination to beat the whereabouts of Claeis and the hidden plunder from Bernard and it was not too long after Veytman had entered the structure that the first screams of agony sang out across Wulfhafen.
The other men returned to their homes for the most part, although a few chose to watch the proceedings in the meeting hall. Some, no doubt, did so out of sheer sadistic urges, but Gastoen privately wondered how many did so because they harboured doubts about the honesty of their hetman and desired to be present to hear for themselves what Bernard had to say.
Gastoen and Karel returned to their home, Karel’s mother already preparing a stew from one of the lobsters they had captured the day before. Karel, for his part, fell asleep awaiting the preparation of the food, slumping down in his chair. Gastoen smiled, knowing how little sleep the youth had had over the last few days, excited about his trial of manhood. Gastoen rose from his chair, prepared to rouse his boy and usher him to the greater comfort of his bed when he noticed the soggy, leather-bound book tumble to the floor from its resting place within Karel’s shirt. Curious, Gastoen picked up the book and returned to his chair.
It was nearing dusk when Gastoen finished his examination of the book. He had scanned every page, trying in vain to decipher the smeared script, a task his own feeble reading skills were not equal to. The drawings were in better shape, and Gastoen gazed at them with a thrill of wonder he had not felt since he himself was a young boy. He stared at the strange pictures, likening them to a curious creature he had once seen in a Marienburg shop: a beast the shop owner had called a lizard, claiming it came from far off Araby. Gastoen could discern no scale for the animals depicted in the drawings, but he could not shake the feeling that the subjects of these pictures were massive, resembling the lizard he had seen in the same way an ogre resembled a man. It was not until he saw the strange plants that a frightful thought occurred to Gastoen. The fisherman and ship wrecker shook his son back into awareness.
‘Come along, Karel,’ Gastoen said, rising from his chair once again and grabbing his hat from its peg beside the door. ‘We are going over to the meeting hall.’
 
BERNARD’S SCREAMS HAD long since stopped. As Gastoen and Karel entered the large building, its floor composed of looted deck planks, they could see their former neighbour lying hunched in one corner of the main room. The man was unconscious, his chest barely rising. One of his eyes was a darkened hole, the flesh about the burned socket blackened and charred.
‘He didn’t say anything,’ Veytman said when he noticed Gastoen enter. Emil and a half dozen other men stood near the hetman, drinking some of the gold coloured rum. ‘He stuck to that idiotic daemon tale of his.’ Veytman paused and took a deep swallow from his own leather mug. ‘We’ll try again when he comes around.’
‘I want you to see something,’ Gastoen said, walking towards Veytman, the book in his hands. Gastoen opened the volume to a page he had marked and showed it to the hetman.
‘Do you see this?’ Gastoen asked, pointing to one of the drawings. Veytman glanced at the picture of a strange looking plant and shrugged his shoulders. A few of the other men gathered around to see what was being discussed, staring at the book from over Gastoen’s shoulders.
‘What am I supposed to see in that?’ Veytman sighed, taking another pull from his mug.
‘We found a plant just like that washed ashore,’ Gastoen answered, one of the other villagers nodding his head in affirmation.
‘So? Is it valuable?’ Veytman remained confused. Gastoen turned the pages to where the drawings of the animals were.
‘Don’t you see? If they had some of the plants in this book on the ship, perhaps they also had some of the animals,’ Gastoen’s voice was on edge, frustrated that he was not getting through to Veytman. Before he could press the point and try to remove the look of confusion in Veytman’s eyes, the door of the meeting hall again opened.
‘The daemon!’ wailed the grizzled, toothless face of Una, the wife of Enghel. The woman closed upon Veytman, beating on the hetman’s chest and wailing hysterically. ‘A sea daemon, as big as a house! It rose out of the fog and killed my husband!’
Every man in the room except Gastoen, Karel and the unconscious Bernard broke into laughter. One of the men grabbed Una and pulled her off of Veytman.
‘Enghel should not have told you about that,’ laughed Emil. ‘You see enough monsters in your cups without him providing you with more.’
‘I shall have to see if all of the rum is accounted for,’ joked Veytman, draining his mug.
‘I tell you, a sea daemon killed my husband!’ the woman shrieked again in protest. A fresh round of laughter broke out.
‘As big as a house?’ mocked Emil. ‘I remember the time you said there was a wolf living in your boathouse and all we found was a marmot! This daemon of yours is probably just a big ship’s rat and Enghel is sitting in his home right now with a bitten finger!’
Una began a fresh tirade of shrieks and curses causing Veytman to look across the room at Emil.
‘Better go and have a look at it, just to shut her up,’ the hetman declared. Emil stomped across the room and gathered up a wicker lobster trap. He marched toward the door but paused on the threshold to stab a finger at the sobbing woman.
‘When I catch this damn thing, whatever it turns out to be, I am going to make you eat it, you wailing harpy,’ the man warned. With that, he was lost to the growing shadows in the lane outside.
 
IT WAS ABOUT fifteen minutes later when the door of the meeting hall opened again. The pale, drained figure that entered bore little resemblance to the jovial, half-drunk Emil they had last seen. The ship wrecker dragged the lobster trap across the room, dropping it midway. A stunned silence gripped everyone in the room, even Una, as the apparition crossed to the elaborate weapons rack that rested against one wall. Looted from the countless ships that had smashed upon the reef and rocks, the armoury of Wulfhafen was a haphazard, but impressive affair. As Emil strode to the weapons, the others in the room could see the huge, gaping wound in the man’s back, as though the flesh had been peeled away, leaving the wet muscles to glisten nakedly.
‘We’re going to need bigger traps,’ he stammered before staggering for a moment, then falling to the floor.
That life had remained in Emil for so long that he had been able to walk as far as the meetinghouse had been a testament to the hardened shipwrecker’s brutal vitality.
‘Sound the alarm!’ ordered Veytman, the hetman being the first to shake himself from his shock. The command brought a fresh wail of terror from Una, but one of the men hurried to set the alarm bell ringing. Veytman scrambled over to the weapons rack so recently visited by Emil and began handing some of the carefully hoarded armaments to those men in the room. Even the choice armaments, like the heavy Bretonnian broadsword and the finely crafted battle axe that one visitor to Wulfhafen had sworn was dwarf-made were doled out. Now seemed to be no time to hoard the more elegant weapons.
‘What good are these against a daemon?’ protested a wide-eyed fisherman as he was handed a spiked mace.
‘It is no daemon!’ declared Gastoen, pushing his way to the front of the group. Already men were rushing into the meeting hall, summoned by the alarm bell. Gastoen raised his voice for the benefit of the men who had just arrived. ‘It is some strange beast from whatever foreign shore that ship visited!’ Gastoen repeated, trying to calm the superstitious dread slinking into the mob.
‘Alright,’ Veytman snarled. ‘Everyone arm themselves, every third man get a torch, and let us see what manner of beast has chosen to die in Wulfhafen!’
 
THE MOB WAS strangely silent, for all of its numbers, as every able bodied man in Wulfhafen crept through the darkened lane, creeping like a band of thieves toward the all too near row of boathouses and fishing shacks. The fog hung thick about the village, clogging the streets with a misty grey shroud that the torches could pierce only partially. The men kept close to one another and even Veytman could not bring himself to enforce his earlier command that the men break up into teams of five. The sound of the surf striking the beach grew louder as the men pressed on, ignoring the fearful visages that peered at them from behind the windows of the huts they passed.
At last they reached the site where the long row of boathouses and shacks had once stood. The ramshackle structures were in a shambles, looking for all the world like victims of a hurricane. But no gale had blown upon Wulfhafen, for the fog lay thick and unmoving all about them. A strange sense of dread fell upon the armed mob. Veytman and a few of the braver villagers crept towards the nearest of the shacks, staring with horror at the gaping wounds torn into the wood, bespeaking tremendous strength and lengthy claws. In hushed tones, the men discussed the ruin, concluding that whatever had dealt such damage was no such creature as they had ever heard of. Once again, Gastoen said that it was some weird creature captured by the crew of the lost ship.
As the talk continued, more and more men stalked forward, deciding that if Veytman and the others could linger for so long amidst the devastation, then it must be relatively safe. The men spread out, slightly, examining the destroyed boathouse next to the shack. One of the men at once came running back, his hand smeared red with blood.
‘It must be from Enghel or Emil,’ Gastoen gasped. He rallied several men to his side and ran towards the boathouse. Veytman was quick to follow the older maris lead, bringing the bulk of the mob with him.
A ghastly sight greeted Gastoen’s group as they rounded the corner of the partially collapsed boathouse. Looming out of the fog, only a few feet away, was an immense shape of scaly grey and black flesh. The man to Gastoen’s right let out a cry of horror as he saw the massive scaly back and tail revealed in the flickering torchlight. The creature turned around slowly, facing the crowd just as Veytman and his followers rounded the corner.
It was huge, easily twice the size of a man. Because it had been hunched the beast’s head not been visible over the boathouse, Now it rose to its full height, towering over the structure. Indeed, Una had not exaggerated when she said the monster was as big as a house. In shape it was roughly like a man, though only roughly. Its entire body was covered in grey scales, which faded to white as they came to its belly. Stripes of black, thicker scales criss-crossed its back and shoulders. The head was also scaled, a brutish snout protruding from a thick skull. Dangling from the monster’s powerful jaws was the body of Enghel, his head completely within the creature’s mouth. Yellow, snake-like eyes gazed indifferently at the mob while thick, muscular arms swayed indolently from the monster’s broad shoulders. The reptilian horror worked its lower jaw and the skull of Enghel cracked like a walnut, the loud snap echoing into the night.
 
THE SIGHT OF the fiend so casually feeding on one of their own snapped some of the men out of their horrified daze. One bold fisherman lunged at the monster with a boat hook, the makeshift polearm sinking into the thick flesh of the monster’s shoulder. Another lashed at the creature with a broadsword taken from the armoury, cringing back in fright as the weapon impacted harmlessly against the thick scaly flesh of the brute’s leg.
The monster was slow to react. At first it just stared stupidly into the night. Then its lower jaw opened, letting Enghel’s body drop to the ground. A thin, purple tongue whipped out of the scaly mouth, flickering in the air for a moment before withdrawing. Then, the seemingly lethargic beast became a blur of carnage.
A huge clawed hand dropped down upon the man who had so ineffectually struck at the creature’s leg, the blow crushing the man’s collar bone and battering him into a heap of broken bones, a twisted pile of meat recognisable as human only by the screams it still cried. The brute spun about, his powerful tail slamming into the villager with the boathook, knocking him some fifty feet away. The man landed in a crumpled pile on the beach, his head lying at an unnatural angle on its snapped neck. The beast paused, focusing its beady eyes upon the main body of Wulfhafen’s defenders. It opened its jaws and from deep within its massive form came a grunt-like bellow that had several men dropping their weapons to shield their ears from the sound.
Before the mob could react, the monster was in their midst, lashing out with its powerful claws and snapping jaws. Swords and axes struck again and again at the brutish reptilian abomination, more often than not failing to sink into the tough leathery hide. The few wounds that did draw blood from the beast seemed to go unnoticed, as the monster continued to deal death and mutilation to his would-be killers. In that same amount of time, the monster had killed or maimed over a dozen men, their dead or broken bodies lying strewn across the beach.
Veytman swiped at the huge beast with his elegant blade. The finest sword in the entire village impacted against the scaly flesh, sinking deep into the reptile’s thigh. The brute turned, swiping at Veytman. The hetman dodged the crude attack, but the combination of his manoeuvre and the monster’s assault snapped the steel blade. Veytman stared in horror at the broken sword, and the three inches of steel sticking out from the beast’s leg, the creature seemingly oblivious to the injury.
It did not take long for the struggle to become a rout. Nor did it seem that the monster was content to allow its attackers to escape. Bellowing its awful roar once again, the huge scaly giant lumbered after the fleeing men, pursuing them into the village. Despite its bulk, the beast was unbelievably fast. Only the fact that it caught some of the slowest early on and stopped to reduce them to mangled piles of meat gave any of the villagers a chance to reach the supposed safety of Wulfhafen’s buildings. The feeble structures did nothing to stop the reptile’s rampage, however. As the grotesque creature entered the narrow lane, it turned to face the first of the mud and wood huts. The beast’s tongue flickered from its mouth, tasting the air, sensing the people cowering inside. The beast bellowed again, battering the wall of the hut with its immense bulk. Two hits were enough to collapse the wall and bring the thatch roof crashing down upon the inmates of the building. The monster paused for a moment, staring stupidly at the destruction it had caused. Then its eyes detected the squirming forms struggling to emerge from the ruins. The beast descended upon the rubble and screams again filled the night.
Gastoen and Karel remained with Veytman throughout the terrified retreat, following their hetman into the more solidly constructed common house. The woman Una gave a cry of alarm as the enraged men entered the meeting hall. A withering glare from Veytman silenced the half-soused biddy.
‘It is a daemon!’ sobbed Gastoen. ‘It has come to punish us for our evil ways!’ Veytman ignored the incoherent ramblings and made his way to the stack of tiny kegs piled beside the now empty weapons rack. The hetman lifted one of the kegs removing its stopper. Normally employed to light the evil beacon fires, Veytman now had a very different purpose in mind for Wulfhafen’s supply of lantern oil.
‘Beast or daemon, I am going to send that thing back to hell!’ Veytman growled.
‘You cannot kill it! It has been sent by Manann to punish this town for preying upon the sea! No one can defy the judgement of the gods!’ Gastoen broke into a trill of mad cackling, his mind crumbling under the years of guilt that now fuelled his terror.
‘Karel,’ Veytman snapped, ignoring the boy’s mad father. ‘Help me with this! Grab that torch and follow me! Tonight we will see what kind of man you are!’
Karel withdrew his arms from his father’s shoulders and raced to remove the torch the hetman had indicated from its wall sconce. The two men hurried toward the door, determined to put an end to the sounds of death and destruction rising from the street outside, vowing to find the monster preying upon their village and destroy it.
They did not need to find the beast, however. The beast found them.
The front door of the meeting house burst inwards, as if a fully laden wagon had crashed into it. Splintered wood flew in all directions, the shrapnel opening a gash in Karel’s cheek. The great grey and black hulk lowered its head and slithered through the gaping hole in the wall. Once inside, the hissing beast rose to its full height, seemingly oblivious to the dozens of wounds bleeding all over its body. The head of the dwarf axe was buried deep in the creature’s back, and still it showed no sign of injury. The monstrous brute let its head oscillate from side to side, surveying the room with its reptilian eyes, tasting the air with its slender purple tongue. Then the mighty beast roared, the tremendous sound deafening within the close confines of the room.
The effect was immediate. Una shrieked again, scrambling for the rear door of the meeting hall, disappearing through the portal with a speed and agility that should have been impossible for a woman of her age and health. Roused from his pain-filled slumber, Bernard focused his remaining eye upon the hideous reptile. At once, the man was crawling across the floor, hurrying after the departed Una. The creature made to pursue the fleeing wretch, but a much closer victim gave the enraged brute pause.
Karel could not hear what his father was saying, his ears still ringing with the monster’s mighty roar. Gastoen had run forward as the beast broke into the meeting hall and had fallen to his knees before the hulking brute. To Karel, it appeared that the man was actually praying to the huge reptile, a look of insane rapture on Gastoen’s wizened face. The creature looked down at the figure bowed down before its knees. The great brute brought one of its enormous clawed fists crashing down into Gastoen’s head, the force of the blow making the man’s skull and neck sink between his shoulders. Barely ten feet away, Karel watched as his father expired, as his world was rent asunder. The man he had loved, respected and admired was no more. The man he had looked up to all his life had been taken from him in one instant of madness and carnage.
Karel gave voice to an almost inhuman cry of rage and loss and charged the huge beast, the knife his mother had pressed upon him gripped firmly in his hand. The knife impacted harmlessly against the reptile’s leg. With an almost dismissive gesture, the hulking brute swatted Karel with the back of its hand, sending the boy flying across the hall. He landed against the far wall, the wind knocked from his lungs. The boy dropped to the floor, groaning the mixture of anguish and agony that wracked his form.
Veytman yelled in fury and ran at the huge monster. The hetman hurled the keg of oil at the beast with his left hand. The object flew lethargically across the room, missing its intended target and breaking apart against the wall behind the creature. The failure of the missile to strike its target did nothing to stop Veytman’s attack. The man lashed out at the huge beast with the torch he held, thrusting the flame upward into the monster’s face.
The creature hissed angrily, flinching away from the flame. Veytman cackled triumphantly, pressing his attack. But he grew too bold, too certain of the beast’s fear. The reptile bellowed again and lashed out with a massive clawed hand. The claws tore through Veytman’s stomach, ripping his intestines from his body. A river of blood fountained out of Veytman’s butchered flesh, sickly yellow stomach matter staining the crimson cataract. Veytman fell to his knees, blood filling his mouth. The last sight his dying eyes focused upon was that of his own innards dangling from the creature’s claws.
As Veytman died, the torch fell from his nerveless fingers, rolling across the floor to meet the spilt oil. Even as the lizardman stomped toward Karel, the flammable liquid caught fire, turning the entire wall into a fiery blaze. The monster turned away from the youth, staring with fear at the blaze behind it, croaking its own terror.
Karel had only moments to act, seconds to overcome the fear gripping his frame, the pain wracking his body. It was a moment to transform a boy into a man. Karel turned towards the rest of the supply of Wulfhafen’s oil, smashing the stoppers from the kegs with the end of the knife still clutched in his hand, pitching the ruptured contents to the ground. The incendiary liquid splashed across the floor, rushing to meet the flames on the other side of the room. The creature turned, perhaps sensing what the boy had done, or perhaps merely looking for another way to leave the building. Whatever its purpose, Karel did not wait to find out. Hurling the torch at the pool of oil gathered about the reptile’s feet, the young man leapt through the rear door of the common house.
The oil ignited at once, transforming the meeting hall into an inferno. The monster tried to flee from the flames all around it, its primitive brain taking long minutes to realise that its own flesh was on fire. The lizardman’s bellows of agony rose from the blaze as the fire seared its scaly flesh.
Outside, the survivors of Wulfhafen emerged from the shelter of their homes; gathering about their burning common house, watching the consuming flames lick into the night sky. The huge beast trapped inside was a long time in dying, its anguished cries ringing into the night for nearly a quarter of an hour. The crowd remained through it all, silent and stunned. There was no sense of triumph in the people of Wulfhafen as the flames consumed the horror that had descended upon their tiny village. Survivors they may be; victors they were not.
 
KAREL GATHERED THE last of his possessions together and kissed his mother one final time. The morning sun had barely peaked above the horizon; the first birds were only just emerging from their nocturnal sanctuaries. Karel shouldered his pack and made to leave the only home he had ever known. He could almost see Gastoen again, sitting at the table, his weathered, cracked hands resting in a cool bowl of fresh water, trying to soothe the pain from his tortuous labours on the sea. He could almost see his father making ready to join the ship wreckers, with all the guilt and shame that had shrouded the evil things he had done to support those he loved. Karel could now understand the strange and frightened looks his father had sometimes favoured him with. It had been the closest Gastoen had ever come to voicing his truest fear, the fear that his son would become himself one day, that the dark practice of Wulfhafen would live on through his own blood.
‘Where will you go?’ his mother demanded, trying to fight back her tears. Karel paused and caressed her tired, worn hand.
‘I am going to go down to Marienburg,’ Karel declared, looking away from his mother for fear that tears would well up in his own eyes. ‘I shall go to the temple of the sea god, see if the priesthood of Manann will have me for one of their own. See if they will allow me to atone for the crimes of my fathers, and my home.’
Karel kissed her again, and stepped out into the narrow lane that wended its way through what was left of Wulfhafen.
Perhaps the village would fade awaynow. Perhaps it would somehow rebuild and endure. Perhaps it would even return to its evil ways. For Karel, it did not matter. He had found the answer to the questions he had asked his father. The beast had not been a daemon, but could it truly be said that it had not been sent by the gods? Had the terrible doom that visited the village not been brought about by their own avarice and greed? Karel could not lead any of his family or neighbours to atone for their misdeeds, for each man was steward of his own soul.
So, the last son of Wulfhafen strode away into the morning light, taking the first steps on the long road of his penance.



        
            
                
            
        

    
THE HANGING TREE



Jonathan Green
 
THE STURDY OAK door of the inn opened with a crash and for just a moment a gust of what the weather outside had to offer - nothing but foul wind and rain - entered the Slaughtered Calf. It seemed hard to believe that it was early spring. It was more like autumn or winter had a hold of these hills.
Grolst, the thickset, greasy-skinned innkeeper, looked up from wiping a grimy, damp cloth around the inside of an a dirty glass. He cast an unwelcoming grimace from beneath beetling brows at the figure standing in the shadows of the doorway, the evening sky darkening behind him. The man ducked beneath the lintel and closed the door behind him. The foul night’s wailing wind and lashing rain became a muffled memory outside the thick stone walls once more. Leaning on a tall, gnarled staff, the figure stepped into the pool of light cast by the cartwheel candelabra.
Grolst surveyed the new arrival suspiciously. The frown on his ruddy face remained. Although swathed in heavy wine-dark robes, the innkeeper could see that beneath them the man was tall and lean, like a hunting dog. His appearance was scruffy and unkempt. He appeared to be into his fifth decade, both his bedraggled black hair, what there was of it on his balding pate, and his long straggly beard greying to white. The skin on his face appeared taught, making his hawkish features even more severe and pronounced.
On closer examination, Grolst could see that in places the grey-bearded man’s robes were scorched black. There was also the glint of metal from objects hung around his neck and from his robes. Grolst thought he even saw a gleaming bird’s skull, a brass key, hanging from his belt - or maybe it was gold - and the hilt of a sword protruding from beneath a fold in his cloak. The stranger’s staff tapped against the floor as he approached the bar.
The red-robed stranger peered at the various dusty bottles and earthenware containers displayed haphazardly on the crooked shelves behind the innkeeper.
‘A glass of that… luska,’ the man said grumpily, placing a pair of copper coins on the bar top. ‘I hate the rain,’ he added, addressing no one in particular as he shook water from his cloak.
Grolst uncorked a grime-coated bottle and poured a measure of the clear Ostland spirit into a small tumbler. He blinked as the potent alcoholic vapour reached his nostrils. Luska was a fiery Ostlander distillation, not unlike the vodka spirit so favoured by the Kislevites, and as it coursed down the drinker’s throat it burnt hotter than a salamander’s tongue. It took a certain taste and a fiery temperament in the drinker to even palate the spirit, let alone actually enjoy it.
Perhaps the stranger had some connection to Kislev. From the few words that he had spoken, his accent sounded as though it might come from the sheep-rearing southern provinces of the Empire, but the man wore his moustaches long and drooping, favoured here in the northern realms that bordered the harsh oblast of Kislev, the kingdom of the Tzars. The stranger was well travelled, certainly.
He picked up his drink and took a seat at a table close to the fire blazing in the hearth of the inn’s huge chimney breast. From the man’s dress Grolst thought that he was most likely a scholar of some field of academic study or other. From the way he travelled alone, without the need for a bodyguard, the innkeeper decided that he probably had some other means of defence that he could call upon in an emergency. Grolst looked at the staff again.
Viehdorf didn’t receive much in the way of passing travellers, making their way down from the main road into the wooded hollow where the village nestled. The Slaughtered Calf lay half way between the two amidst the crowding trees and looming hills. Merchants, mercenaries, peddlers and pilgrims mostly preferred to bed down in the larger Scharfen, half a league back in the direction of Middenheim, or press on along the forest road until they reached the stone-walled security of Felsmauern another half a league further along the road towards Hergig.
The sign over the door hardly seemed appropriate for an establishment called the Slaughtered Calf, although it betrayed the reason for the lack of passing trade. The image of a beastman’s head depicted on the swaying inn-sign attested to the fact that here, on the Middenland-Hochland border, the forested hill-country was beastman territory. The deep forests hid their camps and herdstone lairs. To stray from the roads in these parts was to invite a swift demise.
Viehdorf was one of those pockets of civilisation clinging onto survival amidst the chaos and barbarity of a land where, whatever the Emperor comfortable in his palace in distant Altdorf might claim, savage nature was mistress - and a cruel mistress she was indeed, red in tooth and claw. The village was a faint, flickering candle-flame in the all-encompassing darkness of wild lands, where the populace were prey to the uncaring seasons and the harshness of survival.
On occasion the animals belonging to the people of Viehdorf gave birth to unnaturally twisted offspring. When this happened, mother and child were culled, their carcasses destroyed, and the matter not spoken of again, for to do so was to attract the attentions of the witch hunters. Such men were not known for their tolerance, understanding or restraint.
If any did stray this way the people of Viehdorf knew what had to be done.
As Grolst considered this new stranger, he gazed across the barroom and took in the other people sheltering from the unseasonable night within the inn. There were the usual regulars; local foresters and other villagers, including the blacksmith, all eyeing the stranger warily, making him feel about as welcome as the plague. There was also another stranger in their midst that night, an armoured roadwarden.
The atmosphere in the tavern was sullen and hostile, talk was restrained to a conspiratorial murmur; there were two strangers in the bar and they were definitely not welcome here. Strangers meant trouble. The people of Viehdorf liked to keep themselves to themselves. That was what proved best and had kept them unmolested by the world beyond the forested boundaries of their village, them and their forefathers before them.
The blacksmith was watching the red-robed stranger but he was also giving the roadwarden on the other side of the bar furtive glances. It was on this man that Grolst’s gaze came to rest. The roadwarden was dressed in a tough leather jerkin and hard-wearing trews, and wore an armoured hauberk as well. A lobster-tailed helmet sat on the table in front of him.
He had arrived earlier that same evening and Grolst was just as wary of him as he was of the straggly-haired stranger. The roadwarden had paid for one flagon of ale and had made it last for all the time since. He was enjoying a respite from the harsh, unrelenting conditions outside, no doubt. The leather of his jerkin and his trews dried out in the smoky warmth of the inn’s interior, the air bitter with the smell of hops, pipe-weed and wood smoke. No one dared actually challenge the man but the daggers in the stares the patrons were giving him made their true desires perfectly plain.
The Slaughtered Calf hardly ever had any visitors, so to have two turn up on one night unsettled Grolst deeply, making the sullen innkeeper feel even less charitable than usual. The inn had rooms for rent, certainly, but Grolst was hard pressed to remember when they had last been used by a passing traveller rather than by the unfaithful, carrying on their lustful affairs away from the eyes of their jealous spouses. It was too close to the sacrifice for his liking, just when the people of Viehdorf didn’t want the prying eyes of the Emperor Karl Franz’s authorities, witch hunters or any other stranger looking into their business.
There was one last drinker, sitting alone, who was known to Grolst. The man hardly seemed aware of anything about his surroundings; he just stared mournfully into the bottom of his tankard, shoulders slumped, his face a sagging scowl of sadness. Of course, he had good reason to look so unhappy. The responsibility for the sacrifice had come to rest at his door this time.
The roadwarden raised his tankard and drained the last of the hopsy, locally-brewed ale and, taking up his hammer once again, strode purposefully back to the bar. The soldier fixed the innkeeper with his piercing, steely gaze, making Grolst feel even more uncomfortable. The innkeeper felt his flesh crawl under the unrelenting stare and, in order to break the tension, felt obliged to speak: ‘You moving on then?’
‘I may be,’ the roadwarden said, his voice betraying a cultured accent but also a hint of suspicion in its tone.
Grolst immediately regretted his question but also found himself wondering what had made a man of a highborn upbringing become a wandering warrior, patrolling the Emperor’s highways and protecting those who would travel on them with lawful intentions, especially at such a time of turmoil.
The roadwarden’s manner made Grolst feel uncomfortable enough to provoke a response. ‘Is there good hunting to be had on the Emperor’s roads?’
‘Good enough,’ the roadwarden replied. ‘Your village seems to have got away remarkably unscathed, considering there are tribes of man-beasts amassing within the forests and that there is a war coming to the Empire, the likes of which have not been seen since the time of Magnus the Pious.’
‘A war, you say? I wouldn’t know about that. War doesn’t trouble us here. So what brings you to our peaceful village?’
‘I’m sorry, I should have introduced myself,’ the rugged soldier said offering a smile, though his gaze remained as steely and unforgiving as before. ‘I am Ludwig Hoffenbach. Dark times are upon the Empire and all men are called to play their part, to hold back the storm of Chaos that is threatening to break across the land. You have heard, I take it, that the once-great sentinel city of Wolfenburg fell to a Northman horde last year?
‘I myself have been called to act as part of an Imperial commission, and I was supposed to meet with my compatriot here. Has a templar of the Sigmarite church visited Viehdorf?’
‘A witch hunter, you mean?’ the innkeeper said, feeling his scalp tighten.
‘By the name of Schweitz.’
Grolst swallowed hard. The blood in his veins felt as if it had turned to ice water. He cast an anxious glance over the roadwarden’s armoured shoulder and saw further furtive glances pass around the bar. It was only then that Grolst really realised that the low murmur of conversation inside the Slaughtered Calf had ceased, the foresters, villagers and blacksmith all straining their ears to eavesdrop on what was passing between the innkeeper and the roadwarden. The only one who seemed to be paying no attention at all was the mournful man still staring into the bottom of his pint.
‘A witch hunter?’ the innkeeper said, trying to keep his tone jovial and the unease out.
Out of the corner of his eye Grolst saw that the crimson-clad stranger was watching the exchange at the bar as intently as the inn’s regulars - if anything more so - and fidgeting uncomfortably, apparently at the mention of the witch hunter. Grolst knew how he felt.
‘No, there hasn’t been anyone like that here.’
The roadwarden lent forward slightly and Grolst couldn’t help but notice that his gauntleted hand was resting on the haft of the warhammer slung from his belt.
‘Are you sure?’ There was the same hard smile on Hoffenbach’s lips, the same steel in his eyes.
‘Definitely,’ Grolst said, managing to force a laugh at the same time. ‘I would remember a templar of the Church of Sigmar visiting my poor hovel of an inn. No, no one like that’s been in here.’
‘Very well,’ Hoffenbach said, adjusting his hauberk and making sure that the innkeeper saw not only the insignia of his Imperial commission but also the haft of his warhammer once again. ‘Thank you for your… help.’ He turned towards the inn door. ‘It is time I was gone.’
With that, the roadwarden spun on his iron-shod heel and made to leave the snug of the bar for the wilds of the night outside the walls of the enduring coaching inn. Before he did so, Hoffenbach returned the shifty look the red-robed stranger was giving him.
Then he was gone into the cold, the wind, the dark and the rain.
Grolst went back to occupying himself smearing a tankard with his damp rag, trying to ignore the bewilderment of anxieties and possibilities muddling his mind. They would have to act soon. Grolst would have like to have believed that Viehdorf had seen the last of the roadwarden but he sincerely doubted it.
The grating of a chair on the floor roused Grolst from his thoughts. The innkeeper looked up reluctantly and saw the red-robe taking his turn to approach the bar. Now what? the innkeeper thought resentfully.
‘Do you have any rooms?’ the wild-haired stranger said. The darker water stains around the hem of his robes were fading as the thick material began to dry out.
As soon as the man had uttered the words, a seed of an idea took root within the innkeeper’s mind. He had not thought the red-robe would stay. He had imagined the stranger would have been on his way, like the roadwarden, once he had finished his drink, even if it was after nightfall.
Grolst felt a smile forming on his ugly lips. As soon as he was aware of it, he re-composed the annoyed grimace that made him look like he was irritated by the fact that anyone would dare to waste his time by actually wanting to be served in his inn.
‘If you can pay for it, I have,’ he said snidely.
‘I have money.’ The stranger’s hand disappeared inside his robe and emerged again holding a bulging leather purse.
Grolst’s eyes lit up involuntarily at the sight of it. ‘That should just about do it,’ he muttered grudgingly, although the twinkling in the black pits of his pupils betrayed how he truly felt. Not that the stranger appeared to notice: he was too busy glancing, fretfully almost, at the stony faces around the bar.
‘I want to retire now,’ the stranger said, once the innkeeper had taken payment.
‘Would you care for another drink before I show you to your room?’ Grolst proffered, displaying uncharacteristic generosity.
The stranger’s eyes shot Grolst a suspicious glance, his mouth tight-lipped. Briefly, the innkeeper met the man’s gaze. For a moment, he fancied he could see fires burning deep within them and the ferocity of the flames made him blink and look away.
‘All right then, why not?’
Grolst uncorked the luska bottle again, one whiff of the fiery spirit making his eyes start to water. As he poured a measure of the alcohol into the stranger’s glass, he was aware that all eyes in the bar were on him and the unwelcome visitor. Even the mournful man was looking up at him, his red-rimmed eyes no longer gazing at the bottom of his drink. Through one grimy, lead-paned window Grolst could see the white-yellow bloated orb of a gibbous moon, rising between the grey-cast clouds behind the trees at the top of the hill, and he found his mind wandering to consider what would come to pass later that night.
The sacrifice had to be made soon, and it would be. The people of Viehdorf might not like strangers intruding into the isolation of their village, but they did have their uses; Viehdorf had its own method of protection against the predations of beastmen and their ilk.
‘Here,’ he said as he poured the stranger a double measure into a fresh glass. ‘You look like you need warming up on a night like this. This one’s on the house.’
 
GERHART BRENNEND LOOKED around the Slaughtered Calf’s guest room. He was unimpressed. It was much as he had expected. It was cramped and sparsely decorated. There was one bed, made of rough-hewn timbers, and a chair with a broken leg. The walls were barely plastered and, in places, the bare boards of the internal walls were visible. There was one crack-paned window, which rattled loosely in the wind and rain battering the isolated inn, that looked down onto the stable yard. The tiles of the stable roof were slick with greasy rainwater that ran into leaf-clogged gutters and poured over into the yard in a relentless cascade onto the rain-darkened cobbles.
As Gerhart sat down on the thin straw mattress of the bed a wave of tiredness swept over him. He felt restless despite the weariness that was threatening to overcome him. For a wizard of the noblest Bright Order to have come to this, he thought to himself miserably. Once he had been the holder of the keys of Azimuth, an honoured position in his order, and now he was brought low like this. In fact, he had never been more destitute. His once magnificent robe was scorched and worn shabby, but at least it wasn’t wet anymore. There was nothing a fire mage hated more than rain, other than drowning, perhaps.
Even though he suddenly felt bone-numbingly weary, Gerhart still felt ill at ease. It had been the roadwarden’s enquiries that had done it, and the talk of witch hunters. He had met enough of their bigoted, paranoid kind before.
Trying to dismiss such concerns from his mind, he lay back on the bed, his eyelids suddenly heavy. It was as if all his exertions of the last year had finally caught up with him. But, as he closed his eyes, the scowling faces of those whom he had met before, who hunted the practitioners of the dark arts and servants of the fell powers, came unbidden into his mind. First, there was the Castigator of Schreibe, his red face contorted by zealous rage. Next came the cruelly calm features of the tonsure-headed priest of Stilwold, Brother Bernhardt - Gerhart involuntarily recalled the marks of the cleric’s self-induced mortification that he had suffered in the name of Holy Sigmar. Religious extremism and intolerance could never really be considered positive character traits.
Gerhart was feeling very drowsy now. Then, of course, there was Gottfried Verdammen, the flesh of his face bubbled, red-raw and blistered from the avenging fires…
A sudden noise in the yard below his window roused Gerhart from the drowsy threshold of sleep. A stable door was banging in the persistent wind that whipped through the courtyard behind the inn. Shaking the slumber from him, he rose from the bed and peered out of the corner of the cracked window into the dark and the rain.
Through half-closed eyes he saw a cloaked figure duck into a stable, the door banging shut on its latch behind him. The wizard blinked his eyes clear, but the figure was gone. Had he really seen anyone?
Another wave of fatigue washed over him and he had to sit down on the bed again, as his legs practically gave way beneath him. What had he just seen? Of course, it could be nothing more than an ostler tending the animals stabled there. Gerhart’s heightened sense of mistrust would not let him believe something so innocent or simple. What clandestine activity was taking place out in that stable on a night like this?
He could fight the tiredness no longer. Putting his overwhelming exhaustion down to his long journey and the leeching effect of the continual rain on his powers, he gave in at last, falling asleep as soon as his head hit the musty-smelling pillow.
 
‘YOU’RE SURE THIS is going to work?’
‘Don’t worry. I’ve taken care of things.’
‘But the sacrifice has to be made tonight.’
‘I told you, it’s taken care of.’
‘So my Gertrude is safe? Truly?’
‘She is now. Remember, we owe everything to our protector, just as our forefathers did in years past. We must make the sacrifice. We all have our part to play. It is better that one die than the village die. The good of the many is what matters. The good of the many.’
Grolst took in the furtive group gathered within the dark of the stable, the smell of mouldering straw and stale horse dung strong in his nostrils. There were four of them, their hunched forms outlined by the rain-washed moonlight. As well as the thickset innkeeper, there was the blacksmith and the mournful looking man from the bar, as well as a bearded, burly forester. Grolst looked around the darkened stable.
Everyone in the village, of adult age at least, knew the truth about Viehdorf, but there was something about their dark secret that still made them feel uncomfortable speaking of it openly.
‘What do you mean, you’ve taken care of things?’ the broad-shouldered blacksmith asked, an edge of anger in his voice.
‘Have a little faith, won’t you?’ the innkeeper said, his slack smile invisible in the gloom.
‘Enough of this goading, Grolst,’ the forester rumbled. ‘Now is not the time for tomfoolery. I’ve seen the rise in beastman activity in the forests on the borders of our lands. In fact, I’ve never seen so much in all my born days. We’re all troubled by it. We need to ensure that our village remains protected. We cannot miss the sacrifice.’
‘And we won’t,’ Grolst reassured them with all the guile of a serpent. ‘He won’t give us any trouble. I put poppy seed juice in his glass. He won’t have tasted it under the luska. He’ll sleep now until doomsday. Won’t nothing wake him before we’re done with him.’
‘Then we do this now,’ the blacksmith said gruffly.
‘We do it now,’ the others agreed.
Strangers did have their uses after all, the innkeeper mused as the party crept out of the stable into the night.
 
FROM HIS HIDING place behind the sag-roofed barn, Roadwarden Hoffenbach looked down on the Slaughtered Calf from up amongst the scraggy trees through the sheeting rain. There appeared to be four of them shuffling self-consciously between the half-closed gates of the inn’s stabling yard. Waiting on the dirt road outside was a heavy-built saddled shire horse, huffing and snorting irritably in the rain. The men were carrying what, at first, appeared to be an awkwardly packed sack. The only light illuminating their venture came from the moon. An arm flopped loosely from amidst the folds of rough cloth, as one of the men shifted his hold on the bundle, and Hoffenbach realised that what they were in fact carrying was a body. Unless he was very much mistaken, it was the bearded, staff-bearing stranger who had been in the bar earlier that same evening.
Hoffenbach watched and waited, the rain pattering on the brim of his lobster-tail helm.
One of the party, whom the roadwarden was almost certain was the village blacksmith, took hold of the shire horse’s reins and put a calming hand on the beast’s muzzle, as the other conspirators manhandled their captive onto his back. Was the man dead or merely unconscious? Hoffenbach had no way of knowing. What did intrigue him was that the conspirators were securing the stranger’s gnarled staff to the horse’s saddle along with a scabbarded sword, which the roadwarden supposed must also belong to the comatose man.
If he acted now he could stop them, he considered, but if he did so he knew that he wouldn’t get to the bottom of what was going on here, and might also pass up an opportunity to discover what had happened to the witch hunter Scheitz. Hoffenbach knew the slovenly innkeeper had been lying when he said that he hadn’t seen the witch hunter, but just how much did he know? From his involvement in tonight’s proceedings, the roadwarden guessed it was a great deal.
No, Hoffenbach decided, feeling the reassuring weight of his warhammer as he hefted it in his hands, he would hold back and see where the Viehdorfers were taking the red-robed stranger. He had seen his type before too, working as part of an Imperial commission, as he was. Practitioners of the Arts Magicae. Spell-casters. Wizards.
 
AS THE MEN led the horse and its burden away from the Slaughtered Calf and off the road along the winding paths of the forest, the roadwarden followed, keeping his distance, unseen. Once the party entered the forest, with the eerily glowing disc of the moon broken by the rain-lashed canopy above them, moved away from the ambient light of the inn, they opened the shutters of the lantern they were carrying and the way through the woods was illuminated by a circle of yellow light.
The ground rose as they travelled south, putting several miles between themselves and the inn. The going was slow as the blacksmith carefully guided his horse over jutting stones and swollen root boles that infringed on the narrow path that they were following. The men were taking care not to slip in the quagmire that the gradually easing rain had made of the ground.
The further they travelled into the tangled forest the quieter the dark woods became, the tree trunks more twisted, the undergrowth more thorny and wild, the path less well defined. Hoffenbach felt uneasy. To him, this was the kind of place that the foul-brood beastmen would call home.
Then, at the top of a craggy hill, they broke through into a clearing. Hoffenbach ducked down behind the stump of a lightning-felled beech, and from his hiding place saw before him something that made the rest of the forest seem like a pleasant arboreal idyll.
The tree was huge, surely larger than any other tree he had seen in the forest; its thick trunk twisting upward and splitting into a mass of warped and misshapen, leafless branches. The top of the tree seemed to point an accusing finger at the cloud-shrouded night’s sky, as if in defiance of the gods themselves. Hoffenbach was not able to discern what species the tree must once have been. Its sheer size suggested an oak to him, but the nature of its rough bark, grey and granite-like in the light of the moon that was cast down into the glade between the towering trees, seemed more like that of an ash. Its warped nature was unlike any creation of nature Hoffenbach knew. Perhaps this tree was no creation of nature.
It was not just the writhing form of the tree that lent this place such an all-pervading horror. It was also the bodies, in various states of decay, hanging from its branches. Some were barely more than lichen-flecked skeletons, loosely held together by fibrous ligaments; others mere bones, dangling from moss eaten lengths of hempen rope. Others amongst the tree’s grisly trophies were fresher corpses, still clad in the clothes or armour they had worn in life, their flesh grey and greening, heads lolling, eyes plucked clean from their sockets, mouths fixed in rictus grins of death.
There were the bodies of all manner of people hanging here, the cadavers swaying in the wind that wound down through the glade to caress the hanging tree. There were still more rotten strands of rope left trailing forlornly from the higher branches, their bodies having fallen, now lying amongst the mouldering leaf litter that covered the putrid soil of this place. Hoffenbach could see a ribcage here, a shattered skull there.
It was then that he saw, half-buried in the mud and mulch, the red-patina links of the great chains. Each one was secured to the macabre trunk at one end - looped around its great girth or hooked over iron pegs that had been hammered deep into the wood - and at the other to one of a number of boulders that were half-sunken in the earth around the perimeter of the glade. Hoffenbach couldn’t begin to imagine why.
A gust of wind carried the vile scents of decomposition to him. He could taste it now on his tongue and he felt the hairs on the back of his neck rise as his unease increased. The rain that had become a gentle patter on the leaves above his head finally ceased. The hanging tree didn’t so much seem to grow as to thrust its way out of the putrid earth. The air of the clearing was heavy with the smell of leaf-mould, wet clay and putrefaction - the smell of corruption.
It was only then that he realised that one of the hanging corpses was that of his erstwhile partner, Schweitz.
The witch hunter’s body swung slowly like a macabre pendulum, his head tilted to one side at an unnatural angle, his cape torn into tatters, his eye sockets black, bloody holes. Hoffenbach could see that the tips of several branches were buried inside the witch hunter’s dead body, as if they had been forced into the corpse for some reason. It almost looked, in fact, as if they had grown that way. What ghoulish practices were taking place here? Perhaps the villagers didn’t just hang their victims.
The only half-sane conclusion Hoffenbach could draw, from what he saw here, was that the villagers offered the tree sacrifice in the perversely misguided belief that it somehow protected Viehdorf with its malign influence - the rotting flesh of the corpses feeding the tree’s hungry roots. Indeed, on his travels throughout the Emperor’s realm, he had heard half-told tales of such barbaric practices before.
Still hidden behind the broken stump, Hoffenbach continued to watch, but still he did not rush to act. If there was anything that his career as a roadwarden on the highways of His Imperial Majesty had taught him, it was patience. He would watch and wait for his moment.
The bushy bearded forester, his axe tucked into his belt at his side, took a noosed rope from a saddlebag and threw half of its coiled length over one of the lower branches of the ghoulish tree.
Hoffenbach continued to watch as the noose was pushed roughly over the unconscious prisoner’s head.
Abruptly the man began to stir, shaking his head to clear it of sleep and clutching clumsily at the blacksmith who was trying to pull the noose tight around his neck. Then, when he began to understand the mortal danger he was in, the man started to struggle more violently, arching his back; punching and kicking at his captors to free himself from their grasp.
Now was Hoffenbach’s moment. Raising his hammer above his head, he charged into the clearing, leaf mould squelching and brittle bones cracking beneath his pounding footfalls.
 
GERHART’S EYES BULGED open as he felt a rope tighten around his neck. Reacting on instinct, he kicked out as he tried to free himself from the rough hands he could feel holding him down. He heard a man grunt in pain, felt the hands let go and then had the wind half-knocked out of him as he fell onto the wet ground, landing with a jarring smack on his right shoulder. As consciousness returned to him he became half-aware of men shouting, one as if charging into battle, others in an angry and confused clamour. The wizard managed to get both hands on the knot around his neck and strained at it to loosen the noose and free himself.
Coughing and gasping for breath, he rose onto his knees and pulled the noose free. Well, that was a first. People had tried to drown him, fry him to a crisp and shoot him, but no one had ever tried to hang him before.
A combination of wan moonlight and the orange, flickering glow of a lantern on the ground nearby showed him that he was in a forest clearing. The shadow of a huge, twisting tree loomed over him, even darker shapes hanging from its branches. He heard an angry whinny and realised that, as well as men, there was a horse here. He could smell its animal-sweat stink. There was a man lying on his back in the mud and leaves not three feet away. That must have been the man he had kicked.
How dare they? His temper blazed that these impudent peasants would try to do away with him, a battle wizard of the noble Bright Order of the Colleges of Magic!
The fire wizard scrambled to his feet. Leaves and thorny twigs clung to the hem of his muddied robes. The other man was also back-up on his feet and Gerhart saw that it was the man from the inn whom he had taken to be the village blacksmith. The blacksmith was slipping on the wet ground lunging for something the large shire horse was carrying. With a ringing of steel the blacksmith drew what Gerhart realised was his own sword from the scabbard that had been tied to the horse’s saddlebag, along with his staff.
With an angry shout, the blacksmith threw himself at the wizard. Gerhart barely managed to twist out of the way of the enraged man’s charge. The tip of his sword landed with a wet thunk where, only a moment before, Gerhart’s leg had been, slicing into the knotty tissue of an exposed root. Out of the corner of his eye, Gerhart thought that he saw the root retracted at the blow, as a wounded animal might withdraw its paw from a closing trap.
The blacksmith might be skilled with his hammer and anvil but he was no swordsman. Evading another uncoordinated swing, Gerhart stumbled over to the horse and tugged his staff free of the saddlebag. The blacksmith’s next lunge was parried by the gnarled wood.
The wizard saw that the roadwarden was already trading blows with the forester, warhammer against axe, whilst the fat, nervous innkeeper was holding back from the fight.
Then there was the last of the men in the lynch mob - the gaunt, sorrowful individual Gerhart had seen drinking by himself - running at him, nock-bladed dagger drawn, wailing like a rabid animal, as if all human reason had left him.
The fire mage swung at the desperate man with his staff but his movements were still clumsy and uncoordinated, even though adrenalin was now rushing though his veins, purging drugged sleep from his body. He clipped the man’s arm with the charcoaled end of his staff, but not hard enough to disarm him. The return blow with the other end, however, cracked the sad-eyed man across the chin and he dropped to his knees, blood pouring from his mouth.
Gerhart reeled, his head spinning, as the blacksmith came at him again, his teeth bared in an expression of angry defiance. Gerhart staggered backwards and collided with the snorting shire horse, which whinnied again and broke away, cantering towards the edge of the clearing.
The wizard’s sword, still in the blacksmith’s hands, connected with his staff, the blow sending jarring pain up Gerhart’s arms through his wrists. If the staff had not been toughened by years of fire-tempering and absorption of raw magical energy, the blow would probably have splintered it.
Gerhart knew it was unlikely he would be able to hold off the brute strength of the blacksmith, even if he was an unskilled swordsman. He would need to draw on the other resources he had at his disposal to bring about an end to this battle.
He quickly tried to put some distance between himself and the blacksmith as possible and then closed his eyes on the chaos surrounding him. A spark flared in the darkness of his mind. Gerhart opened his eyes again but looked now with his eldritch mage-sight.
The winds of magic whirled and twisted through the clearing, visible to Gerhart as tormented currents and spinning eddies, bright coruscating ribbons of power. Black shadow-trails were drawn to the tree. Emerald tongues of flame slithered across the forest floor. Slanting, aquamarine bars of sorcerous radiance danced in the sky above the forest, like the fabled Northland aurora. Then he saw what he had been seeking. Hovering in the air over a forgotten lantern, left on the ground by one of the lynch mob, a nimbus of red and orange light, flickering like a candle-flame.
He drew the burnished glow to him, inhaling deeply as he did so, letting the esoteric energies into every fibre of his being, feeling them warming him to the core, as if they were healing his injuries, replenishing his strength. Years of experience fighting upon battlefields across the length and breadth of the Empire helped him focus now. Inside his mind a flame burned, bright and intense, growing in strength as Gerhart’s anger fed its ferocity, and a spell took shape there.
At the edge of his field of vision, Gerhart saw the axe wielding forester fall as the roadwarden parried the slicing arc described by the axe blade and brought his own weapon around to connect with the side of his opponent’s head with skull-cracking force.
Then the spell was ready and the wizard could contain its power no longer.
In an instant the lurching blacksmith was alight, his whole body, clothes and hair ablaze as if the source of the fire came from inside him. The man faltered in his run, but then stumbled onward, the fire consuming him, dropping Gerhart’s sword. A piercing scream rose from the flailing human torch.
Gerhart was aware of other cries of panic.
Seeing what the wizard had done to the boldest of their companions, through the crackling flames curling from the burning blacksmith, Gerhart saw the innkeeper now mounted on the shire horse, having somehow managed to haul his bulk onto its back, kicking his heels into its ribs as the mournful man, struggled to climb on behind him. He could hear a pathetic whimpering accompanying their flight. With a whinny, the horse galloped off into the forest, its hoofs beating a tattoo - like distant thunder on the ground that was swallowed up by the trees.
The blacksmith took two more clumsy steps and then collapsed, his cries silenced. The only sound now was the wailing whine, fizz and pop of the intense fire consuming his body.
Gerhart felt drained. Exhausted, the fire mage slumped to his knees on the leaf-churned ground. He slowly became aware of the roadwarden’s cautious approach and looked up through weary eyes at the man standing over him, hammer still in hand. The black silhouette of the hanging tree rose up behind Hoffenbach, a sinister, warped perversion of nature, its branches - almost more like rough-skinned tentacles than tree limbs - clawed at the stratus-crossed sky. Blood ran from underneath the iron brim of the roadwarden’s helmet.
If it hadn’t been for the roadwarden’s intervention it was quite likely that Gerhart’s body would have joined those other crow-picked carcasses hanging like vile death-trophies from the possessive clutches of the tree. Now the warden was looking at the wizard in shocked surprise - perhaps even horror having witnessed the spontaneous combustion of the blacksmith. He had risked his own life to save Gerhart from being sacrificed to the tree. Hoffenbach’s expression mirrored how his feelings were vying with each other, as he tried to reconcile saving the sorcerer’s life with the devastating powers he had seen unleashed. Was it wise to let such a dangerous wizard live?
Gerhart Brennend had seen that expression before. The roadwarden was just as suspicious of wizards as the next superstitious peasant.
Black tentacle-shadows writhed with unnatural life in the darkness. Hoffenbach opened his mouth to speak but the only sound that came from his throat was a gargling death rattle. There was a wet ripping sound and Gerhart felt a warm, cloying wetness splash his face. His nostrils were suddenly heavy with the hot smell of iron. Blood. It was only then that the wizard saw the broken end of a tree-limb protruding from the man’s neck above the top of his hauberk.
Gerhart watched in horror, transfixed, as other branches seized the roadwarden’s arms, body and legs, wrapping themselves fluidly, disgustingly around the man with a creaking like a yew bow being pulled taut. Cold realisation leeched the resolve from him to replace it with a numbing chill as he barely dared to believe what he was witnessing. Denied its sacrifice, the hanging tree itself had come to chaotic life. The tree effortlessly lifted the choking roadwarden into the air and then, in one violent eruption tore the wretched man limb from limb. Pieces of Hoffenbach dropped to the ground, offal left dangling from the writhing branches. Then the tree reached for the wizard.
Gerhart recovered himself immediately, the dire urgency of his predicament filling him with renewed resolve. His sword lay close to the still smouldering body of his foolish attacker. Reacting almost instinctively, Gerhart rolled away from the clutching grasp of the branches, stretched out his right arm and snatched up his soot-smeared blade. The pommel was still warm to the touch.
The tree lashed out at Gerhart again, only this time he was able to fend off its attack, blocking strikes from its lower branches with his sword. Where his blade struck the tree, thick dark sap oozed from its wounds like blood.
The branches recoiled from the wizard’s wounding blows, giving Gerhart the opportunity to get to his feet once more. He backed away out of its reach. It seemed to the mage that the creaking and groaning of the wood, as it contorted itself into all manner of writhing shapes, was the tree growling at him.
The hanging tree was not done with him yet. With a clanking of protesting rusted metal links, the tree uprooted itself, pulled great splayed roots, dripping earth, from the grave-soil ground of the clearing and began to drag its massive bulk towards him. The boulders secured to the taut chains also came free of the orange flecked mud as the tree heaved the great rocks attached to it across the clearing, gouging great ruts in the putrid loam.
Gerhart had faced all manner of horrors before - slithering Chaos-created spawn-things, a living daemon-cannon, creatures born of nightmares that by rights should never have existed in the waking world - but nothing so primal, so ancient and so terrifying as this hanging tree before. He could feel the malign influence of the Chaos energies fuelling the tree’s unnatural vigour all around him. He could feel it thickening the air, feel it raising the hackles on the back of his neck, chilling his spine, freezing the marrow in his bones, taste its bitter gall in his mouth. He even felt its cold, corrupting touch in the dark depths of his very soul.
It was more than that; there was a malign sentience there too, gnawing at the edges of his own consciousness. Gerhart’s preternatural senses revealed flashes of visions that were something like memories to him…
He saw blood-daubed, tattooed tribesmen offering the tree sacrifice in the form of enemies bested in battle… He sensed the powers of dark magic being drawn to the tree over the centuries as a result of the blood rites practised before it, and the sacrifices continuing, even as the tribe’s settlement become the village of Viehdorf… He shared in the memory when the tree, so imbued was it with warping power, gained some kind of self-awareness… Its influence spreading through the soil beneath the forest, just like its roots, to encompass the village, corrupting the minds of the people who dwelt there so that they continued to feed it human souls, helping to strengthen the tree all the time. In turn its malignancy kept all other threats to its dominance at bay, in an unbroken cycle of corruption, sacrifice and soul-feasting…
Gerhart had overheard the exchange that took place between the greasy innkeeper and the roadwarden back at the inn. Now he understood why the rising storm of Chaos had left this place untouched. Chaos was already here.
His mind awash with disturbing images, in the dark Gerhart did not see the root push itself up out of the ground and snag itself around his ankle. Then he has falling, unable to stop himself. Gerhart plunged down the slope that dropped away at the edge of the clearing, tumbling head over heels through thorny thickets; roots and stones bruised his body, brambles snagging his beard.
He slid to a halt in a bed of nettles, cracking his head against a weatherworn stone. The jolt stunned him for a moment but also helped him shake himself free of the tree’s malevolent influence. The hanging tree was crashing towards him, splintering saplings under its weight. Bodies swung wildly from its upper branches, or were torn from it as they snagged in the crooks of elm and silver birch.
It was almost on top of him now. A slimy jawbone fell from the skeletal canopy of the tree into Gerhart’s lap as the chaos tree’s violent lurching shook it loose from a cadaver swinging high above.
There was no way that he could prevail here armed only with his sword, Gerhart realised. There was only one thing that could save him now. Gerhart looked with his mage-sight again and a glimmer of hope entered his heart. The hollow where he lay was saturated with swirling magical energy. There were places in the world that attracted the winds of magic more strongly than others, like iron filings were attracted to a lodestone.
The fire wizard looked down at the stone he had hit with his head. The tracery of ancient carvings could still just be made out beneath the lichen crawling over its surface, possibly made by the tribesmen who had first offered the tree fealty in times long past. The concentration of magical power was greatest here; drawn to this spot by the ancient stone. Had the primitives who put the stone here realised what effect its positioning would have, Gerhart wondered? It was a potential stockpile of power just waiting to be tapped.
The tree reached for Gerhart for the last time, for now there was no escape for the wizard. As it did so, he breathed out slowly and, ignoring the pain in the back of his skull, focused his mind once more.
So saturated in eldritch force was this spot that the very essence of the winds of magic simply poured into the attuned wizard, the tongue of flame burning inside his mind exploding into a devastating firestorm. Gerhart flung his arms out towards the tree, his hands seeming to burst into flame as he did so. Sorcerous power roared from his fingertips, becoming a roiling ball of liquid fire as it raced towards the hanging tree. Yellow fires blazed within his eyes as Gerhart cast his spell, immolating the tree with his fiery magic. He had not felt power like this since Wolfenburg.
Flames washed over the tree, taking hold immediately all over its grotesquely bulging trunk, fat with the countless souls it had consumed. The tree let out a cacophonous scream, like the splintering of wood, as if myriad voices were screaming in unison with the angry roaring of the flames. The tree writhed in tortured agony as it burned, the rotting corpses hanging from its contorted bow catching light as well. Skeletal forms crashed to the forest floor in a flurry of sparks as their ropes burnt through, the raging inferno lighting up the top of the hill and the forest around it.
His spell cast, his power spent, Gerhart staggered clear of the dying tree. Out of range of its flailing, fiery death-throes, the wizard watched with grim satisfaction as the tree burned. As it burned, he fancied that he could see faces contorted in agony distorting the bark-skin of the tree, adding their howling voices to the tree’s death-screams.
Satisfied that his work here was done, his staff and sword recovered, Gerhart left the clearing on the same path the horse had taken with its two riders. The wizard followed its hoof prints back towards the Slaughtered Calf and the corrupted village.
The tree itself had shown the wizard that the people of Viehdorf were party to its evil. The land would not be free of the contagion that was the Chaos growth’s malignant influence until the corruption that had been allowed to fester there, thanks to this root of evil, had been exorcised and the wound cauterised.
Before dawn Viehdorf would burn.



        
            
                
            
        

    

THE MAN WHO STABBED LUTHER VAN GROOT



Sandy Mitchell
 
IF SAM WARBLE had anything which might be described as a philosophy of life, it could best be summed up as ”Don’t go looking for trouble”. Not that he had any need to; trouble had a habit of looking for him, which, on the whole, he was prepared to tolerate. Other people’s trouble tended to be lucrative, and his own even more so. Like most halflings he had a strong affinity for life’s little comforts, and prising him away from them was an expensive undertaking for anyone wishing to engage his somewhat specialised services.
This evening, however, trouble seemed conspicuous by its absence. Sam was settled comfortably in his favourite seat in Esmeralda’s Apron, a halfling-owned tavern on the fringes of Marienburg’s elven quarter, quietly contemplating the remains of a light seven-course supper, the most pressing matter on his mind the one of whether to order a Bretonnian brandy or Kislevan aquavit to wash it down with. The food in the Apron was widely renowned, so it wasn’t that uncommon to see human customers squeezing themselves uncomfortably onto the halfling-sized benches, but he was mildly surprised when one of them approached his table and sat down opposite, staring at him morosely between a pair of knees clad in crimson hose.
‘Alfons. It’s been a while.’ He nodded a cordial greeting, and gestured to the serving maid who’d been hovering nearby, flirting with a party of customers from the Kleinmoot. He might as well order the brandy, as it looked like someone else would be paying. ‘Or am I supposed to call you Mineer de Wit now you’re an alderman?’ He looked thoughtful for a moment. ‘You’re a long way from the Winkelmarkt, so I’m guessing this isn’t a social call.’
‘I thought I might find you here,’ the man confirmed, ordering a second brandy for himself. He waited until it had arrived, and sipped appreciatively at it before continuing. ‘I have a problem. One better discussed away from home.’
‘I see.’ Sam nodded thoughtfully, savouring his own drink. It was smooth and fragrant, and knowing the proprietor of the Apron, undoubtedly smuggled into the city to evade the excise duty. ‘So who’s blackmailing you?’
‘What makes you say that?’ de Wit asked, a little too casually, and Sam nodded, his guess confirmed.
‘You’re a politician. With a lot of goodwill in your home ward, after that business with Luther van Groot, and that means influence.’
‘Which in Marienburg meant the chance to make money; here in the merchantile capital of the Old World, wealth and power were almost synonymous. A little fish tells me you’re in line for a seat in the Burgerhof too.’
‘People say these things,’ de Wit said, his air of modesty about as convincing as a streetwalker’s protestations of virginity. Sam nodded again. The Stadsraad, Marienburg’s parliament, was little more than a puppet show put on by the cabal of merchant houses which really took all the policy decisions, but a seat in the lower house would open up all kinds of valuable contacts to a man as ambitious as de Wit.
‘So I’m guessing someone wants their own slice of the pie, and thinks you’re just the man to get it for them. With the right inducement, of course.’
‘That’s just it,’ de Wit said. ‘They haven’t made any demands yet.’ He pushed a folded scrap of paper across the tabletop. ‘Just veiled threats.’ Sam unfolded it.
We know the truth about you and van Groot, he read. You’ll hear from us again soon.
‘Short and to the point.’ He shrugged, and finished his drink. ‘Luckily for you, so am I. Thirty guilders a day, plus expenses.’ He half expected de Wit to argue, but the alderman merely nodded.
‘Don’t take all week. I don’t have a bottomless purse, you know.’ He counted out thirty gold coins, and tucked the now empty bag back into his belt. ‘The first day’s fee up front, as usual?’
‘That’ll do fine,’ Sam said, slipping the money into his own purse and calling for another round of brandies. He glanced at the slip of paper again, folded it, and handed it back. ‘What do you think it means?’
‘It seems to imply that I was involved in van Groot’s criminal activities,’ de Wit said at once. ‘Which is ridiculous, of course. I was the only man in the entire ward with the guts to stand up to him.’
‘He’s not exactly been missed,’ Sam conceded. The death of their leader had broken the back of van Groot’s gang, and although his lieutenants had carved up most of his illegal enterprises between them, their activities since his demise had been on a far smaller scale. De Wit had been quick to capitalise on the gratitude of his fellow tradesmen to run for office, and both his political and financial affairs had begun to prosper as a result. Sam waited until de Wit had climbed laboriously to his feet, banging his head against one of the rafters in the process, before asking his final question. ‘By the way, and just between the two of us, were you doing any business with van Groot before he died?’ The alderman flushed.
‘If you really believe that, I’ll have my thirty guilders back right now,’ he said. Sam shrugged.
‘For thirty guilders I’ll believe anything you ask me to,’ he replied cheerfully.
 
WITH HIS PURSE now considerably heavier, and several of the finest restaurants in Marienburg within easy walking distance, Sam saw little need to hurry home. Not that he had one in the conventional sense; he rented half a dozen rooms in different districts, moving between them as the mood took him, or his current job dictated. One happened to be in the heart of Alfons’s home ward, so he decided to sleep there that night, hailing a water coach and crossing the Reikmouth the easy way rather than taking the circuitous route across the single mighty bridge which linked the two halves of the maritime city. The boatman dropped him in the heart of the Winkelmarkt, navigating skilfully through the maze of narrow canals which threaded the island chain, leaving him on one of the innumerable landing stages which could be found within a few hundred yards of almost anywhere in the city if you knew where to look.
Waiting a moment to let his eyes adjust to the darkness, Sam climbed the rickety wooden stairs to the alleyway above, hardly needing to see his way at all. His lodgings were only a couple of streets away, and he’d used this landing stage so often he could have found his way home from there blindfolded; or at least blind drunk, which he had done on several occasions. Tonight, though, he was still sober, despite the amount of drink he’d taken on board, ballasted as it had been by enough fine food to have sunk a small carrack.
The alleyway seemed deserted at first, no surprise at this time of night, and he quickened his pace towards the flare of torchlight marking the wider street which crossed it. As he did so one of the patches of shadow ahead of him seemed to move, detaching itself from the darkness of a doorway. Sam glanced behind, seeing another flicker of motion cutting off any possible line of retreat down the alleyway. Fine, he’d just have to keep going forwards then. Breaking into a run, he drew a dagger from his belt.
If the man waiting for him was surprised by this, he gave no sign of the fact, simply walking forward in an unhurried fashion and bracing himself to meet the halfling’s attack. If anything he seemed amused at the idea of his prey being able to mount any effective resistance. Well, the cemeteries were full of humans who’d underestimated a halfling opponent, Sam knew, having put a fair number of them there himself over the years.
As he closed with his assailant, a faint thread of unease began to prickle behind his scalp. The man stood as though he was holding a weapon, but his hands were empty, and something didn’t seem quite right about them.
Almost at the last minute Sam realised what was wrong. Though the would-be assassin’s hands were bare, his arms showing pale where they emerged from his enveloping cape, their outlines were blurred, a haze of darkness hovering about them, swallowing the light that oozed into the alleyway from the street beyond. A clear sign of sorcery.
Forewarned in the nick of time, Sam ducked under the reaching hand, and rolled, trying to ignore the hardness of the cobbles and the thin coating of filth which adhered to his jerkin. A jolt of pain seared through his shoulder as the groping fingers brushed against it, failing to close in time, and then he crashed into the shins of the black-robed assassin. With a yell of surprise the man fell, and Sam slashed at his throat with the dagger in his hand. A spray of blood, almost as black as the shadows in the distant torchlight, fountained, drenching the halfling in warm, sticky fluid.
Almost retching with revulsion Sam clambered to his feet, already searching for the other man he’d seen, but the wizard’s confederate had obviously had second thoughts despite the drawn sword gripped tightly in his hand. With one look at the furious, blood-drenched halfling, he turned and fled.
Sam hesitated, considered going after him, and dismissed the idea. Whoever he was, the fellow had a good start, and he’d never be able to catch up with him now. Instead he began to search the body, hoping to find some indication of who wanted him dead so badly.
‘You! Shortarse! Stop right there!’ A clattering of boots rang on the filth-slick cobblestones, and the narrow alley was abruptly full of lamplight. Sam stood slowly, and smiled without humour.
‘Sergeant Rijgen. Who says there’s never a watchman around when you need one?’
‘Oh, it’s you.’ Rijgen took in the blood matting Sam’s hair and jerkin, and the crimson-stained dagger in his hand. ‘Self defence again, was it?’
‘That’s right.’ Sam nodded. ‘Two of them jumped me. The other one ran off towards van der Decken’s boatyard.’
‘Can you describe him?’ Rijgen asked. After a moment of silence he shrugged. ‘Thought not. Anything on the body?’
Sam shook his head.
‘What did you expect? A strange tattoo, or a mysterious medallion? You’ve seen too many melodramas.’
‘What I expect is a bit of co-operation,’ Rijgen said, then sighed. ‘You do realise I should take you in, don’t you? But what would be the point? You’re not going to tell me what this is all about anyway, and Captain Marcus would never let me hear the last of it.’ He sighed again. ‘Bugger off, while I clean up the mess. It’s what I’m paid for, after all.’
 
‘IT SOUNDS LIKE sorcery, all right.’ Kris nodded thoughtfully, and took a long pull at his ale tankard. After cleaning up as best he could, Sam had sought out the young magician in the taproom of the Dancing Pirate, a local tavern where they habitually met. He’d made use of Kris’s talents before, and trusted his judgement where magic was concerned. ‘The bad kind too, pure Chaos.’ He looked at Sam appraisingly over the rim of his tankard. ‘Lucky you’re a halfling. A man would have been crippled by that spell, at the very least. It wouldn’t have taken them long to finish you off after that.’
Sam nodded thoughtfully. It wasn’t the first time he’d had cause to be grateful for his kind’s innate immunity to magic, and he doubted that it would be the last.
‘Do you know anyone who might be dabbling in that sort of thing?’ Kris shook his head.
‘I wouldn’t want to,’ he said, although he didn’t take offence at the question. Unlike the Colleges of Magic in the Empire, the great university in Marienburg taught elements of all the magical traditions in a fairly piecemeal fashion, although it shared their abhorrence of Chaos; however, the line between legitimate and forbidden thaumaturgy was rather more blurred here, and it wasn’t always easy to tell when someone had crossed it. ‘I’ll ask around, see if anyone’s been taking an unhealthy interest in the forbidden stuff lately.’
‘I’d appreciate it.’ Sam emptied his own tankard. ‘You know how to find me if you hear anything.’
 
WHOEVER IT WAS behind the assassination attempt, Sam thought, they’d be unlikely to try again so soon; nevertheless he kept his eyes open as he made his way home, and didn’t really relax until his door was closed and firmly barred behind him. After that he slept perfectly soundly until the following day, when the familiar sounds of the laundry below opening for business accompanied the hearty breakfast his landlady brought up the stairs for him. She sighed as she picked up his discarded clothing.
‘You should have put these in to soak, Master Warble. I don’t know how many times I’ve told you, cold water’s the best thing for blood.’ She tutted under her breath, and turned his shirt over, assessing the damage with a professional eye. ‘I’ll do the best I can with it, but I’m not promising anything.’
‘I have complete confidence in you, Frau Gutenburg.’ Sam bit into a fresh herring sausage with undisguised relish. ‘Your powers as a laundress are exceeded only by your talents in the kitchen.’
‘Get away with you.’ Mollified as always by his appreciation of her cooking, the middle-aged woman hesitated in the doorway. ‘There isn’t going to be any trouble around here now, is there? Things have been going really well since that nice Mineer de Wit got rid of van Groot. We wouldn’t want that sort of element getting a foothold in the Winkelmarkt again, would we?’
‘We certainly wouldn’t,’ Sam agreed, and went off to look for the nearest example of that sort of element he could find. The task was hardly difficult. Van Groot had operated out of a small fish smokery, which his chief lieutenant, Jan Alten, had inherited along with a low-grade smuggling ring and a brisk traffic in stolen goods. A bordello catering mostly to the local merchants had passed to the late crime lord’s other trusted confederate, Karin van Meeren, and so far neither had shown much overt interest in moving in on the other’s business; which hadn’t stopped them from circling one another like sharks, alert for the first sign of weakness. Van Groot’s other main money-making enterprise, a far from subtle but nonetheless effective protection racket, had been allowed to quietly wither away by both his heirs, at least for the time being; neither seemed willing to risk the wrath of the local tradesmen, who might just follow de Wit’s example and refuse to cave in, with lethal consequences for the would-be extortionists.
‘Sam. Come in.’ Alten looked up from behind a battered wooden desk in the sparsely-furnished office he clearly liked to think gave the impression that he was running a legitimate business. ‘What can I do for you?’
‘You can talk to me.’ Sam stepped over the groaning thug who had tried to bar the door. ‘Your snotling here didn’t believe I had an appointment.’
‘Mineer Warble always has an appointment,’ Alten told the chastened guard, who climbed slowly to his feet and closed the door with a venomous look at the halfling as he did so. The racketeer sat back in his chair, his relaxed posture at odds with the unease in his eyes that he couldn’t quite conceal. ‘What do you want to talk about?’
‘Someone tried to kill me last night,’ Sam said. He shrugged. ‘Petty-minded of me I know, but I tend to resent that kind of thing.’
‘That was nothing to do with me,’ Alten said hastily. It was precisely what Sam would have expected him to say, but he let it go for now. ‘Can you think of anyone who might want you dead?’ Sam shrugged again.
‘How long have you got?’ he asked rhetorically. It was true that there were plenty of people with power and influence who might sleep a little easier knowing he was at the bottom of the Doodkanal, but there were just as many who valued his services, and most of them were the same individuals. ‘But the chances are it has something to do with the job I’m on.’
‘I see.’ Alten nodded. He hadn’t risen to his current position of eminence in the League of Gentlemen Entrepreneurs by being stupid. ‘And this job involves…’
‘Your old boss,’ Sam told him. ‘Luther van Groot.’
‘Luther’s dead,’ Alten said flatly, with a trace of unease. ‘That scrawny little baker stabbed him. Everyone knows that.’ He shook his head. ‘Never would have thought he had the guts. Just goes to show, you should never underestimate people.’
‘Sound advice,’ Sam said dryly. It had been a couple of hours since breakfast, and the smell of smoked fish was making him feel hungry again. ‘And speaking of de Wit, do you know if he had any sort of dealings with van Groot before he killed him?’
‘Only the usual,’ Alten said. ‘Luther sent a couple of the boys round to talk about fire insurance, avoidable accidents, that kind of thing. When they came back empty-handed he went himself. A reminiscent smile ghosted across his face. ‘One thing you can say for Luther, he never minded getting his hands dirty.’
‘Not if there was money in it,’ Sam agreed. ‘Know many magicians, did he?’
‘Magicians?’ Alten looked blank for a moment. ‘I don’t think so. But then he never talked much about his personal life.’
‘I didn’t know he had one,’ Sam said.
‘You’d have to ask Karin about that. He used to borrow girls from the knocking shop now and again.’ He glanced at Sam, with a surprisingly prudish expression. ‘Nothing sordid, mind you. Just escorts for those dinners he used to go to.’
‘Dinners?’ Sam said, trying to ignore the growling of his stomach. Alten nodded.
‘Luther was going up in the world. He’d been asked to join this dining dub.’ An expression of puzzlement crossed his face for a moment.
‘Ranald knows why, they didn’t seem like his sort of people at all. Guild masters, aldermen, people from the university; maybe one of them owed him money, and put him up for membership to pay off the debt. But they all seemed to like him.’
‘When did they meet?’ Sam asked. Alten shrugged.
‘Couldn’t tell you. It seemed to change from month to month. They never had a fixed date for it that I could see.’
‘Did the venue change too?’ Sam asked. Alten shook his head.
‘They met at some house in Zweibrugstraat. That’s all I know.’
‘Thank you.’ Sam nodded, and dropped a shilling on the counter. ‘I’ll take a couple of your mackerel on my way out.’
 
AS HE’D EXPECTED, Karin van Meeren was no more happy to see him than her business rival had been, but greeted him anyway with the practiced smile of a professional hostess.
‘Sam, my dear. This is an unexpected pleasure.’ She gestured to the nearest of the blank-eyed young women lounging around the over-decorated parlour with an air of apprehensive boredom. ‘Liserle, get some refreshment for our guest.’ Then she turned back to Sam. ‘I assume you want to talk in private?’
‘I assume you do,’ Sam said, following her through a door into a more comfortably appointed room. After a moment Liserle appeared with a decanter of indifferent wine and a plate of pastries which looked a couple of days old at least. At a look from Karin she put them down hastily on an occasional table and fled, closing the door behind her.
‘Luther van Groot,’ Sam said, as the wooden panel clicked into its frame. ‘I hear he used to dine out in the Zweibrugstraat from time to time.’
‘Then you’ll have heard he used to take one of the girls with him,’ Karin said, draping herself across an overstuffed chaise, which brought her overstuffed bodice down to the halfling’s eye level.
Sam blinked, and tried to concentrate. ‘The same one every time?’
Karin shook her head. ‘No, just whoever happened to be around. I could have done without it, to be honest.’
‘Why’s that?’ Sam asked.
Karin shrugged. ‘I’ve got a business to run. All right, it was his at the time, but I was the one taking care of everything. The customers expert things to be nice around here. It doesn’t help if the girls are getting upset.’
‘Upset?’ Sam took a small bite from the nearest pastry, and replaced it hastily on the plate. ‘I’d have thought they’d enjoy an evening out.’
‘So would I,’ said Karin. ‘But they came back spooked. They thought some of the guests were a bit strange. I mean, you get all sorts in a place like this, don’t get me wrong, but this was something else. And then one of them never came back at all. Luther said she’d hit it off with some rich merchant from the Oudgeldwijk and gone off with him, but she never sent for her stuff.’
‘When was this?’ Sam asked. Karin shrugged again.
‘A couple of days before he died.’
‘I see.’ Sam considered trying the wine for a moment, then decided against it. ‘Do you know where this dining club met?’
Karin nodded. ‘I can give you the address if you like.’
‘I’d appreciate it. And a list of the dates too, if that’s no trouble.’
‘I can remember a few,’ Karin said, dipping a quill into an inkstand carved to resemble a pair of feminine buttocks. She scribbled for a moment, and handed Sam a slip of paper. ‘Those nights, I think. And that’s the address.’
Sam scanned it briefly. ‘Thanks,’ he said. ‘That’s all I needed to know.’
 
‘YOU WERE RIGHT,’ Kris said, glancing up from the slip of paper. ‘These were all nights when Morrslieb was in the ascendant.’ He tapped the last date speculatively. ‘And it was full the night the girl disappeared.’ His chubby face seemed unusually pale, even in the shaft of sunlight striking through the shutters of the Dancing Pirate. ‘You think she was sacrificed by a Chaos cult?’ Sam nodded grimly.
‘It’s possible,’ he said. ‘The man who attacked me last night was using dark magic, you said so yourself. And where there’s one witch there’s often a whole coven of them.’ Kris nodded too. ‘Got any leads on who he might be?’
‘I might.’ The portly young mage said. ‘There’s a research student at the university who’s got a reputation for unorthodox theories. Nothing to get the Temple Court excited, he’s too discreet for that, but rumour has it he’s been looking into things better left alone.’ He looked narrowly at Sam. ‘And no one’s seen him since last night.’
‘Haven’t they?’ Sam drained his ale tankard thoughtfully, and pushed aside the plate which had once held a fish stew. ‘Is that unusual?’
‘Not really. He often disappears for a day or two, especially if he’s been to some dining club he belongs to.’ Kris looked narrowly at the halfling. ‘What? What have I just said?’
 
‘WHAT EXACTLY ARE we doing here?’ de Wit asked, huddling a little more deeply inside the doorway where he and Sam had taken refuge from the thin blanket of drizzle enveloping the Zweibrugstraat. Sam shrugged.
‘Waiting for the show to begin.’ Dusk was falling, and so far he’d counted twelve people entering the house Karin had named. De Wit made a small sound of exasperation as a trickle of water slithered from the brim of his hat down the neck of his shirt.
‘If you’ve got nothing new to tell me, I’m going home.’
‘The note was sent by Karin van Meeren,’ Sam said. ‘I got another sample of her handwriting earlier today, and the match was perfect.’
‘Van Meeren?’ De Wit shook his head slowly. ‘How does she fit into all this?’
‘Because she was waiting for van Groot outside your shop the night he died,’ Sam said. ‘She wanted answers about one of her girls who’d disappeared, and she knew he was going there to threaten you in person. He had to. If one man stood up to him, everybody would, and his whole protection racket would crumble.’ He glanced up at the white-faced alderman. ‘The only thing I don’t understand is why you’d take a risk like that. No offence, Alfons, but you never struck me as the heroic type before.’
‘I wasn’t,’ De Wit nodded sombrely. ‘I was terrified. But I just didn’t have the money. Business had been so bad the past few months I was on the verge of going bankrupt.’
‘So let me guess. You saw him coming, and slipped out the back.’
De Wit nodded. ‘That’s exactly what happened. But I wasn’t quick enough.’ De Wit paled a little in the flickering torchlight, the memory of his old terror still uncomfortably fresh. ‘He came after me, and cornered me in the blind alley behind the slaughterhouse. I thought I was done for, then he suddenly dropped. Someone else had stabbed him from behind.’
‘But you didn’t see who,’ Sam said flatly.
De Wit shook his head. ‘No, just a flicker of movement in the shadows.’
The halfling nodded, and de Wit went on. ‘I went over to make sure he was dead, and the next thing I know I’m surrounded by people, all cheering and calling me a hero.’ He looked beseechingly at Sam. ‘I couldn’t just turn my back on that. It’s the sort of opportunity that only comes along once in a lifetime.’
‘Unfortunately van Meeren knows the truth,’ Sam said. ‘She must have seen you checking the body, and realised that someone else killed him.’
De Wit nodded, and made a valiant attempt to match Sam’s businesslike tone. ‘Any idea of what she wants?’
Sam nodded. ‘She’s been eyeing Jan Alten’s little empire for some time, my guess is she’ll want you to keep official attention looking the other way when she decides to make her move. Once you get your seat in the Burgerhof, though, she’ll start to get more ambitious, you can bet on that.’
‘I see.’ De Wit took a deep breath. ‘And if I don’t agree to her demands, she’ll denounce me as a fraud. It’ll all be over.’
‘Maybe not,’ Sam said. ‘Who are people going to believe, a hero like you or a lowlife like her?’
A flicker of hope appeared in de Wit’s eyes as he considered this. ‘Especially after your reputation gets another boost. By this time tomorrow you’ll be feted throughout the city, not just the Winkelmarkt.’
‘How do you mean?’ de Wit asked, clearly out of his depth again. Sam gestured in the direction of a party of grim-faced men approaching them, all armed. Most wore the floppy black hats which marked them out as members of the city watch, and the exceptions were clad in the blue tunics of templar marines.
‘Luther van Groot was a member of a Chaos cult, which meets in that house over there under the guise of an innocent dining club. When they heard I was investigating van Groot’s affairs for you they tried to kill me, which wasn’t the brightest thing they could have done, all they did was bring themselves to my attention.’ He shrugged, and indicated the men leading the group as they approached. ‘May I introduce Brother Josephus from the Temple Court? Sergeant Rijgen I’m sure you already know.’
‘Alderman de Wit,’ Rijgen said. ‘It seems we owe you our thanks again.’
‘Indeed.’ Josephus echoed the gesture. ‘Master Warble told us it was you who pointed him in the direction of these heretic scum.’ He drew his sword, while a couple of the burlier Black Caps kicked open the door of the house. With a final nod of acknowledgement he led the templars inside, most of the watchmen perfectly happy to let them go first.
‘Why did you give me the credit?’ de Wit asked, his face bewildered, as hoarse shouts and the sound of clashing blades began to echo through the street.
Sam shrugged. ‘Because you’re an honest man, at least by the standards of this place, and you just might do some good with the influence you’ve gained. If Karin’s still stupid enough to try blackmailing you now, all you have to do is point out that she’s a known associate of a Chaos cultist, and you have the ear of the witch hunters.’
‘That ought to keep her mouth shut.’ A bemused smile spread across the alderman’s face. ‘There’s only one thing I still don’t understand. Who did kill Luther van Groot?’
Sam shrugged, remembering the expression of shock and surprise on the racketeer’s face as he’d died. The man had been stupid as well as brutal, the city authorities would turn a blind eye to a certain amount of smuggling, so long as the appropriate bribes were paid, but attempting to deal directly with agents of the Empire intent on breaking Marienburg’s stranglehold on foreign trade had been tantamount to suicide. Given de Wit’s known defiance of van Groot’s protection racket, all Sam had needed to do to collect a generous bounty on the traitor’s head was find a dark alley near the baker’s shop and wait. Joining the gathering crowd of onlookers had been easy, and getting them to applaud the accidental hero had been the perfect cover for a neat and profitable assassination.
‘Some things are best left a mystery,’ he suggested, his attention suddenly shifting to the house across the road. A number of cowed and battered cultists were being escorted from the building, and he’d just recognised the second man who’d tried to kill him the night before. ‘If you’ll excuse me, that fellow still has his purse, and the son of a goblin owes me a new shirt.’



        
            
                
            
        

    


THE SLEEP OF THE DEAD
Darius Hinks
 
COUNT ROTHENBURG FINISHED his gruesome tale with a wry smile and leant back into the comfortable leather of his chair. As he viewed us over the rim of his wineglass, the light of the fire glinted in his vivid blue eyes, and he gave a mischievous laugh. ‘Well? Have I stunned you all into silence?’
There was a round of manly coughs and laughter, as we attempted to dispel the sombre mood he had created. ‘Bored us into silence maybe,’ chortled one gentleman. ‘I’ve heard that story several times before, and at least once from your own lips!’
‘Aye,’ said another, with an exaggerated yawn. ‘I think maybe you’ve been enjoying a little too much of your own hospitality.’
With some difficulty I managed to rise from my chair and wander unsteadily over to the window. The count’s cellar was stocked beyond the wildest dreams of most of Nuln’s citizens, and we had spent the better part of the evening attempting to make a small dent in it. As I gazed drunkenly out into the moonlit splendour of Rothenburg’s ornamental garden, I struggled to remove the more unpleasant details of his story from my memory.
Tales of unspeakable horrors and strange happenings seemed to have become the mainstay of our conversation whenever we met. I doubt any of us could pinpoint the exact genesis of this morbid tradition, but it seemed now that every gathering was simply an excuse to plumb to new depths of absurd fantasy. I shivered.
Bravado insisted that we make light of even the most shocking yarns, but I could not help wondering where it might all lead. This passionate desire to outdo each other made me somehow nervous.
Stories sometimes have a way of returning to haunt you.
‘I have a tale,’ murmured a voice from behind me, ‘though… though I am not sure it is right that… that I should share it.’
A ripple of derisory laughter filled the room.
‘Ho!’ exclaimed the count, leaning forward in his chair, ‘what a coy temptress you are, Gormont! ”Not sure it is right” you say! What a tease! Do you take us for a bunch of prudes?’
I turned from the window and saw that the Gormont in question was a small, anonymous-looking youth I had not previously noticed. He was sat away from the light of the fire, in the shadows by the door, and was obviously very drunk. As the party turned their attention towards him, he retreated back into the folds of his huge chair like a cornered rat, and seemed to regret having spoken.
‘Well?’ demanded our host, obviously intrigued, ‘what have you to share with us, nephew?’
‘I’m not totally sure - not sure I should…’ he whispered, shuffling nervously in his seat.
There was an expectant silence, as we all waited for him to continue.
‘I have brought something with me, you see…’
There was another chorus of laughter, and one of the guests began slapping his thighs dramatically. ‘He has something with him! He has something with him! Speak, boy! We demand entertainment!’
I peered through the smoky gloom to get a clearer view. There was a manic quality to the boy’s expression that seemed to go beyond mere drunkenness; he was obviously torn between an eagerness to impress his audience, and fear.
For several more moments he prevaricated and evaded, and soon the haranguing of the group reached such a deafening volume that even the servants began to look nervous.
‘Very well,’ he shouted finally over the din, looking somehow triumphant and terrified at the same time, ‘I will speak!’
A grin spread across the count’s handsome face and the room grew quiet. I looked around at the circle of rapt faces. The combined effect of the wine and the glow of the fire gave us the appearance of hungry daemons, leering over a defenceless prey. I knew all too well the urbane derision that would greet the conclusion of the boy’s tale, yet we were all, to a man, desperate to hear it relayed.
‘I must beg of you that this go no further!’ hissed Gormont dramatically.
The count rolled his eyes as this cheap showmanship, but shooed his servants from the room nevertheless.
Gormont cleared his throat nervously and began. ‘My family has employed the same physician for decades,’ he said, turning away from us to rummage in a bag. ‘Gustav Insel. You may have heard of him?’ He turned to face us questioningly, holding up a few scraps of paper. ‘This is his journal. Well, some of his journal, that is. Do you swear to secrecy gentlemen?’
‘Get on with it boy!’ cried the count in an imperious tone, which caused Gormont to flinch.
‘Very… very well,’ he stammered. ‘I’m sure we all understand these matters require discretion.’
We nodded impatiently, without the slightest idea what he was talking about.
‘Yes, Gustav Insel. When I was a child he treated me for every imaginable ailment, and has bled my family regularly for almost every year of my life. Every year, that is, until last year. We heard rumours that he had gone abroad, or been killed even, and my father was forced - at some inconvenience - to find another doctor. However, just a few months back, he returned and the change in him was awful to behold.’ An expression of almost comical dismay came over the boy’s face. That a man can be so altered, in the space of a year is hard to comprehend.
‘I would not have given any credence to this,’ he continued, holding up the papers, ‘were it not for the fact that some of the incidents mentioned seem to have a basis in actual facts. Ships’ records and the like seem to concur; and the baron he describes is no fictional character - I have made some enquiries, and not only did he exist, but also he did indeed disappear in a most mysterious fashion. And the foreigner - Mansoul - I have discovered that he also exists.’
‘I cannot bear this!’ exclaimed the count, striding across the room and snatching the papers from Gormont. ‘We’ll all be in our grave by the time you start the first paragraph! Let me read the thing myself!’
Gormont seemed too shocked - or too inebriated - to resist, and Rothenburg marched back to his seat with the journal. He turned the papers over in his hands a few times, and then began to read: ‘It is only as a warning to others that I tell this morbid tale…’
 
IT IS ONLY as a warning to others that I tell this morbid tale. For myself, I would wish nothing more than to wipe the whole tragic affair from my memory. However, my duty is clear, and I could not, in all conscience, allow these terrible facts to go unrecorded. Even now, only months after my return to the south, those events which have so haunted my every waking moment are already becoming indistinct and hazy. It is almost as though such terrible visions are too much for a mortal mind to comprehend; like worms they writhe and twist in my thoughts - elusive and serpentine, eager to avoid a closer inspection. But I will pin them to these pages with my quill. My tale must be told.
We set sail from Erengrad on the good ship Heldenhammer in the year 2325. As ship’s surgeon, and close friend of our intrepid employer, Baron Fallon von Kelspar, I was blessed with a cabin that was merely unpleasant rather than uninhabitable. The damp seeped through the bed linen and the rats nested in my clothes, but to have a bed of any sort was enough to earn the enmity of our swarthy Kislevite crew. They eyed me resentfully from within their fur-lined hoods.
Still, if it is possible for me to remember any stage of that doomed expedition with fondness, it would be those first few days. The baron wore the air of a man possessed, and his enthusiasm was infectious. Even the Kislevites seemed affected by it. The whole ship’s company was charged with his fervour.
There were, however, rumours of a scandal following closely on his heels, and I heard it said that his journey to the north was one of convenience as much as discovery. Certainly it was true that he seemed to show scant regard for the family estates he had abandoned so suddenly, and he politely evaded any enquiries about the baroness; but nevertheless, I could not doubt him. Seeing him stood at the prow of the ship, leaning forward impatiently into the bitterly cold wind, I found it impossible to harbour any suspicions as to his character. In fact, with the ice freezing in his beard and the snow settling on his broad shoulders, he looked more worthy of trust than any man I have ever served. My faith in him was absolute.
 
WE HAD MADE good headway around the coast of Norsca, but were in the midst of a five-day gale when the first of many disasters struck. I was up in the slings of the foreyard, struggling to hang on as the ship rolled and lurched, when out across the churning black sea I spied a jagged shape rearing up from the horizon.
‘Land,’ I called down to the deck where our captain, Hausenblas, was busily bailing water with the rest of the crew, ‘to starboard!’
He rushed to the prow of the ship, and shielded his eyes from the snow. Even from my perch up in the swaying spars, I saw the colour drain from his face and, as he hurried back to his cabin, I clambered down the rigging with fear already tightening in my stomach.
Moments later, the baron and I watched helplessly as he pored over his maps and charts with increasing desperation. ‘Clar Karond?’ he muttered.
‘Can we be that far west? It cannot be!’ Although the name meant nothing to me, my fear continued to grow, and as I watched him wading through map after map, filling the cabin with a storm of papers, I wondered what it was that I had seen out there across the waves. What could have driven Hausenblas into such a frenzy?
Finally, as his muttered curses seemed on the verge of hysteria, Kelspar stepped forward and calmly placed a hand on his shoulder. ‘Captain,’ he said, ‘is there something you would like to share with us?’
Hausenblas whirled around to face the baron. Kelspar’s composed tone seemed to calm him a little, but there was a wild look in his eyes and, as he replied, he could not disguise the tremor in his voice. ‘North of the Empire all is damnation and rain, baron, but a sailor of my years can - with the good will of Manann - avoid the worst of the dangers…’ His voice trailed off into silence, and he looked distractedly out of the porthole.
‘Yes?’ prompted Kelspar after a few moments.
Hausenblas grabbed a crumpled piece of parchment and thrust it at the baron. ‘It’s the Clar Karond peninsular!’ he barked. ‘The storm has taken us too far west! We’ve entered the Land of Chill, where the foul corrupted elves dwell!’
I gasped involuntarily. The ship’s carpenter had told me many tales and legends concerning that cruel, mysterious race, and the look of fear in the captain’s eyes banished any doubt I may have held about their existence.
‘They’ll be on us like dogs within hours,’ wailed Hausenblas, dropping heavily into a chair. ‘We don’t stand a chance.’
Kelspar stood in silence for a few moments, seemingly lost in thought, then he nodded and strode out into the raging storm.
 
WITH EVERY OUNCE of his skill and experience, our captain tried to steer the Heldenhammer away from the coast I had spied, but Manann’s thoughts must have been elsewhere that day and within hours, sinister silhouettes began looming out of the tempest like ghosts. At first, as I peered out through the falling snow, I thought we were being surrounded by great living creatures - terrible leviathans of the deep, with brutal slender claws and arched ragged wings; but as they grew nearer, I realised to my amazement that they were ships.
They were like no ships I had ever seen before.
Their design seemed the work of some strange, incomprehensible mind; but despite their hideousness, I could not deny that was also a perverse beauty to them. The twisted curves and cruel lines were strangely sensuous, and graceful.
The charismatic baron had a way of making the impossible seem achievable, and whatever the scheme, his men would leap to realise his every whim and fancy. They were not fools, however. An expedition into the unforgiving north, from whence few men had returned was something that required the necessary tools, and from the bowels of the ship emerged an armoury fit to defend a small city: swords, slings, muskets and the like were soon arrayed along the taffrail in their dozens as the men prepared to engage the enemy. Beside them stood all of the crew that could be spared - these were men used to hardship and war, living so far north, and they would not give up their livelihood, or their lives, easily.
The Heldenhammer was no warship, however, and there was little that could be done to prevent the dark elves boarding us. After a brief game of cat and mouse, their grappling hooks and ropes began sailing over the deck, and I finally saw with my own eyes the terrifying nature of our foe. In terms of physical proportions they were not so different from men; but there the similarity ended. Their screaming elongated faces froze my blood in a way that the even the icy temperatures had failed to do, and the twisted, ornate curves of their armour left me gasping with fear - what possible hope could we have against such a foul corruption of nature? I saw in an instant that there was no hope for us against such inhuman opponents.
From out of the dazzling whirling snow they came, falling on us like daemons. Cruel blades glinted in the cold light as the elves hacked and lunged. Frozen fingers fought to grip the hafts of weapons, and warm blood washed over the icy deck. I fought blind, with the snow in my eyes, and in my fear I struck wildly at every shape that came near me. Sigmar preserve me, but in those moments of panic I knew not what, nor whom I struck with my clumsy blows. The battle was not the epic struggle for glory I had so often read about; but rather it was a brutal, ignoble farce with men slipping about on the ice and blood, while others fell clumsily on their own blades.
It was with something akin to relief that I felt a blow against the back of my head; and as I collapsed into the welcoming oblivion of death, I felt as though I had cheated fate in escaping the fight so early on.
 
IN THE FROZEN wastelands of the north, strange sinews of light flicker in the heavens, fitfully illuminating the blasted landscape; but all else, as far as the eye can see, is darkness.
I did not perish on the rolling deck of the Heldenhammer, but as I stumbled on through the endless night of Har Ganeth - the bleak, frozen tundra that lies far to the north of our glorious Empire - I wondered if that was such a blessing. Certainly with the benefit of hindsight, knowing all that I now know, it would have been a kindness to have died then, innocent of the horrors that were to follow.
It had been the baron himself who plucked me from beneath the mound of corpses, and as I watched him striding through the knee-deep snow, just a few yards ahead of me, I wondered at his fortitude. The battle against the elves had been a grim, brutal affair, and whilst the victory had been ours, it had been hard won. Few of the baron’s men had made it off the Heldenhammer alive - it was a pitiful group who remained to set foot on the packed ice of that forbidding wasteland - yet Kelspar seemed utterly undaunted.
As for the rest of us, it was the white heat of our own avarice that drove us onwards through the plummeting temperatures. I remembered all too well the cheery warmth of the baron’s drawing room, and the passion with which he had told me his story. It was a tale of the Hung: fierce, nomadic wild-men who roamed the barren north, worshipping foul ancient gods, and feasting on the flesh of their own fallen. It was a tale of frozen lands and unexplored realms; but most of all, it was a tale of gold.
I had seen with my own eyes some of the strange guests entertained by Kelspar over the years: many of them travellers from the east, with gifts of exotic spices and lurid poetry, who regaled the wide-eyed baron with tales of uncountable wealth in the vast steppes of the north. I had heard one man in particular - a small, twitching seer named Mansoul - tell the baron in hushed tones of a great city called Yin-Chi, deep in the realms of the Hung. He whispered of great towers of ivory and gold rising out of the ice-capped mountains, and streets littered with the accumulated wealth of generations of the barbarians. As I turned away to pour the baron and his guest another glass of Carcassonne brandy, I had seen in the cut crystal a sinister fractured image of the room behind me, in which Mansoul discretely leant towards the baron and slipped him a crumpled map. From that moment, my interest was piqued - and my fate sealed.
All the remaining members of our party now shared this vision of riches, and to a man we were consumed with greed.
There were seven of us in all, plus dogs, a sledge, food supplies and other items, including a mysterious chest the baron claimed would guarantee our entry into the fabled city. From his hints I deduced it contained gunpowder, or mage-fire of some sort, with which he presumably intended to create a distraction. In truth, I had not pressed him too hard as to the details of his plan - I knew he had one and, in my fevered lust for wealth, that was enough.
 
I THOUGHT I had known the meaning of cold before we set foot in that cursed realm… but I was wrong.
It is the nights that I remember the most. As the wind howled outside the tents, we cowered inside, sleepless on bedding too frozen to crawl into, and with terrible cramps in our stomachs from the fat-laden food we were forced to eat.
Then, with no dawn to guide us, we would rise at some arbitrary hour and attempt to don our packs; but by this time our robes were like plate-armour, and our hoods had become soldered to our faces. We would lumber off like a group of bloated revenants, limping and stumbling through the powdery whiteness. Our breath froze and cracked painfully in our beards, and beneath all the layers of coats and tunics, our own sweat became ice. Without the kernel of avarice glowing deep in my thoughts, I think I would have simply lay down in the soft embrace of the snow, and lost myself in the peaceful sleep of the dead.
But, even then I had not experienced a fraction of the horror that was in store for me.
Despite the horrors we had already endured, it was not until the twenty-first day of our slow, tortuous trek that we discovered the true face of terror. It was the dogs that first alerted us to the fact that we were no longer alone in the snow. At first they seemed merely nervous, barking more than usual and hesitating where they had previously been sure-footed. In the pale light of the moon, the all-encompassing whiteness felt smothering and claustrophobic, and the agitation of the animals quickly filled us all with a nameless dread. The younger members of the party began flinching at imagined shapes in the drifting banks of snow, and even the baron seemed to quicken his pace a little.
Soon the dogs became utterly impossible to control. They howled and yelped, seemingly in mortal terror for their lives, and however much the baron cursed and kicked them, they would go no further. The barking sounded alien and muffled in the blizzard, and my mouth grew dry with fear.
Then, suddenly, the noise dropped. The dogs crouched low to the ground with their hackles raised and began emitting a low, pitiful whining sound that seemed horribly ominous.
We all waited.
The sound of my heart thudded so loudly in my ears that I felt certain the others must surely hear it.
I looked over at Kelspar, and saw that his hands were resting nervously on his two long sabres. Something glittered in his eyes. Was it fear or merely impatience? I could discern nothing clearly through my ice-encrusted hood.
Silence reigned, and I sensed the muscles of every man near me tensing with expectation. I felt I might scream just to break the awful quiet.
Then, out of the snow, came the creature from my darkest childhood dreams. My mind split like a shattered glass as I beheld a sight that in one cruel stroke tore apart my every conception of all that was logical and natural in the world. It loomed out of the whiteness like a mighty tree crashing down on us. Its size was immense - ten feet tall at least; but it was not the scale of the thing that tore screams of abject horror from me, it was its form: a shifting writhing mass of muscle and teeth that had no right to exist in an ordered world. Bestial faces howled and moaned in its blood-red flesh, before twisting into other indescribably awful shapes, and cruel weapons appeared from nowhere in claws that had previously not existed.
I’m afraid any greater detail is impossible for me to relate; my mind seemed as incapable of grasping the being’s true nature as my hands would be to grasp falling snow. To my shame, my legs gave way completely in the face of such a monstrous assault on my senses and I fell to the floor.
Fortunately, the others somehow retained the strength of their limbs and drew weapons to strike. A burly Middenheimer near to me swung an ice pick at the heaving, thrashing creature, but its muscles seemed to slip effortlessly out of the way of his weapon. As we all looked on in horror the man was lifted up into the air by several pairs of arms, and, with a sound like the ripping of wet cloth, torn clean in half. Another man leapt at the beast with a terrified howl, swinging his hammer at what seemed to be a face, but the creature tore him open like ripe fruit and his remains fell steaming onto the snow.
I saw then that our expedition was over, and that our end had come. I prepared myself for the pain.
The baron had other ideas, however. With a look of determination that seemed absurd in the face of such an unholy apparition, he strode purposefully towards the creature with his musket drawn, and before the lumbering, howling brute had registered his presence, he unloaded his buckshot straight into what currently appeared to be its face.
The pitch of the thing’s voice suddenly rose to a high-pitched keening, and for a split second, as a torrent of gore rushed from its head, the beast’s form became fixed and solid. The baron seized his chance and, as we all looked on, paralysed with fear, he drew both his sabres, stepped calmly forward, and thrust them straight through the creature’s gelatinous eyes.
There was an explosion of noise and blood as the thing reared up in pain, and at that moment, spurred on by their leader’s fearlessness, the other men rushed forward and plunged their weapons into its still unchanging form.
This seemed more than it could bear, and with a deafening roar of impotent rage and a spray of blood and viscera, it lurched back into the shadows from whence it came.
‘Bloodbeast,’ said the baron calmly, wiping the gore from his swords and face.
 
FROM THAT TIME on, I fear I became something of a burden to the others. My mind seemed irreparably torn and I found even the smallest tasks arduous. The best I could do was to shuffle along behind the others like a simpleton, muttering to myself and flinching constantly at imagined apparitions.
Strangely, little was said of the attack over the following days. The bodies of the dead men were placed in rudimentary graves, and we marched on in silence. It seemed too awful a subject to broach; and what good could come of raising it? We were alone in the wilderness. What could we do? Other than his enigmatic statement after the beast had fled, the baron had said nought else on the subject.
Bloodbeast. What could such a word mean? It festered in my fractured thoughts like a canker. How was it that the baron could put a name to such a monstrosity? What foul tomes had he pored over to discover such a phrase? I itched to interrogate him on the matter; but I feared that what would start as rational speech would descend into the wailing gibberish of a madman. So I simply acted out the mechanics of life and waited for the violent death that I felt was waiting for me out there in the snow.
In the fourth week of our journey we perceived a change in the landscape. We appeared to be crossing a great plateau and occasionally, through gaps in the constant downpour, we spied what might be the distant crowns of a mountain range. The Baron’s determination seemed not to have waned one jot and, if anything, at the sight of those peaks, I noticed a quickening of his pace. He began checking Mansoul’s map more frequently, and I detected a new urgency in his voice when he spurred us on. Could we be getting near, I wondered, and, like a long forgotten tune my greed returned to me. I felt a new resolve harden in me and I put aside my idle thoughts of lying down to sleep on the crisp white bed of snow.
The turn around in my spirits was, however, short lived. On the morning of the thirty-first day of that journey into despair, I awoke to a nightmare. As the baron and I lurched awkwardly from our tent to raise the others, we saw their tent slashed and flapping in the wind, and their equally torn bodies strewn across the bloodstained snow.
All three were dead.
The scene was too much for me and I retched dryly as I beheld it. Their remains were barely recognisable: it was unmistakably the work of the creature Kelspar had named Bloodbeast.
I searched for hours, but could not find their heads.
 
MY DESCENT INTO lunacy now seemed complete. I was nothing but a gibbering wretch. I lay on the ground and called out for the beast to come and take me. I begged for death.
I was, however, all that the baron had left by way of a companion and, slapping me firmly across the face, he insisted that I take hold of myself and remember that I was not some raving savage, but a gentleman of the Empire. Through fear of his rage, rather than any real self-control, I managed to make a show of calming myself.
Fortunately, the dogs were miraculously unharmed and I begged the baron to consider returning to the coast. We had a rendezvous arranged with Hausenblas and the Heldenhammer, and if we made good speed we might still evade horrors that waited for us in the snow.
‘What?’ cried Kelspar, his eyes flashing in the dark. ‘You would return now? When we have come so far?’ Suddenly I feared him almost as much as anything else in that frozen netherworld. There was a barely checked hatred in his voice as he grasped my jacket and pulled my face to his. ‘Are you mad? Only days away from treasures you could not even comprehend and you would turn back?’ He hurled me to the ground, and rested a hand on the butt of his pistol. ‘We go on, Gustav,’ he growled. ‘We go on.’
From then on I became little more than a beast of burden to the baron. His dislike for me was painfully apparent, and it seemed I was there simply to lug around the box of explosives and the other luggage, while the baron plotted our course.
 
WAS IT THE madness and carnage I had endured, or the lack of food? Or was it - as certainly it seemed - the very air that began to warp my senses? My mind seemed gradually to be growing strange to me. Alien thoughts, of no apparent sense, gripped me as we rushed over the snow on the sledge. Scenes of violence and power only to be replaced just as quickly by a grovelling awe of what lay ahead. Now when I saw those mountains through a gap in the blizzard, they seemed near and strangely ominous. Something in their make-up seemed not the stuff of reality, but rather the ethereal matter of dreams and visions.
The shifting, capricious nature of my mind began to distort even my memory. The details of my life leading up to that point would sometimes slip away and be replaced by darker memories filled with blood, and a lust for war. I fear my reason was truly gone by this time and I can only accept that my description of what followed cannot be considered the product of a completely rational mind.
Desire seemed to grow in the baron as we neared the peaks. He seemed now almost unrecognisable as the cultured, urbane gentleman I had met all those years ago in Nuln. His face was now a frozen mask of greed and lust. I could not meet his eye and, as the days went by, I grew to fear him greatly.
 
I KNOW NOT WHAT day nor week it was, but finally the awful contortions of my mind reached a crisis point, whenever I saw the mountains now they seemed of no fixed shape, but instead they had become a shifting mass - much in the manner of the foul creature that had attacked us. The stone seemed in some places to be formed into monstrous screaming skulls, whilst in others it became impossibly tall towers, whose sinister shapes reared up into the darkness like claws. I even fancied that I saw the faces of beings too hideous and incomprehensible for me to describe, looming above the peaks and beckoning us on.
Finally I could take no more. I knew that the baron was leading me not to wealth and glory, but death and madness. Sigmar forgive me, I began plotting his murder.
The state of my ruptured mind, however, meant that while I had intended to contrive some subtle plan with which I would safely kill my erstwhile protector, I instead leapt on him clumsily with my knife at the first sight of him looking distracted. He was in the process of lifting the heavy chest of explosives from the sled when I attacked, and sent him, the box and myself all tumbling down a steep drift of snow.
We spun and tumbled silently in the soft powdery whiteness, and when we came to a stop I noticed two things: firstly, the baron’s leg was lying at a hideously unnatural angle to the rest of his body, obviously broken, and secondly: the baron’s wooden chest had split open during the fall, spreading its contents over the snow.
I froze in shock.
Rather than the gunpowder I had been expecting to see, I saw instead the severed, and by now quite frozen, heads of our three murdered companions.
‘It was you?’ I gasped through a parched throat. ‘You killed them?’
‘Of course,’ snapped the baron impatiently, trying to rise on his one good leg. ‘How else does one buy entry into the kingdom of the Blood God, but with skulls?’
My mind reeled. In a heartbeat I saw that Kelspar had never intended to simply plunder some mythical city like a common thief, but rather he wished nothing less than to offer his fealty to the Dark Gods themselves. His years of research into the peoples of the north must have corrupted his mind. The man was a heretic!
I lurched towards him through the snow, raising my knife to strike, but he was quicker, and even balanced on one leg he managed to aim his pistol at my head.
‘Fool,’ he said, with a bitter laugh, ‘you could have joined me in paradise.’ And with that he pulled the trigger. I flinched, but felt no pain.
Looking down I saw no blood, and so I raised my eyes to the baron in confusion.
By the look of rage and frustration on his face, I guessed what had happened - the hammer of his weapon had frozen fast.
I took my chance, kicked away his one good leg, and thrust my blade deep into his chest.
I stepped back in horror as he thrashed furiously around with the weapon still protruding from his coat. His cries and curses were too terrible to bear and I covered my ears as I staggered away.
As I turned the sledge around and headed back south, I could still hear his cries echoing weirdly through the darkness - even after several hours had passed, the hideous noise was still there, shaming me with every cry of rage and pain.
 
AS I SIT here now, by the warmth of my fire, I question all that I once felt so sure about. I question even my opinion of the baron. Maybe he had intended to simply find his treasure and return to the south; maybe it was only after we entered that forsaken realm that his thoughts turned to madness and the unspeakable gods of the north. The one thing I am sure of is that it was no city of the Hung he was leading me towards; if I had followed him over those forbidding mountains, I believe I would have entered another realm completely. Sigmar forgive me, but since my desperate flight to the coast, and my rendezvous with the Heldenhammer, I cannot stop my thoughts straying back to those mountains, and wondering what I may have discovered on the other side.
I find myself sleeping more than is natural, and in my dreams the baron still calls to me; but his cries are no longer full of rage and pain, they are the words of a man who has found a great prize and simply wishes to share it. When I awake, my sheets damp with sweat, his voice still echoes through my thoughts: ‘You could have joined me in paradise,’ he calls.
As the days crawl by, all that was once so dear to me seems chaff, and I find it harder and harder to resist his call.
 
THERE WAS A long silence which even Count Rothenburg seemed reluctant to break.
Finally, after several awkward minutes had passed, he spoke, but his voice did not carry the ring of confidence I was used to. ‘How did you come by this journal?’
Gormont smiled conspiratorially, obviously revelling in the tense atmosphere his tale had engendered. ‘My father’s study,’ he replied smugly. ‘He thinks it secure in his safe, but he has few secrets I am not aware of.’
The count stared at him.
‘And where is this ”Gustav” now?’
‘Well,’ said Gormont, rising from his chair, and beginning to stroll cockily around the room, ‘when he came to us, he was obviously in a very bad way, and so my father took him in out of pity; but he soon regretted it. The man had obviously lost his reason - we would hear him wailing like a lame dog in the middle of the night, and his presence in the house was beginning to play havoc with my poor mother’s nerves. Then, thankfully, two nights ago he disappeared as suddenly as he arrived, leaving behind all his possessions - including the journal.’
I had never seen it before, and I never saw it again, but the count was lost for words. He gaped at Gormont as though the lad were suddenly a stranger to him. There was a terrible ring of truth to the tale that had finally silenced us all, and even the count seemed incapable of making light of his nephew’s story. He began to reread the journal in silence - seeming to forget that he still had company - and as he pored over the words, a frown of deep concentration settled over his face.
Soon, the guests began to depart, pulling on their great coats in an uncomfortable silence, and disappearing one by one into the cold winter’s night.
A little while later, as I stood in the hall buttoning my own coat, I noticed the count leading Gormont away towards his private chambers. As they turned a corner and disappeared from view, I heard a brief snatch of their conversation.
At the time the words seemed of no importance, but since Rothenburg’s mysterious disappearance, they have begun to haunt my thoughts. In fact, they have circled my mind now so many times, that I doubt I will ever forget them.
‘Tell me again,’ I heard the count say to his nephew, ‘what you know of the map and the man called Mansoul.’




        
            
                
            
        

    


TOTENTANZ
Brian Craig
 
THE LORDS OF Death have but one apparent purpose, which is to raise armies of skeletons, zombies, wraiths and ghouls to fight against the living. There are many philosophers among the living who consider the Lords of Death to be essentially stupid, and their purpose essentially futile. They argue this case on the grounds that the living are bound to die soon enough, whether they do so in battle or in bed, while the dead are far too numerous already to be in urgent need of further company. There are also philosophers among the dead, however, who take a natural delight in the solution of such paradoxes. They declare that the duration of life is an irrelevance by comparison with the manner of its progress and that if life is merely one phase in the long career of a soul, as the existence of armies of the dead surely proves, then it might matter a great deal how the living enter the state of death. Equally important, according to the philosophers of the dead, are the ways in which the living are prepared for death, and the kinds of future that might be mapped out for them thereafter.
Living philosophers are sometimes wont to claim that the central question of philosophy is ”how should men live?”. Dead philosophers, not unnaturally, think differently. Were their world a mere mirror of its counterpart, the central question would become ”how should men die?” but that is not the case. Since even the unquiet dead are, by definition, already dead - although victims of an understandable confusion sometimes prefer to call them ”undead” - they take up a more pragmatic viewpoint, which is also more sophisticated. They prefer to ask ”how should the dead assist the living to reap the rewards of death?” - and this, of course, is where the Lords of Death and the Emperors of Necromancy enter into the equation.
Although the living tend to think of battles between their own armies and the armies of the dead as matters of unholy enmity between opposites, only the most imbecilic among the dead think in similar terms. The philosophically-inclined dead think of these conflicts as the entirely natural intercourse of the dead-but-active and the active-but-not-yet-dead, by which the former attempt to embrace the latter and inidate them into the mysteries of their own condition. From the point of view of the philosophical dead, therefore, the crusades waged by their lords are not matters of bitter warfare but affairs of enthusiastic reproduction - which might be as joyous as the kinds of reproduction in which the living indulge, were it not for the fact that the living insist on crying ”foul!”. Given that there never was an army of the living whose extra-curricular amusements did not result in profuse cries of alarm from variously threatened womenfolk, one might expect them to be more understanding, but stupidity is certainly no monopoly of the dead.
The Lords of Death are mostly practical individuals who are more interested in mass murder than in self-justification, but there are a few of them who deem this narrow-mindedness a tragedy, and firmly believe that if only the dead would take the trouble, they could do much more to help the living understand the rewards of death, and thus make them more appreciative of their necessary fate.
 
THE GREATEST OF all the Emperors of Necromancy is, of course, Nagash, the Supreme Lord of Death and the architect of the Great Awakening. He resides now in Nagashizzar, the Cursed Pit, but he was born in Khemri, the most splendid of the ancient cities of Nehekhara, where he raised the Tomb Kings from their long sleep to serve as his disciples in the Great Crusade Against the Living.
The Tomb Kings are more numerous and more various than the living probably imagine, and the fiefdoms they have established within the barren circle whose circumference the Marshes of Madness, the Black Tower and the city of Quatar are just as numerous and just as various. There is no denying that the greater number of them are not at all philosophically inclined, and by no means intellectually blessed, but there are a few Tomb Kings who take a greater interest than their fellows in matters philosophical, and there is one among them who takes such matters seriously enough to ask questions which are deemed slightly heretical by the majority of his peers. He is the Lord of the Necropolis of Zelebzel, and his name is Cimejez.
Cimejez is by no means an unviolent creature, and he has certainly played his part in the Great Crusade. Because Zelebzel is located in the far west of the Land of the Dead, in the desert borderlands which separate that land from Araby, his armies have abundant opportunities to meet their counterparts. It is by no means unknown for the rulers of Araby to raise armies with which to mount crusades of their own, and Zelebzel has borne the brunt of more than one such incursion. Nagash has never had any cause to complain about the zeal with which Cimejez has conducted his own expeditions or repelled those sent against him. This undoubtedly helps to explain why the Supreme Lord of Death has always been tolerant of the occasional eccentricities of his follower - but it must also be the case that Nagash approves, if only slightly, of Cimejez’s attempts to build better bridges between the worlds of Life and Death.
One of Cimejez’s eccentricities is the taking of prisoners, which armies of the dead are usually disinclined to do. The dead have little need of living slaves, and no interest at all in sexual congress with the living, so there is no obvious reason for Lords of Death to make captives of their adversaries. Cimejez makes an exception because he is a philosopher, and likes to debate philosophy with the living - although it is, admittedly, rare that he can find one among a hundred randomly-accumulated prisoners who is capable, despite his terror, of taking part in a half-way competent argument. Imagine his delight, therefore, when he returned from one of his raids into territory held by Araby with a famous vizier named Amaimon, who had been travelling in a diplomatic camel-train from one emirate to another, charged with a mission of the utmost delicacy.
 
CIMEJEZ TOOK SOME delight in displaying to his unwilling visitor the treasures of Zelebzel, which had been accumulated by the best-informed tomb-robbers in history. He had decorated sarcophagi by the score, statues and paintings by the hundred, and thousands of gem-encrusted objects moulded in gold, silver and brass. It was another of the Tomb King’s eccentricities to accumulate such useless objects, which most of the Lords of Death disdained to possess on the grounds that they had risen far above such worldly concerns.
‘Is there a museum to match this in all the world?’ Cimejez asked Amaimon, grinning his rictus smile. ‘Has any living man a collection to rival its grandeur?’
‘I have not seen or heard of one,’ Amaimon told him. ‘But I think the living take more pleasure in the works of art they possess.’
‘Why, certainly,’ said Cimejez. ‘Pleasure is a prerogative of the living, which is greatly over-rated by them. Do you not think, though, that there is a certain perversity in taking pleasure in such things as gems, statues and painted images? Do you not think that the dead have a purer and more refined notion of their quality and value?’
‘Purer and more refined?’ Amaimon echoed. ‘Well, perhaps - in the sense that skeletons are purer for the lack of flesh, and wraiths more refined for the lack of substance. Gems are inert, and I suppose there is a certain crucial lack of activity in statues and paintings too - but look at that marble statue of a dancing-girl. I will believe, if you demand it of me, that your kind might have a better appreciation of its whiteness and its stillness, but I cannot believe that you can appreciate the significance of its pose, or the impression it gives of graceful movement. Yes, it is a single moment of frozen time, like death itself; but captured in that moment is the exuberant flow of life with which its human model was gifted. As a bleached white thing yourself, Lord Cimejez, you might feel a particular kinship with the statue’s marble substance, but only a living man can see the dance that has crystallized within it.’
‘Do you think that the dead do not understand dancing?’ Cimejez replied, astonished. ‘I can assure you that we do. Indeed, I can assure you that my kind are the only ones who understand the true nature and artistry of the dance.’
Had Amaimon been a less well-travelled man he might not have understood the import of this statement, but he had been sent far and wide as an emissary of more than one emir. He had even visited the Empire, and therefore knew of the fashion within the Empire for depicting the Totentanz or Dance of Death, in which death appears in the symbolic form of a skeleton - a skeleton not unlike Lord Cimejez of Zelebzel, in fact - leading a train of dancers, each one holding the hand of the next.
The point of this representation, Amaimon knew, was to stress the common cause of all humanity against the ravages of fate, by including in the train a wide range of social types: men and women; young and old; rich and poor; knights and priests; merchants and soldiers; scholars and serving-maids. It had not previously occurred to Amaimon that there might actually be dancing in the Land of the Dead - who, after all, would be led away in a Totentanz in such a place as Zelebzel? - but he wondered now whether the image might have some representational value above and beyond the merely symbolic?
On the other hand, it was quite possible that Cimejez was talking about something far more like the kind of dancing that the living enjoyed. In either case, Amaimon thought, surely the Lord of Death had to be wrong about the superiority of the dead, whether as dancers or as connoisseurs of the art.
‘I refuse to believe that the dead can dance as well as the living,’ Amaimon said to the Tomb King. ‘They have neither the grace nor the ability to generate the artistic meanings of which a human dancer is capable. I would stake my life on it.’
‘Your life has already been staked and lost,’ Cimejez pointed out, ‘but I do not mind a contest to settle the manner and timing of its delivery.’
‘Alas,’ said Amaimon, ‘I have no champion to carry forward my cause. There was no dancing-girl among the prisoners your soldiers took, although there were a few musicians.’
‘Must it be a girl?’ asked Cimejez.
‘I think so,’ the vizier replied.
‘Then you must tell me where to find the one you want. I shall send an army to fetch her.’
Amaimon had not expected this, and he certainly did not want to be the cause of yet another army of the dead descending upon a town in Araby, so he thought hard and fast about what to do next. Eventually, he said: ‘That will not be necessary. Fortunately, I have a certain skill in magic, which I have always been loth to use because I have seen what the exercise of magic tends to do to the faces and souls of men. Given that my life is already forfeit to you, I see no harm in making an exception. I am prepared to bring this very statue to life for an hour, in order that the artistry that went into its making may be liberated in performance. Have you a champion here to set against her?’
‘Oh yes,’ said Cimejez. ‘There is not another Lord of Death who could say so, but I have a champion of that kind.’
‘But how are we to judge the result?’ Amaimon said, dubiously. ‘Can you provide an impartial jury?’
‘That will not be easy,’ Cimejez admitted. ‘We might achieve neutrality by taking an equal number of living humans from among the prisoners seized with you and dead ones from among the ranks of my soldiers, but what if a deciding vote were needed? We would need at least one juror with a foot in each camp, so to speak - and if we had one such, we could probably dispense with the rest. Since you have been generous enough to use your own magic to give my statue an hour of life, however, I ought to match your offer by using some of mine, so this is what I propose. Will you accept your own champion as the judge, if I make provision to give her the choice between life and death when your hour expires? If I can offer her a choice between a continuation of the life that you have restored to her, or the opportunity to become a dancer of the same kind as the rival against which she has been pitted, will you accept her decision as an indubitable judgment of superiority?’
Amaimon thought about this offer for a moment or two, but it seemed to him that he would have the advantage, so he agreed. ‘And what am I to stake, given that my fate is already in your hands?’ he asked.
‘That is easy enough,’ Cimejez said. ‘Should you win, I will let the dancer go, so that the life she has reclaimed can be spent among her own kind. Should you lose, you will become my vizier, and serve me - both before and after your death - as cleverly and as loyally as you have served any living emir.’
Amaimon thought about that too, but again it seemed to be a very good bargain, given that he was already lost. He was already among the dead, and would soon be dead himself, so what else could he hope for but a position of honour and privilege among the dead?
‘You are very generous, my Lord,’ he said. ‘I am glad to accept.’
‘The dead do not reckon generosity in quite the same terms as the living,’ Cimejez told him, ‘but it is good that you are satisfied. If you will work your magic while I summon my court, we can begin the contest as soon as you are ready.’
 
THE DANCING GIRL’S name was Celome. She told Amaimon, when his metamorphic magic had reincarnated her in place of the statue whose model she had been, and her initial shock had waned somewhat, that she had danced in the court of King Luvah of Chemosh, in the long-gone days when Nehekhara had been an empire of the living, before its fertile fields had turned to arid desert.
Celome had never been taught to dance; hers was a spontaneous act born of inspiration and nurtured by a natural process of growth. She had danced because dancing was the most natural expression of her vitality, and had danced well enough to win the favour of a king who was known throughout ancient Nehekhara as a true connoisseur of that art.
Amaimon was delighted to hear all this. He explained to Celome that she must take part in a competition against a dancer representing the world of the dead - which some called the world of the undead - but that Celome herself would have the privilege of judging the winner.
‘I have heard that serpentine lamias are fine dancers,’ she said, dubiously. ‘I heard, too, that one of King Luvah’s courtiers was visited in his dreams by a dancing succubus which charmed the vital fluids from his body. But the real risk is that I might be matched against a wraith who was a famous dancer while she was alive and is now even lighter on her feet.’
‘That is a possibility,’ Amaimon conceded, ‘but the whole point of the wager is to pit the dance of life against the dance of death. I do not think that Cimejez will pick a champion on the grounds that he or she pleased a human audience while alive. You might be surprised by the nature of your rival - but you will be the judge. You have only to desire to continue to be yourself, to live in Araby as you once lived in Chemosh.’
‘I cannot imagine wishing anything different,’ Celome told him. ‘I am a dancer through and through; it is what I am.’
‘Good,’ said Amaimon.
He was not so pleased by the musicians who had been captured along with him, whose skills were very ordinary indeed and made worse by their abject terror at their predicament, but Celome thought they would be adequate to her needs. She picked out a zither-player, a cymbalist and a drummer, and Amaimon tried to impress upon them the importance of their task.
‘Let us show these reanimated corpses what it means to be alive,’ he said to the four of them, as they made ready to take the floor. ‘Let us demonstrate our love of life. If you can dance as I believe you can, Celome, you might remind them what they have lost, and reintroduce these paradoxical beings to the bittersweetness of honest regret. That is my hope, at least.’
‘Mine too,’ she said, ‘if there is life to be won.’ She had found a costume in one of the treasure-chests in Cimejez’s museum, which seemed to her appropriate to her purpose. The instrumentalists swore that they would do their best to assist her.
 
CIMEJEZ HAD ASSEMBLED a huge audience for the contest, which he distributed around the great hall of his palace. All the living prisoners recently taken by his army were brought from their cells, and all the soldiers which had taken part in the campaign against them were there too, along with the Lord of Death’s ministers, household servants and junior sorcerers.
‘You are the challenger,’ Cimejez said to Amaimon. ‘Your champion must take the first turn.’
‘Go to it,’ said Amaimon to Celome. ‘Make the dead ashamed of their condition, and remind them what it was to be alive.’
And that is what Celome did. She threw herself into the arena and performed the legendary Dance of the Seven Veils.
The vulgar, who have only heard rumour of it, mistakenly think of the Dance of the Seven Veils as a mere striptease, but it is far more than that, for each of the seven veils has its own symbolism and each ritual removal is part of a progress from misery to ecstasy. Each garment represents a curse; as each one is discarded, the dancer advances towards a uniquely joyous kind of freedom.
The zither-player, the cymbalist and the drummer had all played the music of the Dance of the Seven Veils before, albeit for performances of a slightly less exalted and terrifying nature. They contrived to get the notes in the right order, and Celome communicated some of her own inspiration to them, so that they improved markedly as the performance progressed.
The first curse afflicting human life, according to the Dance of the Seven Veils, is hunger - which, for the purpose of the dance, includes and subsumes thirst. The first phase of Celome’s interpretation was, therefore, the embodiment in body-language of that most fundamental of appetites which shapes the successful quest of the new-born infant for a mother’s milk and a mother’s love.
The second curse afflicting human life, according to the Dance of the Seven Veils, is cold, so the second phase of Celome’s version was the embodiment in movement of the need for clothing and shelter and of its eventual achievement.
The third curse afflicting human life, according to the Dance of the Seven Veils, is disease - which, for the purpose of the Dance of the Seven Veils, also embraces injury - so the third phase of Celome’s performance comprised a symbolic celebration of the power of the body to heal itself, and the wisdom of physicians.
The fourth curse afflicting human life, according to the Dance of the Seven Veils, is loneliness, so the fourth phase of Celome’s mime was a hymn of praise to society and amity, and the productive rewards of co-operative labour.
The fifth curse afflicting human life, according to the Dance of the Seven Veils, is loss, so the fifth phase of Celome’s rendition was a demonstration of the agony of grief, which gave way by degrees to the triumph of resolution and the recognition of all the legacies which the dead convey to the living.
The sixth curse afflicting human life, according to the Dance of the Seven Veils, is childlessness, so the sixth phase - the longest so far - of Celome’s extravaganza was a celebration of sexual love, marriage and parenthood.
Amaimon watched all these phases with the critical eye of a connoisseur, and found little to criticise. It was easy enough to see that Celome had not been trained in the conventional devices of Arabic dancing, but it was equally obvious that her spontaneity and exuberance made up for the omission. She was authentically gifted, and her appeal to the emotions of her audience was no less powerful because it lacked a certain refinement and sophistication. Whatever imperfection remained in the playing of her accompanists was easily ignored; the dancer was the only centre of attention, the sole contestant. The living members of the audience followed her with their eyes, utterly captivated by her every movement.
On the other hand, Amaimon could see that the dead were quite unimpressed. Many of the skeletons, most of the zombies and all of the ghouls in the crowd had two good eyes, while the wraiths had more glittering stares than their inhabiting souls could ever have manifested in the flesh. They could all see well enough what Celome was doing, and even the notorious stupidity of death could not have prevented them from understanding the greater part of it - but Amaimon could see that they were unresponsive. They must have been reminded of life, but seemingly not in any way that made them regret its loss. They did not seem to care at all.
Perhaps, Amaimon thought, that was because they could not care - but he was reluctant to believe it. Dead or not, they had been raised to action, subjected to motive force. Given that they had the capacity to respond to motive force, they ought to have the capacity to respond to the art of the dance. The problem was to reach and activate that potential.
There was still one phase of the dance to be completed, and Amaimon knew that whatever hope he had rested on that - but he suspected that the final phase might seem a trifle offensive to the audience gathered in the palace of Zelebzel, because the final curse afflicting human life, according to the Dance of the Seven Veils, was death itself: not the death of others, as per the fifth curse, but the death of the individual. The final act of Celome’s drama was supposed to consist of a heroic defence of creative achievement and a defiant statement of the fact that although a body and mind might be annihilated, the legacy of their attainments could not.
Celome did as well as anyone in her situation could have done. The last and longest phase of the dancing-girl’s masterpiece was a celebration of dancing itself, its joy and its meaning; its consummation and climax was the removal of the final veil, and the revelation of the human being beneath, utterly triumphant over every single one of the many indignities which cruel fate had heaped upon her kind. Even her accompanists excelled themselves.
When Celome fell still at last the captive prisoners, all of whom were already in tears, burst into a storm of applause and acclamation - but the dead remained silent. They did not seem to be bored, but neither were they in the least appreciative.
But that does not matter, Amaimon told himself. For they are not the judges who will decide this matter. Celome is the judge, and there was not one among the living observers who enjoyed watching her performance one tenth as much as she enjoyed giving it.
When Celome looked up and met Amaimon’s eye he saw that she was pleased with what she had done, and was reassured. Cimejez beckoned to her, then indicated that she should take the empty seat beside Amaimon. The vizier briefly took her hand in his, and squeezed it slightly before releasing it again, by way of congratulation.
Then Cimejez’s champion took the floor.
 
CELOME’S RIVAL WAS, as Amaimon had half-expected, exactly the kind of figure depicted in the art of the Empire: the leader of the Totentanz. He was a skeleton, but not any ordinary skeleton. He was an imperious skeleton, with an eyeless face and perfect teeth set in the permanent smile of the long-dead. He wore a jet-black cape with a hood, and he carried a scythe.
The zither-player, the cymbalist and the drummer had already retired to join the other captives. Their place was taken by a single drummer, also a skeleton attired in a monkish robe - but when he began to caress his instrument with his slender fingers the rhythm he sounded was more signal than dance-beat. Amaimon recognised it as a chamade: the summons used by exhausted armies to call for truce and negotiation.
There were no veils in this performance, no curses and no alleviations. It had only one phase, and even that had no hint of a crescendo.
It occurred to Amaimon, as he watched the skeleton move to the rhythm of the chamade, that he had never been able to make out what kind of dance the Totentanz was. Like the statue of Celome, the carved images of the dance that he had seen in Altdorf and Marienburg had been frozen moments decanted from an unfolding process, but while his human eyes had read an implicit flow and surge into the statue he had been unable to do likewise for the leader of the Totentanz. Now, for the first time ever, he was able to see the evolution and revolution of the Dance of Death, and to understand not merely where it led but how and why.
There were no phases in the Dance of Death because death had no phases. There were no curses in the dance of death because death was devoid of afflictions. There were no veils in the Dance of Death because death could neither deceive nor conceal its essence. There were neither triumphs nor celebrations in the Dance of Death, because death was all triumph, and had no need of any celebration. The Dance of Death was slow, and painstakingly measured, and eternal. The Dance of Death was an inexorable and inescapable summons, whose promise was more truce than release. That summons, addressed by the exhausted to the exhausted, gathered in everyone and everything… except the dead.
Life, according to the symbolism of the black-clad figure’s awesomely patient and painstakingly measured steps, was a struggle against fate. It had its victories - which were, admittedly, the only victories conceivable. In death, by contrast, there was no struggle; there were no victories, because none was needed. That was the meaning of the chamade, and the meaning of the dance it accompanied.
Amaimon realised, before the skeleton had made a single circuit of the arena, that he could not win his wager. He could not win because his opponent did not need to win; he had to lose because he was the only one who could lose.
Amaimon realised, without needing to feel the slackness of her hand in his, that Celome would come to understand this too. She had not been able to imagine wanting to be anything other than she was, because that was all she had ever been before she was a statue; she was a dancer through and through. But the failure was in her imagination; she had never seen, imagined or understood the Totentanz. She was watching it now, and she understood exactly how its rhythm intruded itself into the human eye, ear and mind, like a possessive daemon banishing all rival thought and sensation.
Amaimon’s fellow prisoners had stopped cheering, but they were joining in the dance.
Soon enough, even Celome was dancing again - but not, this time, the Dance of the Seven Veils.
Now the scythe came into play. As the column of figures wound around and around, doubling back on itself again and again, the scythe offered its blade to the dancing mortals. Hand-in-hand as they were, they could offer no resistance to its seeking blade, but they did not flinch or turn away as it sliced through their flesh and drained them dry of blood. The flesh began to melt from their bones soon enough, as if the dull music of the signal-drum were a fire of sorts, and their whited bones a kind of ash.
Celome made no more effort to avoid her fate than the zither-player, the cymbalist or the drummer, who seemed to be a little more appreciative of the rhythm to which they danced than the unmusical majority of their erstwhile companions.
‘That is what the dead have to offer the living,’ Cimejez whispered in Amaimon’s ear. ‘That is what might be attained, if only the living would try harder to understand the nature of the Great Crusade.’
Amaimon was the only living person present who was able to resist the summons of the chamade. He stayed where he was, in his seat beside Cimejez the Tomb King - but the only reason for that was that the careful Lord of Death had rested a bony hand upon his own, forbidding him to move. The pressure was gentle, but it was irresistible. Amaimon was the only living man who was ever privileged to see and hear the Totentanz without being required to join it - and for that reason, he became the only living man in the world who understood the strategy and the objectives of the Great Crusade.
The most remarkable thing about the continuing dance was the reaction of the remainder of the crowd to the performance they were watching. They did not applaud, nor did they sway in time to the rhythm. They remained utterly silent - not bored, but not appreciative either. They had been reanimated to serve as warriors in the Great Crusade Against the Living; they had been given armour, and weapons, and a cause - but the motive force that impelled them to take up arms against the living was nothing like the motives that forced the living to act. Their motive force was like the Totentanz itself, to which they made no evident response because they had no need.
The dead had no need to follow the paces of the dance, or even to approve of them, for the dance was merely a reflection of their nature, like a shadow carelessly cast upon the ground.
‘You ought to let me go now,’ Amaimon said to Cimejez. ‘I have seen all I need to see. I admit that I have lost. I will serve as your vizier - but you should let me go, so that I might join my peers in the Totentanz.’
‘Oh no,’ said Cimejez, amicably. ‘That would not do at all - for then you would be merely one of us, instead of a traitor to the living. The dead have a tendency to become stupid, even when they are recalled by a necromancer as expert as myself. You’ll pay out your bargain in blood, sweat and tears, but you’ll do it as I require and command.’
So Amaimon stayed where he was, and watched the dance. It seemed to go on forever, but when it was over he had lost far less time than it took a human to be born, let alone to die.
 
IN THE LONG, hard years of servitude that followed, Amaimon discovered that the first curse afflicting human life is indeed hunger - which, for accounting purposes, might be taken to include and subsume thirst. He discovered, too, the scrupulous accuracy of the estimated hierarchy of needs that had ranked cold the second, disease and injury the third, loneliness the fourth, loss the fifth and childlessness the sixth. He suffered all of these afflictions in their fullest measure, but he was not allowed to die. He helped bring death to hundreds of thousands of the living, and he helped bring the greater number of those he had betrayed into the ranks of Cimejez’s army, but he was not allowed the kind of release he devoutly desired, nor any other kind.
Amaimon never forgot that the final curse afflicting human life is the inevitability of death itself, at least according to the Dance of the Seven Veils - but he could find little comfort in the recollection, even though the final phase of Celome’s performance was etched so deeply in his memory as to be replayed over and over again in his restless dreams.
He still knew that the sum and climax of his existence, like that of any human being, was supposed to consist of a heroic defence of creative achievement, and of the ultimate inability of annihilation to cancel out the produce of a busy lifetime. Alas, that knowledge had become worthless to him as soon as he had seen a single round of the Totentanz - and worthless it remained to Amaimon the Vizier of Zelebzel, if not to those Lords of Death whose one and only purpose is to raise armies of skeletons, zombies, wraiths and ghouls to fight against the living.
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