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I
Prey, drunk and foolish, blundered onward, oblivious and uncaring.
The scent stung his wet nostrils, sinking hooks into his brain, flaring his bloody instincts. He could taste the blood that ran in their veins even from this distance, a coppery tang that made his lolling tongue ache, and sang up the length of his killing fangs.
Each step he took betrayed a burning hunger that physically hurt. Claws that were too long slid in and out of his monstrous paws with a lethality he had forgotten how to control. They itched so incessantly, so furiously, with pain that echoed up limbs swollen by the anger that had plagued him for so long.
Thick ropes of sour drool swung from his open maw as he moved, his lethal bulk passing soundlessly through a woodland that had been blessed by rain only a few hours ago. Water was no longer a relief to him. Each raindrop that fell from the leaves of whispering trees sent spikes of migraine-fierce pain through his leonine skull. A pelt that was once the pearly white of pure moonlight felt heavy on his back, soaked with cold rainwater and caked with a thousand kinds of filth.
He quickened his pace, his loping gait lengthening into a staggering gallop. The prey-scent intensified, and his nose burned in sympathy. He was close enough to hear the breath in their lungs, and smell the stinging reek of alcohol sweating through their pores.
Other smells clung to them, too; scents he dimly remembered as city-smells, laden with the promise of glittering spear tips and baying horns. There was a time when he would have shrunk from this scent in favour of softer, less dangerous prey. But now the anger wouldn’t let him. The anger burned in his guts and banished his instincts, compelling him to drown his pain in the hot rush of the kill.
They were making noises, now. Elf-speech whispered under the trees, their voices softened by the wine that had compelled them to journey out here. The sound lanced into his mind, firing a predator-rage he once knew how to contain. This was wrong. This was not how he was supposed to hunt.
His quarry stopped, and the low murmur of their soft voices began to grow louder. This prey was not as lethal as the other elf-creatures that moved through the woods like ghosts, but he was not blind to the danger of the metal that gleamed in their slender hands.
Slowly, agonisingly, he prowled forward, even as the unkind rage knifed arcs of pain into his bleary eyes and screamed at him to lunge.
When the moment was right, it would be satisfied.
‘A Chracian myth,’ Darath said through smiling lips, his thin arms spreading in an expansive gesture. ‘That is all this is, my friends.’
He spoke the words in the sing-song accent of the Lothern aristocracy, his diction flawless. The bleariness of his dark eyes betrayed his drunkenness.
‘Hundreds dead?’ Nesselan slurred, announcing every glass of wine he had put away today. ‘This is no myth, Darath. There is a terror loose.’
‘There is no terror here in this Chracian wilderness,’ Darath snapped, the wine fouling his temper. ‘You are a fool to believe so. We are all fools for coming here, through the rain and the wind, hunting for a ghost that does not exist.’
Darath’s sculpted cheekbones flushed red. Here, in these woods, even as the sun edged ever closer to the distant horizon, he wanted to strike Nesselan. The fool was bleeding the fun from this journey with every word that passed his lips. He had never met an elf so negative in all his days.
Thyran tried and failed to banish the tension with a false laugh.
‘These woodsmen are not liars,’ Nesselan said, crouching low and pressing his fingers to the damp earth, as if this somehow proved the truth of his words. ‘Hundreds, this ghost of yours has claimed over the years. I swear to you, by Asuryan’s blood, that this beast is real.’
Darath knew he believed those words. Only hours ago, as they strode into the woodland of mighty Chrace, they had been warned off the trail by unwashed, uncouth locals. A great beast, they claimed, was skulking beneath this canopy. Whole scores of men had fallen to its filthy claws. Armed men, too.
In Darath’s most humble opinion, this tale was a mean-spirited jest by the lesser folk of this barbarian wilderness.
It simply would not do.
Thyran held a flask to his lips and drank deeply. The wine was perfection, if a little too sweet.
‘Exaggeration, Nesselan, you silly man,’ Thyran laughed, ever the voice of reason. ‘Maybe it does skulk through these trees. This doesn’t mean it has slain so many. This doesn’t mean it can’t die at the tips of our blades.’
Darath watched as Thyran’s sword rasped from its sheath, feeling a jealous pang at the work of art in his fellow noble’s hand.
‘I have sparred with the very best Lothern has to offer,’ he continued, brushing a strand of fair hair from his eyes, a smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. ‘I promise you, we are in no danger here.’
Darath filled his lungs to speak, to curse them both for their foolish notions and their uncouth bravado. They were nobles, after all. Maybe the other two were minor nobles, of lesser houses, but the blood in their veins was of privileged stock. They were being ridiculous. They were above this.
But the words caught in his throat.
‘What was that?’ both Nesselan and Thyran said at once.
All of them had distinctly heard the loud, brittle crack! of a fallen branch being snapped in half. Darath’s fingers, thin digits armoured in gold rings, wrapped around the handle of his sword. His tongue traced a nervous circuit around his lips.
‘I told you this was no ghost,’ Nesselan hissed, his eyes wide with fear.
‘Be quiet!’ Darath could feel how heavy his breath was, laden with alcohol fumes. They should not have taken the wine with them.
‘Do not worry,’ Thyran spoke, sounding infuriatingly composed. ‘I think it was just—’
The sound that interrupted him was torn straight from a nightmare.
‘Charandis,’ Darath breathed, as the lion pounced.
A small sound escaped the prey’s trembling lips as he thundered from cover in a blur of dirty white fur and scything black talons.
He associated those three syllables with hunt-kill sensations: the pungent sting of urine in the air; the quickening percussion of a fluttering heartbeat; the cloying fear-musk screaming from their pores; the widening of their dark eyes as their gaze locks with his, a connection between predator and prey.
He would never know the significance of that frightened little noise. He would never know that the elf-creatures had characterised him as a soul-shaking rumble of deadly thunder, the booming echo of lightning lashing the wet ground.
To him, it was just a noise they made before they died.
His paw thundered like the hammer of a wrathful god into the first elf’s fragile skull, pulping bone and flesh. The echo of its snapping neck jarred up through his front leg from claw to shoulder, throwing the elf ten yards.
His claws snagged on skin, stunting the creature’s flight. It landed in a wet crunch of broken bones, twitching fitfully as it died.
His head swung to face his other prey, their harsh breathing and thundering hearts like a balm to the disease that was slowly killing him. His eyes were bleary red orbs, locking the two elf-creatures somewhere between fight and flight.
He opened his jaws and roared. A sound like a volcanic eruption tore from his chest. The fury of a predator king vomited forth in a deafening torrent through fangs that had snatched life from a hundred souls.
It was only natural that they fled.
The chase was brief and violent, and his instincts sang with exultant rightness. This was how things were supposed to be. This hunt was pure, lifting him from the ravages of sickness. Blood slicked his claws as he pounded across the wet soil, his breath like rumbling like a summer thunderstorm in his chest.
He tasted elf blood before the creature even knew it was dead. His fangs crunched through ribs and pierced lung and heart in the time it took for them both to hit the ground. He lashed out with leonine claws at the body beneath him in afterthought, spattering blood against a tree, painting it in wet smears.
His limbs burned, though unlike the pain behind his eyes, this was wholly natural. Welcome, even. It was the ache of taut muscles and expended strength, the kind to be slept off with a full belly.
The third creature actually turned. A yard of shining metal sang from its sheath, making a series of panicked slashes. Maybe it actually thought it could survive. Maybe this display of desperate aggression was intended to scare him off.
It did not.
The elf was in two pieces in as many seconds. Both fell to the ground. Both bled crimson fountains into the soggy earth. One tried to crawl away, raking its fingers across the earth in an effort to escape.
Even as the creature burbled a garble of broken syllables, Charandis bellowed another peal of thunder to the skies.
Everything was as it should be. Everything was normal again.



II
‘You said you were coming alone,’ he says, as if I am not even here. His teeth flash milky yellow in the afternoon sun, his white lips pulling taut against a dozen scars. His tone is even, but he doesn’t look happy. And those scars tell me that saying something… brash, would be unwise.
Very unwise.
‘Is this a problem?’ Alvantir’s voice is confident, yet his hand strays to the oval birthmark blotching his cheek. I know these men make him nervous, and I don’t blame him.
There are three of them, and underneath the swaying trees they look like kings. Their pointed helms rest in the crooks of their arms, glinting bright silver against the sunlight, each adorned with oval sapphires staring out like cyclopean eyes.
Their armour is… magnificent. I have never seen craftsmanship like this before; not even on the shoulders of strutting peacocks on the streets of Tor Achare. From steel cuirass to masterfully wrought sabatons, they radiate authority. They lean on their heirloom axes with a casual ease born of confidence; centuries-old weapons gripped by well-oiled gloves.
But it is what they wear upon their shoulders that sends my heart racing.
The dead faces of conquered lions glare at me from over their armoured spaulders. The pelts are draped like tattered banners over their armour, frayed in places like forgotten standards, ending in claws the length of my fingers. Their leonine faces snarl soundlessly, the empty sockets of their eyes still narrowed in silent fury.
It marks the greatest honour a Chracian can earn. It demonstrates the exultant heights to which a lowly woodsman like myself can rise.
I am… jealous.
I stand before the Phoenix King’s chosen blades; his loyal shields against which a thousand foes have fallen. The eyes of the White Lions are upon me, and all I can think of is how jealous I am.
‘You said you were coming alone,’ the lead elf repeats, his thunderstorm-black eyes locked on Alvantir. The sound of creaking leather reaches my keen ears. I know this to be his grip tightening on the oak haft of his weapon.
My companion dips his head. I can feel his aching desire to be anywhere but here.
‘I crave your pardon, kinsman,’ he says evenly, sweeping a braid of autumn-brown hair behind his ear. ‘He knows these woods unlike any other. Whatever you are looking for, he can find.’
He looks at me for the first time, and I see nothing but cold, pitiless scrutiny in those dark eyes. I fold my arms across my chest without thinking, shielding myself from his attention.
He nods, as if satisfied.
‘I am familiar with your friend,’ he says to me, directly. His voice is deep, worn raw and gravelly by distant battlefields. ‘But not you. Tell me your name, and we can begin.’
I incline my head as I speak, but I do not break eye contact.
‘My name is Korhil.’
The scene before us is repugnant in a thousand ways.
Chrace’s forests are famously beautiful, but equally dangerous. A woodsman does not roam beneath the evergreen canopy unprepared. This is why our axes know the kiss of a whetstone every day. This is why our tunics are oiled and treated every time we leave our homes. This is why our fathers spent endless years teaching us the manifold ways of surviving the forest. This is why we are Chrace’s proud children.
I step over a severed hand bedecked in fabulously expensive rings, fighting the rising urge to empty my guts. Blood paints the boles of trees in dried smears, and innards festoon the forest floor like wreckage wreathed in swarms of black flies.
The first body lies by a mossy boulder. His features are… gone, but I know him to be a noble by the fine cut of his bloodstained clothes. His arms and legs are bent in ways that defy reason, and the blow that snapped his neck was close to taking the head from his shoulders.
The second body sprawls near the roots of a powerful tree. This one died as he fled, that much is obvious. His chest is crushed, his broken ribs jutting outward in angles that speak of unthinkable strength. Whatever killed him came back after it had finished, and vented its wrath on the ragged corpse. The coils of vital organs decorate the gnarled fingers of clawing roots.
The third is in two pieces, and the upper half tried to crawl away. His spine is a jutting cord of bone, black with dried blood and alive with a carpet of flies. His legs bear the ugly lacerations of scything claws and…
And I have to look away.
When outsiders speak of Chrace’s wild and untamed beauty, this is what they mean. This is what they foolishly think they know. I have been a woodsman for a long time; long enough to know that I am the best at what I do. I have seen a wealth of unsettling scenes underneath this canopy; a menagerie of horrors that have actually made me want to run.
But this… this is something else.
Alvantir worries at the plain band of gold around his finger, a wedding ring he could barely afford. The look on his face tells me that his thoughts are awash with worry. He thinks of his stunningly beautiful young wife, and the son who he has tried to shield from the hardships of the forest.
But beneath these thoughts, I know he is also thinking the same thing as I.
There is something in the air; something that lingers between a taste and a smell. It settles on my tongue and gathers at the back of my throat; a copper tang that speaks of old blood, and a musty reek that whispers of burial grounds.
There are too many flies. The drone of the feasting insects is loud, aching my ears and building a pressure behind my eyes. This is unnatural.
Alvantir meets my gaze. Both of us know what did this.
‘They were nobles,’ the lead elf says, breaking the uneasy silence. He hefts an axe that is almost the mirror of my own over his armoured shoulder, the lines and angles of his face tightening. ‘Lothern born and bred.’
‘Why were they here?’ I ask, with genuine curiosity. I know outsiders to be stupid at times, but this…
‘An adventure in wild Chrace? I neither know nor care.’ The words leave his lips laced with bitterness, biting like acid into the still air.
‘And why are you here?’
He laughs, a series of hoarse barks that are anything but genuine. ‘We are their shields against harm; their bulwark against danger. They were our charges.’
Realisation is a shard of ice knifing into my guts. This is why these men are so grim and unwelcoming. This is why they stare out at the forest with narrowed eyes.
‘I am sorry,’ I say, and not because Lothern lost three of its spoiled children this week.
‘Charandis.’ Alvantir blurts out the name because he can hold it in no longer. Four pairs of eyes turn to look at him. Only one grasps the meaning of what is said.
‘What about Charandis?’ This is asked by another White Lion, the one with a sickle-shaped scar blighting his cheek. He sounds as if he is stung by that name being spoken in the presence of such an atrocity.
Every woodsman knows Charandis. He is Thunder, the King of Prides, the Child of Kurnous, the Hunter under the Canopy. A thousand romanticised poems detail the tragic fall of his pride, the clack of his claws upon the rocky mountains, the grace of his every movement, the mercy in his killing blow…
‘Charandis is no longer pure.’ There is no regret in my tone. Not even slightly.
‘A foul wind blew down from the Annulli Mountains last year,’ Alvantir elaborates. He clutches a small wooden token around his neck, a mirror of the one he carved for his boy.
‘You are saying the lion is tainted?’ This, asked by the third White Lion, sallow-faced and hook-nosed.
‘A child of Kurnous does not hunt like this. If this slaughter were pure, then why have only the flies come to feast?’
Silence. Droning.
‘Then our path is set? Thunder dies by our hand tonight?’ says Sickle-Scar.
‘No.’ My reply is coloured by my smile, brought unbidden to my lips at the look on Alvantir’s face. ‘Mine.’
‘I will restore your honour,’ Korhil said, still with that smile creasing his slanted eyes. ‘But more importantly, I will earn my own.’
Alvantir pinched the bridge of his nose, suppressing a heartfelt groan. The silence that met this wondrous announcement was filled by the frenzied buzzing of a thousand flies, ignorant of the staggering stupidity that just left Korhil’s lips.
‘You,’ spoke the senior White Lion, ‘are going to restore my honour.’ His tone didn’t make it a question.
Korhil unfolded his arms - noticeably big, eye-catchingly brawny - and laughed.
‘This is no longer about you. I mean you no insult, kinsman, but you have failed today. We stand in the aftermath of an evil you were duty bound to prevent. I will right this wrong. I will kill Charandis. And I will walk with you to Lothern with his carcass slung over my shoulders.’
So this was it. The glory Korhil had been talking about for years. Korhil did not see a gaggle of bereaved lovers and mourning relatives in the clotting blood of these dead nobles. He did not see lives cut short and ambitions slashed by a sick beast.
This was about the glory.
Bringing him here was a bad idea.
To say the lead Lion looked stung was understating things. White-lipped, he stood speechless for several long moments, his gloves creaking as he tightened and relaxed his grip on his weapon.
Finally, ‘You would stand in defence of the Phoenix King.’
‘I would.’
He sighed, a weary exhalation whispering through his teeth.
‘Then go, Korhil. We will camp nearby for two days. That is how long I will grant you. That is how long I will wait before I come and destroy this beast myself.’
Alvantir cleared his throat.
‘Come, Korhil. I will help you pick up the trail.’
A fool could find where Charandis’s claws had touched bare earth.
Alvantir silences the question about to pass my lips with a withering glare, his brow creasing in ugly furrows.
‘Fool.’
‘I can track him easily-‘
‘You insulted Valeth.’
For this, I have no response. Valeth the Wyrmslayer. Valeth the Kinhammer. Valeth the Mighty. Why, I ask myself, do I live to regret insulting his honour?
This… puts things into perspective.
‘You don’t realise, do you? We stood under the gaze of Captain Ironglaive’s second.’ When I don’t respond, he continues. ‘The Phoenix King himself knows his name. This goes straight to the top. This is…’ He gestures weakly. ‘Big.’
I look at my closest friend walking next to me, our boots sinking into wet mud as we leave the White Lions and their charnel scene behind. He sees my perplexed smile.
‘Why is this a bad thing, Alvantir?’
‘Charandis will kill you.’
‘No, he won’t.’
‘What if he does?’
I laugh, and he knows why. He should know better than to say ‘what if’ in my presence. A bad habit of his.
‘Why does Ironglaive send his most esteemed warrior to Chrace, picking up after foolish nobles?’
Alvantir answers with a shrug of his narrow shoulders, ducking under an overhanging branch. ‘It is a different game in Lothern, Korhil. It is political.’
‘Nonsense is what it is. When I stand astride the White Lions, I will march to the defence of worthy charges. Generals, scholars, spellweavers; not spoiled children. Never spoiled children.’
‘They march in regiments, fool. You go where they tell you.’
‘But I’m about to kill Charandis. You think they would damn me to mundane duties like that?’
‘Why don’t you ask Valeth that question?’
I ignore this last remark, lowering my gaze to the ground, focussing on my task. The forest speaks to me in a voice I know well: a patchwork of muddy browns and vital greens, whispering morsels of secret knowledge.
My strength is my axe - it always has been. Tracking is Alvantir’s expertise, but it takes no master to follow the trail Charandis has left behind him. Here, a faded print twice the size of my hand. There, a claw mark, scored into the jutting root of a tree. The clumsiness of the lion’s passing is a testament to how sick the creature is. White lions move with a grace that matches their savagery. That is why the Chracian rite is such a hard test. Usually, finding them is hard enough.
Usually.
‘I have come far enough.’ Alvantir thumbs his wedding ring, giving me a look that I find hard to read. ‘I am not going to convince you that this is folly.’
‘No,’ I agree. ‘Because it is not.’
He sighs.
‘I will go back to Valeth for my payment. Be swift. And don’t die, fool.’
In the shadow of the forest, as the sun sets in crimson fire, we shake hands.



III
At first, he could not move.
This was something new. This was a fresh affliction, added to the dozens that already blossomed in his blood and bred behind his eyes.
It was impossible. His bones were shafts of ice, his muscles frozen in painful stiffness. Breath vented between his locked jaws in volcanic hisses. Dreadful cold was beginning to settle on his guts. The thump of his heart was sluggish, beating without vigour, languishing beneath his ribs.
In the stillness of night, the lion whined.
Perception had steadily become harder to grasp as he awoke from slumber these last weeks. He always emerged from a realm of nightmares - where prey is predator - into a world of threats he couldn’t see, and dangers he couldn’t hear. Being aware of any difference between the two was difficult. So sometimes he would awake roaring, lashing out at shadows with extended claws and yellow fangs.
But not tonight.
Again, a whine escaped his jaws.
Maybe he would slip into prey-sleep. Maybe it would be for him that the ravens wheeled overhead. Maybe it would be his bones that the wolves gnawed upon.
But that didn’t happen.
The prey-scent was faint, diluted by distance. It reached him as a weak spice, hanging loose in the air, drifting at the mercy of gentle breezes. It spoke of something far away, alert yet relaxed; wary, yet oblivious. He tasted flesh, wet and tender, torn from the bones of something taken by surprise. The promise of a successful kill raced through his mind.
Normality. Rightness. Relief.
With a snarl of effort, the lion moved.
It was slow, at first. He clawed trenches into the ground in an effort to crawl forward, his muscles burning red hot under his skin. Agony came afresh with every beat of his heart, coursing fire through his veins, painting his vision in varying shades of murderous red.
But at least he wasn’t cold any more.
At least he would hunt again.
The lion staggered shakily to its feet, no longer mewling meekly at imagined predators. His perception was sharpening again, throwing his world into blade-sharp clarity. His eyes rolled in their gummy sockets, identifying his surroundings. His nostrils flared, sucking in lungfuls of nectar-rich prey-scent.
It was… that way. Beyond the trees. Out of the forest.
He reeled at first, his gait drunken and clumsy. Twice, he stumbled, and both times he vented his aggression on thin air, lashing out at nothing.
He couldn’t hear the soft thump of his shaky footfall as he moved. He couldn’t even hear the blast of his breath, gusting in and out of his lungs. All he heard was a strange buzzing.
Like flies gathered on a carcass.
She fought a rising thrill of panic, straining to see out into the void-black darkness.
Nothing moved. There were no animals out here, tonight. The familiar rustle of fallen leaves as the nocturnal foragers came out to hunt was an absence she sorely wished wasn’t there.
There wasn’t even a breeze. Not even slightly. The treeline was a collection of pale silvers and dark greys, unmoving and soundless in the moonlight. It was an unreasonably close night. The air spoke of thunderstorms yet-to-be, which was hardly ideal, given the situation they found themselves in.
She clutched her boy closer to her waist.
‘We are lost.’ He stated this simple truth without a trace of fear, in a matter-of-fact voice that reminded her painfully of his father.
The father that should have been here. Now. At this very moment.
‘Hush.’
The silence that met this gentle scold told her everything she didn’t want to hear. The boy was young - an infant, even, but he was perceptive beyond his years. She knew that he knew she was scared. But then wasn’t his father always saying she was so easy to read?
‘Where is he?’ This, not so blunt. A tremor of doubt crept into the boy’s voice, making him sound like the child he pretended he wasn’t. She squeezed his shoulder.
‘I don’t know, dearest. Just keep walking. Please.’
Their feet whispered over the rocky outcrop, their slow advance defined in the soft swish of a silk dress and the gentle creak of the boy’s handmade shoes. The moonlight was dim and worthless, spilling weak silver light across shoulders of jutting rock, casting shadows that made leering faces of mundane features.
They stuck to the line of trees because it was a point of reference. Her instinct was to turn the other way, and be as far from the shadows under the canopy as possible - but that would make them more lost than they already were. She knew that they would find shelter if they walked for long enough, but walking in the dead of night, blind, unarmed, scared…
‘He said we shouldn’t leave the house,’ the boy whispered. She heard his fingernails scrape along the wooden token that hung around his neck.
‘I know he did. But if anyone can find us, it’s your father. You know this.’
He was silent for several moments.
‘What if he doesn’t?’ This question scared her, spoken from the lips of her own son.
‘I said hush. He will. I promise you.’ To her own ears - city ears, as her husband called them - these words sounded empty.
The need to blame someone for this nightmare was a tingling in her fingertips. Her husband, for not returning home tonight. Her, for leaving the house regardless of his absence. This Kurnous-damned wilderness, for its silent promises of danger.
He had enough money. This was what he had told her, yesterday. He had enough money to move them into the city, away from the pointless harshness of life out here. Years of guiding outsiders through the safe trails of Chrace had paid off.
One more errand. That was all he said it was. One more errand, for a wealthy outsider, and then they could leave.
But he had not come home tonight. Why did she leave? Why did she drag her child into this?
‘There is something over there.’ The boy pointed towards the trees.
She squinted until she saw. A gleam of something white moved on open ground, a ghost something big made small by distance.
It looked like it was… running. Bounding, on muscular legs. Straight for them.
‘What is that?’
She clutched him tighter, her slender hands grabbing his shoulders white-knuckle tight.
In the dead silence, she thought she heard the droning of flies.
The lion was galloping.
His claws sought purchase on rock that the great lion prides had claimed as their own for generations. He had run across this very same plateau years ago, before the world had become varying shades of danger and pain. The females of his pride had shed the blood of countless prey, hooved-creature and elf-creature alike, across this highland of rock and tall grass. The land was fat, nurturing his cubs into strong hunters, almost without exception.
Good land. Rich land.
His prey was no different now, even if he hunted for reasons other than hunger. A female, scared and alone with her cub, had spotted him. He didn’t need to see this to know it was true. Prey-scents were rich in the air, the usual cocktail of fear-laced sweat and… something else. Something that stung his nostrils. A curious musk that females often had coating their skin. It would taste vile, but that was not what this was about.
They were running, and he savoured what all but one of his senses told him. He was still deafened by the constant dirge inside his head. He was denied the patter of running feet and the rapid gasp of filling lungs.
He quickened his pace, a bound lengthening into a sprint. Flecks of drool stood at the corners of his mouth, spraying behind him in sour ribbons as he began to close the distance.
He was probably close enough for them to smell him with their blunted and clumsy senses. The blood that caked his filthy hide was nearly four days old, the gory dappling blighting a mane that had once shone silver under the moonlight.
His moment came all too soon. The female looked over her shoulder as he leapt, his finger-sized claws flexing in predatory menace. Their eyes met before the kill came, as he widened his jaws and bared his leonine fangs.
With hunt-kill came blood.
And with blood, there came relief.
My axe is in my hands.
The haft is two yards of Chracian oak, carved with a screed of flowing Asurii script. The names of my forefathers are tiny grooves against my fingers, reminding me of the weapon’s legacy every time I shift my grip.
The head is a work of art that could shame princes. Subtly enchanted steel catches the dawn’s first rays as I turn the weapon over; as light as a walking staff, and in the right hands, as deadly as dragonfire.
A weapon Vaul himself would be proud to wield.
A blade that could one day save the life of my king.
I bring the weapon to bear because there is something up ahead. The shapes that lie across the rocks tell an ugly story. I know a kill when I see one.
The flies alone are enough for me to be wary as I approach.
The woman’s dress would be pretty if the body it clothed wasn’t lying in a dozen pieces. Her hair is black. Her skin is pale, paler even than mine. There is literally nothing else I can see that identifies her, save for the ring that adorns a hand that would once have been long-fingered and slender.
I blink sweat from my eyes and turn to look at…
No.
Blood of Kurnous, no.
That is a child.
I cannot - will not - look at the ruins of what was once a mother and son. I have seen enough. My boots whisper over grey stone as I stalk around the edge of the killing, my jaw hardening, my eyes watchful for clues.
These bodies are hours old. They died in the hours before dawn. Why they were out here at night is anyone’s guess, but the clues are arrayed before me. I see recent gouges in the earth where something huge propelled itself forward. I see a scattering of tracks that speak of a lethal sprint from the forest. I see bloody paw-prints leading a meandering, drunken path back to the line of trees.
Still new. Still fresh.
Charandis is scant hours ahead of me. I can waste no time.
A burial for the dead is not even an option. I will not touch what this tainted beast has defiled. I will not be surrounded by those fat-bellied flies. I will not draw another breath of this sickly air, blighting my lungs in the name of ceremony.
No, mother and child can lie here, in the first minutes of dawn’s pale light. My quarry is too near. My glory is too close.
I break into a run, leaving the mounting drone of feasting flies behind me.



IV
The lion was afraid.
He paced in wide circles, his fear manifesting in strangled whines coughed up from the back of his throat. The Wind was back - the Wind that had brought this sickness to him, blown down from the ephemeral peaks - but this time it was… everywhere.
Literally, everywhere.
On every moon-drenched leaf, on every fallen branch, even on the ground he walked upon, the Wind had settled. It was a filmy substance, sticking to his claws; a slime that squelched between his toes and burned his skin like acid.
He could feel himself becoming sicker by the minute. His consciousness waxed and waned, coming and going like a red tide. He couldn’t focus. The buzz of flies had become all-consuming.
He made a sound, something between a yelp and a roar.
He saw creatures watching him. Their eyes were the pale yellow of dying suns, leering from every shadow, bright with the promise of yet more pain, yet more agony… The predators from his dreams. They had come with hunt-kill on their minds.
His own eyes felt like they were aflame. They burned in their sockets, making the predators little more than phantoms, escaping his vision.
But he knew they were there. And he wouldn’t let them drag him into prey-sleep. Ever.
Tonight is a night of ill omens.
I have tracked him for a day. I have followed his trail without rest, tailing him deeper and deeper into the forest. My cloak is unrecognisable under the inch-thick layer of grime, earned from the tireless chase through mile after mile of endless nothing.
My braided hair falls about my face in dirty ribbons, sticking to my sweat-slick skin. My heels burn with hot blisters, and I bleed from a dozen minor cuts and scrapes on my cheeks and forearms.
That is not why my confidence has fled me. That is not why I am certain I am going to die tonight.
It shows through a crack in the clouds, staring blearily down at the world below. It colours everything in its own sickly shade of venom-green, staining the skies noxious.
Tonight, as I set my gaze upon the tainted lion I must kill, the Dread Moon waxes.
Fear is my guts turning to ice, and my skin crawling with each moment I linger out here, in the open. I should be indoors, hidden from the Dread Moon’s baleful gaze. Not risking my life for a glory that could see me dead.
Charandis howls again, and I rise to my feet. I am being ridiculous. I have come this far. At this point, I would rather die than turn back.
My axe leaves its sling in a whisper of motion, its weight a balm to my sudden doubts. The subtle enchantments laced within the age-old steel shines bright in the insidious glow of the watchful eye above me.
I step from my hiding place, emerging from a thorny bush.
I am ready. Charandis must die.
As it moved from the shadows, the lion flinched.
He knew what it was. Pale-skinned and baleful-eyed, it stalked forward with something lethal clutched in its hands, hunched and feral. It flashed its leonine fangs in angry challenge, a territorial roar hammering from its throat.
Maybe it walked upright like an elf-creature. Maybe it clothed itself like an elf-creature.
But he knew that the pride leader of the dream-predators was coming for him.
The lion’s reply was thunder of his own, a hoarse bellow torn from ravaged lungs. They stood at opposite ends of the clearing - aggressor and defender, challenger and challenged.
The lion wasted no time.
He charged.
My eyes widen as this… thing… comes for me.
I do not even recognise the beast as a lion. Haggard and sunken-eyed, it is wreathed in flies. Patches the colour of sour milk show through what little isn’t a chittering, buzzing carpet.
Its mane hangs loose on its ravaged frame, sagging with each leaping bound. As it tries to barrel me to the ground, I leap sideways, moving fluidly into a painful roll over jutting stones.
Charandis moves fast. He is nearly on me by the time I have regained my footing, his stinking, fetid breath a hot blast in my face. My axe howls in a blistering arc, thumping into the lion’s side.
I wait for the scream of anguish. I wait for him to back away from me, bleeding from his crushed ribcage, mewling in his last moments of defeat.
But none of these things happen.
My axe bounces from Charandis’s hide as if it were made of rubber. This is unthinkable. I have felled trees with a single swipe of this weapon. That is their purpose. That is what they were made to do.
He does not bleed, nor does he back away.
Instead, he nearly kills me.
The lion’s claws tasted the flesh of his tormentor in a flash of venomous fury.
Blood, salty and stinging, flecked the lion’s face in spattering droplets. The dream-predator staggered backwards, clutching his ruined visage.
Three bloodied canyons ran from cheek to brow, raining waterfalls of crimson down the aggressor’s front. The predator roared in anger, futilely lashing out again with the gleaming blade it held in its clawed hands. It was useless.
The lion was the dominant one here.
He went for the throat, even as it screamed a meaningless screed of guttural sounds.
Even as I circle around Charandis’s lethal bulk, I roar in pain. My vision is painted arterial red, my face a bleeding mess snagged by filthy talons. I will have these scars for the rest of my life, even if that life is measured in minutes or years. But at least he didn’t take my eyes. At least I can still see.
We pace around each other like dominant males sizing each other up, gazes locked and teeth bared. My axe is useless, here. The taint must allow him to endure the blessings wrought into the steel of my blade.
He comes at me for a third time, his matted fur flashing acid-green under the fell light of the moon as he thumped forward. My life is saved by throwing up my hands, letting his claws scrawl against my axe’s haft. Countless names of my bloodline vanish under his talons, buckling my knees with the force of impact.
As his sword-like talons lock with my weapon, he begins to push down.
I do not know how I manage to even begin resisting. Ropes of drool hang down in foul-smelling strands as I push back against the lion’s strength, the muscles of my arms and legs burning with slowly faltering effort. He is slowly forcing me to the ground.
What I do next is out of desperation. I do not know what I am trying to achieve, but my life at this point can be measured in painful seconds.
I drop to my back.
My hands fasten around the small stone as if it were as precious as the Phoenix Crown itself. It leaves my fingers in a blur of motion, just as the lion sweeps down.
I hear the thok of impact, and close my eyes.
Death does not come.
The lion could not breathe.
Something cold and hard lodged deep in his throat, filling his windpipe with a painful lump. It was as if a band of iron had been placed over his chest. His lungs could not move.
He could not even roar in pain.
His heart - wet and thumping - began to beat faster, soaking his blood in adrenaline. The fight was bleeding from him rapidly. He leapt away from the predator under his claws, trying to choke and gasp.
Soon he was writhing on the ground. His lungs were burning. The desperation to draw breath was a need that sang in his blood. He rolled over onto his back, writhing in fear.
He was not aware that the predator had gotten to its feet.
I toss my axe aside. It has failed me here. My walk is a purposeful stride, my features bloodied and ruined. Charandis is on his back, like a dog rolling in mud, swiping gamely at imagined assailants. He makes no sound. He can’t even choke. I bare teeth, wet with my own blood, in a triumphant smile.
But I am not finished yet.
My fingers are not slender, delicate things. When they wrap around Charandis’s throat, they squeeze with vice-like strength. I climb atop this Chaos-maddened lion - thrashing and biting - and I throttle him in the light of the Dread Moon.
I know he would die if I just left him. He would choke to death on the stone I picked up in desperation, but that is not enough. That is not how I want this to end. A legend dies under my hands, caked in the filth of his own corruption. I will throttle the last vestiges of life from his ravaged body.
And I do.
The lion was dying.
He did not feel sick. Not any more. There was still pain, settling on every bone, biting into every muscle, but this ache was an absence of affliction. It was… gone. Just like that. It vanished, as if it had sensed he would soon be gone, fleeing his body.
He was still going to die. He had stopped fighting his impending demise - that was pointless. He had been sick for too long to even think of surviving beyond these next minutes.
The predator was on him, and with the sudden passing of the sickness, he saw what was truly there. No fangs. No hunched shoulders, overgrown with a mane that had no place there. No claws. No bleak yellow eyes.
It was just an elf. Blunt, rugged features; maybe brawnier than most elf-creatures, but one of them all the same.
As prey-sleep took him, he still looked upon a predator.



V
Valeth spat the pulpy remains of a bitter herb onto the fire.
Two days, he had said. Two days, and the White Lions would hunt the beast themselves. That was his promise to Korhil. That was the terms upon which he allowed the woodsman the honour of this hunt.
The Khaos Moon had set over the distant Annulli Mountains, the jutting peaks that knifed up from the faraway horizon. The sun took its place in a rising curtain of ruby fire, bathing the trees in warmth, banishing the moon’s corrupting influence.
The woodsman had not returned, and that meant he was probably dead. Who knew what last night could have done to creature like Charandis?
No, he had said a prayer for him this morning. That would have to do.
Alvantir was twitchy, and had been this whole time. He kept on mentioning how he should get home to his wife, but Valeth bade him stay. The tracker was phenomenal, he had a nose like a wolf’s, and eyes like a hawk’s. He would be useful when it came to finding the beast.
Valeth rose to his feet, his shoulders unburdened by the weight of his trophy and armour. ‘Get kitted up.’ His voice was clipped and tightened by discipline. ‘We move after we eat.’
His two companions murmured their assent, and went about their tasks silently. Only Alvantir didn’t move.
‘He might still come back,’ he said, chewing at his fingernails. ‘There is still a chance.’
Valeth hadn’t the heart to tell him that his closest friend was probably lying in pieces. ‘Maybe,’ came his doubtful answer. ‘Maybe.’
‘Such little faith, kinsman.’
The voice was hoarse, gravelly and raw from a night without rest. It rumbled over the clearing, reaching their fire in a hoarse whisper. Four pairs of eyes widened in surprise.
The speaker looked as if he were dead. The bags under his eyes spoke of exhaustion and fatigue, and the clumsy stitching across his face did little to halt the blood that oozed from his ugly wounds. His teeth were a slash of white in a sea of grime; a smile that seemed out of place considering what the man had on his broad shoulders.
The head was… huge. Bigger than the rest of its kind, by far. Blood-caked dirty white fur in inch-thick blotches, most of it the lion’s own; some of it the blood of its old victims. The mouth was still open, still roaring soundlessly. Its empty sockets glared with the anger that had sealed its demise, biting through the air with hot intensity.
‘You…’ Valeth began, uncomprehending.
‘Yes,’ Korhil replied. ‘I did it.’
I became used to the smell on the journey. My nose is numb to the stench, now. It does not affect me.
I watch as it hits them, one by one, and my smile widens. I know I have stunned them. They look at me, slack-jawed and wide-eyed.
I do not blame them. They have just witnessed the birth of a legend.
‘I did it,’ I say again, savouring the way the words sound. ‘I have passed the rite. I am a White Lion.’
Silence, again. As I walk forward, dry blood falls from my skin in crimson snowflakes.
‘That is Charandis?’ Alvantir asks, choking on his own words. This is the first time he has seen the beast.
I shrug my shoulders, feeling the heavy weight of my burden. The skull alone weighs as much as a child. ‘Yes, my friend. This is Charandis.’
He laughs, cutting through his shock with surprised amusement. As he does so, he runs his fingers through his hair. The gleam of the ring adorning his hand catches the firelight. I begin to laugh, too, and-The ring.
‘Alvantir,’ I say, my heart thumping. ‘Let me see your hand.’
He obeys, still laughing, still hardly believing what I have achieved.
The ring is a band of plain gold, its plainness its true uniqueness. It is tradition for rings of betrothal to be gaudy and bejewelled. This is something Alvantir has never cared for.
Neither does his wife.
I step forward and snatch at the wooden disc he has hung around his neck. It, too, is simple - carved into a rough circle, engraved with the Asuuri rune for courage.
His boy has such a pendant, too.
‘No…’
‘Korhil? What?’ He sees my fear. He sees the recognition in my eyes as I look at these very personal trinkets.
‘Alvantir, I…’ I cannot say it. I cannot say I am wearing the carcass of the beast that has killed my closest friend’s only family.
But he is a smart man. He knows.
‘No!’ He shouts at first, railing at me. ‘That is not true!’
‘My friend, I am so sorry…’
But he is gone. He sprints into the woods, choking on his grief, following the trail I have left behind me.
The weight on my shoulders doubles.
My elation vanishes.
‘Come, Korhil,’ Valeth says, clueless as to what has just transpired, here. ‘It is time for you to come with us.’



        
            
                
            
        

    
Dead Calm
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When the wind died and the mist began to roll in across the Sea of Claws, Hermann Eyll knew the captain had come for his due. From the great bay window in his study, the master of Marienburg�s south dock watched as every billowing sail fell limp and the wine-dark sea became as still as glass. Flags from a dozen principalities drooped as seabirds swooped and screamed, hurtling inland in one vast, raucous cloud. On the docks, men and women stopped and stared upwards, watching in wonder.
Eyll ignored the birds and instead turned to face the thin, olive-complexioned man sitting behind his grandfather�s ancient claw-footed desk. �He�s coming. Just as I said, Fiducci. He�s coming for his due and I�m damned if I�ll pay it,� Eyll said, fear turning his tones savage. A thin man with a whip-like build and clothes of expensive cut, Eyll was every inch the merchant-prince. Pale, manicured fingers did a rap-a-tap patter on the scrimshaw butt of a pistol rising from the colourful sash about his waist, and he began to pace. �You�re certain you can deal with him?� he said.
�As certain as one can be in these � hmm � these matters,� Signor Franco Fiducci said, shoving his spectacles further up the bridge of his beak of a nose. �Necromancy is not as exact a science as we would wish, hmm?� The little Tilean bared blackened teeth in a half-hearted smile. �But Kemmler made careful records, and the ritual itself is not so far out of the bounds of this sort of thing, eh?� He waggled worm-pale fingers. �A prick of the thumb and something wicked will surely come, as they say.�
Eyll grunted and eyed the necromancer. Fiducci came highly recommended, having performed certain services for certain people under certain conditions that could, at best, be characterised as stressful. He looked like a crow, dressed all in black and bobbing his head alarmingly as he spoke. But he was dangerous for all that. �It�s not his coming that worries me… it�s what he intends to do once he gets here.�
�Ah, just so, yes, eh?� Fiducci waggled his fingers again. �No matter. The captain is old and hard and wild like the sea itself, but Franco Fiducci is an artist of the bones, eh?� He made a tight fist, his knuckles popping unpleasantly. �We will trim his sails back, have no fear.�
�But his powers,� Eyll said. �My grandfather said he was a sorcerer as well as…� he trailed off and swallowed thickly, his mind shying away from the thought.
�Yes. His kind are notorious for their sorcerous abilities. He likely possesses a far greater grasp of the winds of magic than my humble self,� Fiducci said. His lips quirked in what might have been a grimace. One spidery hand splayed out possessively across a tumble of books, one of several that were stacked sloppily on the desk in haphazard piles. �But I am a quick study, eh?�
�You�d better be, for the price I�m paying you sorcerer!� Eyll said and lunged, slamming his knuckles down on the desk hard enough to cause Fiducci to jump. �I hired you to protect me from that � that thing and I expect you to do it!�
�Of course,� Fiducci said. �Let it never be said that Franco Fiducci does not have his employer�s best interests at heart.�
Eyll glared at him for a moment longer, and then looked away. �Stromfels take me,� he muttered, shoulders slumping.
�I have no doubt he will, Signor Eyll. He, or one very much like him, takes us all in the end. Except for your captain, of course,� Fiducci said, stacking the books neatly. �But I will see to that, I think, provided you get for me that which I require.�
Eyll made a face. �I�ll have them this afternoon. Tassenberg drove a hard bargain, blasted flesh-peddler,� he grunted.
�But you got them? Twelve of them?�
�Twelve of them, yes.� Eyll looked away.
�And pure?� Fiducci pressed, leering.
�Tassenberg said they would be, damn you,� Eyll growled.
�Oh no, Signor Eyll. Damn you, in fact, if they are not. Only twelve pure souls can save yours, one for each generation the captain has prowled the seas, making you and yours rich.� Fiducci smiled nastily, displaying his black teeth again. �Your ancestor employed him as a privateer, sinking the ships of his competitors until his coffers swelled. And eleven generations since have reaped the benefits of that bargain. Now you want to weasel out of it, like a good merchant. Well, just so, Franco Fiducci will help you.� He rubbed a thumb and forefinger together. �And then you will help Fiducci, eh?�
�Yes,� Eyll said quietly.
�Good.� The necromancer rose to his feet. �I must go and prepare. And you must gather our materials.�
Eyll watched Fiducci leave, his fingertips tracing the patterns carved into the handle of his pistol. Like everything else in his possession, it was a hand-me-down from better times. He imagined putting a bullet in the little necromancer�s back, and then just as quickly dismissed the thought. Like pity, petty satisfaction was something he could ill afford at the moment.
Striding to the bell-rope dangling in the corner near the door, he gave it a yank, summoning a servant.
It was time to collect the captain�s due.
�Don�t move,� Erkhart Dubnitz growled. Water trickled from the docks above and ran down the piscine designs engraved on his sea-green armour. Sword in hand, he reached for the back of the priestess�s green robe. �Just… don�t… move.�
�Why?� Esme Goodweather, novice of the temple of Manann, said from between suddenly clenched teeth. Young and slim, she was a striking physical contrast to the bluff, broad knight reaching for the hood of her robe. Above her head, she could hear the clatter of iron-shod wheels and the babble of voices as Marienburg went about its business, unaware of what went on below their feet on the unterdock.
The unterdock was an open secret… an artificial world beneath the massive docklands that occupied Marienburg�s northern coast. Built in an ad hoc fashion by generations of smugglers, merchants, pirates and beggars, the rickety wooden walkways spread like a massive spider�s web beneath the docklands, cutting between the shallows and the surface. Stairs, ladders, fishing nets and overturned dinghies occupied the spaces between wooden planks, and formed natural landmarks. The air was muggy and thick with sea-salt. Barnacles clustered in patches like moss and things moved beneath the water. Things Goodweather didn�t particularly like to think about.
�Because it�s watching you,� Dubnitz said.
�What�s watching me?� Goodweather gulped.
�Don�t worry about it. Go limp,� Dubnitz said. He grabbed a handful of her robe and yanked her backwards. Something sprang out of the shadows that collected beneath the dock and Dubnitz sent the priestess tumbling unchivalrously to the soggy wood of the unterdock as he lunged forward to meet it. It was an ugly something, all iridescent scales and teeth, like a cross between a frog, alligator and shark. Dubnitz bellowed out a bawdy hymn to Manann as his sword sliced through the gaping mouth, shattering teeth and spraying the water with stinking blood. The creature squealed and crashed into a tangled bed of flotsam and fishing net. It twisted and leapt onto Dubnitz, its claws scrabbling at his armour. Roaring, Dubnitz head-butted it and the bulbous bearded metal face of Manann that served as his visor sank into the malformed flesh, causing the beast to flop backwards into the dark water. It croaked and tried to rise. Dubnitz pinned it in place a moment later with an awkward two-handed thrust.
Giving the sword a vicious twist, he jerked it free and kicked the spasming creature into the water. �Back to Manann, you blubbery fiend,� he grunted, lifting his visor to watch it sink.
�What was that?� Goodweather snarled, clutching the trident icon that hung from her neck. �What was that thing?�
�One of Stromfel�s children,� Dubnitz said. He grabbed a handful of the priestess�s sleeve and cleaned his sword. �The Chaos-things breed like roaches down here and no two of them are the same, besides the teeth and the bad attitudes. Incidentally, that�s why you�re here, isn�t it, to ward these buggers off?�
Goodweather jerked her sleeve free of Dubnitz� grip and grimaced as the barb struck home. �Yes. It just surprised me.� She hesitated. �I�ve � ah �I�ve never seen one of them before.�
�Well, now you have,� Dubnitz grinned. �Who did you annoy to get sent down here on this little expedition then?�
�No one,� she said, looking around suspiciously as if waiting to see what else might leap out.
�It must have been someone.� Dubnitz scraped blood off of his cuirass and flung it aside. �No matter, I suppose. You�ll get used to the Shallows soon enough…� He looked past her at the motley gang of sewerjacks clustered behind them. Made up of condemned prisoners, mercenaries and disgraced watchmen, the sewerjacks patrolled the unterdock as well as the sewers and under-canals of Marienburg. These looked particularly shamefaced as Dubnitz glared at them. �You lot, on the other hand should already be bloody used to them!� he snarled and several of the �jacks flinched and edged back from the big knight. �By Manann�s scaly nether-regions, are you professionals or mewling infants? How did you miss that thing?�
�Nobody talks to Big Pudge like that!� one of the �jacks growled. Big and bald, Pudge shoved his way through his compatriots, nearly knocking one or two of them off into the water as he forced his way nose-to-nose with Dubnitz. �Nobody calls Pudge a baby!�
�Right. Noted. In fact, you�re far too ugly to be a baby. Maybe you�re an orc instead, eh?� Dubnitz barked, his beard bristling. A fist the size of a cooked ham swung out, but Dubnitz ducked his head and the blow caromed off of his helmet. Pudge yelped and stepped back. Dubnitz stomped on his instep and shoved him off the wooden walkway into the grimy water. The man howled and thrashed in the water.
�Stop screaming. It�ll only attract more of the beasties,� Dubnitz said, sinking awkwardly to his haunches. He cast a glare at the other �jacks. �I hope someone thought to bring a rope. Otherwise I�m leaving him.�
As the �jacks hauled their fellow up, Dubnitz joined Goodweather. �Every day is an adventure,� he said, smiling.
�I�ll take your word for it,� Goodweather said, pulling her robes tighter about herself. �I hate this.�
�Probably shouldn�t have gotten yourself sent down here then, eh?�
�It wasn�t my fault!� she snapped. �And besides, you�re one to talk you great oaf!� She glared at him. �Aren�t you down here because of that stunt you pulled with an uncooked octopus and a drunken goat?�
�Lies and calumny,� Dubnitz said, flushing. �That goat was hardly drunk.� He hesitated. �You � ah � you heard about that then?�
�The whole temple district heard about it! Ogg makes enough noise for three men twice his size!� Goodweather said, her distaste evident in her tone.
Dubnitz couldn�t find the heart to fault her for it. Grand Master Ogg, leader of the Order of Manann, was an acquired taste. The bad-tempered, trident-handed Ogg was famous in Marienburg both for his bull-headed bravery and his political paranoia. His knights were fast becoming figures of familiarity in the households of the mighty of the city; he rented his warriors out as advisors, bodyguards and celebratory decorations alike, and it was said that whatever they heard, so too did he.
Granted, not everyone approved of Ogg�s expansionism. Dubnitz had no feelings either way. He chuckled. �He did, didn�t he? I�m hardly old Oggie�s favourite fish at the moment, eh?�
Goodweather snorted and looked away. �You deserve to be down here with these cut-throats,� she said, gesturing surreptitiously towards the sewerjacks as they took turns kicking the water out of Big Pudge�s lungs.
�And you don�t?�
�No,� she muttered.
�Ha!� Dubnitz shook his head. �Girl, you wouldn�t be down here if you didn�t deserve it for some reason. For now though, lets concentrate on why we�re here… where are they?�
Goodweather sank smoothly onto her haunches and pulled a handful of seashells and shark�s teeth out of one of the pouches dangling from her harness. Like all members of the Order of the Albatross she wore a tarjack�s harness over her robes, with dozens of pouches and reliquaries tied to it, as well as a hooked knife carved from the tooth of some unpleasant deep-sea leviathan and a handful of silver bells. She scattered the shells and teeth across the dock. All of the teeth pointed in the same direction. �soutch dock,� she said, looking up.
�Hmp. The Eel�s territory,� Dubnitz said, stroking his beard. �He�s a touchy one is Prince Eyll. We�ll have to tread lightly.�
�Surely our remit extends past his,� Goodweather said, collecting her shells and stuffing them back in her pouch.
Dubnitz looked at her and grunted. �In theory.� He sighed. �In practice, on the other hand…� He clapped his hands together, the metal of his gauntlets clattering loudly. �Well, nothing for it but to do it. Form up you pack of half-drowned rats!� he said, directing the latter towards the �jacks. �On your feet Pudge, you orc-stain. All of you, get to trotting. soutch dock! On the double!�
The group moved quickly and quietly, save for the creaking of hauberks and the rattle of weapons. The �jacks, for all their slovenliness, were professionals and they knew their job. At the moment, that happened to be the interception of a shipment of human chattel being delivered by Uli Tassenberg�s men to a buyer on the docklands. Tassenberg was the boldest purveyor of human flesh in Marienburg, taking captives to the water wherever it flowed. They said he could get any hue of flesh or size or build, guaranteed. It was one of the current Lord Justicar�s pet-peeves. Aloysious Ambrosius, the Marsh-Warden and supreme judicial champion of Marienburg, had few bees in his bonnet, but slavery was one of them. The one-eyed former knight hated the practice with a loathing most people reserved for mutants or orcs.
Dubnitz was against slavery as well, in a general sort of way. He had never been one and had no intention of becoming one, but felt that it was a relatively simple state of affairs to change, man or woman, if you really wanted to do so. Simply kill the bugger holding the other end of the chain. No man, no problem. In this case, the man was Tassenberg.
�I grew up with him, you know,� he said out loud. Goodweather, following behind him, looked up.
�What?�
�Tassenberg the Slaver. I grew up with him. Fat little bastard, even then. Hard too. We boiled horse-hide and made leather and glue like the other orphans in the Tannery.� Marienburg was like an apple riddled with brown patches, and of those patches the Tannery was one of the worst. Located in the maze of streets that played host to the city�s tanneries, it was a squalid, foul-smelling territory and the gangs of mule-skinners and cat�s meat-men who made it their home were as dangerous as any dock-tough or river-rat. And now that he was powerful, Tassenberg made it his fortress. �Me and Uli and Ferkheimer the Mad and Otto Schelp, the Sewer-Wolf. Gods yes, got out as quick as I could too.�
�I thought you to be of noble birth to be a knight,� Goodweather said.
�Who says I�m not?� Dubnitz said. �Maybe I was switched at birth, eh?� She looked at him, not quite knowing how to respond. Dubnitz gave a belly-rattling guffaw of laughter and clapped his hands. �Or maybe Ogg, bless his crusty little heart, wanted fighters first and fops second. He was no nobleman himself. Just a merchant seaman with a love of politics and esoteric Tilean pornography.�
�What?� Goodweather said again, her eyes widening in disgust.
�Of course one has little to do with the other,� Dubnitz went on, swinging an arm out. �At least in Ogg�s case. No, he picked the roughest, toughest, saltiest rogues he could find to form the core of the most holy and violent Order of Manann. And isn�t that what knighthood is about, really? Hitting people so hard that blood comes out of their ears? Of course it is!�
Out in the darkness of the unterdock, something shrieked. Dubnitz roared back. Silence fell. Goodweather scrabbled for the net of bells that hung from her hip and raised it, giving it a shake. There was the sound of something heavy splashing in the darkness of the Shallows. Then it faded.
�Handy,� Dubnitz said.
�Shouldn�t you try to be more quiet, perhaps?� Goodweather said, lowering the bells. Several of the sewerjacks made noises of agreement.
�Being quiet only attracts �em, the buggers,� Dubnitz said. �They equate creeping with weakness, so I�d hurry up the pace if I were you.� He strode on, one hand on his sword. The group followed at a slightly increased pace.
Behind him, Eyll sensed his bodyguards shifting. One of them tapped him on the shoulder and murmured, �They�re here, my lord.� The two men were the best money could buy. Both were professional killers, skilled with the rapier and the dirk and honed to the peak of excellence in a hundred street-brawls and duels. He touched his pistol where it rested in his sash reflexively, reminding himself that he wasn�t helpless himself. He looked and saw a skiff sliding through the debris of the Shallows towards the unterdock, a hooded lantern marking its dim path through the thick, corpse-white mist.
Seeing the mist, Eyll felt a clammy chill squeeze his backbone with tender fingers. It had permeated the docklands, curling around ships and buildings alike, seeping into the canals and into cellars and hidden jetties. Despite the cool, he felt beads of sweat pop to life on his face. Somewhere out there, in the mist, a daemon waited to take his soul. A daemon with red eyes and teeth like knives and… fiercely, he shook himself.
Fiducci had assured him that he could bind the captain. Bind and break him. It. And once that was done, what? Eyll, like any man of his position, had a mind like quicksilver when it came to ambition. Once bound, what could a monster like the captain be turned to? Maybe his ancestor had had the right idea, to use the daemon to break and batter the fleets of his rivals. That was how the Eylls had made the soutch dock the power that it was today. But what could it become in the future?
�Let them know we�re here,� he said, fear momentarily buried beneath eagerness. One of his men held up a lantern and twisted the shutter-cap, sending the signal. The skiff approached and an anchor chain was looped around a wooden post. Five men climbed up onto the dock. One of them, a rangy Norscan, waved cheerily.
�Hello Eel,� he rumbled. �We brought your wares.�
Eyll ignored the nickname and looked at the skiff. A number of huddled forms occupied the centre of the boat, chained together, their heads obscured by burlap sacks. �Where did you get them from?� Eyll said, trying to ignore the stifled sobs. It was harder than he�d thought.
�Does it matter?�
�Would I have asked otherwise?� he said. It didn�t really matter. But he felt he needed to know, for some indefinable reason. If he was spilling their blood to save his own, he owed it to them to at least know where they had come from.
The Norscan snorted. �Here and there,� he said. �Do you have the money?�
Eyll dropped a handful of coins into the Norscan�s hand. The blond brute gave a gap-toothed grin and bit down on one. �It�s good,� he said and looked at his fellows. Eyll grimaced.
�Of course it�s good.�
�Only Tassenberg says maybe not always, huhm?� the Norscan grunted. �Uli says maybe you tell us why you need these, hey?� The Norscan swept his wolfish gaze across Eyll and his bodyguards, sizing them up boldly. �Can�t be selling to undesirables, Uli says.�
�Undesirables?� Eyll said. �I�m a Prince of the Dock!�
�Blood don�t mean dung,� the Norscan said. �Not to Tassenberg. Got to have standards. Can�t be selling valuable wares to daemon-lovers or sorcerers. Bad for business. Lot of girls,� the Norscan continued, smiling. The coins had disappeared into his filthy hauberk and he fondled the hand-axe on his belt. �Why you need so many Eel? Maybe a party? Or something else?�
�What?� Eyll looked at the cut-throat. �It�s none of his concern. And certainly none of yours, oaf!�
�Oh, but it is,� the Norscan said, pulling his hatchet and gesturing off-handedly. �Tell us, Eel.�
�Don�t call me Eel,� Eyll said. �In fact, do not speak to me until spoken to. I am the Master of the soutch docks and you will show me��
The Norscan�s fist shot out, and Eyll�s nose popped like an overripe cherry. He fell back into the arms of his bodyguards, his hands clawing at his face. The Norscan grinned. �And Tassenberg is the Master of Men, Eel. What he wants to know, you tell him, hey?� The other cut-throats moved forward, drawing weapons. �Tassenberg heard you hired Fiducci the bone-fondler. He heard you�re planning something. Tassenberg wants to know what�s going on,� he continued, stepping closer.
Eyll blindly fumbled at the pistol thrust through his sash. �Don�t come a step closer!� he snarled thickly, aiming the weapon at the Norscan.
The big man hesitated, his eyes narrowing. �Only got one shot, hey?� he said, after a minute. �Best make it count, Eel.� He raised the hatchet.
�There they are. And with their fingers right in the pie,� Dubnitz muttered as he watched the skiff dock and Tassenberg�s men clamber onto the jetty to speak with their customers. He waved Goodweather back. �You keep those bells handy. If this gets bloody, the beasts will be on us in a frenzy. The rest of you, fan out. Horst, Molke, get those crossbows ready. Tarpe, Pudge, the rest of you… follow me. But be careful. This blasted mist is as thick as mud.�
�Wait, what are you doing?� Goodweather said, as Dubnitz made ready to step out of the shadows.
�Arresting them. The quicker we do this, the quicker we get back up to the clean air and the quicker I can go to lunch. Fighting that beastie got my belly growling,� he said, patting his stomach.
�Listen, this mist… it�s not natural!� Goodweather hissed, grabbing his wrist. �It feels wrong.�
�Handle it then,� Dubnitz said, gently pulling his arm loose. �That�s why you�re down here. And I�m here to arrest those buggers there.� So saying, he thrust himself out into full view of the group gathered at the other end of the walkway and smashed a fist into his cuirass with a loud clang. The group of criminals spun, stunned. �Hoy! You�re done! Nicked! Nabbed! Give up and we won�t hit you too much!� Dubnitz bellowed at the top of his voice.
A pistol snarled and one of Tassenberg�s men pitched backwards with a howl. Dubnitz reached the clustered criminals a moment later, the �jacks just behind him. His sword swung out and crashed against a rapier as a man armed with the tools of a duellist intercepted him. The man was fast, dancing around the big knight, the tip of the rapier carving its signature in Dubnitz�s exposed flesh. Roaring, he managed to catch hold of the blade and jerked the swordsman off balance. He punched him in the face with the cross-piece of his sword and then gutted him with a casual swipe, kicking the body aside a moment later. �What part of �you�re under arrest� don�t you people understand?� he snarled.
He made a grab for the pistol-man, whose terrified features struck him as familiar in the moment before one of Tassenberg�s men struck at him with a halberd. Dubnitz sank to one knee and blocked the strike, then twisted, forcing himself up and his sword down through his opponent�s skull. �Don�t run! I hate running!� he said, as the pistol-man began to flee towards a nearby set of stairs. If he got to the upper level, Dubnitz knew he would lose him in the confusion of the docklands.
Behind him, he heard weapons rattling and a man screamed. The mist was thigh-high and swirling around them like serpents. Dubnitz ploughed through it and made a lunging grab for the fleeing man�s cloak. He snagged it and jerked the man around. He gave an oath as recognition hit him like a brick. �You!�
Hermann Eyll snatched the dirk out of his belt and made a desperate stab. The blade broke on Dubnitz�s armour and the knight drove a knee into the other man�s codpiece. The prince collapsed with a shrill scream. Dubnitz grabbed the back of his collar. �Oh, Ogg will just love this, won�t he? And the Lord Justicar too!�
�No!� Eyll wheezed, clawing weakly at the iron grip that held him. Dubnitz grimaced.
�Yes. You�re for the yardarm jig, I�m afraid, milord.�
�A dance of inestimable amusement, I�m given to understand, providing you�re not the one performing it,� a chipper voice interjected. Dubnitz looked up. At the top of the stairs, a black-clad little form grinned at him.
�Fiducci!� Dubnitz rasped.
�Hello, Erkhart. And, alas, goodbye,� Fiducci said as he raised a peculiarly shaped bosun�s whistle to his thin lips. As the echo of its unpleasant trill faded, the abominable sound of heavy, slippery bodies splashing out of the mist filled the air.
�Oh no,� Goodweather said, rising to her feet, her bells hanging forgotten in her hand. The two crossbowmen looked at her nervously. The rising mist had made it impossible for them to get a shot off and now one of them said, �What�s that sound? Is it the beasties?�
�It�s all of the beasties,� Goodweather muttered, the hairs on the back of her neck prickling unpleasantly, though whether from the dank touch of the sorcerous mist or the sound of flabby bodies splashing closer. She peered through the mist, trying to spot the man in black she�d caught sight of just a moment earlier. The sound of the whistle had alerted her immediately to the danger. Goodweather was by no means the most experienced member of the Order of the Albatross, nor was she the most popular. Women and boats didn�t mix, or that was the assumption in some quarters. In truth she could haul sail with the best of them, and knew the stars like the freckles on her own hips. And she damn well knew the sound of one of Kadon�s Whistles and what it meant.
Carved long ago by the infamous beastmancer at the behest of one of the first merchant-princes, the whistles could summon or disperse the nastiest inhabitant of Manann�s realm. Sharks, whales, sea-wyrms and other things fell under the power of the whistle. So too, evidently, did Stromfel�s Children. As far as she knew, they were also all locked up in the temple of Manann. How someone had gotten their hands on one of them was a mystery to her, and for another time at that. Right now, survival was the priority.
Cursing, she raised her bells and dug in her pouches for sea-salt. Flinging the latter out in wide curves, she was rewarded by an immediate withering of the mist around her. Whatever was causing it didn�t like the touch of the Blessed Salts, no two ways there.
�What are you doing?� one of the �jacks said. �What�s going on?�
�Quiet!� Goodweather snapped. She pulled a handful of seagull feathers out next and flung them up, hoping she wasn�t going to see what she knew she would. A stiff sea-breeze hissed through the Shallows, shoving the mist aside and revealing a horde of tumbling, savage bodies. Some of them looked like otters or eels, while others looked like sharks and octopi. They heaved and squirmed through the water, forcing their way past the wrecks and small reefs of netting and barnacles towards the far end of the walkway, where Dubnitz and the others struggled. Goodweather froze for a moment, struck dumb by the horror. Bulbous eyes rotated behind filmy membranes and something that was like a frog and a fish and lion scrambled up onto the dock and scuttled towards them, jaws snapping. The crossbowmen screamed and fired as one. The beast snapped forward, jackknifing as the bolts thudded home. It slid across the wet wood towards them, thrashing in its death throes. More of the beasts began to follow its course however.
�Stay close!� Goodweather said, and then saw that it was no use. Both men were already turning to flee. She ignored their final moments and concentrated on keeping herself from joining them. �Manann bless and keep me from the beasts of the sea,� she whispered, scattering salt around her and grabbing for her shark�s teeth. The creatures were of Stromfels, and the priests of Manann had long since devised methods for keeping such monstrous afterbirths in check. Squeezing the teeth in her hand hard enough to draw stripes of blood from her palm, she shook them and threw them into the water, hoping that she wasn�t too late.
Even as something that was more jellyfish than cormorant flapped squishily towards her, a red shape tore it into wet rags. Two more shapes joined the first and the phantom shapes of long-dead sharks spun lazily through the air around her, their ghostly teeth reducing even the boldest of the mutant beasts to ruin. She hurried towards Dubnitz and the others, blood dripping steadily from her hand. The spell wouldn�t last long, and there was safety in numbers. Or so she hoped.
As the knight of Manann was bowled over by one of the Shallows-beasts, Eyll found himself hauled to his feet by Fiducci. The necromancer flashed his black teeth and laughed wildly. �It works! It works!�
�What works? What did you do?� Eyll sputtered, yanking himself free of the little man�s surprisingly strong grip.
�It is the answer to your prayers, Signor Eyll,� Fiducci said. �But only if we have the bait. Where are they?�
�In the � the skiff!� Eyll yelped, turning. The slaver�s skiff rocked in the water as the beasts thundered past it, drawn by the whistle up onto the walkway. For the moment, they were ignoring it, but that wouldn�t last long. �Make them go away! We have to get to that skiff!� he shouted, grabbing two handfuls of Fiducci�s robe.
In reply, Fiducci blew hard on the whistle. The roiling mass of beasts split and fell back as the necromancer began to walk down the steps, Eyll close behind. �Did you know that armoured buffoon who attacked me?� he said, looking around for the knight. �Who was he? He seemed to know you…�
�Dubnitz,� Fiducci said, giving the whistle another toot. �Erkhart Dubnitz. He tried to hang me for practicing my art. Can you imagine? I was only doing as my clients asked, and the girl�s parents were so happy to have her back, when all was said and done. What�s a few maggots between family, eh?�
Eyll shuddered. His eyes were riveted on the beasts as they thrashed over and gnawed on the bodies of Tassenberg�s men and the sewerjacks. Eyll�s surviving bodyguard had vaulted into the skiff, obviously realising that the beasts were ignoring it. He watched them approach wild-eyed, his rapier extended.
�Good man, Stromm,� Eyll said as he dropped down into the skiff.
The man nodded jerkily. A moment later, his head disappeared down the gullet of the frog-thing that rose out of the water and grabbed hold of the skiff. Eyll screamed and fell backwards. The monster reached for the closest of the girls, its talons puncturing the poor wretch�s chest like a knife through a water-skin. With a triumphant croak it began to pull the whole lot overboard, the chains that bound them inextricably together rattling. Eyll grabbed on from the other end and a momentary battle of tug-of-war ensued. Then, something red and horrible reduced the monster to squealing wreckage. Eyll gaped up at the spectral sharks as they dove and curled through the air.
Fiducci dropped into the boat and felt for the dead girl�s pulse. �Fie! Dead!�
�She�s the last, bone-licker,� a voice growled. Fiducci and Eyll looked up. Dubnitz stood above them, his sword extended, his helmet missing, his armour covered in deep scratches and dents. �The last one ever.�
Fiducci reacted like a striking snake, grabbing Eyll and pressing a blade he produced from his sleeve to his employer�s throat. �Drop the sword or the Signor dies!�
Dubnitz hesitated, and that was long enough. Eyll elbowed Fiducci back and swung his pistol up. He had reloaded on the walk, and the weapon barked. The knight staggered back, a wash of red suddenly covering his face. Fiducci howled with glee and blew on his whistle. Monstrous shapes closed on the reeling knight, diving upon him hard enough to splinter the weakened wood of the walkway. The struggling knot of man and monsters plunged down into the dark water, causing the skiff to bob alarmingly.
Eyll twisted, shoving the smoking barrel of the pistol beneath Fiducci�s nose. �Are you mad?�
�Eccentric, possibly,� the necromancer said. �Grab an oar, Signor. We must go! Now, before there are any more interrup��
A hand rose out of the frothing water and fastened on the edge of the skiff. Eyll scrambled back, thinking for a moment that it was the knight. But as he moved, he caught sight of more shapes, swimming forward in the mist. The chill on his soul returned, and suddenly, the struggling monsters behind him did not seem as bad as he�d first thought.
The dead man heaved himself up, his puffy, blackened flesh encrusted with algae and barnacles. Mutely, he glared at Eyll. �The… bargain… has… come… due,� the corpse said, in a voice like oil sloshing in a lantern. A rotting hand reached for him. Fiducci interposed himself, teeth bared. Uttering several gurgling syllables, he tapped two fingers to the corpse�s head. It�s unseeing eyes rolled up in their sockets and it slumped back into the water.
�He�s found me!� Eyll shrieked. �He�s come for me!�
�Of course he has,� Fiducci said, wiping his fingers against his robes. He made a face and looked at the dead girl. �We will need to be clever, yes? Grab an oar!� More zombies made their way through the water even as the two men got the skiff moving. Bloated hands reached for them, plucking at the oars and their arms as they made their getaway into the ever-thickening mist.
Dubnitz hit the bottom of the Shallows and silt exploded upwards, blinding him. He�d instinctively taken a breath before hitting the water, but it wasn�t going to save him, he knew. Claws scraped at him and he jabbed an elbow into a hideous face, shattering saw-edged teeth. With painful slowness, he chopped out with his sword, trying to drive off the rubbery forms of his assailants. His armour, a boon on land, was anything but beneath the water. It made his limbs feel as if they were wrapped in anchor chains. He struggled to disengage from the beasts now chewing on his limbs before his lungs exploded. It would be humiliating to drown in less water than filled a rich man�s tub.
Then, there was a flash of crimson and a wafting cloud of blood sprang into being around him. Waving it aside, he saw spinning ethereal shapes drive off his attackers and fade away into nothing. And beyond them he saw… what? Lungs burning, he peered closer, trying to make out the dim, dark figures plodding through the water away and out into the harbour. Finally, unable to stay down any longer, he thrust himself up. The water splashed against his cheeks and throat as he surfaced, and he clawed at the supports of the walkway, trying to haul himself up.
�Give me your hand!�
Dubnitz looked up at Goodweather. �I�m too heavy,� he gasped.
�Just give me your hand, oaf!�
He did so, his gauntlet slapping into her hand. With a groan, she helped him clamber back up onto the wooden walkway. Stromfel�s Children had departed as swiftly as they�d come, leaving behind only bodies and the stink of blood and death on the close air. �Are they…?� Dubnitz said.
�All of them,� Goodweather said grimly, rubbing at a scrape on her face. Her robes were torn in a dozen places and blood and ichor stained them. Her hands too were bloody, and they trembled noticeably. �We�re the only survivors. Other than��
�Fiducci,� Dubnitz growled and thumped the walkway with a fist. �That foul little bog-stench.�
�Fiducci?� Goodweather said.
�A necromancer. And a bad one. Why was he here? Why in the name of Manann�s drooping tail would he need a skiff full of women?� He raised his hand as Goodweather made to speak. �Never mind. I know why.� He growled again and pushed himself to his feet. �Did you see them?�
�See who?�
�Fiducci�s little friends,� Dubnitz said harshly. �In the water. Dead men by the dozens. Walking along as if they were out for a stroll.�
�The water-logged dead…� Goodweather whispered, her face going pale.
�We have to get after them,� Dubnitz said, looking around. He spotted the steps and pointed. �He came from up there. And I�d bet fifty Karls he�s heading to the soutch dock.�
�The soutch dock? Why?� Goodweather said.
�Because of who�s with him,� Dubnitz said grimly. Stepping over the bodies of the dead, they made their way to the stairs and then up. There were access points to the docks above strewn throughout the unterdock. Forcing the wooden cover aside, Dubnitz gagged as more of the foul-smelling mist poured down onto him and spilled down the stairs. �Gods below, it smells even worse than it did before!�
�It�s growing stronger,� Goodweather said, through the torn strip of robe she�d pressed to her nose and mouth.
�What is? What is it?�
�An abomination,� the priestess said curtly as Dubnitz helped her topside. The mist had settled between the structures and buildings of the docklands, obscuring the sight of the few people still about their business. Dubnitz heard the rattle of armour and saw a troop of watchmen hurry past, their faces tight with fear.
�Something�s going on,� he said. In the distance, from the direction of the soutch dock, he saw the mist turn orange. He sniffed. �Smoke.� Then, an instant later, an alarm bell began to ring loudly and desperately. He heard the shouts and knew in an instant what it was. �Fire… come on!� he said, hurrying after the watchmen. The knight and the priestess moved as quickly as they were able through the dense mingling of the smoke and the mist. The crackle of flames filled their ears, and people lurched through the mist, fleeing.
Moaning, someone stumbled against Goodweather, knocking her off of her feet. She fell back onto her rear and looked up at a ruined face. Fleshless jaws worked mushily as the dead man reached for her. Dubnitz�s sword sang out, decapitating the zombie. �He�s dead!� she said as she climbed to her feet.
�If he wasn�t before, he is now,� Dubnitz said. He used his sword to point towards the harbour. �Hear that? It�s not just the fire. There�s a fight going on out there!�
�Should we get help? Alert the watch?�
�No time. Besides, they�ll figure it out soon enough!� Dubnitz growled, taking a tighter grip on his sword. �Got anything in that bag of tricks that can clear this blasted fog?�
�I can try,� she said, reaching for more gull feathers. Out of the swirling whiteness, awkward shapes shambled. Dubnitz stepped forward, both hands wrapped around his sword�s hilt.
�Hurry it up!� he said as the first ambulatory corpse came into view. A rusty cutlass struck out at him and Dubnitz batted it aside and took its wielder�s arm off at the shoulder. The dead man gave no sign he�d noticed and simply reached for the knight with his remaining hand. Dubnitz took that one off as well, and then bisected the stubborn zombie. As the two halves thumped onto the wood, the second and third closed in, followed by the fourth, fifth and fifteenth. More and more of them shambled out of the mist, their blind eyes glowing with an eerie light.
�Where are they all coming from?� Goodweather said as she let a handful of feathers loose. Out here, closer to the clean sea, the breeze was far stronger then before and it flushed the mist back out from between the closest structures. What it revealed gave her her answer. There were dozens of the dead things staggering into the docklands from the sea. Not just dead men, either. There were the shapes of drowned horses and fenbeasts, Shallows-monsters, fish, eels, sharks and porpoises. A rotting octopus, missing most of its limbs, hauled itself across the dock, its eyes like poached eggs. They climbed up out of the water and across the docks, jetties and wharfs, striking out at whomever or whatever they came across.
�By Manann�s foamy locks,� Dubnitz breathed, his sword point dipping. �This isn�t Fiducci�s handiwork. It can�t be.�
�It�s not,� Goodweather said, pointing towards the harbour. �Love of the Sea-Lord… it�s not!�
�They�re all over! Swarming like ants!� the bosun shrilled, ringing the alarm bell. There were more than a dozen ships becalmed in the harbour, and on each of them, the crews were setting up a clamour. Torches were lit and men grabbed for weapons. Cutlasses, boarding hooks and other implements of defence found their way into sweaty palms as every eye watched the mist, which had begun to roil like a hurricane-tossed sea. For hours, neither wind nor tide had touched the keel of any ship in the harbour. Yet now, something was happening. Dead things thrashed in the sea, and boathooks were deployed to shove off the rotting, climbing things that sought to board every ship, including the Nordland merchant vessel that was the closest to this newest disturbance.
When it happened, it happened so gently, so quietly, that no man on the deck noticed until it was too late to do anything beyond stare in slack-jawed awe at the apparition sliding out of the all-consuming mist. With neither wind nor oar to propel it, the ship cut through the water like a shark�s fin. Its hull sagged from the weight of the barnacles that clung to it, and its sails were tattered wisps, the bare memory of once vibrant-coloured cloth. As it glided forward, the water seemed to shudder back from its warped prow, where the skull of some great leviathan had been lashed to the wood by heavy lengths of rusted chain.
It came on with no sound to mark its passage, and it neither slowed nor veered off as it approached the becalmed vessel. At the last moment, the quicker-witted among the crew gathered their senses enough to dive over the side and take their chances in the maelstrom the harbour had become. The others could only stare stupidly as the juggernaut bore down on them and then, with a terrible snapping and splintering of wood, the larger vessel split the smaller in two! The merchant vessel sank and the newcomer surged on, approaching the soutch dock like the hand of some vengeful god. Ancient cannon, crusted over with the filth of the sea, barked out a savage hymn and the soutch dock bucked beneath the onslaught. Docks ruptured and shattered. Bodies were thrown into the air like ragdolls and ships were burst at the waterline.
Eyll watched it all with a horrified fascination. His empire… everything his family had built… was gone in a flash. As burning body parts and wood rained down around him, he looked down at his hand, now bound tightly in a handkerchief of Cathyan silk which was thoroughly ruined by the blood seeping through it. He curled his fingers tight around it. �I-I can�t do this…� he moaned, watching another ship rise up on an explosion and sink.
�If you want to survive, you must!� Fiducci said. They stood on the dock, the eleven living women and the one dead behind them. Fiducci had cast a glamour upon them, and they were as listless as the dead things wandering nearby, including the one who truly was dead. Fiducci had animated her, so that her lolling corpse squirmed beside the others. �It is a bold gamble, but it will work, and with a bit of luck, your family will again have the services of the captain!�
�And you?� Eyll said, still staring at the oncoming ship. �You have yet to say what it is you want.� He glanced at the necromancer. Fiducci shrugged.
�If we survive, I�ll make my price known eh?� He gestured to the pistol in Eyll�s sash. �Did you load the bullet I prepared?�
�Yes. Are you sure this will work?�
�Not in the least,� Fiducci said. �But one can hope, eh?�
The death-ship slowed as it approached the dock and a pitted anchor dropped with a dull splash. Beneath the water the beasts that lurked in the shallows fled the shadow of the ship. Seaweeds and scummy algae turned brown and dead where the shadow fell, and those fish unlucky enough to be unable to avoid its clutches drifted upwards, belly up. Ancient chains squealed like hogs at the slaughter as lifeboats were lowered into the water. Everything was quiet, save for the sound of buildings burning and distant screams.
The captain had returned to harbour at last, and all of Marienburg held its breath. Eyll shuddered uncontrollably as below him, he felt the thud of the prow of the first lifeboat as it connected with the dock. Fiducci stiffened. �He�s here, Signor,� he whispered. Eyll glanced at the necromancer, and his heart sank. The little man�s confidence seemed to have been washed away, and he sagged, his fingers intertwined as if in prayer.
Zombies climbed up onto the dock. These were in better condition than the others, and they carried weapons as if they still remembered in some fashion how to use them. Eyll�s fingers stretched towards the butt of his pistol. �Do something,� he hissed. Fiducci didn�t reply. Eyll spun, and he gave a horrified groan as he realised that the little man was gone.
�Have I kept you waiting then, young Eel?� said a voice as deep and as horrible as the catacombs that now contained his family. �Forgive me.�
A tomb-cold hand caught Eyll�s own, pinning it in place as he turned and instinctively tried to draw the pistol. The cold crept up his arm and his eyes started from their sockets as he looked up at a face out of childhood nightmares. A spear-point nose, wide-flanged and quivering jutted pinkly from the sickly grey flesh of a beast-face. Teeth that were like triangular arrow-points both pierced and passed over worm-like lips, dappling the scabby thorn-bush beard with black blood. Eyes like wind-tossed torches held his own in a poisonous grip. He could feel tendrils of ancient scents and bad memories slithering through his brain as the eyes bored into him. A flat, tar-coloured tongue slid out through the thicket of teeth and waggled in the air as a fart of laughter made Eyll�s legs go limp.
�Now, now. No need for that, little Eel. The captain won�t hurt you, no,� the apparition hissed. �Not when you�ve brought him a repast fit for an admiral, my yes.� The hell-eyes swivelled towards the shadows, where the offerings huddled.
�I-I…� Eyll began hesitantly. His mind groped for the words Fiducci had taught him. �I want to pay my debt!� he blurted. The eyes swung back, freezing his tongue in place.
�Your many times great-grandfather and I had a bargain, young Eel, my yes. And such a bargain it was too. The oldest bargain. Blood for gold. Blood for the sea�s bounty, every glittering morsel. But why would you want to end that bargain? Didn�t I give him enough?� The cunning beast-eyes glowed like lamps.
�I want to pay my debt,� Eyll croaked again, wanting to look away but unable to do so. A chalk-coloured hand rose out from beneath the rotting cloak, and something glittered between the spidery fingers. Eyll�s mouth went dry and he automatically stuck out his hand. Heavy coins plopped wetly one by one into his hand.
�There are older wrecks beneath the sea by far than Sigmar�s petty kingdom.� Shark teeth snapped together. �Good yellow gold from the Vampire Coast or the far seas that sweep the beaches of Tilea or Ind. All men love gold, young Eel. Just as I love other things…� The gurgling voice fell to a purr and Eyll shuddered. Clutching the gold to him, he made a motion to the chained women, who were beginning to come out of their stupor. One of them screamed, until a mossy hand clamped tight over her mouth. The zombies clustered around the women, pawing at them idly. He looked down at the gold again and swallowed the rush of bile that burned in his throat. �Twelve souls. That�s what the books said,� he said.
The captain laughed. �Ha. Yes. Twelve innocent souls for one black one.� A moment later, black words dripped from his gnawed lips and there was a sudden rush of effluvium � a foul stink like Eyll imagined that the ocean�s bottom must smell of. Bloated faces glared mindlessly at Eyll and then at the prisoners. �Twelve pure souls for twelve generations of service, aye. Yesss. Let us have �em, lads,� the captain said, shifting slightly. In the moonlight, Eyll caught a glimpse of tattered finery and rusted armour coated in barnacles and other things, some of which moved in an unpleasant fashion. �Twelve good and true, my yes. I�� The captain broke off and spun suddenly, his cloak snapping wetly. Eyll heard him sniff and he cringed as the captain clawed at him with a narrow gaze. �What is that I smell, young Eel? Got rot in the pork, have you?�
�No. No! No!� Panic tore through Eyll like a knife.
The captain seemed to ripple and bend like shadows beneath the surf. One moment he was there and the next… gone. Hastily, Eyll dropped the coins and tore the pistol from his sash. He cocked it with the edge of his bandaged palm and winced. The zombies hesitated, as if unsure of what to do. The captain reappeared next to one of the women… the dead one, Eyll realised with sickening dread.
�What�s this? What�s this?� The horrible eyes pinned Eyll. �This one�s no good, young Eel. Gone all overripe she has.� Teeth snapped together. �Trying to flimflam me, are you?�
Eyll levelled his pistol. �Just trying to survive, really,� he said weakly, and fired.
Dubnitz beheaded another zombie and charged towards Eyll and the thing that had come off the monstrous ship. His breath rasped hot in his chest as he ran full tilt, battering aside the dead in his haste to reach the living. Behind him, Goodweather hurried to keep up, her ragged robes tangling around her legs. As soon as he saw the creature, he knew what it was, if not who. Dubnitz had fought its kind before, with Ogg and the others, on a Sartosian expedition.
He cursed as Eyll fired at it, knowing it would be no good. The black manta-shape of the vampire lunged over the heads of the chained women and flowed through the soupy air towards Eyll. �Free the women!� Dubnitz shouted at Goodweather. �I�ll handle the rest!�
Before the priestess could reply, Dubnitz had barrelled into the slinking shadow-shape and knocked it sprawling. Eyll gawped at him, the smoking pistol hanging forgotten in his hand. �You? But you�re�?�
�Still planning to arrest you!� Dubnitz snarled, backhanding the prince and sending him sprawling. �But not just yet.� The zombies moved forward, weapons raised. Dubnitz tore into them, hacking them to pieces even as he bellowed a rough seaman�s prayer. But even as the last of them slumped, fingers like bale-hooks sank into the back of his gorget and he was summarily jerked from his feet. He was thrown hard into a pile of crates, which shattered and covered him in fish.
�Come to challenge the captain, have you?� the vampire growled. Talons flexed and then, with a wet chuckle, it drew the cutlass hanging from its hip. The blade was big and worn, but not rusty in the least. �Come on then,� it challenged.
Dubnitz crawled to his feet, head ringing from the force of his landing. Black blood dripped sluggishly down the creature�s face from a circular hole in its temple. Evidently Eyll had left his mark. The vampire touched the wound and snarled loud enough to rattle Goetz�s teeth. He stomped forward and the cutlass sprang to meet him. Every parry and reply stung his arms to the root. The vampire was far stronger an opponent than Dubnitz was used to, and it well knew how to use its strength. Also, the mist seemed to curl and tighten about his limbs, hindering his movement.
�The captain has spread red waters from here to Ind, little warrior,� the vampire said. �He has butchered elven corsairs and broke the hump-backs of sea-beasts. You think you can stand against him?�
�That depends, are you him?� Dubnitz muttered through gritted teeth. He had only just blocked a blow that would have taken his head off and now he strained against the uncompromising weight of the vampire�s fell blade. Snarling, the vampire jerked its sword to the side, pulling the knight off balance and punched him in the chest, sending him skidding back across the dock.
Dubnitz rolled to a stop with a clatter and gingerly felt at the fist-shaped dent in his cuirass. Breathing heavily, he pushed himself up and glanced around, looking for Goodweather. The mist, however, was too thick for him to spot anything but the loping shape of his opponent, trotting forward unhurriedly, black tongue caressing the tips of his dagger teeth.
�You fight well for a landlubber,� the vampire said. �You�d make a fine bosun, strong lad like you.�
�Flattery won�t save you,� Dubnitz wheezed, bringing his sword up. The vampire laughed and darted forward so swiftly that Dubnitz couldn�t track him. The cutlass blade stopped inches from his face and the knight staggered back in surprise as the vampire suddenly dropped the weapon and clapped both hands to its skull. It shrieked and Dubnitz�s ears throbbed.
�Scream all you want, captain,� Fiducci said, stepping out of the mist, holding up a strange sigil composed of writhing shapes. �It will avail you nothing. Not with a shard of warpstone embedded in that corrupt brain of yours. And not when I hold this!�
�What-what-what?� the captain croaked. Green and black serum flowed down the vampire�s craggy face as its fingers clawed at the wound in its skull.
�A little something I picked up in the East. Old Kemmler created it, according to its former owner. Made it to control your kind, which, apparently, it does. It harmonises with the warpstone, you see, creating a bond between this and thee,� the necromancer chuckled. �You�re mine, captain.�
�I think you mean mine,� Eyll said, stepping out of the fog, his pistol cocked. His jaw was purpling already from Dubnitz�s blow. �Forgetting yourself, Signor Fiducci?�
�I never forget myself, Signor Eyll. Merely my employer, once our business is concluded,� Fiducci said. He smiled nastily. �You asked me what price I would demand. Well, there it is… the captain.�
�You promised me�� Eyll began.
�I promised you that I would save you from the captain. And I have. But I said nothing about myself,� Fiducci said. He pulled the sigil close. �captain, be so kind as to tender my resignation, eh?�
The vampire whirled and with a frustrated snarl, dove upon Eyll. Eyll fired his pistol and then fell beneath the pouncing shape, which reduced him to a ruinous mess in mere moments. Above the sounds of bones snapping and flesh tearing, Fiducci howled with laughter. The necromancer danced a little jig, stopping only when his eyes settled on Dubnitz, who glared at him.
�You are annoyingly persistent, Erkhart,� Fiducci said. �Like a wart that keeps coming back.�
Dubnitz straightened, trying to keep an eye on both the necromancer and the vampire. �I won�t pretend to know what was going on here, but I�m guessing it�s another of your little schemes, corpse-eater.� He gestured with his sword. �And I�ll be damned if I let you get away with it.�
�Damned if you do, damned if you don�t,� Fiducci giggled. �Oh, captain…�
Dubnitz threw himself to the side as the vampire dove for him, its talons scraping grooves along his back. Rolling to his feet, he caromed off of another stack of crates and spun, hoping to land a blow. The vampire seemed to ooze around the edge of the sword and then its claws were at his throat and he felt himself being bent backwards. His gorget was ripped free and tossed aside, baring his throat to the greedy lamprey mouth that descended moments later.
The vampire stopped as an immense shadow spread across them. Fiducci�s giggles died away into stunned silence as the wide crest of water rose above them and then summarily slammed down! Dubnitz was torn from the vampire�s grip and tossed back up against a wall as the wave covered that section of the soutch dock and dissolved into puddles and foam.
Sputtering, Fiducci clawed around in the water. �Where is it? Where��
�Looking for this, are you?� the captain hissed, hefting the sigil in one talon. As Dubnitz pulled himself erect, the vampire crushed the device as easily as another man might crumple paper. �Control me, would you? Better to attempt to control the tides.�
Fiducci fell onto his backside and began to splash away as the hulking shape of the vampire stalked towards him, clawed fingers flexing in eagerness.
�I know your kind, necromancer… remoras, clinging to king sharks. Thought you�d twist this sacred debt to your benefit, eh? Thought you�d make the captain your play-pretty, your cabin boy, eh? I�ll give you a taste of the lash…�
As Dubnitz retrieved his sword, he saw Fiducci�s hand dart into his robes and felt a sinking sensation in his gut as he realised just what the little man was after. �No!� he said, darting forward. The vampire, between him and Fiducci, turned and caught him, wrenching him into the air.
�I�ll settle our account first then, shall I?� the captain gurgled, eyes blazing. Behind him, Fiducci stuffed the scrimshaw whistle between his lips and blew a wet melody. Dubnitz, desperate, thrust his fingers into the leaking wound in the vampire�s skull. The creature shrieked and released him, and Dubnitz dropped heavily to the dock. He could feel the wood trembling and hear the smashing of great bodies through the Shallows. The wood cracked and burst abruptly as a number of horrible shapes thrust their way up in response to Fiducci�s summons.
Cutlass in hand again, the captain swung it as the first of Stromfel�s Children dove for the vampire, wide mouth gaping. The vampire cleaved the thing in two and met the next, matching it snarl for snarl. Dubnitz barely reclaimed his own sword in time to fend off his own attackers. As they fought, Fiducci blew on the whistle again and again, until the becalmed harbour waters fairly boiled with heaving piscine nightmares. Where only moments before the sea had given up its dead, it now gave forth every monstrosity that stirred in the deep silt. Krakens with clashing beaks and frenzied sharks made mad war on the floating dead and the monstrous offspring of the storm-god. Alarm bells sang out as the docks came under attack.
Dubnitz stabbed something with entirely too many flippers and stepped past it, reaching for Fiducci, who seemed enraptured by the chaos he had caused. Dubnitz grabbed the necromancer around the back of the neck and flung him to the ground. �You! Send them back!� he snapped.
�I think not! If Franco Fiducci is to be thwarted, the city itself shall pay!� the necromancer yowled. �And you with it!� He yanked a dagger from his robes and stabbed wildly at Dubnitz.
The knight caught his arm and bent it back, forcing Fiducci to drop the blade. Driving his sword into the dock, he made a grab for Fiducci�s other hand, where the whistle lurked. �Give me that!�
�Get off of me you oaf!� Fiducci shrilled, struggling. The whistle slipped out of his grasp and Dubnitz batted it aside, into the thick of the confusion. Fiducci screamed and scrambled after it even as the shark-shape of the captain cleaved its way towards them.
�I�ll have my due one way or another, necromancer!� the captain roared.
Dubnitz jerked his sword up and the cutlass scraped sparks the length of the interposed blade. Berserk, the vampire slashed at him, all pretence of humanity now gone from its form and feature. It hammered at him as if seeking to pound him flat, and he was in no shape to prevent it. It was only stubbornness keeping him upright and even that was fast fading.
�Dubnitz!�
He looked down as something skittered across the dock and saw a medallion emblazoned with Manann�s sigil. He gave a furious shove, pushing the captain back long enough to clear enough room for him to snatch the medallion up. As the vampire swooped down on him again, he shoved the sigil into its face. The captain screeched and stumbled back, covering its eyes. Dubnitz�s flush of victory faded quickly; he could only keep the beast at bay so long.
The trill of a whistle cut the air. Large shapes blundered out of the mist like hounds on the scent, and Dubnitz tensed, preparing for the attack. Only it was not be. The Shallows-beasts leapt on the captain, one after another, dogpiling the vampire beneath a mound of mutated flesh. The captain�s angry shriek was cut abruptly short as the dock gave way in a fashion reminiscent of Dubnitz�s earlier plunge.
Dubnitz hurried to the edge of the hole, his whole body aching. The captain glared up at him, jaws working, bloody foam bubbling from between ragged lips. A jagged spear of wood had been shoved up through the vampire�s back and out through its chest. A claw stretched out towards Dubnitz with hateful intent and then sagged as the hell-light faded from the creature�s eyes. The body slumped and began to dissolve like seaweed in the morning tide. Dubnitz sank back and sat down, his body shuddering with exhaustion and not a little relief.
�I�ll have my medallion back now, if you please,� Goodweather said. The priestess picked her way carefully through the debris. Dubnitz looked at her wearily.
�The women?�
�Safe with the watchmen. Are you unhurt?�
�Yes. Yourself?�
�As well as can be expected,� she said, taking her medallion back and hanging it around her neck. �My intervention appears to have been timely.�
�It�s becoming a habit with you,� Dubnitz said. �That wave��
�You�re welcome.� Goodweather opened her hand and showed him the whistle. �And this will go back in the vault where it belongs.�
�I don�t see Fiducci anywhere. I suppose it�s too much to ask that the little rat got eaten by one of his own monsters…� Dubnitz sighed and stood. The mist was beginning to clear with the captain�s demise and the fires were being put out. �How in the name of Manann�s trident am I going to explain any of this to Ogg?�
�I�m sure you�ll think of something. As long as it�s better than your explanation about the goat and the octopus,� Goodweather said, scattering salt over the bodies of the dead and beginning the rites of her order.
Dubnitz laughed, and the sound was echoed by the cries of the returning seabirds. The birds swooped and dove and followed the retreating mist back out to sea, as the wind picked up once more and the calm faded at last.



        
            
                
            
        

    

Dead Man�s Party



Josh Reynolds
It was Spring Tide, and Marienburg was awash in revelry of both the sublime and more boisterous sort. Poles bearing caged seagulls were hoisted aloft as the celebration unfolded. Cornets and other instruments were played, mostly badly, by over-enthusiastic revellers. Buckets of seawater were sloshed about on the unwary as priests and pilgrims bellowed out the more profane hymns to Manann, popular among sailors.
Steel spheres containing handfuls of incense and hot coals were draped from every available protrusion, and clouds of exotic spices drifted across the streets, battling for dominance with the normal urban stew of the canals. Children threw dried flakes of seaweed and coral into the waters of the Central Canal as the great altar-barge of Manann hove to, the high priest roaring his praises and shaking his gull-pole until the bird�s raucous squawks threatened to drown out his own.
Every citizen was either in the streets or in the taverns, or heading from one to the other. Or so it seemed to Erkhart Dubnitz, knight of the Most Holy Order of Manann-in-Marienburg, as he stiff-armed a red-faced drunk into the canal in order to clear a path for his charge. �Right this way, Meneer Lomax,� he said obsequiously, bowing and sweeping an armour-plated arm out just in time to catch a bucket-bearing priest in the belly. The seawater sloshed across the cobbles and Dubnitz�s charge chuckled.
�At least the stones are getting a good scouring, hey?� Bernard Lomax said, rheumy eyes taking in the celebration with a weary air as he leaned on his narwhal-horn cane. He was dressed archaically, in the fashion of his youth, and his clothes showed signs of having been repaired, rather than replaced. Lomax was old, and age weighed heavily on his thin form. He had the heft of a Nehekharan mummy in his twilight years but none of the joie de vivre, as the Bretonnian saying went.
�Are you enjoying yourself, Meneer Lomax?� Piet Van Taal said. Like Dubnitz, Piet was a knight of the most holy, and only occasionally violent, Order of Manann. In contrast to Dubnitz�s barrel-chested heft, he was a lean whip of a man with the stamp of one of the lower rungs of Marienburg�s aristocracy on his features. Like Dubnitz, he wore a coat of chainmail beneath an emerald surcoat bearing the trident-and-crown emblem of Manann, god of the seas.
�Who can enjoy themselves with the stench and the noise?� Lomax said, coughing into a clenched fist. �Is this what you do for fun?�
�Not quite, no,� Dubnitz said quickly. �Normally our carousing takes place indoors, away from the hurly-burly.� He spun and punched a celebrant who�d been about to place a wreath of eel-skins and shark fins around his neck.
�That sounds good,� Lomax said, watching the wreath clatter across the cobbles.
Piet looked at Dubnitz over the top of Lomax�s head and mouthed, �The Scalded Gull?�
Dubnitz nodded. He laid a leather gauntlet on Lomax�s shoulder. �Right this way, Meneer Lomax. We�ll have you quaffing in no time.�
�Are you taking me to a dive? Is it filthy?�
�The filthiest,� Dubnitz assured him.
�Will there be loose women?�
�The loosest,� Piet said.
�It sounds delightful,� Lomax murmured, clasping his trembling hands together. �Lead on Sir Knights! I have a half-century�s worth of abstinence to make up for.�
The knights led him through the crowd into the back alleys that stretched out from the Central Canal, where the noise of the Spring Tide celebration grew muted and the natural odoriferousness of Marienburg reasserted itself. The Scalded Gull clung to a little-used stable on Fishhook Lane like an unsightly growth. It was an overlarge shed, with wide windows and a door that was less an obstacle than a curtain. It wasn�t crowded, for which Dubnitz muttered a silent prayer of thanks to Manann.
The barman grunted an unintelligible greeting and Dubnitz raised three fingers and gestured to a table in the back corner that sat beneath the hide of giant rat that had been stretched across the wall and nailed in place. Lomax looked curiously at the hide as they sat. �What is it?�
�It thought it was a man,� Dubnitz said. �Now it�s a conversation piece. We cleaned out a nest of the pestiferous beasts a few years back in the area, now all of the local swill-sellers let the Order drink for free.�
The drinks arrived and the two knights emptied their mugs in moments, slamming them down almost simultaneously. Lomax blinked at the speed. He hesitated, his fingers gripping his own mug as he looked into the foam as if it hid secrets. Then he jerked it convulsively to his lips and knocked it back. Dubnitz waved his hand, signalling for another round. Lomax went momentarily cross-eyed and coughed. �It has been some time since I had anything stronger than turnip juice,� he said. He licked his lips. �I quite liked it.�
�Glad to hear it,� Dubnitz said, and he was. He examined the old man. Lomax was a man of means. He was also a miser with money to spare. Money which he�d promised to the Order of Manann, money which they desperately needed, if the hollow echoing sound of the tithe coffers was anything to go by. All Lomax had asked in return was one night, just one night of carousing and stupidity, to make up for a lifetime of thrift and denial, because misers like Lomax didn�t make charitable donations without strings attached.
It wasn�t that strange a request, all things considered. Lomax�s ascetic life hadn�t been by choice so much as by necessity. A man without pleasures or vices was a hard man to trap. The life of a dyspeptic shut-in had kept old Lomax toddling along through two generations of greedy grasping relatives who chafed at the tightness of Lomax�s purse strings and weren�t shy about trying to cut, burn or poison their way into said purse. Those same relatives had set up a howl that would have sent invading Norscans scurrying back to their boats when they found out that Lomax was leaving his substantial fortune to the Order of Manann.
It was more out of spite than religious epiphany, Dubnitz knew. Lomax was doing the next best thing to taking it with him, and because greedy relatives didn�t like it when miserly relations loudly announced their intention to change their will and leave the bulk of their substantial fiduciary assets to an up-and-coming order of humble templars, there would be some attempt to stop it.
Thus, strings. A night of sybaritic pleasure, one full night, and then the new will took effect at cockcrow. All the Order had to do was give their new patron the best night of his life. Grandmaster Ogg was filled with a joy that he could barely contain and had ordered his most masterful carousers to take things in hand. Dubnitz and Piet set to it with a will, the former theorizing that Lomax, long having gone without, might mistake quantity for quality, and make the night�s work quick and easy.
By the eighth mug of rotgut, Lomax was cackling and clapping as a Strigany dancing girl spun and shook across the tabletop. The Scalded Gull had grown loud since they�d arrived as celebrants filtered into the alleys from the party outside. Dubnitz watched bleary-eyed as pickpockets plied their trade through the dense crowd and the dancing girl�s ferret-faced kin did the same to the pickpockets. Then, as Lomax started shouting a bawdy tune he�d known in his boyhood, Dubnitz spotted the assassin.
He was a dock-snake, one of the lean, lethal savages who ascribed to no union or guild and who roamed from berth to berth, unloading and loading vessels for under-the-table pay. A hooked fish-knife sprouted from one sinewy hand as he slithered through the crowd, his eyes locked on Lomax with the feral intensity of a starving wharf rat.
Dubnitz roared and shot awkwardly to his feet. Alcohol fumes clouded the edges of his vision. The dock-snake stumbled back as the dancing girl screamed and the crowd began to roll back like ripples spreading from a stone dropped in a rain barrel. Piet, still in his seat, was looking around blearily as he groped blindly for his sword.
Dubnitz�s sword sprang from its sheath in a crooked arc, slicing air rather than flesh as it passed just in front of the dock-snake�s nose. The man sprang past him, one bare foot hooking the table edge as he propelled himself up and at Lomax, who had tipped his head back and was raising a mug all unawares. Dubnitz spun and grabbed the back of the would-be killer�s trousers and, with a roll of his shoulders, sent the dock-snake hurtling backwards into the wall behind the bar with bone-breaking force.
And then, as the echoes of that crash faded, it all went to hell. People screamed. The dancing girl leapt off the table in a splash of silks and a rattle of bangles. Dubnitz spun in a circle, seeking enemies even as he noted that it was taking Lomax a long time to gulp his ale.
�Dubnitz,� Piet said. �Did something just happen?�
�Someone tried to kill Lomax,� Dubnitz mumbled. The room swayed around him.
�Did you stop them?�
�Yes,� Dubnitz said.
�Are you sure? He looks dead. Is he dead?� Piet said, gesturing sloppily towards the crossbow bolt that had sprouted from the bottom of Lomax�s mug. The point of said bolt had passed through the mug and between Lomax�s open jaws, piercing the soft tissues of his sinuses on its trek into his brain.
Dubnitz looked blearily over his shoulder. He blinked owlishly and belched. �I�d say it�s a definite possibility,� he said, stumbling over �possibility�.
�Are we sure he�s dead?�
Dubnitz kicked the body, toppling over in the process. From the floor, he said, �Almost positively, yes.�
�We�re dead,� Piet muttered, shaking his head.
�I thought he was the one who was dead,� Dubnitz said, as he heaved himself to his feet.
�Ogg is going to kill us.�
�Bound to happen,� Dubnitz said cheerfully, squinting around at the empty tavern. The evening crowd had chosen discretion over curiosity and fled. The Scalded Gull was empty of life, though the sounds of the Spring Tide celebration still curled through the open windows. �Don�t sober up on me now, Piet, it�ll only end in tears.�
Piet cursed and tried to stand, but he only succeeded in windmilling his arms and causing his chair to groan in protest. �What are we going to do? Lomax is dead!�
�Says who?� Dubnitz said, spreading his arms. �Tavern�s empty, Piet.�
�He�s got an arrow sticking out of his head!�
�So we pull it out,� Dubnitz said mildly, striding to the bar and reaching under it. He pulled out a bottle and eyed it, then pulled the stopper with his teeth and knocked back a slug. Wiping his mouth with the back of his hand he stomped back towards the table. �Have some good Sartosian red and calm down,� he said, tossing the bottle to Piet, who caught it awkwardly.
�I don�t think more alcohol is the solution here,� Piet said, taking a long drink.
�Can�t hurt,� Dubnitz muttered, taking hold of the end of the bolt transfixing the dead man�s head to the back wall of the tavern. He had been tilting his head back for a swig from his mug when the bolt had perforated his palate and nailed him and his mug to the wall. Dubnitz worked the bolt free with a grunt and squinted at it. �Pretty sure he�s dead,� he said.
�I thought we�d established that,� Piet said gloomily.
Dubnitz didn�t reply. He carefully pulled the dead man�s head back down. The eyes had rolled to the white and a trickle of blood seeped from one nostril, but other than that, there was little sign of what had killed him. Unless you got a good luck in his mouth or at the top of his head, Lomax could have simply been dead drunk, as opposed to just plain dead.
�I�m sorry old man,� Dubnitz murmured, closing Lomax�s eyes. �We promised you a night out to celebrate your generosity and what did you get for it but a bolt to the brainpan. Maybe you should have given the money to the Cult of Morr instead.�
�What are we going to do?� Piet said mournfully, staring into the bottle, which he�d managed to half-empty in impressive time. �Grandmaster Ogg is going to pickle us like herring.� He looked blearily at Dubnitz. �I don�t want to be pickled.�
�We won�t get pickled,� Dubnitz said, peering at Lomax�s body speculatively. He turned, swaying slightly, and sighted down the crossbow bolt. He found the open window of the tavern and said, �Aha!�
�Aha?� Piet said, blinking.
�The window,� Dubnitz said, stumbling towards the window. He stuck his head out and peered at the wall of the stables opposite. The night-stew that passed for fresh air in Marienburg slapped his face, sobering him slightly. �The arrow came from outside.�
�Brilliant deduction,� Piet said, shoving himself to his feet. �Sam Warble himself couldn�t have done it better. Are you sure your name isn�t Zavant Konniger? We�re going to get pickled!�
�Stop saying pickled. Ogg will jelly us, if anything. Man loves his jellied eels.� Dubnitz absently scratched his chin with the crossbow bolt, then thought of poison, stared at the bolt and swallowed thickly. �What time is it, Piet?�
�How should I know? Time to find warmer waters,� Piet said, taking another swig from the bottle. �If we ride out now, we can be halfway to Altdorf in a few days.�
�Don�t put the saddle on the horse just yet,� Dubnitz said and snatched the bottle from him and knocked back the rest of it in one gulp. He tossed the bottle out of the window and strode back towards the bar. �I�ve got a cunning plan.� He grabbed a broom and number of rags from behind the bar and several more bottles. He used his foot to roll a small keg of Averland Bear�s Milk towards the table.
�This isn�t going to work,� Piet said as Dubnitz pulled Lomax�s corpse upright by its shirt-front.
�Of course it will,� Dubnitz said, yanking the cork out of a bottle of wine with his teeth and pouring the contents over the body. �If he smells like a brewery exploded, no one will give him a second look. And all we need to do is keep him moving until the will goes into effect.�
�This is madness,� Piet said as he draped the dead man�s arm over his shoulders. �We should alert the watch. Captain Schnell, over at the Three Penny Bridge watch station, is a friend of mine.�
Dubnitz shook his head. �I owe Schnell money. Besides, this is Marienburg, and we�ve done worse,� Dubnitz said, doing the same with Lomax�s other arm. �Besides, it�s all for a good cause, Piet. We�re seeing that Lomax�s last request is carried out.� The body slumped between them, feet dragging. �We need twine.�
�Twine,� Piet muttered, looking around. �Why do we need twine?�
�Well, to keep him walking, obviously,� Dubnitz said. �It doesn�t have to be twine. See if you can get this broomstick down his trousers.�
�Couldn�t we just sit here quietly with a few drinks?� Piet implored.
�People need to see him up and about,� Dubnitz said. �It is our duty, for the Order and for Manann. Now, in his name find some twine or a broom or… here.� Dubnitz grabbed up a chair and broke it on the floor, depositing the bulk of Lomax�s weight onto Piet. Taking the pieces of the chair, he stuffed them down the back of Lomax�s trousers and into his boots, stiffening his legs. Then he swiftly tied Lomax�s ankles to Piet�s and his own.
�With him between us, we should be able to manage it,� Dubnitz said, draping Lomax�s arm back over him. Awkwardly, he snatched the broom from Piet�s hands and jammed it down the back of Lomax�s jerkin and down into one leg of his trousers. Then he handed a rag to Piet and jerked Lomax�s head up. �Now, tie his head to the back of the broom.�
�People are going to notice!� Piet protested.
�Not with his hat on they won�t,� Dubnitz said assuredly. �Trust me, I�ve done this before.�
�When?� Piet demanded.
�I�m not at liberty to say. A woman�s honour was involved. The situation was very uncomfortable for everyone concerned,� Dubnitz said, stuffing Lomax�s fallen hat on his head. Lomax hung between them, not quite sagging. His head tilted down slightly, and he looked � and smelled � drunk.
�Now what do we do?� Piet said.
�Now we carouse as we�ve never caroused before,� Dubnitz said. He snatched up Lomax�s cane and spun it with the dexterity of a professional alcoholic.
They shuffled towards the door, Piet first and then Dubnitz, walking Lomax�s corpse between them. As they exited the tavern, a sound from above caused them to look up. A body, dressed in battered leathers, rolled off of the stable roof and thumped into the alleyway. A moment later, a crossbow followed, shattering as it struck the ground. Dubnitz stretched out Lomax�s cane and prodded the fallen man.
�He�s dead too,� he said.
�I hope so,� Piet said. �That�s Giuseppe Giancarlo, the Miragliano Murderist!�
�How can you tell?� Dubnitz said, rolling the body over to reveal its mauled face and chest. The man, whatever his identity, looked as if he�d walked face first into an exploding cannon.
�Only man I know whoever lavished that much affection on his crossbow,� Piet said, nudging the broken crossbow with his boot. Dubnitz saw that it had been inlaid with silver and the stock was ornately engraved.
�Didn�t do him much good,� Dubnitz said, peering up. �I suppose we know now who shot Lom� I mean, shot at Lomax.� Giving in to ghoulish impulse, he grabbed the back of Lomax�s head and made it nod. Piet blanched.
�Don�t do that,� he said.
�He doesn�t mind.�
�It�s blasphemous!�
Dubnitz snorted and looked at the body again. �Of course, now we�re left with the question of who killed your friend Giuseppe.�
The sound of soft sandals scraping the cobbles caused the two knights to swing around to the darkened end of the alleyway, their burden causing them to almost overbalance. �I think we�re about to find out,� Piet said.
The Arabyan was the first to step forward. He was wreathed in black robes and he stopped and leaned on his scimitar. �I want Lomax,� he said, fluffing his curled beard. A discreet cough caused him to pause, and he turned slightly. �We want Lomax, Mock Duck and I,� he corrected. The Cathayan slid forward to join him, pistols strung from his narrow frame like holy talismans. He drew one and cocked it, aiming it at Dubnitz. His dark eyes found the body of Giuseppe and narrowed. He looked at the Arabyan, who frowned. �Which one of you killed Giuseppe?�
Dubnitz and Piet both held up their hands. �Not us,� Dubnitz said. �I assumed it was you.�
The Arabyan blinked. Then, he coughed. Something bright protruded from his throat. He reached up with a trembling finger and touched it. Then, with a gurgle, he toppled forward, revealing the wavy-bladed dagger jutting from the back of his neck. The Cathayan spun, drawing a second pistol. He leapt into the darkness, his pistols roaring. More pistol shots sounded, and then, silence.
�We should go,� Piet said.
�I concur,� Dubnitz said. �Make for the alley mouth��
The shapes were shadows within the darkness at first, blotches of black. As they eased into the torchlight, metal gleamed. Brass masks, wrought in the shape of a daemon�s grinning leer, peered out of ragged cowls. Gauntleted hands emerged from voluminous sleeves, clutching wavy-bladed daggers. There were three of them.
�Well, there�s a sight I hoped never to see,� Dubnitz hissed.
�The Murder-Brothers of Khaine,� Piet whispered, the colour draining from his face. The murder-brothers, sometimes known as the massacre-monks or the slaughter-priests, were the pre-eminent assassins in Marienburg. Devoted to Khaine, god of murder, they lathered an unhealthy amount of religious fervour onto even the simplest back-alley killing.
�We�re lucky it�s not all twelve of them,� Dubnitz said, extending Lomax�s cane. Tiles crashed down from the roof, shattering on the ground. Dubnitz�s eyes flickered upwards and he caught sight of furtive movement. �Spoke too soon,� he added.
�Oh gods,� Piet said hoarsely. �They�re all around us.�
�Back away slowly,� Dubnitz said. �If we can get to the mouth of the alley��
�Give us the merchant, dogs of Manann,� one of the murder-brothers croaked, his voice distorted by the contours of his mask. �Khaine has no interest in your hearts today.�
�Glad to hear it, but as you can see, our friend here can barely stand without us, so�� Dubnitz said, tapping Lomax�s chest with the cane.
There was a rush of feet and a wavy dagger speared out of the darkness to the side. Piet snarled and drew his sword, the motion swinging Dubnitz around to face two more of the murder-brothers as they sprang for him. He lashed out with the cane, catching the tips of both blades in the carved grooves that lined the cane and twisted his wrist, jerking the knives from their wielders� hands. His metal shod boot came down on a sandaled foot and an assassin yelped. The cane slashed out. Narwhal horn was almost as hard as iron, and a brass mask crumpled.
Piet�s sword chopped out, separating a cowled head from hunched shoulders and then they were galumphing towards the mouth of the alleyway, the hounds of Khaine in hot pursuit. As they ran, Dubnitz was reminded of the three-legged races he�d participated in as a boy, and of the Tannery rats which had pursued the racers along the course. He�d hated it then, and time hadn�t dulled the feeling. Sound and the smell of the canals washed over them as they burst out into the throng. People laughed and jeered and wept. Men draped in flags stumbled past on stilts carved to look like ships� masts. Clowns clad in paper seaweed gambolled past. Dubnitz, Piet and the corpse between them fit right in to the madness of Spring Tide.
As they awkwardly shoved into the morass of drunken revelry, Dubnitz craned his neck. �I think we lost them!� Adrenaline had burned away the last dregs of drunkenness that had made their current predicament seem like a good plan. Thinking on it, Dubnitz wondered if it might not have been better to simply hide the body somewhere until the next morning.
�Knife,� Piet hissed.
�What?�
�Knife,� Piet snarled, flailing his hand. Dubnitz looked down and saw a wavy-bladed dagger jutting from Lomax�s belly.
�Whoops,� Dubnitz said, plucking it out and tossing it into the gutter. The wound wasn�t deep, but it was dark. Dubnitz snatched a bottle of something equally dark and strong smelling from the hands of a woman balancing a trained seagull on her nose and splashed it on the wound. Then he knocked back a drink and handed it to Piet, coughing.
�Are there really twelve of them,� Piet said, taking a drink.
�Supposedly,� Dubnitz said, scanning the crowd. All of the nearby taverns would be cramped and reeking messes, with no room to move, if it came to that, which it likely would, as the murder-cultists of Khaine were nothing if not persistent. �Keep your eyes peeled, Piet.�
�No worries on that score. I won�t be closing them again until we�re done with this farce,� Piet hissed. �This is an idiotic plan, Dubnitz. We were almost killed back there!�
�Ish-is thath-that-Bernie?� a voice roared before Dubnitz could reply. �Hey! It�s old Penny-Pinch him-himshelf!� A fat hand, bedecked with rings of varying degrees of vulgarity, grabbed Lomax�s shoulder and tried to turn him. Momentarily panicked, Dubnitz and Piet flailed about, their balance off. They righted themselves and turned as the fat merchant stumbled back, blinking blearily. The man�s chubby features brightened as he blew at the feather that drooped from his shapeless hat out of his face. �It is you!� he said, slurring his words. He ignored Dubnitz and Piet and poked Lomax in the chest. �I shaid to myshelf, I said, �Rupol-Rudolpho, that can�t be Bernie Lomax, because he hates parties! But it is you and�� he sniffed Lomax and reeled back extravagantly. �And whooh! You�ve been at it!�
Dubnitz grabbed Lomax�s hand and stretched it out to swat playfully at the drunken merchant�s shoulder even as he grabbed the back of Lomax�s head and made it nod. Piet glared at him, but Dubnitz jerked his head towards the merchant and shrugged.
The merchant blinked again. �Shay, Bernie you look sort of peaked. I know thish wonnerful cure� ack!� He reached up to swat his neck and Dubnitz saw a tiny feathered dart pop free of his third chin and bounce into his palm. The man blinked a third time, his eyes out of synch. �Down I go,� he said mournfully, sinking to the street, where he was swiftly swallowed up by the crowd. Dubnitz heard a �tink� and saw another dart rattle off of his cuirass, leaving a tiny trail of fluid in its wake.
�Time to go,� he said, using Lomax�s cane to open a path. Piet staggered after him with a strangled curse.
�What happened?� the other knight barked. �What was that?�
�Poison dart!� Dubnitz replied. �They use them in the Southlands, I�m told.�
�I thought the Khaine-lovers only used knives!�
�They do,� Dubnitz said. �That was someone else.�
�How many assassins did Lomax�s relatives hire?� Piet nearly shouted.
�My guess would be all of them,� Dubnitz said. �Duck!�
�What?� Piet said as Dubnitz sank down. Piet, unprepared, was jerked directly into the path of a blow from a pair of iron-shod knuckles. He swayed and tripped over his own feet, pulling Lomax down and forcing Dubnitz to stand. Dubnitz twisted, lashing out with the cane to strike the scar-faced bruiser who�d lunged from the crowd. The weighted knob of the cane bounced off the big man�s brow, and the latter staggered, shaking his head like a fly-stung ox.
�Get him, Bull!� a smaller, thinner man dressed in a stylish outfit that had seen better months shouted. �I�ll get Lomax.� The little man had a thin moustache in the style of Estalian duellists and a dagger sprouted from his hand as he dove towards his prey.
�Piet,� Dubnitz said, thwacking the big man again. �Shake it off Piet! Duty calls!�
Piet, jaw already purpling, reached out with his free hand, grabbing the little assassin�s wrist and slamming it against Lomax�s knee. �Middenheim! Get this fool!� the little man yelled, struggling with Piet. A thick rope dropped over Piet�s free hand with alacrity, and he was jerked around. A lanky Middenheimer who was dressed in wolf skins and wielding a hunting lasso, pulled on the rope, pulling Piet towards him. He frowned as the bonds holding Piet to Lomax and Dubnitz held. �He�s stuck, Danzig!� he shouted.
�Not for long,� Danzig snarled, another knife appearing in his hand as if by magic. Dubnitz gave the big man another whack with the cane and the ivory shattered on his broad head, revealing a hidden blade. Dubnitz�s eyes widened and then he whirled, parrying the little man�s blow. Danzig stared in shock and then back-pedalled as Dubnitz swiped at him. Dubnitz jabbed the tip of the blade just beneath Danzig�s chin. �Fancy Danzig, as I live and breathe,� Dubnitz said. �And this must be Bull Murkowski and Middenheim Oscar, who�s from Talabheim, if I remember correctly.�
�Erkhart,� Middenheim said, still holding Piet�s arm trapped in his lasso.
�If I recall correctly, there�s a warrant out for all three of you,� Dubnitz said. The crowd swirled around their island of deadly calm. If anyone noticed the five men and the corpse, no one gave any sign. Fire-eaters belched nearby, filling the air with heat and the smell of sulphur.
�Just give us the merchant, Dubnitz,� Danzig growled.
�He hit me,� Bull grunted, rubbing his face.
�I did, and several times at that,� Dubnitz said, nodding. �And I�ll do worse than that if you three jackals don�t scarper.� He hugged Lomax�s stiffening body close. �Bernard Lomax is under the protection of the Order of Manann.�
�You�� Danzig began. Whatever he�d been about to say was cut off abruptly by a wave of boiling heat as a tongue of flame shot between them. All of them turned to see a fire-eater gesture with his fire-stick. Then he let loose with another belch of fire. Middenheim cursed as his lasso curled and fried, snapping and sending him tumbling. Piet, free, grabbed for his sword.
�Dubnitz,� he snapped. Dubnitz turned from the fire-eater to see the black shapes of the murder-brothers of Khaine prowling through the crowd like sharks.
�Them again,� Dubnitz said. �They�re like a bloody rash.�
The fire-eater had been joined by a tumbler, clad in silk and humorous pantaloons. The tumbler bobbed and bounced and sent a slipper-clad foot elegantly crunching into Bull�s dumb features. The big man backed away, puzzled, as the tumbler continued to kick, punch and prod him. �Lomax is ours Danzig,� a man clad in a Tilean carnival mask said, levelling a repeating pistol that was so intricately engineered that it qualified as a work of art. The pistol burped and Danzig scrambled away, hands raised as the cobbles beneath his feet were chewed to dust by the pistol.
�We�re going to be killed by jugglers!� Piet said. �I don�t want to be killed by jugglers!�
Dubnitz didn�t reply. The repeating pistol was swinging towards him, smoke curling from the barrel. The eyes behind the carnival mask were dark and eager. Then, abruptly, they widened. Carnival-mask slumped, a wavy-bladed dagger jutting from his back. A murder-brother vaulted over him, plucking the dagger free as he did so. Dubnitz lunged, spitting the cultist on Lomax�s sword-cane. The move pulled Piet and Lomax out of the path of the fire-eater, who unleashed a titanic flume of heat. A nearby drunkard burst into flame and suddenly the crowd noticed the pandemonium going on in their midst.
Screams mingled with music and prayers as the crowd thrashed in sudden panic. People fell into the canal. Others scrambled for the safety of doorways or open windows. Dubnitz jerked the sword-cane free of the murder-cultist�s chest and narrowly parried a thrust harpoon. A man with the look of a Norscan whale-hunter jabbed the harpoon again, trying to pin Dubnitz to the cobbles. �Piet, I need some help here!� Dubnitz shouted.
�You�re not the only one,� Piet said. He�d lost his sword, and now held a broken cobblestone, which he brought across the jaw of a mime that drew too close with a satisfying crunch. �I hate mimes.�
�Was that mime an assassin?� Dubnitz grunted, the tip of the harpoon nearing his face.
�I have no idea,� Piet said, bouncing the cobble on his palm before throwing it at the fire-eater, who unleashed another plume of flame. The cobble bounced off the man�s tattooed skull and he instinctively took a breath, inhaling the fire he should have been spewing. The fire-eater�s screams were cut short as he was cooked inside out.
�Bad show, monsieur,� a purple clad Bretonnian snarled, driving his foot into Piet�s armoured chest. Off-balance, he fell, dragging Lomax and Dubnitz with him. �The ancient art of mummery is sacred,� the Bretonnian continued, as the two knights flailed helplessly, trying to get to their feet. Lomax�s dead weight, however, made that difficult. �It seems I, Bartok of Bastonne, master of the mystical art of the Athel-Loren wardance, am granted the honour of collecting the bounty on Monsieur Lomax.� Bartok blinked. �Why are the three of you tied together?�
The harpooner jabbed at Dubnitz while the Bretonnian spoke, and the knight, having lost Lomax�s cane, grabbed the harpoon as it stabbed at him. With a convulsive shove he rammed the handle into its wielder�s face, busting lips and freeing teeth. As the harpooner reeled, Dubnitz swung the harpoon at the Bretonnian who was preparing to launch a kick at Lomax�s wobbling head. The haft of the harpoon caught the assassin on the knee, and he fell with a cry. As he hit the ground, Dubnitz hit him again and again, battering the master of the mystical art of the Athel-Loren wardance into bloody unconsciousness.
�Piet, let�s go, up and at them, can�t spend all evening in the gutter,� Dubnitz roared, using the harpoon to pull himself to his feet and to simultaneously drag Piet up. Lomax bobbed between them like a cork on water. The body was already going stiff and further hampering their movements.
�I want to go home now,� Piet said, punching an Estalian knife-man wearing too much green and yellow to be wholly sane. The Estalian staggered back into the crowd and was trampled by yelling drunks.
�The night�s young yet,� Dubnitz said. A murder-cultist darted from the screaming, pushing, crowd, twin daggers raised high. Two miniature crossbow bolts caught him and sent him spinning into the canal. A killer in a featureless helm and a red hauberk calmly reloaded the small crossbows attached to his armoured forearms as he stood on the bundle-board of an abandoned wagon. �On second thought, you�re right, it�s time to go!�
The Spring Tide crowd around the central canal had thinned as the realization that attempted murder was being committed on a grand scale set in. Outside of the immediate area, however, the party was still in full swing. Dubnitz and Piet lurched towards the crowd. Crossbows twanged and Piet glanced over his shoulder, cursing. �He�s got arrows in him,� he said.
�He�s got more than that,� Dubnitz said. �I think the harpoon nicked him; he�s leaking all over my armour.� He snagged a flagon of ale from a tipsy bawd bellowing out a hymn to Manann and knocked it back. �Piet, this wasn�t one of your better ideas I must say,� he said, slopping foam on the street.
�My idea,� Piet nearly shrieked, glaring at him. �I� pigeon!�
�I think you mean �duck�,� Dubnitz said. Piet dove for the ground, yanking Lomax and Dubnitz atop him as a pigeon hurtled through the space occupied by their heads only seconds previously. The pigeon struck the sign of a tavern and exploded in a ball of fire and feathers. Dubnitz gazed at the charred spot that marked the unfortunate avian�s final impact and said in shock, �By Manann�s scaly nethers that was a Herstel-Wenckler pigeon bomb.�
�It�s a swarm!� Piet yowled, trying to crawl away, his armour clattering. Dubnitz, on his side atop Lomax�s corpse, stared up in horror at the feathered shapes descending towards him like verminous avenging angels. Only a fool or a madman would release pigeon bombs into streets this closely packed.
�Death by pigeon,� he murmured, suddenly calm as he faced his imminent doom. �Who�d have thought such a thing possible in these civilised times?�
�Shut up and help me run,� Piet screamed, shoving Dubnitz off. Lomax flopping between them, the two knights stumble-ran into the safety of the crowd as the first pigeons struck the street and fire erupted. Dubnitz�s foot skidded as he stepped in a cuttlefish. The high priest of the Cult of Manann was flinging the creatures from his altar-barge as it passed along the canal.
�Get to the barge!� Dubnitz said, forcing them a path to the canal with the harpoon.
�But�� Piet began.
�Go, go, go,� Dubnitz said, bashing a set of stilts aside and sending a man dressed as an Arabyan schooner staggering into a low hanging sign. He sensed more than saw the assassins following them. Lomax�s relatives had seemingly spent their inheritance before they�d even gotten it. Every killer in Marienburg was after them and some few from farther afield.
�Dubnitz, to your left,� Piet said.
Dubnitz twisted as a man wearing a bronze mask crafted in the shape of a snarling tiger�s head lunged out of the crowd, clawed gauntlets scraping off Dubnitz�s chainmail sleeve. He thrust the harpoon between the assassin�s legs, tripping him up. But even as he fell, a hard-faced killer wielding a notched axe took his place, chopping at Dubnitz. Dubnitz swatted him with the harpoon and as the axe-man stepped back, a pigeon alighted on his shoulder. He had time for a single expression of panic before the pigeon bomb blew him into gory bits. Dubnitz blinked blood out of his eyes as overhead, Cathayan fireworks went off, lighting up the night sky. Somewhere, the great Tidal Bell in the Temple of Manann was ringing.
�Hear that? It�s almost morning,� Piet said. �We made it, I can�t believe we��
The crowd thinned at the edge of the canal. They had gotten ahead of the barge, but not of the assassins.
�Bernard Lomax, you are marked for death,� an oily duellist said, gesturing with his rapier. �Meet it manfully.�
�Give us the merchant and you can go free,� a sinister halfling with a dagger spinning between his pudgy fingers said. Around he and the duellist, a half-dozen other would-be bounty killers had eased forward. Like as not, half of them hadn�t even been hired to do the deed and were simply opportunists. Dubnitz could hear sword fights breaking out throughout the crowd as other assassins, too far back to join the fun, turned on one another either in frustration or optimism.
�I�d be happy to,� Dubnitz said, keeping the harpoon extended. �And I will, as soon as you tell me which of you lot was throwing the pigeons.�
�What pigeons?� one of a pair of twin beauties wearing little more than scars and armour said. She and her companion looked up. �Oh,� the other one said softly.
All eyes swivelled upwards as flapping sounds filled the air. Dozens of pigeons swooped over the street, beady eyes looking for perches. �Pigeons; thousands of them,� Piet muttered.
�Run!� Dubnitz said, stumbling forward.
Bird droppings and explosions rocked the street and a body pin-wheeled through the air. The explosions weren�t large, but then, neither were halflings, Dubnitz reflected as he loped towards the canal with Piet. Those assassins not caught in the airborne conflagration hurried after them.
Piet was muttering prayers to Manann as he ran. Dubnitz simply cursed, letting flow a shower of creative invective. He cursed Lomax and his relatives, Ogg and his grandiose designs, and Marienburg with its proliferation of professional murderists. He�d always suspected he�d die at the end of a hired blade, the victim of a jealous husband or scorned woman. Possibly a city official with a grudge, or an old enemy, free of prison, or even Grandmaster Ogg, once he figured out what Dubnitz had done with his missing hand. In fairness, it made a lovely candelabrum and the Duchess had been quite appreciative, but Ogg wouldn�t understand. He had no sense of proportion, that man.
But, mostly, Dubnitz cursed Manann, because once again the sea god had given him no luck but bad. Even as he settled into a quiet, snarling rhythm of curses, however, the holy altar-barge of Manann hove into view ahead of him and cuttlefish slapped the stone, hurled by the high priest. �Haha! There it is Piet! Get to the barge! It�s our only chance,� Dubnitz said, trying to hurry them along.
�The barge? But�� Piet began.
�No time for buts, Piet,� Dubnitz said. The stones were slick near the canal and he had to stop himself from falling head over heels. �It�s the barge or the blades.�
�Maybe we should think about this,� Piet said.
�What sort of knight are you? Just jump,� Dubnitz shouted, grabbing a handful of Lomax�s jerkin and leaping. Piet, despite his protestations, jumped along with him. The barge wasn�t far from the edge of the canal, being as wide a craft as the temple could afford.
A moment of vertigo stretched across eternity before Dubnitz�s foot found the edge of the barge. The altar attendants reached out automatically to grab the knights as they swayed back and forth on the edge of the deck. Dubnitz and Piet staggered forward, nearly knocking over the votive candles and sending an iron pot of blessed seawater spilling across the deck. Priests slipped and slid as the water sloshed around their feet. The high priest turned, mouth open in mid-bellow. His hands were full of cuttlefish and words of benediction died on his lips. He looked at Dubnitz, who grinned sheepishly. �Bless a trio of pilgrims, your supremacy?� he asked.
�Aren�t you one of Ogg�s bully-boys?� the high priest said, flinging a cuttlefish over his shoulder. �You are! You�re Dubnitz, the one who let that goat��
�May I present Bernard Lomax, your excellency,� Dubnitz interjected. �He is a humble merchant and follower of His Most Salty Majesty, Manann.� He glanced at Lomax�s dangling head. �He�s overcome with emotion, your benevolence.�
The high priest waved a hand in front of his nose. �He�s overcome with something, I�d say.� He squinted. �Is that a�?�
�What dagger?� Piet said, hastily plucking the errant blade out of Lomax�s back and flinging it over the side of the barge.
�Are those crossbow bolts?�
�You know how it gets during Spring Tide, your most tidal excellency,� Dubnitz said swiftly. �People go wild. They let their hair down. Sometimes crossbows are involved.�
�Are you sure he�s�� the high priest began dubiously.
�Oh Mighty Manann, Bless Us Your Servants!� Dubnitz bellowed, falling to his knees and causing the barge to rock as Piet and Lomax followed suit. The latter�s stiffening limbs and joints gave forth a plaintive series of cracks and pops as abused ligaments split. �He�s too afraid to ask it of you himself, your saintliness,� Dubnitz said, cracking one eye open. �Could you bless him, perhaps? Let the crowd see that he has your favour?�
�I��
�Oh Mighty Manann, Absolve Us of the Sins of Dry Land!� Dubnitz shouted, gesturing wildly, making sure to jerk one of Lomax�s hands so that it flopped beseechingly at the high priest�s robe. The crowd was cheering now, every eye on the barge. Seagulls squawked and horns blew. The high priest leaned close.
�What are you up to, Dubnitz?� he said.
�I assure you, it�s for the greater glory of Manann, your pristine parsimoniousness,� Dubnitz said. The high priest frowned, but straightened and raised his hands in benediction.
�I expect we�ll be getting a nice donation this week from the Order,� he muttered before launching into the words of Manann�s Blessing. The noise of the crowd surged in volume, hammering at the ears of those aboard the barge. It was only by the slightest of chances that Dubnitz heard the whine of a bullet. He leapt to his feet, yanking Piet and Lomax up. The bullet punched into Lomax�s back and sent them stumbling forward, into the high priest, who squawked in sudden fear as the corpse lurched into him.
A triumphant assassin leapt to his feet on a ledge overlooking the canal, the Hochland long rifle held over his head as he let out a yell. Dubnitz swept the harpoon�s blade through his bindings, freeing himself from Lomax and then sent the harpoon hurtling towards the assassin. �Imperial assassin!� he roared. �He tried to kill the high priest!�
The assassin fell from his perch with a yell as he twisted to avoid the harpoon. Rifle and assassin both tumbled into the canal as the crowd gave a howl like an angry beast. Dubnitz spun and pointed at a familiar black-clad shape. The murder-cultists of Khaine had been following the barge at a distance, picking off their competition with the patience of stalking tigers. �More assassins,� he shouted, and the crowd drew back, suddenly exposing the brass-masked killers, who looked around in confusion. Then, as one, the revellers fell on the killers, dragging them under as surely as the waters of the canal had swallowed the rifleman. Fierce as the murder-cultists were, they were no match for an entire city�s worth of fists and feet putting the boot in. Black-clad shapes sank beneath the press, battered into insensibility by the Spring Tide celebrants.
�A fine display of the old Marienburg fighting spirit,� Dubnitz said, hands on his hips. �By which I mean filching their valuables while they�re bleeding on the street.�
�If you�re finished congratulating yourself, I could use some help,� Piet snarled.
Dubnitz turned to see the other knight fumbling with Lomax�s body, which was tangled in the high priest�s robes. Dubnitz scampered over. �One moment your excellency, help is on the way,� he said, surreptitiously unknotting the bindings that held Piet tied to Lomax. Dubnitz hauled Lomax�s abused corpse off of the high priest and pulled it into an embrace. �Bernie! By Manann�s beard, no!� he said, adding a wail for good measure as he shook the body. Lomax�s head flopped back and forth, his neck having been broken at some point and time. �He�s been shot!� Before the high priest could scoot away, Dubnitz grabbed his hand. �Take his hand, excellency, take it and comfort him as he goes to Manann�s realm!� He grabbed Lomax�s limp hand and slapped it atop the high priest�s. The latter blanched and tried to pull away, but Dubnitz held on, his face the picture of tortured melancholy. �Shot, your mercifulness, shot while saving you from a killer!
�I thought he was�� the high priest began.
Dubnitz rode over him, shouting, �He has given his life for you! For Marienburg! Comfort him as he
� He paused, watching the horizon. �As he � hold on,� he said, counting the strokes of the Tide Bell in his head. �Wait for it � yes, there we go � comfort him as he dies, oh great sage of the Free City!�
The high priest, uncertainty writ on his features, mumbled something as spontaneous weeping broke out amongst those elements of the crowd not busy kicking in the faces of the murder-cultists. Dubnitz shoved the high priest aside and pulled Lomax into another embrace, tears spilling into his beard as he blubbered heroically. Word of mouth was a fine thing, and street corner patterers were already carrying the word of Lomax�s heroic sacrifice across the city, Dubnitz wagered.
The entire city had witnessed Lomax die at cockcrow, and there�d be no contesting of the will by his relatives, not when the manner of his death was known. A hero of the city, dying to rescue the high priest of Manann, and donating his worldly wealth to the templars devoted to said god. �Sometimes, I suspect the gods love me,� Dubnitz said as he blubbered. �Do you ever get that feeling, Piet?�
Piet dropped to one knee beside him, a hand placed comfortingly on his shoulder. �You�re a horror, Erkhart. A literal horror,� he muttered.
�Yes, but what I am not is pickled,� Dubnitz said. �And neither are you, so stop complaining. It all worked out for the best. Now, would you say it�s cockcrow yet?�
Piet sighed and nodded. �I think we�re in the clear.�
�Ah well, Manann giveth and he taketh away, drift into his bosom, be at peace and such, et cetera and so forth,� Dubnitz said, dropping the body and rising abruptly to his feet. He clapped his hands together and looked around. The rising sun caused the scum on the surface of the canal to sparkle prettily. �So
who�s for breakfast?�
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The man who should have been dead opened his eyes just after sunrise. One of the scouts marching beside Jurgen von Sturm�s stretcher noticed him stirring, craning his neck and reaching out with languid arms. The ranger called out to his superior, a few paces ahead.
�Sir, he�s coming around.�
The scout captain pulled back on the reins of his horse, slowing its pace until the gurney reached him. The haggard figure that lay upon it looked up at him with bulging, bloodshot eyes. He tried to speak, but the effort produced nothing more than a hoarse whisper.
�Rest now, my friend. You�re safe,� the captain said, handing him a flagon of water. �And fortunate, by Sigmar. If we hadn�t come upon you when we did, who knows what might have become of you.�
Von Sturm took it, clutching the jug to his lips and drinking every drop without a breath. The instant he was finished, he cast the empty bottle aside. His arms quivering, he grabbed at the captain�s leg, clutching the man�s leather boot with a trembling hand.
Von Sturm stared into the captain�s eyes with a haunted, empty gaze, as though looking right through him.
�He�s mad, you know,� he gasped. �Brilliant. Wise. So very wise
but quite, quite mad
� His eyes rolled back. �The plague. The daemons. He cares for them like
like his own children.�
The forest trail opened into a clearing just ahead. The weathered battlements of Ferlangen rose up from the woodland with flame-scarred granite walls and a black gate of iron teeth. One of the scouts sounded a brass horn as the city came into view, blaring with the proper signal of three short notes and two long, alerting the sentinels atop the bastions. As the gates began to slowly roll open with the heavy clank of steel chains and pulleys, a pair of guardsmen marched out to meet the scouting party.
�We have a man in need of attention here!� the captain shouted. �Alert the citadel, and call for the Burgomeister�s doktor at once!�
Despite their disparity in rank, the guardsmen openly balked at the captain�s order.
�The Burgomeister�s own doktor?� one of them questioned. �With all respect, sir, you can�t expect us to send word to the citadel at the return of every wounded soldier.�
�This is no common soldier,� the captain replied.
Von Sturm lurched up from the gurney again, reaching out towards the guardsmen with bony fingers.
�You�re all in danger here,� he muttered. �The doktor
The rat pox
All of you are in danger
�
One of the guardsmen saw the insignia on von Sturm�s cloak. Though tattered, stained with blood and ripped across the centre, the emblem was unmistakable.
�He�s one of the Black Eagle Guard?�
�We think so,� the captain replied. �He was wandering alone on the edge of the Forest of Shadows, babbling just as he is now, talking of daemons and poxes.�
�The Black Eagle Guard?� the other sentinel replied. �But weren�t they��
The captain waved off their concerns.
�That�s a discussion for another time. This man requires care. Take him to the citadel. He must be tended to by the chirurgeon. General Vormann himself will certainly wish to speak with him. He�s the only one who knows what happened to the missing regiments.�
Doktor Matthias Kohlrek shook his head. �It�s no use,� the chirurgeon said. �The man�s totally unresponsive. Whatever horror he encountered in the wilderness, it has left him delirious.�
Von Sturm lay on a bed of wool and straw in the musty, crowded room of the Burgomeister�s personal physician. He stared up at the ceiling, apparently caring nothing for the fact that his presence had brought together some of the most powerful men in the city.
General Heinrich Vormann stared down at the pathetic wretch, at a man who had once been one of Ostland�s finest knights. He refused to accept the doktor�s answer.
�There must be something you can do,� he said.
�I�ve tried everything I can think of, for the last twelve hours. Nothing appears to work,� the doktor replied. �It makes no sense. He shows signs of recent injuries, but they all appear to have been healed. If this fever passes and the rashes subsides, he should be just fine.�
�We need to know what happened to this man, and to his brothers-at-arms,� Vormann said. �Whatever savagery befell them, it still stalks the dark forests beyond these gates.�
Doktor Kohlrek, a hunched and withered old man, rubbed his fingers into his exhausted eyes. For a moment, the general did not press the physician. Then von Sturm turned from his mindless contemplation of the walls to stare directly at the warlord.
�The enemy is within! Kill me now, or you will all die here,� he said, before collapsing back onto the bed.
General Vormann�s stoic face paled. He dismissed everyone, sending away his own retainers and the court officials with a wave and a terse command. Once the room had emptied, he looked back to the doktor, now slumped in a chair.
�There must be something more you can do,� the general said.
Doktor Kohlrek did not respond.
General Vormann turned and grabbed the doktor by his dirty apron, yanking him from his seat.
�The rest of the army is rotting out there in the cold mud,� he seethed. �If there is any chance that he might be able to tell us how that happened, then we�ll do it. You�ll do it.�
�There is a chance,� the doktor replied. �But our only weapon now is patience. If his fever is going to break, it will do so overnight. If it worsens, I�m afraid no medicine in the world can help him.�
General Vormann released his grip. He looked over again at von Sturm, writhing in listless delirium on the bed.
�How soon will you know?� the warlord asked.
�I will stay by his side tonight. Return in the morning. If he lives through the dawn, we may yet learn what happened to him out there,� Doktor Kohlrek said. �Shallya only knows what horrors this man has witnessed. I imagine they will torture his mind as the fever burns itself out.�
Jurgen von Sturm stared into the darkness. He heard laughter, echoing in the distance. He smelled brimstone and torch smoke. He sensed a thousand things, all at once. Everything was a blur, every sight, every sound and every thought.
Then, in an instant, it all came back to him to him. And his ordeal began again
He was in the forest. He was with his men, riding with his sword unsheathed, though he saw no enemy. On a light-armoured stallion he trailed his comrades as they drove deep into the murky forests of northern Ostland. The grim, familiar parade of the Black Eagle Guard marched ahead; an ordered line of three hundred battle-hardened veterans, always spoiling for a fight.
His fellow mounted knights flanked the marching column. Like him, they wore white tunics over their steel plate, emblazoned with the scarlet bull of the Grand Principality, all of them yellowed and frayed from exposure, caked in dust and soot. The bulk of the ranks were grizzled foot soldiers, pikemen with craggy faces and untrimmed beards. They marched in pairs with their longswords and bedrolls slung across their backs, in mail hauberks and gore-stained leather jerkins.
Strips of wool were tied around arms, legs and torsos, stained red with the blood of wounds endured over the long weeks of their campaign, battle after battle against an inhuman enemy horde that never seemed to tire.
Von Sturm clutched at his own bandaged injury when a gust of cold wind passed over the column. Every time he shifted in his saddle, the steel of his cuirass rubbed against the wound in his side. It brought a wince to his frost-burned face, sweating despite the cold. He grimaced and snarled against the pain, a constant effort to steel himself against the complaints of his own body.
He reached under his plate mail to feel the tender swath of broken flesh, where a dirty ratman blade had ripped across his belly. He inspected his hand � the palm of his glove was slick with bloody pus. The wound wasn�t healing, festering now for the better part of five days, since the cowardly vermin had stormed their camp by night, forcing him into combat without armour for the first time in years. But von Sturm shrugged off the infection, even as a chill sent a shudder through him that had nothing to do with the cold.
He looked ahead, squeezing his eyes tight to make them focus. He scanned the wintry woodlands, seeking any unnatural movement amid the copses of naked trees, clumped together and shivering in the icy wind. His ears caught every rustle in the thorny underbrush and every raspy squawk in the grey skies. A dead carpet of fallen leaves lay underfoot, layer upon layer of wet mulch and dry brambles. Every footstep and hoofbeat crackled and squished in the loam, sending up tiny divots of foul steam from the permanently composting ground.
None of it escaped von Sturm�s awareness, as he kept a mental note of his surroundings: the sights, the smells and the sounds. Ever growing, always changing. It was one of the habits that had kept him alive through more battles than he could name. And the more he concentrated on his environs, the less attention he paid to the pain in his side. Or the chills, the sweats and the cough that now burned in his lungs.
The further his column pressed into the Forest of Shadows, the more the haunted woods seemed to close in around them. Winter-shorn, sclerotic trees huddled in gaunt thickets, grown together in tangled clusters that merged into a low-hanging canopy overhead. The branches rattled with every turn of the wind, as if threatening to reach down and clutch at them as they rode beneath.
For all the macabre eeriness of the woods however, nothing von Sturm saw troubled him � not until an hour past midday. Then something caught his eye that banished all thoughts of his own pains.
It was just a hint at first, a shape in the distance.
The outline was hard to make out, only barely visible over a rocky knoll to the far left of his marching column. For a moment he thought it might be nothing but a twisted tree, half hidden in the mist and shadows. As he rode closer though, beyond the hill, he looked again. And this time von Sturm was certain.
It was a man.
A gauzy curtain of fog shrouded him. Von Sturm squinted, craning his neck and straining to see any detail. Though partly obscured by the dancing shadows of wind-tossed trees, he was able to make out the figure�s shape. What he saw made him shiver.
It was no lean warrior or muscular beast. The man�s height was stunted and his frame was fat; a slovenly girth bulging out of tattered robes that seemed to merge with the mist. Legends of the haunted forests had long spoken of such a watcher-in-the-woods. Von Sturm knew the tales well. He knew to dread the ghastly figure whose very appearance was the most grim of portents, an omen of disease and suffering known by many names.
The Plague-stalker. Old Sawbones. The Fecundite.
He studied the distant figure, mesmerised in a sort of morbid fascination. For a long, eerie moment the stout phantom stood perfectly still, until a shift in the winds broke the fog hanging around him, revealing the mad doktor�s walking staff. Twisted like a petrified black serpent, it was crowned with a daemonic skull marked across the forehead with a blood-rune. As von Sturm strained to see it through the haze, the mist continued to churn behind the ghastly icon, discoloured and fuming as though disturbed by the evil totem.
Von Sturm�s lungs seized up, tightening his chest and forcing a pained cough. As if in response, the skull turned its black, empty eye sockets to stare directly back at him.
His blood ran cold.
An instant later his chest seized again, worse this time. Von Sturm turned away to catch his breath, and to steady his quivering limbs. When he looked again, only a moment later, there was nothing. The strange figure was gone.
He gathered himself, taking several long, ragged breaths until his heart stopped pounding like a warhammer in his chest. Then von Sturm left his lieutenant in command of the rearguard, and he rode double-quick for the front of the column.
He reined his galloping steed back to a trot when he came within a few dozen yards of the command retinue�s crimson and sable flags. The noble in charge of their expedition, Ludwig Ehrenhof, saw him, and called out to von Sturm as he approached. The youth was as unmistakable for his gaudy gold-plated helmet and matching cape as he was for his beardless chin and boyish face. Though he was seventeen years von Sturm�s junior, as the nephew of Count Valmir himself, the young equestrian had been awarded command of their prestigious order.
�What brings you from your post this hour, Jurgen?� Ludwig asked.
Von Sturm wasted no time with pleasantries, as he rarely did.
�My lord, I saw something in the woods. Off to our left, about a mile back,� he said.
�Nothing troubling enough for you to sound a general alarm, I see,� Ludwig replied, no hint of worry evident in his confident tone. �What was it?�
Von Sturm pondered the question for a moment.
�A man,� he replied at last. �At least, it looked like a man. I turned away for a moment, and when I looked back he
it was gone.�
�Just one man?� Ludwig joked. �I think our lads can handle that.�
�I don�t know that it was a man. I don�t know what it was,� von Sturm answered, his voice failing as the pain in his infected lungs grew worse. �It could have been
�
He let his voice trail off, unsure if he should continue. Ludwig prompted him.
�It could have been what?�
�Festus,� von Sturm muttered, almost ashamed of himself for saying the name out loud.
Ludwig shook his head. �Festus? The mad doktor? Are you getting jittery in your old age? My uncle told me that you were the keenest officer he ever rode with. Not a man given to wild imaginings.� He seemed to take a long moment to look over von Sturm, who was trying hard to fight against the fevered shivering that gripped his bones.
Von Sturm growled at the young noble under his breath, raising his voice in frustration.
�I�m fine. And I�m telling you that we must be careful in these lands. Dangers of every sort lurk in these woods.�
Ludwig�s bare face flushed. He kicked his mount ahead, near enough to reach out and grab von Sturm by the cloak, pulling him close enough to whisper.
�You may have known me since I was a child,� he said. �But you must never speak to me as one in front of the men. Do you understand?�
He released the knight only a moment later, taking a moment to look him over a second time, closer now.
�Is it the fever?� Ludwig continued. �You look pale, old friend. And you�re drenched with sweat on the coldest day we�ve had out here. Let the apothecary have a look at you.�
�I said I�m fine. Maybe it was nothing. Let me send out a party, so we know for certain,� von Sturm said.
�No, our orders are clear. This is not a scouting expedition. My uncle gave us one mission. Search out the warband that savaged Salkalten and destroy every last one of them before they reach any of the villages further south. That�s exactly what I intend to do to those mongrel beasts.�
�If you�d just allow me to��
They both stopped. A horn sounded from somewhere in the woods. It was a low-pitched, moaning call and it echoed between the barren trees. The ghostly howl raised a murmur from the men.
�Steady, men,� Ludwig called out.
The horn faded away. A tense silence descended, but only for a moment. A shuffling, skittering noise replaced it. The pitter-patter of a thousand footsteps, seeming to come from every side this time.
�On your guard, men!� von Sturm commanded, his training and experience taking over. �Form up the lines, prepare defensive formation!� The infantry responded with practised skill � shifting in position, drawing blades and strapping down their shields.
They were just in time. The haunted forest came alive an instant later. A chittering horde teemed out of the mist, as though spawned from the foul earth itself.
Their lean bodies were covered in coarse, prickly fur. Most were pale brown or the dull grey shade of peat smoke, with inhuman snouts flanked by bristle-like whiskers.
Ratmen.
They attacked with the same speed with which they scampered out of the shadows, leaping and pouncing from different directions with every slash and thrust. Most carried no shield, instead whirling rusted blades in each claw-like fist. Most were dressed in filthy rags, with only a few sporting small iron breastplates and coats of rusted mail.
Upon reaching the battle-line, the horde broke off into smaller groups, setting upon knights or pikemen in parties of three or more. Though each stood about the height of a man, the rats preferred to swarm their enemies, shrinking from single combat and striking from multiple angles at once. Von Sturm drew his blade and slew two of the vermin in short order. The third attacker did not press the fight; instead he yelped, threw a handful of dirt in the knight�s face and slunk back into the shadows in their common, cowardly fashion.
Though still coughing and sweating, the ardour of battle brought a surge to von Sturm�s creaking bones. He bounded into the fray atop his stallion, cutting a path through the heart of the swarm. He hacked down at the foul attackers from his saddle, swinging his longsword in a series of practised, deadly arcs. Each punishing sweep ended with the wet thump of edged steel chopping through muscle; the same cruel sound no matter the victim, human, greenskin or beast. Rodent blood splattered across his armour, soaking his riding gloves until every clench of his fists sent red rivulets down his arms.
A single lethal stroke felled two ratmen with one swipe, the first disembowelled and the other decapitated. The moment of respite offered him a chance to pull back his steed, and to once again survey the fight, this time from the far side of the field.
The distraction cost him.
Von Sturm felt his horse lurch and stagger. He turned to find a jagged lance blade sticking through the stallion�s neck. Swathed in warm blood, the halberd was thrust clean through the horse�s flesh, the serrated edge only barely missing von Sturm�s belly.
He saw three ratmen howling in triumph underneath, still twisting the shaft of the spear, trying to direct the great, dying stallion to the ground like a felled cedar. He reached down, grabbing one by the throat, hauling it across the saddle like a rag doll.
He stared at the whimpering ratman for an instant. Even in the midst of battle, with blood-stink filling the air, von Sturm could smell the nasty sewage reek that clung to its fur. A nest of fleas infested its hide, spilling out from its undercoat as von Sturm tightened his fist into a strangling death-grip. Choking as its larynx collapsed, the ratman hissed, opening its mouth to threaten its captor with two pairs of pointed yellow incisors. Von Sturm held fast, grimacing at the rotten-egg breath and the flecks of bloody saliva it spat with every wheeze, until the ratman finally fell still.
Only an instant later, the front legs of his whinnying horse buckled, trapping von Sturm�s left ankle in the stirrup as it twisted on the way down. Von Sturm tried to pull his leg free as the steed fell, and to clutch at his sword simultaneously.
He accomplished neither.
The murdered stallion did not obey the path the ratmen sought for it, instead crumpling into the gully of a dead riverbed, barrelling von Sturm underneath its great girth like a catapult. Agony tore through him � he felt his thighbones snap as the massive beast rolled over him, pulling his ruined left leg from its socket.
He let loose the deepest, longest scream he�d ever uttered.
Then everything went black.
It was hours before von Sturm�s wits returned to him.
He came around slowly, looking out through blurry eyes and muttering what he expected to be his final prayers to Sigmar.
The woodlands were littered in every direction with the remains of his comrades, their corpses hacked to pieces in a wasteland of broken armour and mutilated flesh. Mud and blood blended in putrid puddles. Flies swarmed and carrion birds cried overhead, circling the fields before their rancid feast.
Still trapped under the carcass of his steed, his broken legs had gone numb. His fever swelled. Every breath burned like cinders in his lungs. Lingering somewhere near the edge of delirium, his eyes wandered over the desolation, overwhelmed by the terrible sights, the awful smells and the pained whimpers of those other cursed few who were not yet dead.
But there was something else. Something worse stalked the fields of ruin.
A strange flock of creatures fanned out around him, leaping and crawling over everything in sight; some no larger than horseflies, others as large as hounds. The herd was horrific. Some of the beasts were nothing more than torsos dragging themselves along with claw-like hands. Others rubbed exposed organs and intestinal tracts against the rocks, slurping and lurching and drooling as they moved about. Smaller, faster creatures crept between them, neither insect nor reptile nor bird, but bastardised hybrids of all these things. Some had bulging, bullfrog eyeballs dripping with viscous tears; others were without eyes altogether. Prickly grey tongues dangled to the side of maws lined with broken teeth, nestled beside up-turned fangs, the sharp ivory coated in layers of dried mucus. Those daemons not sniffing for carrion or picking through the human debris mounted their packmates, stroking and grooming one another in unnerving displays of affection.
A familiar, shambling figure trailed the daemon swarm, ragged and moth-eaten.
He ministered arcane rites to the dead and the dying. Carrying his skull-topped staff, the macabre old doktor studied several of the corpses in particular, fiddling with disembodied limbs and scraps of bloody meat like a fishmonger at market.
Festus.
His immense girth was swaddled in grimy, tattered robes; the demands of his grossly distended physique had ripped and stretched everything he wore. The woollen threads were browned with age, their natural colour soiled in shades of dried excrement and crawling with cultures of green and black mould. Barefoot in spite of the cold, his toes were uncommonly large, dirty and tipped with ingrown, thickened nails.
A rusty bandolier chain was slung over his shoulder, dangling boiled human skulls. It was tied with braided scalps to an enormous wooden chest he wore like a rucksack. The open pack rattled with the clinking of dozens of glass vials, most half-filled with milky, bubbling fluids, a few glowing with a poisonous luminescence.
Hissing snakes slithered around the enormous crooked staff he clutched in his left hand. The daemonic skull that had fixed its ghostly sights on von Sturm hours earlier still moved with a sinister, sentient independence.
His own face was a diseased mess � a bulbous nose dribbled slow, sticky mucus onto chapped lips, while cysts drooled pus down his fat cheeks, pock-marked with open sores of necrotic flesh and mouldering ulcers. His jowls slobbered, submerging his jaw under a neck that bulged like a toad�s.
Von Sturm watched him, surrounded by the daemon host, sifting through the bodies of the dead. It was clear that Festus was no thief. He took nothing from the corpses he examined, but he was looking for something. It was only when von Sturm coughed again that he realised what that was.
Festus was looking for him.
Festus turned at the raspy sound of von Sturm�s straining lungs. Even from a distance, in the dim of the gloaming von Sturm could see his wild eyes lighting up at the sound of the putrid phlegm coughed out from the dying knight�s throat.
The fat, dishevelled old doktor ambled closer, navigating the fields of the dead with uncommon grace. He stopped a few feet from von Sturm, looking down at him buried under mud and rotting horseflesh. The mad doktor said nothing; he seemed only to study him, listening to the tortured wheezing that came with every breath, sampling the odours of decay. He appeared to take an interest in even the smallest details of the fallen knight�s predicament, but without any apparent regard for his suffering.
�I know you,� von Sturm finally said, his voice hoarse and faltering. �I know who you are.�
There was no reply.
�You�re Doktor Festus,� he continued. �They say you were
the greatest physician in the Empire. That there was no ailment you
couldn�t cure. Yet now, it seems
�
The bloated figure smiled with a wide, crooked grin, exposing irregular rows of rotten teeth, some worn down to stumps, some stained urine-yellow and coated in brown plaque. When he lowered his filthy, green hood his misshapen head was exposed: pallid, veiny skin that had rarely seen the sun, sprouting matted locks blackened from years of sebaceous grease and infested with lice.
He lifted his porcine nose like a bloodhound, sniffing over von Sturm�s hands, then his chest and finally all around his face. As if searching for a scent, or following an invisible trail, he nodded with peculiar satisfaction after every different breath.
�High fever. Cold sweat,� he said, as though cataloguing rather than explaining. �Dark yellow mucus. Pale green rash spreading outwards from the face and throat, covering the extremities. A raspy cough, high in the chest. Yes, it�s just as I suspected. So very rare, and so very beautiful.�
�Can you
help me?� von Sturm muttered. �Whatever has become of you now
If it is true that you once mastered the medicine and remedies of every realm
Can you heal my wounds?�
Festus sneered. Rather than answer he continued to study the knight�s symptoms. This time he reached in close and stroked his chubby finger along the edges of von Sturm�s deep, infected wound. A slather of congealed pus and clotted blood coated his digit, which he promptly brought to his lips. Tasting the foetid melange, Festus nodded again, now with a more certain expression.
Von Sturm feebly brushed his hand aside. �I ask again
do you know how to heal me?�
Again there was no reply, other than a derisive shake of the doktor�s bloated head.
�Please,� von Sturm begged. �Long have I served the Count of Ostland. Whatever you desire, I will see that he makes it yours, but I implore you, if the power is within you, cure me of these foul afflictions!�
The plea brought a snarl from Festus. His eyes bulged with wrath. He recoiled from von Sturm as though taunted by the deepest of insults. For a long, quiet moment the old doktor looked away, clenching his fat fists and muttering to himself. Finally he turned back to the knight, a devious glimmer in his eyes.
�Have you any children?� he asked.
Von Sturm puzzled for a moment, afraid of giving away more information than necessary to the deviant, disturbed figure.
�I did,� he said. �A son and a daughter. They died some years back.�
�Died… or were killed?�
The question jolted von Sturm as no blade could have. A tear came to his eye.
�Murdered. During a greenskin raid on our village,� he answered, barely above a whisper.
The suggestion brought an even more scheming glare to the doktor�s face. �It must have been a horrible end,� he said. �Tell me, did you see them die?�
The memory brought an ache to von Sturm�s chest worse than any caused by his injury.
�No, I was on a campaign north of Kislev when it happened,� he said.
Festus drew closer, near enough that von Sturm could smell the ammonia fumes of his foul breath with every word. �If I told you I could run the sands of time in reverse,� the mad apothecary began, �to wind back the years and let you watch their demise
would you? Would you watch your beloved children being killed?�
Von Sturm recoiled, shaking his head to rid himself of the images, straining to control the anger they sparked in his heart. He clenched his fists, shook his head and whispered under his breath. He looked up at Festus, staring back at him with a knowing, sad glare. Then he looked down to the boils festering on his hands, the pus drooling from the wound in his side, the bloody phlegm he�d coughed up onto his own chest.
�I would no sooner cure you than you would watch your own children put to the sword,� Festus said.
The mad doktor turned from von Sturm, raising his staff and muttering under his breath once more, but this time in a foul, dark tongue. In response, the daemon swarm coalesced, drawing inwards to the call of their master�s strange summoning. The motley horde jammed together, scrambling over one another with scaly tails and claws, all eyes turned to Festus, like a pack of docile wolves panting in anticipation of a command.
The Leechlord did not speak. He lowered his staff, pointed it towards von Sturm and nodded. As if in response, the throng surged, lifting themselves in a tide of warped flesh. Roused to action and moving with a single purpose, they descended as one upon von Sturm.
The trunks of two massive oaks stood side by side, intertwining as they rose so that the upper branches had grown together. Like a sentinel of the woods, the twins stood apart from the otherwise dense foliage in a wide clearing.
The conjoined trunks were thick, bloated and bulging outwards with growths sagging from the grey bark. Few branches grew lower than the height of two men. Those that did sprout off the main rise were as wide and round as full trees themselves, reaching out in weird perpendicular growths. Their joining blotted out all but a few slivers of moonlight. It felt like the interior of a cavern, but the whole of the area reeked � the rank, heavy stench of excrement mixed with the stale smell of death.
The daemon-swarm brought the crippled von Sturm there, ferrying him through the woods like a colony of giant ants.
A scream howled through the dimness. It wailed as if suddenly roused to agony, then lapsed, fading into a voiceless whimper. A greenish-yellow gleam ignited at the death-knell of the scream. Von Sturm could see the source of the light and the wail, for they were one and the same � a man hung suspended in an iron gibbet, his limbs shackled and his grey, naked flesh pierced with corroded rods. Fitted around his skull like a battle-helm, the top of the iron coffin merged with his head, fused into one being by some black sorcery.
It was from there that the sickly light emanated, from a translucent, plasma-churning globe that grew from the poor wretch�s brain. Festus was standing beside him, and quite clearly found no horror in the display.
The glow revealed the true nature of his camp. While there were no permanent structures to be seen, it was clearly more than a mere haven in the wilderness; to von Sturm it seemed more like a makeshift workshop, though for only the most foul of experiments.
A dozen human effigies lined the periphery. As far as the green light penetrated, rows of corpses hung suspended from the tree limbs. Rotting away in different stages of decomposition, maggots oozed through the flesh of some, while others, the skin desiccated and blackened, were falling to pieces.
Each body was suspended on hooks and rusty chains, like slabs of slaughtered chattel in a butcher�s pen. Many were incomplete specimens, missing whole limbs, pieces of limbs or merely other, smaller assets � eyes, noses and ears having been severed and stitched over in gruesome acts of surgery.
The swarm laid von Sturm down on a flat section of stone, almost like an altar or a physician�s examination table. He could feel nothing in either leg. Every minute brought new kinds of agony from the wound in his side. His fever had swelled. His vision betrayed him, focusing in and out and settling on a blurry medium, while the cough and the burning in his lungs made him shiver and convulse.
Festus stood over him yet again, dismissing the beast-swarm with a wave. The doktor then set down his massive wooden pack. It opened like a cabinet, revealing a portable laboratory stocked with all manner of foul gear.
Countless vials, tubes and flasks hung in niches, bubbling and fuming. Hundreds of age-worn scrolls were crammed into slots carved from human skulls beside them, the parchment and vellum yellowed and frayed. There were scalpels of varying sizes, along with needles, clamps, pincers and hooks and a pair of bone-saws with dried blood crusting the teeth.
When von Sturm saw the macabre implements, his heart began to race.
�Foul trickster! What do you intend for me?� he demanded.
Festus ignored him, tending to his vials and rusty tools.
�If you mean to torture me for information, I will give you none. Do with me as you wish, but I am a loyal servant of the Empire and I would rather die than betray my lord!�
At length, Festus turned back to von Sturm again.
�You were cut with a skaven blade, wielded by a rat from the Clan Pestilens,� he said.
�How do you��
�The metal was coated with rodent saliva, itself infected with a plague that is most common among the short-clawed brown rat populations of the Under-Empire. It is spread among them by the green-winged flea. A particular favourite of mine actually, quite a rare strain indeed.�
�Rare?�
�In humans at least. Although it was once deadly to them, the rats have grown to live with it rather well. Among men, however, this pox is quite virulent. You should have died days ago,� he mused, almost to himself. Then he cocked his head to the side and looked at von Sturm again, as if for the first time. �Why haven�t you?�
�Maybe I�m just lucky,� von Sturm replied.
Festus shook his head, either missing the attempt at humour or looking past it.
�Do you know what a plague wants?� he asked. �What it desires the most?�
Von Sturm puzzled, rubbing his increasingly blurry eyes. The question made no sense to him. Given the pain rippling through his chest and his head, he could think of only one reply.
�To kill?� he wheezed.
Festus wagged his fat finger like a school teacher.
�That is what a plague does, not what it desires,� he answered. �Tell me, what would you say are the greatest plagues of all the ages?�
Again, von Sturm struggled to think, fighting through the delirium to force himself to consider.
�I don�t know
Blacklegge. The ghoulpox. Gnashing fever, perhaps,� he replied.
�I treated them all,� said Festus. �And they killed thousands, perhaps tens or even hundreds of thousands. The dead went uncounted.� Festus drew in closer to von Sturm yet again. �Failures all,� he whispered.
�I don�t understand,� von Sturm croaked. �If you mean to kill me, then get on with it. I should have died on the field, not like this.�
Still Festus paid his suffering no mind.
�Can you guess why they failed, all those terrible plagues?� Festus asked, continuing the exchange with little urgency.
Von Sturm shook his head. He was losing his strength by the moment.
�It was not because they killed, but because of how they killed. Exactly because they were so very deadly,� Festus replied. �The most successful plague is not the one that kills overnight. On the contrary, the pox that eats through its host too quickly is no use to me at all.�
�Why are you telling me this?�
�Because you aren�t dead,� Festus replied.
�By the gods, you really are insane!�
Festus shook his head. �A host,� he said. �That is what every plague desires. A home where it can thrive, a strong specimen with enough resistance to stay alive long enough for the pox to grow, to mature. To spread. You see, my friend, the greatest plague of all is the one that can spread without killing, at least not until it has used its host for all that it has to offer, to spawn new disease swarms to continue on, and on and on. For that it needs a sturdy victim, such a rare thing to find. But when one does appear, there is no more wonderful pairing to be had. A perfect symbiosis � the most virulent of poxes spread by the most durable of hosts.�
Horrible realisation began to dawn on von Sturm. �No,� he replied, his breath failing. �Kill me. Kill me now.�
�Kill you? I must say, I fear that you have understood nothing I�ve told you,� Festus replied. �No, in fact killing you is the last thing I mean to do, not when you�ve shown such natural talent. No, I mean to leave you even better than I found you. In my hands, you will become perfect.�
�Perfect? I don�t understand,� he wheezed. �Do you mean to heal me after all?�
�I shall shortly bestow a great gift upon you,� Festus said. �You�re a lucky soul � few who have crossed my path have ever been as fortunate as you. The gods have truly blessed you indeed. I intend to see that your blessing is not wasted.�
Festus raised a vial, bubbling with sickly froth and green fluid. In his other hand he lifted a giant rusty needle, smiling and laughing as he brought them near. Von Sturm breathed and tried to speak, but lost consciousness before the words came to his lips.
Von Sturm held his eyes tightly shut. He remembered everything, but he hoped that he was wrong. He hoped he was mistaken. He prayed that it wasn�t true, that all of it was a dream. A nightmare. But when he finally opened his eyes, his worst fears were confirmed.
It was morning. Soft, pale light spilled in through a pair of open windows. Everything was utterly still. He was not in the lair of Festus � instead he lay once more in the care of the Burgomeister�s doktor in Ferlangen, with the physician seated beside him, sleeping in his chair.
Von Sturm rose from the bed and shakily nudged the slumped figure of Doktor Kohlrek. The chirurgeon did not respond. He grabbed the old man with both hands, trying to rouse him, but his head merely sagged. His neck was limp, his body lifeless.
The Black Eagle knight lifted the doktor�s chin, and the reason was immediately clear. Doktor Kohlrek�s face was covered in a pale green rash. His cheeks were swollen with blisters. Yellow phlegm had dried into a crust across his lips.
Von Sturm stumbled across the room, clutching at a mirror hanging from the far wall. He stared at his reflection in the polished glass.
He froze.
His own face was a twisted ruin. Green pustules swelled across his flesh. His hair had fallen out in clumps, leaving patches of mottled, scaly skin. He tore off his tunic, and his blood ran cold. Beneath his clothing he saw that his entire body was mangled by the pox, warped and seething with pus.
But he felt nothing. The burning in his lungs was gone, as was the cough, and the fever. He felt no sickness. No malady of any kind. The strength in his legs had returned.
He bounded across the room and threw open the door, but no guards stood outside. He realised why � they were slumped against the wall, their flesh riddled with weeping sores. Down the hall, more bodies lay sprawled on the floor, all of them dead from the same affliction. From his affliction.
He loped down the corridor, tearing open the heavy front door of the building and stumbling into the open air beyond.
A silent horror greeted him, and an unimaginable stench of rotting flesh.
The city was no more. Corpses littered every street, collapsed against doorways or horse troughs, frozen in their final moments of retching agony. Soldiers, women and even children lay where they had fallen. Bloated flies buzzed in the cold air.
Jurgen von Sturm sank to his knees. The words of Festus echoed in his head.
The most virulent of poxes spread by the most durable of hosts.
He screamed to the heavens, but there was no one else left alive in Ferlangen to hear him.




        
            
                
            
        

    


LORDS OF THE MARSH
Josh Reynolds
�I was drunk,� Erkhart Dubnitz said, stepping back to avoid the rapier�s tip. The deck of the rolled beneath his feet and the rail of the river-barge connected with his hips. He held up his big hands, palm out, trying to look simultaneously innocent and contrite. As a true son of the Most Holy Templar Order of Manann, Dubnitz was equally bad at both, and his expression slid more easily into one of slightly panicked guilt. He wasn�t frightened, but he was worried. It had been miscalculation on his part. It had been enjoyable, but, in retrospect, unwise.
�That�s no excuse for despoiling my sister, you-you lout!� Sternhope Sark barked. The Averlander wore what passed for finery in Averheim, but his rapier was real enough and sharp. The tip of the blade scratched across the enamelled sea-green surface of Dubnitz�s cuirass, marring Manann�s face with a thin scar. Dubnitz�s gauntleted hand snapped shut on the blade and jerked it and Sark�s arm forward. The rapier�s tip bit into the rail and Dubnitz�s other fist came down on the flat of the blade where it met the crosspiece, snapping the thin metal.
�Whoops,� Dubnitz said, flinging the broken blade into the Reik. There was a heavy mist on the river, and it seemed to reach up and clutch for the rail as Dubnitz turned back to Sark. �How clumsy of me, I do apologise.� There was a murmur of laughter from the nearby crew, and they gathered to watch. There was little to do on a barge, and any entertainment was good entertainment.
Sark gawped at him for a moment. Then, with a hiss, he struck at Dubnitz�s face with the broken end of the blade. Dubnitz grabbed Sark�s wrists and wrestled him around, trapping the smaller man between him and the rail. Dubnitz�s forehead connected briefly with Sark�s and the latter�s limbs went noodle-limp. Dubnitz grunted as a thin trickle of blood ran down from his brow, across his cheek and into his beard. Averlanders were a prickly lot when they were sober, in his experience. They were worse than Reiklanders, in their way, but he couldn�t fault the young man�s determination.
�And I�d hardly call what I did despoliation,� Dubnitz said, grabbing the young man�s coat to keep him on his feet. �It was more a peaceful transfer of military aid, if anything.�
�Are all Marienburgers so bad at euphemisms, Erkhart?�
Dubnitz turned and glanced at the woman who had pushed through the throng of sailors who had gathered to watch the confrontation. There was a resemblance about the cheeks to the young man he held, which, given that they were siblings, was no surprise. Sascha Sark was dressed in the latest Nuln had to offer for the upper-class out-of-doors woman, with an exquisitely carved iron and wood hunting crossbow held braced against the ample swell of her hip. She was flanked by two bodyguards, the best money could buy.
�We�re a simple folk, Sascha. Unsophisticated, even,� Dubnitz said. �Granted, we also manage to keep our private affairs private.� The light cast over the deck by the lanterns mounted on the mast and swoop of the rail was becoming muted by the evening mist rising from the river. The mist crept across the deck sliding between the feet of those gathered. Something about it pricked at his instincts, but he dismissed it, being more concerned with the matter at hand.
�We�re on a boat, Erkhart,� Sascha said glibly.
�We weren�t on a boat in Nuln, Sascha. In fact, I seem to recall a very soft bed and�� Dubnitz began, momentarily lost in a bouquet of pleasurable memories. It hadn�t been his idea, but then, he�d never been one to say �no� to a lady.
�Fiend,� Sark mumbled, grabbing at Dubnitz. The mist was creeping up his slumped form and Dubnitz waved it away. It had the smell of the Reik on it, which was unpleasant enough, but there was something else just beneath it
the stink of standing water or old stone perhaps.
�Knight,� Dubnitz corrected, still looking at Sascha. �Why did you tell him?�
�Why did you bed me?� she countered.
Dubnitz snorted. �Fine, but you could have waited, perhaps, until after the order�s business with your family was concluded.� The business in question was trained warhorses, specifically the Order of Manann�s lack of them and the Sark family�s possession of some of the finest horseflesh in the Old World. Dubnitz had been sent by Grandmaster Ogg to sweet-talk the horse merchants into opening up a business relationship with the order, which he�d done. �More or less,� he muttered. The mist reared up before him and he had a momentary impression of a striking serpent. He blew the tendril into swirling threads. It was thicker than normal for this time of year.
�What was that?� Sascha said.
�Nothing, my lady,� Dubnitz said, beaming. �I trust that this won�t sour our burgeoning relationship.� The Sarks had insisted on sending representatives to Marienburg to meet with Ogg and the Masters of the Order. Of those representatives, he found Sascha to be the most convivial for obvious reasons. Her brother, he thought, was mostly along to glower at the proper points during the negotiations.
Sascha laughed. It wasn�t a polite laugh, or a girlish laugh. It was crude and bursting with innuendo. Dubnitz suddenly recalled that it had been that laugh that had led him to his current predicament. �I meant in regards to the horses my humble and pious order requires if we are to serve the good folk as Manann, in all of his foamy wisdom, intended.�
�You�re thugs in armour, Erkhart, nothing more.� Which was true, as far as it went; the order was a work-in-progress, as Ogg liked to state. It was a halfway professional fighting force, composed of the best of the worst, and dedicated, roughly, to spreading the word of the god of the seas. �Nonetheless, we are happy enough to sell you horses, should my brother agree.� Sascha gestured to her brother, smiling prettily.
Dubnitz looked down at the semi-conscious young man and sighed. �Wonderful.�
Sascha was a cunning one. After several weeks in her close company, Dubnitz had become grudgingly aware that there was a very good reason that it was she who had been sent. He wasn�t afraid to admit that she had had him wrapped around her finger within an hour of their first meeting. In Nuln, he had done his level best to abuse his hosts� hospitality in several tried and true methods, and one or two that he hadn�t even considered, before Sascha had suggested them. It was a game that Dubnitz knew how to play. However, it was disconcerting to discover that his opponent was even better at playing it than he was.
Ogg should really have sent someone else, someone more
pious.
�I don�t suppose I could convince you to tell him that he slipped?� he said hopefully.
Before Sascha could reply, there was a crunch. It was a loud sound, and the faces of the sailors turned ashen as the boat shuddered. Dubnitz knew that sound. The bottom of the river boat had struck something. An alarm bell began to ring, the sound of it muffled by the thick blanket of mist that had settled on the boat.
�What was that?� Sascha said.
�It sounds like we�ve run afoul of something,� Dubnitz said. He peered over the rail. Something splashed, out past the rail. Then something else, there were more splashes and a number of thumps. The mist boiled up over the rail like a billowing curtain. He squinted, thinking he�d seen lights flickering in the mist. Suddenly wary, Dubnitz reached for the sword sheathed on his hip. Sark struggled in his grip and he released the merchant, shoving him towards his sister. �Sascha, get your brother back to your cabin and stay there.�
�What is it?� Sascha said. Her bodyguards tensed, looking around. Like him, they had sensed something wrong. Both men were veterans of Nuln�s infamous Blacklegs regiment, and as swordsmen, only Dubnitz was their equal. They had enough battlefield experience to know when something went wrong.
�Maybe nothing,� Dubnitz said, trying to see through the mist. He could barely make out a shape near the waterline. They had struck something. He saw skeletal trees looming through the mist and the shore was covered in the thick grasses that marked the Cursed Marshes. The Reik was separated from the darker waters of the marsh only by the thickly clustered hummocks and boils of earth and soggy stretches of semi-dry land that the marshes consisted of.
As always, whenever he passed through these narrow waterways, his mind conjured any number of ways in which the trip could go wrong. Now the worst had apparently happened. But not as the result of random happenstance, he suspected. He loosened his sword in its sheath. There were so many stories about the Cursed Marshes that it was hard to know what to be afraid of. It was the haunt of mutants, Chaos-worshippers, goblins and less physical threats. Ghosts clung to forgotten structures and swamp-goblins ambushed Marsh-Watch patrols every full moon.
But this was something different.
�Erkhart, what is it?� Sascha said again. The mist seemed to swallow the sound of her voice.
�Stay back,� Dubnitz began. His eyes narrowed and then widened.
�Lady Sark, you should go back to your cabin,� one of the bodyguards said, grabbing for her arm. She cast a hot glare at him and he sighed and stepped back.
�Sarks do no cower in cabins, Helmut,� she snapped.
�What is it? What do you see?� Sark demanded, throwing his own glare at Dubnitz. His previous ire had been washed aside by concern. Hot-headed the boy might be, but Averlanders were a practical lot at the bone.
�Nothing, but that doesn�t mean
� Dubnitz trailed off. His eyes were tearing up from the strain of trying to see through the mist, and he blinked. Something was moving out there. All he saw were hints and vague bubbles of movement, swelling in the mist. He heard thumps and scrapes and his gaze travelled down, where the soup of the mist clutched at the hull.
Something rose to the surface. Sharp and stiff, it cut into the wood with a dull noise. Dubnitz blinked. Was that�?
More sharp things stabbed the hull. Something metal swooped past him and chopped into the rail � a grappling hook. Dubnitz stepped back with an oath.
�What is it?� Sascha said, her voice rising.
�Get back!� Dubnitz snapped.
Faces pierced the mist, grinning like wolves. Sabres, cutlasses, spears and axes followed as their attackers gave vent to blood-curdling cries. Dubnitz jerked back as a spear skidded off his pauldron and danced across his earlobe, sending a rush of warmth down the inside of his gorget. He cursed and chopped down, splitting the spear. Its wielder stumbled, off balance, and Dubnitz opened his throat to the bone.
But even as the one fell, more replaced him. Dubnitz was forced back from the rail. �Pirates,� someone yelled. ��Ware, pirates,� the cry bounced from crewman to crewman. In these parts, piracy wasn�t confined to the open ocean. Much trade was moved along the Reik, and where there were valuables there were men who would look to take such for themselves. Still, for pirates to have gotten this close to a fully-crewed barge was astonishing. The river-jackals were normally more cautious, laying breakwater chains and playing wrecker on rougher waters. Perhaps the mist had made them ambitious.
�Take the big one first!� a pirate barked, swinging a club towards Dubnitz�s head. Dubnitz caught the blow on his vambrace and the club cracked. As the pirate gawped, Dubnitz split his skull, crown to chin. He kicked the dead man in the midsection and jerked his sword free. More blades and clubs and spears sought him and he grabbed the dying man and flung him into a knot of his attackers. �Manann,� he bellowed, lashing out with his sword.
�Stromfels,� someone shouted in reply, invoking the god of pirates and storms. The mist cleared and a broad shape stepped forward, sword extended, gold teeth glinting in the torchlight. He was around Dubnitz�s size, though rangier, with years of hard-living stamped on his face. At his gesture, the pirates retreated.
Dubnitz stiffened, his eyes narrowing in recognition of both the face and the voice. �Fulmeyer,� he growled. �I heard that the Reiklanders had stretched your neck.�
�If it isn�t my old friend Dubnitz,� the pirate said. �Still stringing up honest river-men?�
�Who is this devil?� Sark demanded, his hands clutching emptily for the rapier Dubnitz had broken. The two groups faced each other tensely, the pirates on one side, the crew on the other and only the mist separating them, like a thin curtain caught in a breeze.
�A dead man,� Dubnitz said tersely.
�Quintus Fulmeyer, at your service,� Fulmeyer said, spreading his arms. �Some call me the Marsh-Hound, but none do it twice.� His dark eyes narrowed. �Dubnitz here tried to have me hung.�
�Several times,� Dubnitz said, tightening his grip on his sword. �I should have just done it myself.�
Fulmeyer laughed. �Maybe you should have at that. Fancy running into you here,� he said. �The gods truly are kind.� Fulmeyer was one of those thorns that you never realised was in your side until it began to hurt. He was a pirate�s pirate, and Dubnitz dearly hated pirates, especially ones with the temerity to avoid Manann�s justice on three separate occasions.
�They are indeed,� Dubnitz said, starting forward. Fulmeyer stepped back and raised his blade.
�I have more than twenty men, Dubnitz. And you�ve no troop of mounted knights to aid you this time. Just some poxy sailors and a handful of toffs,� Fulmeyer said. �Surrender, as we�d rather not kill any we don�t have to. We have you fair and square,� the pirate barked. �No need for this to turn bloody.�
Dubnitz was about to comment, but before he could so much as open his mouth, a crossbow suddenly went tung and a bolt spiralled through the mist towards Fulmeyer, who squawked and fell back. The bolt narrowly missed his hunched form. Dubnitz glanced back at Sascha, who was already reloading her crossbow. �What was that?� he said incredulously.
�You Marienburgers talk too much,� Sascha said, lifting her reloaded crossbow. Before Dubnitz could reply, the pirates surged forward with a full-throated roar. The fight was brutal, and swift. The had a small crew, and the pirates outnumbered them two to one. Nonetheless, the former fought like born brawlers. Sascha�s bodyguards took a terrible toll also.
But the pirates had other, unnatural advantages on their side. Dubnitz�s skin crawled as the mist seemed to thicken and grip at him, as if to aid the pirates. Coils of wet air snagged his sword-arm, slowing his blows and causing him to stumble. Too, the dank smell of it invaded his head, causing his vision to blur and his lungs to seize. Was it sorcery, he wondered. It wouldn�t be the first time he had faced a daemon-spawned mist, after all.
Thoughts of that brought a longing for absent companions. He wished Goodweather were here with him. The priestess of Manann�s prayers could easily have dispersed the mist, which seemed possessed of an almost malign will. And that will was bent towards hampering the increasingly desperate efforts of the defenders of the river boat. Fulmeyer had never displayed any mystical acumen in their previous encounters, however. This was something new
something dangerous. Perhaps the pirate had hired a hedge-mage or some grave-robbing necromancer to help him. Such criminal activities were well within the Marsh-Hound�s purview.
Dubnitz cursed as he saw one of Sascha�s bodyguards stumble, as if something had pulled on his ankle. A moment later, Fulmeyer brained him with his sword, dropping the ex-soldier to the deck, blood running from his eyes and ears. The other bodyguard gave a coughing roar and swooped to the attack, but Fulmeyer merely stepped back into the mist, avoiding the wild blow.
In his place, a quintet of spears shot from all sides, impaling the hapless warrior. The mist cleared slightly as the pirates jerked their weapons free. Dubnitz was on them a moment later, charging across the blood-slick deck with an agility born of experience. Two of the five fell before the others retreated, leaving Dubnitz surrounded by a muffling wall of mist.
�Sascha,� he called out. �Sark,� he tried. No answer from either. The alarm bell had fallen silent. The sounds of combat had faded. Dubnitz�s skin crawled. There was a hint of distant noise, like heavy bodies moving through the water.
�It�s over, Dubnitz,� Fulmeyer�s voice said, from close by. �Drop your sword.�
�Or what, you�ll kill me?� Dubnitz said, his eyes scanning the mist. Were the Sarks still alive? If not, Ogg would kill him.
�We�ll do that anyway, it�s more a question of the way of it,� Fulmeyer said.
Dubnitz licked his lips, and tried to pierce the swirling mist. He didn�t like the sound of that. He cleared his throat. �If you want my sword, Marsh-Hound
come and take it.�
Feet scraped on the deck. A cutlass chopped into the back of his cuirass, shredding a strap and sending a flare of pain shooting through his back and chest. Dubnitz stumbled forward, his chest striking the rail. He pushed himself around and his sword slashed through the curling mist, releasing a spray of red. A scream faded to a gurgle.
�You�ll have to do better than that,� Dubnitz said, breathing heavily.
Two men emerged from the mist with twin yells. Dubnitz�s sword cut the head from one�s hand-axe and finished its arc buried in the second man�s side. Dubnitz jerked the dying man around and threw him into his fellow. The moment�s distraction enabled him to deal with the survivor.
Boathooks burst past the falling body of the second man, thumping into his chest. His armour was thick enough that the hooks did little damage. But the rail wasn�t as sturdy. Wood cracked and then Dubnitz was falling backwards. His vision lurched as vertigo conquered his thoughts for several terrified moments and then the mist swallowed him. A moment later, the Reik did the same.
The water was cold as he sank into its embrace. He could taste mud and foulness as he clawed vainly for the surface. His body felt as if it were being crushed in a giant�s fist. His vision blurred as the dark water burned his eyes and seared his sinuses as it sought out his nostrils, ear canals and mouth.
Knights of the order learned early on how to swim in armour. It was a survival skill, when most of your business was done on the decks of ships. But the river had its own ideas. He felt the bottom of the Reik beneath his feet, and mud billowed up around him. His lungs began to burn. He couldn�t see.
Men who were unarmoured and excellent swimmers had drowned in the shallowest areas of the Reik. It was murderous, as bodies of water went. Part of him thought that maybe, just maybe, he should simply acquiesce to fate. Nonetheless, he began to walk. His body throbbed with weakness, but he pushed on, until he saw a ripple of orange light above and he shoved himself upwards, reaching. His face split the surface of the water and he swallowed a gulp of air even as the weight of his armour pulled him back down.
He shoved his panic aside. The river bank wasn�t far, not if the boat had run aground, and surely Manann, bless his scaly nethers, wouldn�t let one of his chosen warriors drown. As the claws of oxygen deprivation squeezed his mind into an ever-shrinking black ball, Dubnitz forced himself forward, fighting against weight and the current�s pull, using his sword as an anchor against the latter.
Something dark spread above him agonising moments later, and things like bony fingers scratched his face and armour and he grabbed at them. The soft solidity of waterlogged wood met his palm and he reached out with sudden hope. His thoughts were sputtering like a candle flame in a wind as he heaved himself up out of the water with the help of the tangled roots of the fallen tree. The tree rested in a bend in the river and it had been newly felled. The boat had struck it, and torn out its hull.
As his vision cleared, Dubnitz saw that the source of light he�d seen from below was the . It had been set ablaze, likely after being picked clean. His heart sank. But just as quickly as it had come, the black mood was swept away by adrenaline. Several shapes moved on the shore, searching through what could only be the �s cargo. The pirates had dumped it on shore, by the looks of it.
A born pragmatist, Dubnitz reviewed his choices as he clung to the tree. He could attempt to make his way back to Marienburg and return with a force of knights or even Ambrosius�s Marsh-Watch. Granted, if he returned to Marienburg without the Sarks, Ogg would gut him like a fish and Ogg was more frightening than any mist-borne daemon or savage pirate.
There was little for it. Once more, Erkhart Dubnitz was forced by circumstance to play hero. It was not a role he relished, but it beat the alternative.
Carefully, and as quietly as he could, Dubnitz eased himself along the roots, pulling himself towards the dubious safety of shore. The Cursed Marshes weren�t dry land by any stretch of the imagination, being more akin to a scum of slime mould atop the water, but it was safer to be above the mould than below it. Water dripped in runnels down his sea-green armour as he pulled himself up into the light of the burning boat. No one had spotted him yet.
The main body of the pirates were nowhere in sight, leaving only the three scavengers he saw. Stragglers, then, Dubnitz decided. He squinted. The mist was gone as well. There was no sign of the surviving crew or the Sarks, though they could still be aboard the boat. The stink of burning flesh was heavy on the air, weighing it down. He looked at the fire, a swell of mingled emotions rolling through him.
�Roll it towards the fire,� one of the pirates said, kicking a crate and interrupting Dubnitz�s ruminations. He was big and bearded, with eyes like ugly coals. �Fulmeyer wants what�s left burned while they take the prisoners to the stones.� There was a certain shuddering emphasis placed on that last word that piqued Dubnitz�s curiosity. Even more importantly, the Sarks were likely still alive. Fulmeyer had an eye for prisoners. Ransoms had been his game early and often.
�Seems a shame,� another said, fondling a bolt of Cathayan silk. �Was a time when we�d have taken the boat and everything with it,� he added.
�Better times,� added the third.
�Shut your mouths,� said the first. �We�ve made our bargain now, and it was a good one.�
�Fulmeyer made the bargain, not us,� the third pirate said, frowning. �We can leave.�
�And see that mist creeping in my wake? You don�t play foul with the lords of the marsh and get away with it,� the first retorted, shaking his head.
�So you say.�
�Are you calling me a liar?� the pirate snapped, reaching for the dagger sheathed on his hip.
Dubnitz didn�t allow the other to reply. He rose to his feet, shedding water, and swept his sword out, chopping through the third pirate�s neck. The man gurgled and slumped. Before the second could do more than gape, Dubnitz ripped the sword free and plunged it into his chest, where it became lodged in bone. The first man howled and leapt, his dagger seeking Dubnitz�s guts.
The knight grabbed the man about the middle and flung him over his hip, into the water. Dropping to his knees in the shallows, Dubnitz held the struggling pirate under the water for a moment. Then he dragged him up.
�Where are the others?� he asked the sputtering, gasping man casually.
�G-go t-to-� the pirate croaked.
�Wrong answer,� Dubnitz said cheerfully. He forced the struggling pirate back under water. Fingers clawed at his pauldrons and cuirass. As the bubbles began to lessen, Dubnitz pulled him back up. �Where did they go?�
�I-into the m-marshes,� the pirate wheezed.
�Can you show me where?�
�No!�
�Pity,� Dubnitz said, making to press the man back under the water.
�No! Wait!� the pirate gasped.
�Friend, I�ll be honest, I�m in a foul mood, and I�m all for consigning your soul to Manann�s realm. Play silly beggars with me, and I�ll do just that.� Dubnitz stood, pulling the pirate up with him. �But you help me find Fulmeyer, and maybe you live to do the yardarm jig.�
�Not much of a choice,� the pirate rasped.
�Better than you deserve.� Dubnitz shook him slightly. The Order of Manann had a special hatred of pirates, worshipping, as they did, a god of the seas and rivers. Dubnitz had hung more than his fair share, and it was one of the few of the order�s activities that he had anything approaching a professional interest in.
�I�ll lead you to them,� the pirate said, his eyes closing.
His name was Schafer, and he was a Stirlander by birth but a water-man by choice. He�d been a crewman on a trade skiff for a number of years before he�d grown bored, slit the mate�s throat and taken off with the pay chest. Once he�d drunk the contents of the chest away, he�d signed on with Fulmeyer.
All of this he related unasked and slightly defensively. Dubnitz could have told him that he�d heard worse, but didn�t feel like wasting the breath to reassure a man he fully intended to hang. Instead, he tried to steer the conversation into more productive waters as they made their way through the marsh. �What stones were you referring to earlier?� Dubnitz said.
Schafer looked back at him. The pirate was bound tight by a set of thin chains that Dubnitz had scavenged from what was left of the �s cargo. �What?�
�The stones, the ones you said Fulmeyer was taking the prisoners to.�
Schafer frowned. �They�re just stones. There are lots of stones in the marshes.�
Dubnitz fell silent. That was true, as far as it went. There were stones aplenty in the marshes, piled higher than nature intended. The Cursed Marshes had an ancient history, pre-dating men by a margin that was wider than Dubnitz was comfortable with. He looked around. The trees had thinned as they left the river behind. The ground was spongy beneath their feet, and water filled their tracks as they walked. The air was thick with damp and the sun was hidden behind a grey miasmic curtain.
The water was high here, spilling over the roots of crooked trees and boles of sagging earth. Schafer had said that the pirates used skiffs to manoeuvre through the swamp. Dubnitz wished he had one, but he�d have to settle for foot pursuit.
He blinked stinging beads of sweat out of his eyes. The heat was always surprising. Even in winter, the dark waters of the marsh held in the heat of rot and decay. But edging towards summer as it was now, it was nigh unbearable. Sweat rolled down, causing his skin to itch beneath his armour, which was caked in filth and rusting already. Schafer seemed hardly bothered, but then the pirate was probably used to the heat.
They travelled in silence for a time, Dubnitz moving as quickly as he could in his armour.
�What do you do with prisoners?� Dubnitz asked. �Is it ransom?�
Schafer was silent. His heavy shoulders hunched forward as if he were thinking of something unpleasant. His jerkin was stained with sweat. Dubnitz narrowed his eyes and jerked the chain, nearly pulling Schafer off of his feet. �I asked you a question.�
Schafer glared up at him, but behind the anger, there was fear. Not of him, Dubnitz knew. His eyes widened slightly, and Dubnitz spun, hand on his sword hilt. A low fog clung to the path behind, caressing the trees and sliding across the ground. He caught a hint of movement, but heard nothing and saw no shape. He tensed, filled with a sudden, unreasoning fear.
�What was that?� he said, turning back to Schafer.
The pirate licked his lips, but didn�t answer. Dubnitz considered striking him. Instead, he shoved him forward. �Keep going, friend; and you�d better not be leading me into a trap.�
Schafer stubbornly refused to answer any more of Dubnitz�s questions as they made their way deeper into the marshes. But his manner became more furtive as they went. Finally Dubnitz jerked him to a halt and said, �If you find this place so frightening, why in Manann�s name would Fulmeyer seek sanctuary here?�
Schafer stared at him. �No one said anything about sanctuary,� he said softly.
�Then where are they going?� Dubnitz demanded, drawing his sword. He pressed the tip to the pirate�s throat.
Schafer spat. He looked away. �They�re paying the toll.�
�What toll?� Dubnitz said. He pressed on the sword. A bead of blood spilled down Schafer�s unshaven throat. �What are you talking about?� A sudden thought bobbed to the surface of Dubnitz�s mind. �Who are the lords of the marsh?� he said, recalling Schafer�s earlier words.
�You�ll see soon enough,� Schafer spat. �They�re watching us now. We ain�t safe here. Nobody�s safe, except Fulmeyer, and those with Fulmeyer. And even they ain�t as safe as they like to pretend, damn him.� Schafer made a sound that was half whine and half growl. �Damn him!� he said again.
�Who�s watching us? More pirates, perhaps? Is Fulmeyer working for someone?�
Schafer laughed harshly, but didn�t answer. It was getting dark, and the evening mist was rising from the water. Beneath the surface of the water, faint lights shimmered, and Dubnitz shivered slightly. The brightest minds of the best universities stated that the ghost-lights of the Cursed Marsh were nothing more than trapped gases. This close, however, Dubnitz lacked such certainties.
He had scavenged a lantern and wicks from the cargo, as well as the chain that bound Schafer, and he lit it as the darkness closed in. Schafer seemed content to stay close, and the pirate�s eyes darted back and forth like those of a frightened rabbit. �We should stop,� he said. �We should stay here until morning.�
�No,� Dubnitz said. �We go on.�
�I can�t find my way in the dark,� Schafer protested.
�You had better figure it out,� Dubnitz said, tapping his sword.
�You�re mad. If you knew�� he stopped himself abruptly.
�If I knew what, more about these lords you seem so afraid of?� Dubnitz said. The mist was rolling across the ground. Something splashed in the water. Schafer started. Dubnitz held the lantern higher, but the mist swallowed the light. �What are they? Not men, by the way you�re acting
�
Schafer laughed shrilly. �No, not men, but you can ask them what they are yourself!�
Large shapes moved in the mist. The soggy soil squashed under heavy treads. Dubnitz swung the lantern about, but he could see nothing. There were sounds just past the edge of the lantern�s light and he caught a glance at what might have been scaly skin.
�Here he is!� Schafer was yelling. �Take him! Take him, not me!�
�Quiet,� Dubnitz growled. He could feel something watching them. Lights that might have been eyes or marsh gas blinked in and out of sight in the mist. He had his sword half-drawn. The shapes he saw did not evoke familiarity on any level. They were not men or beasts or trees. He could not say what they were.
Abruptly, Schafer lurched forward with a despairing wail. He crashed into Dubnitz, knocking him off balance. Dubnitz stumbled forward, and crashed into something solid. Pain burst through him and he dropped the lantern. Luckily, it didn�t burst. Hastily, he staggered to his feet and snatched it up, catching sight of what he�d run into.
The stone had been shaped at some point and time in the past. Not by human hands, or even those of a member of the elder races, but by something else. Dubnitz examined it as the mist congealed around him. Strange shapes had been carved into the stone, prompting faint memories of the crude trinkets he�d seen in the possession of one of his brother-knights who�d visited a wet little fog-shrouded island to the west. The shapes were man-like in their proportions, but they hinted at something far larger, and more horrible. He saw what might have been representations of standing stones, and what could only have been bodies dangling from them, like some prehistoric gallows.
Whatever the symbols represented, they provoked a feeling of disgust in Dubnitz, and he rose slowly to his feet, his sword out. Schafer had vanished. Dubnitz cursed and raised the lantern. The pirate couldn�t have gotten far, not with the chains on him. As the mist swirled, he saw more stones. Moving towards them, he again heard the sound of distant splashing, as if something were moving with him.
Schafer screamed.
Dubnitz charged into the mist. The pirate�s body laid a-sprawl at the foot of a large example of one of the stones. A dark blotch marked where the pirate had seemingly run headlong into the stone. It was only when he drew closer that Dubnitz realised that the blotch was far too high up on the stone for that to have occurred. Schafer was dead regardless, his skull crushed like an eggshell.
Dubnitz froze, listening. Through the blanket of the mist, he heard the slap of wood on water. The skiffs! Forgetting Schafer, he started forward, splashing into the water. It sucked at his legs and for a moment, he regretted his decision to not wait until morning. There was no telling what he would stumble on in the darkness, even with the lantern.
Forcing himself to be cautious, he slowed. The trees clustered thickly, their mossy branches scraping gently on his armour and across his scalp as he moved. As he walked, he had the impression of large things keeping pace. The lantern�s light flickered and sputtered, as if the wick had grown wet. Dubnitz shook it, but it gave a despairing poof and went out, plunging him into darkness. But only for a moment, as the night was pierced by dancing motes of ghost-green light, that swept almost playfully across his path.
Discarding the useless lantern, he followed the motes and soon learned that they were sparks, rising from the strange flames, the colour of emeralds, which crawled up a number of stones, casting weird shadows across the mist-covered water. Dubnitz hesitated. He knew magic when he saw it, and the tales of popular bards to the contrary, there was little a man, no matter how pure of heart or strong of arm, could do against magic.
The trees had thinned, leaving the water to the stones and the strange grasses which grew around them. There was no moon, but the scene was illuminated well enough by the bale-fires burning on the stones and the mist seemed to absorb and amplify those weird lights. It was almost as bright as day, though not nearly as comforting.
There were a trio of low-hulled skiffs ahead, bobbing gently in the water. There were more than a dozen armed men spread among them and a huddled group Dubnitz took to be the prisoners. On the lead skiff, the steersman stood and let his pole rise. Fulmeyer rose to his feet and stood on the prow. He pulled a strange object from his belt and raised it to his lips. The other two skiffs stopped as Fulmeyer stood.
The horn was small, as horns went. It was curled tight on itself, like a ram�s horn, and bore no decoration save for certain familiar markings. Fulmeyer blew a single, bleating note and the flames on the stones seemed to blaze more brightly. He blew another, and the mist began to thicken and rise. Dubnitz, in his hiding spot, froze. Fear slithered through him; it was an ancient fear, bred into his bones and mixed into his blood. Childhood nightmares bristled in the caves of his mind. �The lords of the marsh,� he murmured. Who, or what, held that title?
�Where have you brought us?� Sascha snapped, her voice carrying across the oppressive silence of the marsh. �My father will hear of this! He is a personal friend of the Elector of Averland!�
�Is he now?� Fulmeyer didn�t sound impressed. Dubnitz restrained a chuckle.
�He will have you fed to bears!�
�That�s a new one by me. Remind me to stay away from Averland,� Fulmeyer said, and several of his men chortled appreciatively. �You�re in no position to demand anything,� he added, grinning, his gold teeth glinting in the light of the bale-fire as he grabbed Sascha�s chin and tilted her head up. She spat in his face and Fulmeyer slapped her, an oath escaping his lips.
Sark shot to his feet and lunged for the pirate. The others fell on him, beating him down as Fulmeyer chuckled. Dubnitz grimaced and looked away.
Across the water, the mist rose and spread like an ocean wave, cresting over the trees and then just as quickly falling to reveal � what? They were stones, but not solitary ones. Instead, they were towers of heaped stone, rising from solid islets in the mere like the grave markers of giants.
They looked flimsy and ill-stacked, but somehow more solid than even the best-built manor house of Marienburg�s aristocracy. Moss and mould grew on them, coating the dull black and brown and grey in sheaths of green and yellow, and on them, and in them and between them, dim shapes moved, as if summoned by Fulmeyer�s horn.
On the skiff, Sark was struggling as Fulmeyer jerked Sascha to her feet and shoved her into the prow. Fulmeyer jerked her head back by her hair and shouted something that the mist swallowed. As he called out, several pirates climbed down from the skiffs, dragging the prisoners with them.
�They�re paying the toll.� That was what Schafer had said. But paying it to what? Dubnitz hesitated. The mist was coalescing like a thing alive, and vague, titan shapes seemed to move within it as the echoes of the horn faded. It looked as if he were going to get the answer to his question. The mist was dispersing. He could see the heaps of stone more clearly, noting the profusion of strange dark stains which marred the rocks at the upper levels.
Something about those stains set his stomach to roiling. They looked far too similar to the splash of Schafer�s blood he�d seen on the marker stone earlier. The fear grew in Dubnitz�s gut. He could slip away now. No one would know. He was no hero, to die of shame. A fight you couldn�t win wasn�t glorious, it was foolish.
�Then again, I�m already here. Besides, fortune favours the bold,� he muttered. With a shout, Dubnitz shot to his feet and ran towards the closest of the pirates, drawing his sword as he drew close. The man spun around, his jaw dropping. Dubnitz�s sword sprang from its sheath and cut a furrow through the pirate�s chest and face.
Even as the first pirate fell, Dubnitz waded into the others. Surprise and speed were enormous advantages, if you were audacious enough to take advantage of them. Unfortunately, even the smallest thing could take that advantage away. His sword swept up, chopping into a tattooed chest. He cursed as the blade became lodged in a breastbone. Dubnitz jerked at the sword and planted his foot on the twitching body, trying to jerk it loose.
Despite his predicament, however, the remaining pirates weren�t attacking. Dubnitz gave a grunt and finally freed his sword. Water splashed behind him. �Erkhart,� Sascha screamed, struggling with her captors.
Dubnitz turned. A smell, like old deep, wet places, washed over him. A single cyclopean eye burned into his wide ones, and a leathery beak split in what could only be called a smile, revealing dagger-fangs. It shed the mist like water, and its scaly flesh was stretched over inhuman muscle beneath ancient bronze armour that did little to conceal its contorted shape. The armour was engraved with looping patterns that hurt Dubnitz�s eyes to look at. A stone maul, dripping with filthy water, rose, clutched in the thing�s two large hands.
�Manann preserve me,� Dubnitz whispered, as certain stories of his childhood suddenly rose to the fore of his fragmented thoughts, stories of terrible marsh-demons, driven into the mists by Sigmar and Marius the Fenwolf, in a time of legends before Marienburg was anything more than a dream.
The maul rose and fell with a monstrous finality and Dubnitz only just dove aside as the weapon set up a splash of water. He turned and a club-headed tail crashed against his side, driving him to one knee. The thing circled him on bowed legs, its heavy shape sending rough ripples through the water. The leathery snout wrinkled and a sound like water gurgling over rocks escaped from between its teeth.
�What the devil are you then?� he hissed.
Things that might have been words dripped from between its tusks, bludgeoning his ears. If it had answered his question, he couldn�t say. Nor did it seem particularly important. Dubnitz shoved himself to his feet using his sword. More creatures had joined the first, the mist clinging to them like some vast, communal cloak. They watched him and the first moved forward, raising its maul. Dubnitz extended his sword and stepped back.
There were dozens of them, perhaps even hundreds. Where had they all come from?
�The mist,� Fulmeyer called out, as if reading his mind. �They live in the mist. That�s where they went when Sigmar and Marius put them to the sword. A good hiding place, if I do say so myself.�
�You�d know all about hiding,� Dubnitz muttered.
�If you put the blade down, they�ll make it quick. They�re not as bad as some,� Fulmeyer said. The pirate captain had one foot cocked up on the prow of the skiff, and leaned across his knee, the horn dangling from his hand. Dubnitz glanced over his shoulder.
�When did you begin worshipping daemons, Fulmeyer? I always thought you were an honest rogue
� he grated.
Fulmeyer gave a bitter laugh. �I�ve always had an eye for opportunity, me, you know that Dubnitz.� His face fell. �Of course, sometimes opportunity finds you, rather than the other way around.�
�What foul hole did you find this particular opportunity in?� Dubnitz said. The creatures splashed around him, never drawing too close. He wondered if one of them had done for Schafer.
�Here, actually,� Fulmeyer said conversationally. He�d always liked to talk, had the Marsh-Hound and Dubnitz intended to keep him barking away until he could figure out how he was going to salvage the situation. �I was looking for sanctuary from the damned Altdorf River Patrol. I found it, and allies with it.�
�Allies, is it?� Dubnitz said. �I didn�t see them helping you take the .�
�Didn�t you?� Fulmeyer said. He waved the horn. �Then you�re blind as well as stupid. I said they live in the mist, didn�t I, and it does as they ask. And they do as I ask
�
�And in return, you give them what � human sacrifices?�
Fulmeyer�s glee dissipated. �Better them than us,� he snarled. �Everything has a price!�
�Ah, the rallying cry of every half-baked cultist,� Dubnitz said. �A match made in darkness, to be sure, Marsh-Hound. You get to loot to your black heart�s content, and all you have to do is turn the innocent over to inhuman monstrosities.�
�I pay the toll required, Dubnitz. And it�s your bad luck that tonight�s toll is you,� Fulmeyer said, gesturing. The pirates formed up around the skiff, their weapons prodding at Dubnitz, keeping him from coming too close. They did not look so much triumphant as terrified. They had pulled Sascha and her brother off of the skiff and thrust them into the water. With curses and oaths, they shoved them and the other survivors of the towards Dubnitz.
�I said it before � drop your sword, Dubnitz. Go quiet like, and they�ll be gentle. As gentle as they get
� Fulmeyer said. Dubnitz ignored him, checking on the others. There was only a quartet of the �s crew remaining, and two of them were the worse for wear. Sascha and her brother seemed healthy enough, despite their terror.
�You�re late, Erkhart,� Sascha said, her voice tight.
�A horse would have come in handy,� Dubnitz said.
�Get us out of this, and you�ll have more horses than you can stable,� Sark said, his face pale.
Dubnitz didn�t reply. He glanced at the pirates. There were more than a dozen of them, but they looked ready to bolt. Fulmeyer�s protestations to the contrary, his men weren�t entirely comfortable with their �allies�.
�Everyone stays together,� Dubnitz said. The creatures appeared to be growing impatient and several were splashing forward, their club-tails lashing.
�Maybe we should run,� Sascha said, clutching at his arm.
�I don�t think we�d make it very far,� Dubnitz muttered.
As if it had overheard them, one of the creatures gave out a great cry and the others followed suit, slapping the water with their tails and stamping their feet. At the sight, one of the sailors sidled away from the bulk of the group, his face tense and pale with fear.
�Don�t,� Dubnitz said. The sailor didn�t listen. He turned and began to splash away, uttering prayers to Taal, Manann, and Sigmar as he ran. The mist seemed to solidify in front of the fleeing man and then the shape of one of the creatures lunged from it, incredibly swift. Talons fastened almost gently about the man�s head, cutting off his scream. The creature lifted the struggling man and the other things set up another howl.
�Damn it let him go!� Dubnitz roared, lunging forward. He had little hope of helping the sailor, but he�d be damned if he wasn�t going to try. His sword chopped into the rubbery limb and the thing shrieked, more in surprise than pain. It flung its arm out, knocking Dubnitz off his feet.
The stone maul wielded by the first of the beasts he�d encountered smashed down, spraying him with water and nearly mashing his head to paste. It drove him back, away from the one he�d attacked, swinging its maul out in short and brutal arcs. It didn�t seem to want to kill him so much as prevent him from interfering with whatever its companion was doing.
�Erkhart, be careful!� Sascha shouted, her brother holding her back.
�What does it look like I�m doing?� he yelled back. The maul dropped, nearly crushing his foot. Reacting swiftly, he stepped on the haft and half-threw himself forward, his sword slashing wildly at the glaring, single eye. The creature reared back and the sword barely missed its snout. It jerked the maul out from under him, tumbling him into the water with ease.
A massive three-toed foot slammed down on his chest, pinning him in the water. The creature looked down at him, and there was something that might have been respect in its eye. It gestured with its weapon.
The other creature loped towards the tumble of stone with its captive. It climbed up the stones, displaying none of the awkwardness its ungainly form would imply. As it reached the top, something bent and hidden within thick, sodden animal hides crawled out of the rocks to meet it. Despite the concealing skins, Dubnitz could tell that it was of the same race as the others, though wizened and perhaps crippled. It leaned on a staff and croaked something at the other. The sailor�s screams were muffled by the beast holding him.
The bent beast scooped up what looked like a length of crudely woven rope and set a noose around the writhing, whining sailor�s neck. Then, with a gurgling roar, the first creature sent the sailor tumbling from the stone. The rope pulled taut and the sailor smashed headfirst into the stone, leaving a new stain to join the old ones that Dubnitz had noted earlier.
The creatures howled, clawing at the air or gesticulating with their weapons. The one holding Dubnitz down stepped back, letting him climb slowly to his feet. Rubbing his aching chest, he backed away. The body of the sailor twisted in the muggy breeze, and its heels drummed on the stone.
Behind Dubnitz, Sascha gasped and turned away, leaning against her brother. �Stay close, all of you,� Dubnitz barked as he rejoined the others. He swallowed thickly and put himself between them and the beasts that squatted, waiting.
Why weren�t they attacking? What were they waiting for?
�Going to fight them all, Dubnitz?� Fulmeyer called out, half-tauntingly, half-admiringly. �That doesn�t work. I know.�
�Talk your way out of that noose as well, did you?� Dubnitz shouted back. �A trade was it?�
�And if it was? Is my life � our lives � worth any less than these fine, fancy folk?� Fulmeyer said.
�Yes, it is,� Dubnitz said bluntly. �You�re noose-bound, human hangman or otherwise, if I have anything to say about it.�
�Good thing you don�t, then,� Fulmeyer said, laughing harshly. �The lords of the marsh will do for you!�
As the pirate cackled, the creature that had first confronted Dubnitz gestured with its maul and gave a querulous croak. Fulmeyer stopped laughing. More of the creatures emerged from the mist, appearing on the other side of the pirates� skiff. Fulmeyer half-lifted the horn, and the creature bellowed. On the high stones, the wizened monster raised its staff and shrieked. The pirate flinched, like a beaten dog. Dubnitz grinned. �Will they now? Somehow, I think you spoke too soon, Fulmeyer.�
Dubnitz had seen enough to know that form and ritual were everything where sacrifices were concerned. If the creatures had bothered to bargain with Fulmeyer, they would abide by the rules they had laid down. It seemed that they wanted their sacrifices delivered to them, not just dumped on the doorstep.
Fulmeyer swallowed and hopped off the skiff. He drew his sword as he splashed forward, and gestured with the hand that held the horn. �Take them,� he snarled, and his men moved forward, grimly intent, more than one of them darting a nervous glance at their monstrous allies. Dubnitz realised that he had been wrong earlier. It wasn�t an alliance; the river-pirates were simply hunting dogs and now they were being whipped to the kill.
Fulmeyer and a large, tattooed Nordlander closed on Dubnitz. �Don�t kill him,� Fulmeyer growled. �They wouldn�t like that. Just get that sword out of his hand.� He grinned in a feral fashion. �In fact, take the hand as well.�
The Nordlander roared and lunged, his boat-axe swooping down. He was bigger than Dubnitz, and wore a rust-riddled sleeveless suit of mail. Dubnitz lunged forward, and the axe blade skirted down the side of his cuirass at an angle, shaving the metal and creating an ache in Dubnitz�s chest. He smashed the pommel of his sword into the Nordlander�s face, busting teeth. The big man reeled with a moan and Dubnitz cut his leg out from under him. The Nordlander fell with a scream and Dubnitz stepped over him, moving towards Fulmeyer.
More pirates closed in, leaving their captives unattended. Armed and in a foul mood, Dubnitz looked more dangerous than a pack of terrified sailors. Fulmeyer barked orders, trying to regain control of the situation, but to no avail. Dubnitz swept his sword out in a wide arc, spilling red into the water. A pirate screamed and sank, clutching at his ruined hand. The heavy blade in the knight�s hand was little more than a cleaver with a pointed end; Dubnitz had grown to manhood in Marienburg�s tannery district, chopping through the muscle and bone of abattoir animals.
The pirates fell back after a few fraught moments, leaving the dead and dying in their wake. The creatures set up a cry and the mist seemed to vibrate with the frustration inherent in that sound. Fulmeyer�s eyes bulged and he half-lifted the horn.
�Go on,� Dubnitz wheezed. Sweat coated his face and his shoulders twitched with strain. His sword blade dipped towards the water. �Blow it, Fulmeyer. Send them back. Break your damnable bargain.�
Fulmeyer�s face hardened. �It ain�t that simple.�
�No, it never is,� Dubnitz said. His armour felt as if it had grown heavier. He looked up. The darkness at the edge of the mist had faded, turning from purple to pink. One of the creatures snarled something unintelligible and pointed a talon at Fulmeyer, who flinched and waved his sword.
�I�ll do it, damn your eye! Our bargain stands!� the pirate screamed. He charged awkwardly through the water towards Dubnitz. �Take him, you marsh-dogs! Take him or we�re all for having our brains dashed on those cursed stones! Take him before cock-crow!� His sword rattled off of Dubnitz�s own hastily interposed blade. Several other pirates surged towards them, their obvious panic sharpening their faces to vulpine ferocity.
The creatures seemed to gather close, their heavy shapes moving towards the others. Dubnitz booted Fulmeyer in the belly and spun around. �Run!� he roared. �All of you run!�
The sailors needed no prompting. They broke and fled, thrashing towards the skiff, the hale helping the wounded. Sascha, however, snatched up an axe from one of the dead pirates and promptly brained the closest of his still-breathing compatriots. Her brother punched another and jerked the stumbling man�s blade from its sheath. Dubnitz cursed. �Get to the boat you fools,� he snarled, grabbing a pirate�s shirt and jerking the man forward so that their skulls connected.
�Not without you!� Sascha said waving her axe as her brother gutted a pirate.
�I�ll be right behind you,� Dubnitz said.
�Then there�s no reason to hurry, is there?� Sark said, driving a pirate back with a swift slash of his purloined blade.
�You Averlanders are a stubborn bunch,� Dubnitz said. The creatures were moving towards the skiff now. Before, they had been content to watch, but now they had been prodded into motion � why? Why the sudden urgency, Dubnitz wondered as he blocked a blow that would have sent him to his knees. Why were the pirates suddenly so desperate? �Cock-crow,� Dubnitz said suddenly.
�What?� Sascha said.
�Morning is coming! That�s why they�re so impatient!� Dubnitz said. �If we can just hold on until morning
�
�I don�t think they�re going to let us!� Sark yelped. He staggered back as one of the creatures grabbed for him. Sascha screamed. Dubnitz turned and saw her backpedalling from a scaly shape that loomed over her. Before he could go to her, Fulmeyer stepped between them, his eyes wild. The pirate hacked at him with berserk abandon. Dubnitz was forced back, his arm and shoulder throbbing with fatigue-ache as he blocked the wild blows.
�I�m not going into the mist!� Fulmeyer howled. �Not me, you hear?�
�I hear,� Dubnitz grunted, as he caught another blow. His eyes found the horn, clutched in Fulmeyer�s manic grip. With a twist of his wrist, he sent the pirate�s sword sliding from his grip and rammed his shoulder into the other man�s chest. Fulmeyer staggered, and Dubnitz grabbed the horn, yanking it out of Fulmeyer�s hand.
�No!� the pirate screamed.
Dubnitz didn�t waste breath replying. Instead, he put the horn to his lips and blew. The note shivered out and the effect was nigh-immediate. The mist seemed to harden, as if frozen, and then it collapsed like a curtain that has had its straps cut. It sank and retreated, like the tide going out. The strange rock formations wavered like heat mirages and faded as the mist writhed past them. The rising sun glared down, its gaze suddenly no longer obscured by the daemonsent mist.
As one, the creatures gave out a great cry. There was despair in that sound, and a resigned rage. They began to stagger away, covering their bulbous eyes and heads as well as they could. A foul-smelling smoke rose from those not quick enough to reach the mist and their screams caused every man�s heart to shudder. Only one didn�t retreat � the first, the beast clutching its stone-headed maul like a talisman. It rose over Sascha, reaching for her. It didn�t intend to return to the mists without one sacrifice, at least. She screamed and raised her axe.
�Ho beast! That�s not the one you want,� Dubnitz bellowed. Its triangular head whipped around. Dubnitz grabbed Fulmeyer and propelled him into the water near the beast. The pirate screamed and tried to run, but the maul flicked out, and bones turned to splinters and he fell, his legs rendered into ruined sacks. He coughed and whined and splashed as the creature stood over him, considering. Its eye found Dubnitz again.
�Go on, take him you one-eyed son of a frog,� Dubnitz said. His limbs trembled from his exertions and he wanted nothing more than to fall down. But he forced himself to stay upright. He extended his sword. �Take what you�re given, and go.�
The creature�s eye flashed with something that might have been a look of promise, and then it reached down and grabbed Fulmeyer by his scalp. The pirates who hadn�t fled found themselves in much the same predicament. Scaly, abnormally long arms shot from the retreating mist and grabbed ankles, elbows, heads and arms, jerking the terrified pirates into the mist they had earlier so eagerly sheltered in.
The creature hefted Fulmeyer, whose shrieks had dwindled to moans, and pointed at Dubnitz with its maul. Smoke billowed from its heavy shape as it held his gaze for a moment, and then it turned and stalked after its fellows, its club tail sending waves slopping against the side of the skiff.
Dubnitz watched it go, and when it had vanished and the mist had gone, he raised the horn and brought his sword down on it, shattering it.
�Erkhart�� Sascha began.
�Get on the skiff,� Dubnitz said hollowly. �We need to be far away from here by nightfall.� Sascha and her brother got aboard the skiff, and Dubnitz followed slowly, looking back warily. The creatures might not come after them, but he couldn�t take that chance. He felt ill and tired. He hadn�t had a choice, and he wouldn�t weep for Fulmeyer and his crew, but it sat badly with him nonetheless. They had earned their ending, but he wished that he hadn�t been the one to deliver it in such a fashion.
Even pirates deserved better than that.
In the fading drifts of mist, Dubnitz thought he could see dim forms struggling, and hear distant screams and the thump of skulls on stone. Then he could hear nothing but the sounds of the Cursed Marshes, and the splash of the pole into the water as the skiff began its journey back towards the clean waters of the Reik.
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Stinking cold mud gushed into Duerr�s mouth as he crashed to the root-choked ground, his ankle turning on a twisted stump. He coughed, spewed the bulk of the vile liquid from his mouth and blew through his nose to clear his nostrils. Gasping, Duerr cursed, invoking dread spirits only one of his calling could name. Duerr was a wizard, a student of the amethyst arts, what some might in their ignorance call a necromancer. Right now, stumbling through the night-shrouded depths of the Drakwald Deeps, he felt he was closer than ever to joining those spirits he had so foolishly named but a moment before.
Up! Gritting his teeth Duerr hauled himself erect, his grasping hands finding purchase on the clammy trunk of a thoroughly rotten tree. He cast around to regain his bearings, then looked directly up into the sickly green orb of Morrslieb. The Dark Moon was high overhead and, as such, little use as a navigational aid. But Duerr was gifted of the arcane sight, perceiving the questing tendrils of raw Chaos that seethed around it like a slithering halo of snakes. Breathing deeply, he turned west, knowing that his one, precarious hope of survival lay in reaching one of the scattered settlements along the Altdorf-Middenheim road before his pursuers overtook him.
As if to underscore his predicament and drive him onwards, the dark woods suddenly echoed to a coarse, braying war cry. Duerr cursed once more, feeling his guts turn to ice as they threatened to void themselves there and then. The sound was unmistakably that of the savage beastmen, the Children of Old Night, of Chaos itself. Beasts that walked and talked like men, or men that fought and rutted like beasts, the nature of the vile creatures that haunted the deep woods of the Old World mattered not. The only thing Duerr cared for was that his pursuers were closing on him, the scent of man-flesh and mortal fear sending them into an animal frenzy.
Another cry split the cold night air, and Duerr was spurred to movement. He pushed through the undergrowth in search of the path he had lost what seemed an age ago. The way ahead was even denser than the path he had already travelled, the trees more twisted and gnarled and the bracken ever more thick and treacherous. Thorns caught on his trailing robes, the deep purple fabric he had paid so much for soon tattered and stained with patches of crimson blood. His breath came in ragged gasps as he stumbled ever on, his arms flailing blindly before him to ward away branches that stabbed for his eyes from the darkness.
Another cry, far closer than the last. Duerr hurtled through the undergrowth, barely keeping his footing as he imagined hot, stinking breath on the back of his neck and razor-sharp, jagged fangs sinking into his flesh. A heavy thud sounded from somewhere behind, as if a body ten times his own mass had shouldered into, and through, the rotten tree he had just skirted. Heavy footfalls thudded hollowly across the moss-carpeted ground, but Duerr knew they were no normal feet. These were cloven hooves, trampling the undergrowth to pulp with their passage.
A hideous screech sounded from somewhere off to Duerr�s left, and he knew that some smaller, faster variety of beastman was attempting to outflank him or to herd him into a trap. Desperation welled inside him and his vision closed down to a tunnel. His every footfall seemed like it would be his last, for now the woods behind were filling with the cacophony of uncounted braying creatures. His imagination populated his wake with fanged, tentacled horrors slithering and stampeding through the undergrowth, every one of them intent upon dragging him to the ground and plunging their teeth into his belly to haul out his guts and suck them dry before his dying eyes. And worst of all, the small part of him that had not yet surrendered to terror knew such visions were, if anything, but the least part of the horrible truth.
Now shadows darted amongst the trees to left and right, little more than darker patches against the black woodland backdrop. Upright creatures, agile and sinuous upon reverse-jointed legs dashed from tree to tree. The nearest beast-thing was little more than a loping silhouette, but Duerr could see it was carrying a short, crude bow in a one of its clawed hands and an arrow in the other. The thing halted, setting arrow to cord and aiming directly at Duerr.
A guttural, incomprehensible, sound escaped Duerr�s throat as he flung himself to the ground at the exact moment the arrow sliced the air where his head had been. He rolled as he struck the ground, his hands sinking into the foetid mud almost up to his elbows. Gritting his teeth, Duerr rolled over onto his back, kicking against the leaf-strewn ground as he backed away from his pursuers.
In an instant, they appeared. Though little more than shadows, the green light of Morrslieb glinting dully from rusted metal cleavers and ragged mail, the beastmen were mighty brutes, a head taller than most human warriors. Duerr was not a large man, and they towered over him as he desperately backed further away, his mind almost shot.
The nearest slowed as it approached, its every movement imbued with savage, raw, animal power. It cast its head, shaped not unlike that of an ox, left and right and huffed, its foul breath billowing in the cold air. Other shapes lurked in the undergrowth behind, but backed away, evidently warned off by this mighty creature of muscle and horn.
Silence hung heavy in the damp air, disturbed only by the ragged gasps of Duerr�s breathing and the slow, steady tread of the beast as it approached. Duerr felt a damp tree trunk at his back, and he knew that he was cornered. He knew that he was about to die.
The thing turned its silhouetted head to look down at the form before it, and Duerr saw that one of its four curved horns was broken, snapped off at the tip in some challenge or fight for dominance. The beast halted not ten yards from Duerr�s supine form, and the breath caught in the wizard�s throat.
�Morr deliver my soul�� Duerr began. Something sharp and fast zipped through the air, cutting a stinging furrow across Duerr�s cheek. He caught movement in the undergrowth to his left, and saw there the kneeling form of the creature that had shot at him moments earlier. Already, it was notching another arrow, which this time must surely strike home and bury itself in Duerr�s flesh. In a flash, part of him recognised such a death as vastly preferable to what he could expect at the beast-leader�s hands
 
But the twisted wretch of a creature never loosed its third arrow, for the leader took a deep breath that seemed almost to draw the canopy down towards it, then unleashed such a dirge of a war cry that Duerr was forced back against the rotting tree. As the breath was forced from his lungs he screwed his eyes tight shut against a sudden gale that stank of mould and the earth between dead roots. Mindless with terror and deafened to all but the pounding of his own heart, Duerr scrambled around the trunk he was backed against. He stumbled against a looped root, lost his grip and struck his head against the hollow tree, the sudden impact bringing him somewhat back to his senses, though terror still threatened to overwhelm him. He looked desperately around and saw that a wide, open space lay behind the tree, though he had no time to gaze into the inky darkness.
The bellowing of the beast-leader had continued all the while, a steady drone of animal fury, but now it cut out with shocking abruptness. The damp air was silent once more, and Duerr could not help but peek cautiously around the tree trunk, holding his breath so as not to be betrayed by his own fear.
The smaller creature cringed at the leader�s feet with its forehead, studded with two nub-like horns, pressed firmly into the soft ground in abject supplication. The leader reared above its underling, each half of the broken shortbow held in a clenched fist. Duerr�s eyes widened in horror as the leader slowly raised a cloven foot over the smaller creature�s head, the whipcord muscles of its leg tensed in readiness.
With a start, Duerr realised that he had a chance of escape, and he turned his head from the gristly scene to the open space at his back. At that very instant, he heard the leader�s hoof come down with a wet thud, and he knew that the smaller beastman had received the ultimate punishment for the crime of interjecting in its lord�s kill.
That very thought spurred Duerr to push himself from the tree trunk and power forwards blindly into the darkness. The instant he was moving he heard the unmistakable sound of the beastmen pursuing. He turned his head as he ran, glimpsing the brute rounding the tree, following after him. His attention elsewhere than on the ground he was crossing, Duerr lost his footing on the wet soil, his momentum propelling him forward several more steps before he slammed painfully down, the breath driven from his lungs by the force of the impact.
Duerr lay stunned for a moment, his face in the mud, knowing that he would be fortunate indeed to die as the twisted underling who had shot at him had. In what he assumed would be his final moments, Duerr found some peace.
After what felt like an age, death was yet to come. Duerr opened his eyes, not having realised that they were shut. He blinked and strained his ears, but all he heard was the sound of the forest: the swaying of branches in a light wind and the creaking of ancient bowers. He glanced around but saw no sign of any murderous beast-thing nearby. Blinking more rapidly, he dared look up then rolled onto his side and looked about.
Duerr was lying in an expanse of rough ground, a glade or clearing of some sort, though he could not tell if it was natural or manmade. As his eyes adjusted, he saw that the tree line a scant twenty yards before him was lined with beastmen, dozens of heavily muscled, horned, beast-headed abominations, all stood in silence with dark eyes glowering straight at him. The stillness was quite shocking in the aftermath of the desperate pursuit through the forest, and more disquieting still because at any moment the beasts could simply stride forward and tear Duerr limb from limb. Why, Duerr thought as his mind struggled to take in the scene, did they not simply do so?
�They fear this place,� a dry, death-rattle voice sounded from somewhere behind Duerr. That voice injected ice water directly into his veins, yet the effect upon the beastmen was greater still. They visibly shrank back from it like cringing animals, cornered and desperate for an escape route.
�And most of all,� the unseen speaker continued, �they fear me.�
At that, the assembled beastmen backed away from the shadowed tree line, slowly at first, as if retreating from a foe that might lash out at any moment. Then they were gone, melting into the undergrowth silently without disturbing so much as a leaf. Duerr watched for long minutes, unwilling to trust that his would-be murderers were gone. He studied the shadows beneath the canopy and then turned slowly to locate the source of his deliverance.
The centre of the wide clearing was dominated by a tower: circular and tall, crooked and ramshackle. Its blocks were rough-hewn and irregular, black and glistening damply in the wan light of the Dark Moon. Ivy crept upwards, the leaves shimmering with silvered spider�s webs and wet moss clothed vast swathes of the surface. As Duerr�s glance climbed upwards, he saw dark, slit-like windows, their stone frames engraved with ancient devices rarely seen in the architecture of the Empire. At the summit, he could just make out an open-topped, crenulated turret set apart from the main structure, seeming like it must surely fall away and topple to the ground far below.
�You�d better come in,� the dry voice crackled from the base of the tower. Duerr looked to a dark portal set in its base and the door � heavy oak, iron-reinforced � swung partly inwards. �Before they return.�
Galvanised to sudden motion by the thought of the beastmen reappearing from the trees, Duerr climbed shakily to his feet and stumbled towards the doorway. Glancing over his shoulder one last time, he passed through, the door swinging on screeching hinges and slamming shut behind him, plunging him into darkness far deeper than the moonlit night outside.
Only as Duerr had begun the ascent up the winding spiral stairs within the tower had he realised just how bone weary he truly was. The events of the last few hours had blurred into a terrible, confused melange of desperation and panic, which he was unable to string together into a coherent chain of events. How long ago had it been since the sun had set? How long since the beastmen had discovered him wandering lost through the haunted glades of the Drakwald Deeps?
As he climbed the stairs, one leaden step at a time, he gave up trying to make sense of any of it. He looked around as he climbed the narrow flight, which turned every few steps so that he became increasingly dizzy the higher he climbed. The stairs were so narrow and steep that he could set his hands upon them without bending over, which was fortunate because he was so tired he was almost reduced to climbing up on hands and knees.
At length, Duerr came upon a landing. It was dark, but the wan, sickly light of Morrslieb spilled in through an ached window, lending a half-light glow to the numerous objects strewn all about. As his eyes slowly adjusted to the gloom, Duerr saw that the walls were hung with all manner of artefacts, from blades of truly ancient pattern to shields the likes of which he had only seen in the most esoteric tomes of the Colleges of Magic. Fragments of armour were set in nooks, each coated in a layer of dust that had clearly not been disturbed in decades, perhaps even centuries. One floor to ceiling nook contained row upon row of glass containers, ranging from tiny phials to huge bell jars, the shoulders draped in the grey dust of ages and the contents dark and obscured.
A coldness settled upon Duerr�s soul as his eyes grew more used to the gloomy interior and he took in the collection of objects arranged about the landing. As a student of Amethyst magic � the realms of the spirit, of dark dreams and of death, Duerr was well used to dabbling in matters most would find more than a little unsettling. But there was something else here, something old, something
 
�Welcome
� the same parchment-dry voice that Duerr had heard earlier intoned. He cast about the dark landing, but saw nothing more alive than the spiders that haunted the dusty webs strewn across every surface. His breath quickening, Duerr prepared to answer, but was interrupted before a word had left his lips. �The uppermost chamber, boy,� the voice said, a note of impatience evident. �Don�t keep me waiting.�
�Sit,� the old man ordered as Duerr came finally to the topmost chamber in the tower, excepting a small turret which he saw was accessible from a low side door. �Rest.�
Duerr stepped over the threshold into a circular chamber that occupied the entire storey, finally coming face to face with the man who had apparently saved him from the beastmen. The chamber was lit by flickering blue and green flames dancing in archaic wall sconces, and it took Duerr�s eyes long moments to locate the speaker.
To describe the man as old would be a drastic understatement. The crooked, black-robed individual before him was truly ancient. His robes were ragged, but had clearly been made of the very finest material, for they were patterned in intricate runes and sigils in thread of gold and silver. The ancient�s hands were as twisted and gnarled as the trees outside, his wrists and fingers decorated with bands and jewels that whispered to Duerr of dusty tombs and long dead cities.
Duerr looked into the ancient�s face and his heart froze, just for an instant. For a moment, he had thought he was looking at a dry, wind-blasted skull, the mouth set in a rictus grin, the eyes hollow pits of darkness. Then the effect passed as the green and blue light flickering from the wall sconces changed its rhythm. Life, of a sort, glinted from the depths of the eye-sockets and the raw bone of the skull revealed itself to be covered with a paper-thin layer of dry, liver-spotted skin. Still, Duerr thought as he steadied himself upon the high back of a nearby chair, there was scant muscle and flesh between skin and bone, the sharp edges of the skull threatening to tear through the thin covering.
�Please,� the ancient insisted, a wizened arm gesturing to the chair Duerr was leaning against. Duerr looked down at the dusty, black velvet padding, before his mind caught up with him. He nodded, gathering his wits, and seated himself.
�Well then,� the ancient said. �So long has it been since I had a visitor pay me court. Your name, sir?�
Duerr opened his mouth to speak, then caught himself, his throat so dry he thought he might gag. It was the dust in the air, he realised, and the residue of mud and fear left over from his flight through the Drakwald. He coughed, and tried to speak.
�Where are my manners?� said the ancient, a dry chuckle sounding from somewhere inside his robes. �Where indeed?� he continued as he shuffled across the faded, yet still ornate, Arabyan carpet. At length, he reached a cabinet seemingly carved of ivory and opened its doors, the creaking of the dry hinges shockingly loud in the confines of the chamber. The ancient muttered and chuckled as he withdrew a pair of crystal goblets and a decanter filled with liquid so dark it appeared black in the flickering illumination cast by the sconces. As the old man shuffled back the way he had come, Duerr risked a furtive glance about the chamber.
If the landing lower down the tower had been cluttered, this place was overrun with artefacts. Every square foot of the wall was occupied, most of it by curved shelves housing volume after volume of ancient tomes. He squinted as he sought to read the text inset in gold at the spines, then his breath caught in his throat and his eyes widened in disbelief. Mroggdok K�Thing�s Testimony! He could scarcely believe that such a priceless work might be secreted away in the tower of some mad old wizard in the depths of the Drakwald. He scanned the spines of the next few volumes, his disbelief growing all the while. There were several volumes of Drivot�s Diatribes, copies of which he had glimpsed once in the Colleges of Magic, but never been allowed to read. Next was a tattered, rat-chewed copy of Trakall�s Paradox, a tome he knew by its fell reputation, but was unaware that any copy existed within the borders of the Empire.
�Trakall
� the old man sneered as he leaned over Duerr, a goblet of dark liquor proffered before him. The sudden speech made Duerr start and he felt suddenly guilty for his curiosity, as if he were a student again, caught rifling in the ingredients store.
�Bah!� the ancient continued, waving a hooked, claw-like hand in dismissal. �Trakall was a hack,� he said as he backed away and eased himself down into a chair across from Duerr�s. �And he cheated at cards.�
Duerr realised that his throat was still painfully dry, and raised the goblet to his lips. A sharp tang rose from its contents, making his eyes water. He hesitated, yet did not want to appear ungracious to his rescuer.
�It�s just Solland brandy,� the old man said, taking a sip from his own glass and grinning wryly. �With a dash of black-eyed jenny,� he added. �You�ve had a shock, by the looks of it.�
Duerr nodded as he sniffed the concoction gingerly. Black-eyed jenny was an archaic name for a rare variety of herb he knew to grow about the southern marches of the Midden Moors. It was not unrelated to the reason he had come to the Drakwald Deeps himself. He took a sip, the effect of the herb all but instantaneous. His mind cleared as the preparation worked its way through his system, while the brandy relaxed him, the chamber seeming to come into focus all around him.
�Back from the dead, eh?� the old man said, settling into his high-backed chair. �What�s your name, boy?�
�Benedi
� Duerr started, before taking a second draft on the dark liquor, his throat not quite wetted. �Benedikt, sir. Benedikt Duerr.�
The ancient grinned, his features assuming the death mask rictus once more, if only for a second, before he replied, �Welcome then, Benedikt Duerr. I am called Koth, Sidon Amen-Koth to be precise. I welcome you to my home, and to the Drakwald.�
Not quite sure how to take the welcome, Duerr decided he owed the old man some form of explanation for his presence. �Sir,� he started. �I came for the��
�You came for the manbane,� the ancient interrupted. �That much is quite clear, eh?�
�It is, sir?� Duerr stammered, his mind racing. How could this Koth have known his reason for coming to the Drakwald Deeps?
Koth grinned once more, the light in his eyes dwindling to a speck as the shadows closed in. �You are not the first, young man. And I have no doubt you will not be the last.�
Duerr blinked and took another sip of the Solland brandy to steady his nerves. �How could you��
�How could I know?� Koth interjected once again. �What else would one of our calling be seeking on the verges of the Midden Moors? You sought the manbane herb, to distil its blood, brew its essence and gain its power over dreams
and nightmares. Did you not?�
Duerr steadied the crystal goblet on the worn arm of the chair, and nodded. �You are correct, sir. I needed the manbane to progress in my studies.�
�To attain the charter?� said Koth, grinning. �To gain permission to practice your arts?�
�My master requires this of me, sir,� Duerr admitted, a feeling of dejection stealing over him. �Or else I cannot attend to the funerary rites.�
�Hmm,� Koth nodded. �And who is this mentor to whom you are apprenticed?�
�My master?� Duerr replied. �My master is Lord Mhalkon, Adept of the Seventh Circle, he
�
�Hmpff!� Koth snorted, his grin twisting into a grimace. �Seventh Circle, indeed. Lord Mhalkon, you say?�
�Yes, sir. Are you acquainted with my master?�
�Acquainted?� Koth answered. �Never heard of him. Should I have?�
�Well, yes,� Duerr stammered. �He is plenipotentiary-designate of the Cult of Morr, ambassador to the court of��
Koth raised a wizened hand, affording Duerr a view of his curled and cracked nails. �Young man,� he said, his voice low and dangerous. �Do not be so quick to name our true lord and master.�
�Ours?� Duerr replied, realisation dawning. �Then you serve M
� he caught himself. �You serve those who wear the shroud?�
�I serve no man, young sir,� Koth replied. �But to answer your question, in a manner of speaking, yes, I serve, though I have scant dealings with those mumbling fools in Lucinni.�
Duerr knew that Koth was referring to the convocation of the priests of Morr, the god of death, sleep and dreams, which gathered once every decade in the city-state of Lucinni, far to the south. The Cult of Morr was a loose affiliation of priests and wizards and followed precious little dogma, with no established church as such. That meant that each practitioner was apt to conduct themselves as they themselves saw fit, and some did so in widely divergent ways.
�If I might ask,� Duerr dared venture. �How do you serve?�
Koth did not answer straight away, but looked about the chamber, his eyes, mere pinpricks of reflected light in the shadowy pits of their sockets, seeming to look beyond his mundane surroundings. His gaze swept over shelf after shelf of arcane tomes and dusty relics, over locked chests and baroque book stands, until, finally, it settled back on Duerr.
The ancient sighed, the sound redolent of stale air stirring within a tomb opened for the first time in centuries. �I serve the past. I serve that which has gone before. Most of all, I remember. That is how I serve.�
Duerr nodded and swallowed hard. �How long, sir?� he asked. �How long have you served? How long have you remembered?�
The flickering of the wall-mounted sconces seemed to slow to a gentle pulse as Koth�s gaze settled upon Duerr, the air thickening as if reality itself were leaning in closer to hear the ancient�s reply. �I have always served, Benedikt Duerr. And I always shall.�
�Sadly,� the old man continued. �So too must you.�
Duerr�s blood turned cold as he met Koth�s gaze. �Really, sir,� he started. �I must return��
�You cannot,� Koth replied.
�Sir, I��
The ancient leaned forward, his death mask visage all Duerr could perceive as the shadows seemed to close in. �Hush, Benedikt Duerr,� Koth whispered. �This is no doing of mine, and I bear you no ill will.�
�Then what, sir?� said Duerr. �What holds me here?�
Koth inclined his head towards the nearest window and, after a moment, Duerr broke his gaze and looked out. All he saw was the dark forest, the twisted boughs questing upwards towards the gibbous moon. Then a deep, coarse braying filled the night, and Duerr understood.
�The beasts?� he said.
�Aye. The Children of Old Night. How they hate this place.�
Duerr stopped himself from asking why the beastmen might hate the tower of this ancient wizard. His studies and the arcane knowledge he was party to came to him and he had no need to ask. �They know this place is not subject to the laws of nature, the laws by which they themselves live and die. They know that you are not subject to such laws. Am I correct, sir?�
�Very good, young man,� said Koth. �Very good. This
Mhalkon, is it? Yes, he has taught you something at least.�
Duerr glanced around the chamber once more, seeing as if for the first time just how old its contents truly were. How long had Koth dwelt here, coveting priceless relics of ages long gone, while the surrounding forests seethed with beastmen?
�There must be a way out,� said Duerr. �Surely you have the power.�
�I may well have the power, Benedikt,� Koth replied. �But I have no desire to leave.�
�They protect you?� Duerr asked. �They keep the world at bay. They keep the past locked in.�
Koth chuckled, the sound like an ancient coffin lid sliding from its resting place. �They do.�
�They keep all of your
artefacts, your tomes, your relics, safe.�
Koth nodded, though he did not reply.
�You have such power here,� said Duerr, aware that Koth was studying him, his skull-like head cocked at a slight angle. He looked towards the ancient volumes arrayed on the shelves. �You have knowledge. If I could harness but a portion of that, I could win past them, and escape.�
Koth remained silent for another minute, though to Duerr it felt like ten times as long. The flickering of the sconces had slowed right down to a rolling rhythm, disturbingly synchronised with Duerr�s own heartbeat. The longer Koth remained silent, the more resolved Duerr became. He was certain of it � Koth must surely have some weapon, some rune-bound blade that would turn the beastmen aside and secure his escape!
�I have no such talisman, boy,� said Koth at length. �I am no Alaric to craft weapons that hack and hew.�
Without Duerr realising Koth had moved, the old man was across the chamber and standing beside a shelf piled high with dusty artefacts. �What use to me Elbereth�s Leash or the Mirrors of Mergith? I have no need for Urn Guards or the Cat of Calisthenes, Niobe�s Torch or Rathnugg�s Boots. Not that they did Rathnugg any good
�
�But you know spells,� Duerr insisted, knowing he was correct. �You have power. This very place has power. I can feel it!�
Koth fixed Duerr with his pit-eyed gaze once more, regarding the young wizard with something akin to curious amusement. Duerr felt powers moving, energies aligning, and dead things stirring in cold, damp earth. He knew with terrible certainty that here before him was perhaps the most puissant master of the old ways of shyish, the Wind of Death, in all the land. That such a being dwelt within the very boundaries of the Empire, albeit deep within the Drakwald Deeps, was astonishing. He felt the draw of temptation, a small part of him begging leave to remain and to learn the secret arts and become master of nightmare and death. But a greater part of Duerr longed to escape this place and the perils pressing in on it from the forests all about. The sensation of dead things stirring grew ever more powerful, until he could feel movement beneath his feet though he stood upon stone flags. His nostrils filled with the musty stink of worm-chewed earth, his mouth with the copper tang of a mourning coin placed beneath his tongue in the funerary rites
 
�Enough!� Koth ordered, and the power receded, the stink of rotten earth fled, and the slithering of dead things faded away. The copper tang lingered in his mouth as Koth rounded upon him.
�You are correct,� the ancient sighed. �I cannot keep you here. But I would not see you consumed by things you have no knowledge of.�
�You will help me?� Duerr pressed. �You will lend me your power?�
�I will lend you my knowledge, Benedikt,� Koth replied, holding up a gnarled claw to forestall interruption. �Though be warned. You may not thank me, even should you escape.�
Now the blue-green illumination cast by the archaic sconces was all but frozen.
�I understand,� replied Duerr, though both men knew full well that he did not.
One month later, Duerr stood high atop the tower of Koth, looking down from the highest turret upon the wind-lashed, night-shrouded Drakwald. Such knowledge infused his mind and his soul, such power was his to command, that he knew he would soon be gone from this place. He would be free of the beastmen, free to return to the Colleges of Magic. He would show his master and his peers that he was worthy, more than worthy, to serve Morr. Perhaps he would return to Koth�s tower, and treat with him as an equal one day.
�I am ready, master,� Duerr announced, feeling a cold wind stir his robes. The gale was not entirely natural, the tang of dark magic underlying it.
�You know you cannot return,� the voice of the old man came from behind Duerr. �Should you even escape.�
�I know,� Duerr lied as the wind increased. �I am ready,� he repeated.
�Upon your own soul then,� said Koth as he proffered Duerr a rolled up, ribbon-bound scroll. �Begin.�
Duerr took the scroll and broke the black wax seal, the discarded ribbon snatched away upon the wind to flutter to the dark clearing far below. He grinned as his eyes scanned the first lines of the spidery text written countless centuries earlier. Here was the last piece of the puzzle, the completion of the knowledge Koth had instilled upon him this last month. With it, he would turn the beasts to his service and escape this ancient trap.
Unfurling the scroll fully and holding it out before him, Duerr located the archaic sigil which he must enunciate in order to turn the beasts to his service. The night gale increased still further, and now it was clear that the Wind of shyish was building to a storm, an invisible vortex of magical energies forming overhead. The sigil glowed blackly upon the ancient parchment, tendrils of ebon power questing outwards as if to draw Duerr�s soul inwards to embrace it
 
�Speak the word and be done!� Koth shouted over the now howling winds. �Before it is too late!�
Fully appreciating Koth�s warning, Duerr took a deep breath and braced himself, the wind seeming to pause in its surging for that instant.
Then he spoke the ancient word of power.
The word had not been spoken in millennia, not by mortal lips at least. Only one schooled in the funerary rites could form it and not be blasted to crematory ashes or withered to a husk. It was a word that few ever spoke this side of the grave. The Wind of shyish whipped to a howling gale, buffeting Duerr and forcing him to set his feet wide lest he be snatched from the turret and tossed to the storm. The trees all about the clearing thrashed and dry leaves were whipped upwards. In an instant, the night was turned to a howling storm.
The feeling of power that Duerr had experienced a month before returned, only this time it was a thousand times more potent, and a thousand times more than that. He was the master of death and of dreams, the bearer of the forbidden key that would unlock the portal between this world and the next. The air about him transmuted into the cold earth of the grave and the air that filled his lungs was scented with the heady, cloying cocktail of incense masking decay.
The word resounded through the thrashing woods and Duerr knew it had been heeded. Soon, he would be master of life and death � his own life and the death of others. The beast would turn pale and do his bidding, and he would be free.
�It begins!� Duerr heard Koth bellow into the wind, his voice tinged with terror.
A wet rending split the earth, and Duerr looked downwards into the clearing. The ground appeared to be boiling, as if the roots of the trees all about were stirring in hideous motion. His eyes widened in horror as he saw what he took for a root appear in the cracked earth, questing upwards with a jagged motion. But it was no root. It was nothing natural at all. It was an arm, or the skeletal remains of one, and it was dragging itself clear of the unmarked grave that must surely have held it fast for centuries.
In moments, the arm was clear and the body itself was visible, as were dozens more as they rose with jerking motions from the cold ground. Skeletons, the bones stained almost black by the raw earth, pulled themselves erect all about the clearing, and only then did Duerr see what he had wrought.
�Beasts
� he stammered. �Beasts from the earth
�
�Yes, young Benedikt,� Koth whispered from behind Duerr, his dry voice somehow carrying over the howling wind and speaking directly into the wizard�s mind. �And they are yours to command as you will. Now you have the power to escape this place.�
�Now you may leave.�
Duerr stepped through the portal at the base of the tower, out into the night and the clearing beyond. He trod cautiously, despite the knowledge that the army of dead things arrayed about was his to command. He felt as though he were walking the hunting ground of the most voracious of predators and knew that, in many ways, he was. Steeling himself, he walked through the tattered ranks, studying the rotting things he had brought into being.
The beasts were dark skeletons, rags of flesh and fabric caught amongst ribs and joints. Insects scuttled about disturbed nests while squirming worms fell to the churned ground. They stood upon cloven bone feet and clutched rusted cleavers and rotten shields in their dead grips. Their skulls were the sharp-snouted forms of cattle, though their teeth, where these had survived, were long and wickedly sharp. A pair of horns framed each skull; some curled tightly, others straight and proud. The eyes were empty sockets, but Duerr could perceive the faint spark of animal cognition deep within.
As he walked through the ranks of dead beasts, the sound of creaking bone and rustling dried flesh all about, he saw that one amongst their number was far larger than its fellows. Cautiously, he approached the mighty beast, looking up into its bovine-formed skull and perceiving in its empty eye sockets a vestige of raw, animal power. Echoes of the creature�s death reverberated about the night, faded visions of blasphemy and desecration imprinting themselves over Duerr�s vision. This beast lord had led its war herd against the hated tower and its fearful denizen, seeking to cast it down once and for all so that no stone was left standing upon another. The creature had failed; it and all of its herd had perished in the clearing. Yet, centuries later, its hatred remained, pure and distilled to the essence that still imbued it with fearful power.
At once quelled by the might of the undead beast lord before him and almost drunk with the fact that it was his to command, Duerr spoke the word of command. �March!�
At first, nothing stirred but the wind. Then the wet creak of movement filled the clearing about the tower of Koth, and the army of long dead beasts set out. Slow and unsteady at first, the dead things followed Duerr�s order and were soon marching slowly and irregularly through the undergrowth beneath the dense canopy. Duerr hesitated at the tree line and looked over his shoulder towards the tower. There at its peak was Koth, looking down from the turret. He could not see the old man�s expression for he was silhouetted against the green orb of Morrslieb. Then Koth was gone, the tower fading to the ramshackle aspect that Duerr had found it in weeks before. He turned, and followed his army into the black depths of the forest.
He did not get far.
Mere yards beyond the tree line, Duerr came upon the rearmost ranks of the war herd, stood still and silent. The air beneath the black canopy was still, the sounds of the wind muffled and distant. Duerr felt waves of animal threat spilling off of the dead things all about him and knew that death beyond death waited to be unleashed. He edged forward through the silent ranks until he saw the back of the undead beast lord before him.
Duerr saw then why his army had halted. The path ahead was blocked. A single massive beastman stood waiting, its every muscle bunched and tensed in readiness. Though the beast was wreathed in shadow, Duerr could see clearly the form of its four horns, one of which was broken off at the tip. It was the leader of the war herd that had pursued him through the Drakwald long weeks before, returned for its meat. Likely it had never left, but skulked out of sight in the dark, dank forests, biding its time for the trapped prey to emerge.
Though all but rooted to the ground with horror, Duerr knew what he must do. After all, this was the reason he had imbibed the ancient wisdom Koth had taught him, and why he had spoken that dread word of power from beyond the grave; to command this army of dead things to deliver him through the perils of the Drakwald that he might gain his freedom and escape alive.
�Kill it!� Duerr ordered the beast lord of his undead herd, his heart swelling with the desire to avenge himself. �Stamp it into the ground! Grind it beneath your hooves!�
Grinning savagely, Duerr waited with bittersweet anticipation for his order to be obeyed. But it was not.
The two beast lords, one towering and skeletal, the other shorter of stature but very much alive, squared off against one another. The war herd of the living beast lord loomed from the shadows behind, but did not approach or attempt to intervene. Instead, the two armies backed off, making a space for their leader to face one another.
�What
?� Duerr stammered, before the truth of what he was witnessing dawned. He spun suddenly about to face the ranks of undead beasts behind him. �Kill them! Just kill them!� he bellowed.
But none heeded Duerr�s orders. Instead, the two beast lords began to circle one another in the space cleared for them by the herds. The living one huffed and snorted as its hooves stamped upon the rotten ground. The dead one moved with an oddly disjointed gait, patches of rusted mail rattling against dry, black bones. Though the shadowed pits of its eye sockets were empty, Duerr�s wizard�s sight perceived the dark unlife glinting deep within, responding to, and glorying in, this challenge.
Duerr backed away, his gaze fixed upon the sight unfolding before him. The instant his back pressed up against a rotten tree trunk, the living beast lord bellowed deafeningly loudly and launched itself at its rival. The other moved sideways and raised its shield, but the wood splintered under the attacker�s two-handed cleaver. Splinters as deadly as crossbow bolts showered outwards, but the dead lord recovered, discarding the remnants and diving forward. The living beast lord�s momentum carried it forward as its opponent stepped aside and both turned as one, their positions traded.
The beast that was living flesh snorted loudly, its breath so hot that it steamed from its flared nostrils like sulphurous smoke. The other redoubled its grip on its weapon, a sword of ancient fabrication clearly not made by the hand of his race or any other that Duerr knew of. Once more, the two circled the open ground, Duerr pressing himself against the tree all the while as the living beast lord�s great, rippling back hove near.
�Morr
� Duerr breathed, desperately seeking to harness something of the power he had felt at the moment he had brought his army of dead things into existence. But he knew in that moment that the god of death and of dreams would not aid him; that this thing he had done was nothing of Morr�s work. Morr was the god of rest, of eternal slumber and of oracles. This night, Duerr had blasphemed in the worst possible manner. Better that he died, he realised as the living beast lord stepped backwards towards him.
�Morr!� Duerr bellowed, his mind all but shattered with grief and horror. �Morr, forgive��
But he never completed his prayer, for the beast lord turned and bellowed its savage war cry directly into Duerr�s face. Noise, and the creature�s vile breath, forced him back hard against the tree trunk, knocking his head and causing his vision to blur. As he slid to the ground, he saw the beast turn in time to block a downwards blow from the undead lord and strike a savage counterblow in return.
The beast lord�s two-handed cleaver struck the undead thing through the middle. Had the target had guts, they would have spilled across the clearing, but instead, the blade severed the exposed spine and brought the two halves of the unliving beast crashing to the ground. Its lower half came to rest amongst its followers, while the upper lay clawing the ground at the victor�s feet.
The beast lord bellowed such a roar of triumph that the trees bowed and the canopy thrashed as if the storm that had whipped the forest when Duerr called forth the undead beast herd was returned. The sound left Duerr stunned and half-deafened, his balance shot and his vision all but gone. As he slumped to the ground, he saw the victor raise its cloven hoof high above the dead-thing�s bovine skull head, and bring it crashing down with such force that the land itself cried out in pain.
The skull splintered into a thousand fragments and the undead beast lord was slain a second time. Slumping to the ground, Duerr rolled over onto his side in time to see the dead beastmen prostrate themselves before the victor.
The challenge was won; dominance was established; the herd was one and the rival beast lord was slain.
But Duerr knew that one more matter needed to be decided: his own fate. He felt his end drawing near, even as the heavy, cloven tread of the beastmen approached.
Imagining the beast lord�s hoof raised above his head, poised to end his existence, he looked away across the ground. His blurred gaze settled upon a nearby object, a black-stemmed plant mere feet from his head, trampled into the ground. It was manbane, the very herb that he had so foolishly ventured into the Drakwald to obtain, so many weeks before.
He screwed his eyes tight shut as the Beastmen gathered all about him. He waited for the inevitable, yet the killing blow never came. Instead of a cloven hoof slamming down upon his head, a stream of near-boiling acrid liquid struck him hard. Another joined it, then a third. One after another, the beastmen of the Drakwald demonstrated their disgust for this human, whose life was so meaningless to them that they would not even deign to snuff it out.
And high atop the Tower of Koth, the ancient Necromancer returned to his studies of texts not read by mortal eyes for uncounted millennia, content to ignore the passage of the ages and the folly of man, until the end of time itself.



        
            
                
            
        

    
MARSHLIGHT



C L Werner
 
�Thick as a patroon�s purse strings!�
Gustav Mertens wasn�t sure which member of the Aemilia�s crew uttered the oath, but it was certainly an appropriate one. The sailor had never seen a fog so heavy as the one which now surrounded the three-masted barque, and he had travelled the River Reik long enough to have seen more than his share of ugly weather. He�d been in Altdorf on nights when the mist rising from the river looked solid enough to cut with a knife and had almost drowned downriver of Carroburg when the fog had been so impenetrable that his ship snuck up on a flat-bottomed barge and sent both it and herself to the bottom.
This fog, however, was different. For all the levity of the unknown crewman�s outburst, the sailors were far from at their ease. There was an eerie, menacing quality in the air, a sense of wrongness that made the hair on Gustav�s neck prickle. He could hear the anxiety in the voices of Captain Piedersen and his officers as they snapped orders at the crew.
Most of the sailors were old hands who had made the voyage between Altdorf and Marienburg many times before. They didn�t need their officers to remind them of the danger the fog presented. The grey veil couldn�t have set upon them at a worse time, when the broad Reik slithered its way into the morass cartographers had condemned and cursed, branding it simply �the Wasteland�. The swampy maze of moors and fens stretched clear to the coast, surrounding the great port city of Marienburg on three sides. The muddy, treacherous ground would seep and slop its way into the Reik, choking the great river with mud and forcing the tight-fisted burghers of Marienburg to send barges out to dredge the river every fortnight to keep the Reik navigable.
The periodic dredging wasn�t always enough, and ships always had to be wary of new mud flats and sand bars when they sailed into the Wasteland. Normally, a sharp-eyed lookout could spot such obstructions well in advance, but in the fog, a ship went blind. It was for this reason that Captain Piedersen had all hands at the rail, probing the river with iron-capped poles, seeking any warning that the Aemilia was entering shallow water.
Perhaps if there had been a lookout in the crow�s nest, there would have been more warning. As it stood, Gustav only became aware of the ship�s peril was when the sailor beside him suddenly stopped probing the river bottom. The man stood slack-jawed, staring out into the fog. Gustav�s first instinct was to growl at his comrade, to get the man back to work before one of the officers came by with the lash.
However, there was a look of such fright on the sailor�s face that Gustav couldn�t help but follow the direction of the man�s staring eyes. Gustav saw at once what had caused the other man�s alarm. It was impossible to miss the flickering green glow shining behind the fog. Swamp gas and will-o-the-wisps were a common enough sight for any Wastelander, yet these lights were different. Gustav had never seen their like before. There were over a dozen of them, lurching and weaving through the fog, and each of the green orbs seemed to possess a certain uniformity of shape and size.
The sailor beside Gustav suddenly dropped his pole and dropped to his knees. His leathery hands curled awkwardly together, making the sign of Manann. The whispers of a prayer, half sea shanty and half orison, scraped past the sailor�s wizened lips.
Gustav felt his body grow cold as he heard his comrade�s prayer. Other voices were raised now, shouting warning to the rest of the crew. The green lights had been spotted by others. Men dropped their poles, replacing them with axes and belaying pins. The mates vanished into the forecastle, reappearing with a half dozen crossbows cradled in their arms. Captain Piedersen brandished his sword, bellowing commands to his crew, enjoining them to repel boarders.
River pirates. That was the first thought that raced through Gustav�s mind as he drew the long knife from his boot and glared down at the approaching lights. Pirates and wreckers were a common hazard on this stretch of the Reik, though it would be a bold or desperate brigand who would ply his trade in such hideous conditions. They had chosen poor prey. Captain Piedersen�s first ship had sailed the Sea of Claws, transporting goods between Marienburg and Erengrad. He was a man used to fending off the attentions of Norscan longships and had never gotten out of the habit of ensuring his crews were armed to the teeth. Any pirates who marked one of Piedersen�s ships for plunder soon regretted it.
Even as such thoughts occurred to Gustav, he felt his stomach tighten and a cold chill run down his back. The more he watched the green lights, the less he felt they were anything made by man. Old stories, half-remembered myths from his childhood, rose up unbidden. The frantic prayers of the man kneeling on the deck beside him only added to Gustav�s mounting fear. In his mind, he hoped it was only wreckers or pirates who menaced the ship.
The mates were still distributing the crossbows when the attack began. The only warning was a low �thump� from somewhere out in the fog. A moment later, the sound of shattering glass sounded from the forecastle. Gustav turned away from the rail, following the direction of the noise. He saw a greenish haze settling across the top of the wheelhouse. Captain Piedersen and a pair of sailors collapsed in the midst of the cloud, coughing and grasping at their throats. Blood bubbled from their mouths and oozed from noses, eyes and ears. Before anyone could move to help them, the three men gasped their last.
More thumps sounded from the fog. The crackle of breaking glass rose from every quarter of the deck now. Aware that the green haze brought death, the sailors screamed and howled in terror, scrambling to and fro in their desperate efforts to avoid destruction. There was no escape, however, for as soon as the men reached a clear part of the ship a glass globe would come hurtling down and shatter against the deck. The deathly cloud would rise from the broken fragments, destroying all who inhaled its lethal fumes.
Fear kept Gustav frozen in place beside the rail. It kept him from joining the mad, hopeless dash across the decks. It was fear which again saved him when the half-crazed sailor beside him suddenly lunged to his feet. Screaming at the top of his lungs, the sailor hurled himself over the rail. The man�s flailing arms smashed into Gustav, knocking him over the side to join his comrade�s plunge into the murky river.
The cold water revived Gustav�s wits, if not his courage. After fighting his way to the surface, he was careful to keep quiet. He could hear his crazed companion sputtering and coughing, thrashing about in the water as he struggled to reach the marshy shore. Gustav felt a pang of guilt as he decided against trying to restrain his shipmate. There was nothing he could do. The sailor was making too much noise. Pirates or ghosts, whatever was out there in the fog had heard the commotion. Trying to help him now would only cause Gustav to share the wretch�s fate.
Treading water with as much silence as he could manage, Gustav found it easy to follow his crazed comrade�s progress. By now there were no more screams rising from the decks of the Aemilia; the barque was as silent as a grave. Only the sailor�s gibbering moans broke the quiet. He could hear the man swimming towards the marsh. Following the sound, he could also see a half-dozen of the green lights moving to converge upon the sailor.
Soon, the lights closed upon the moans and all was silent in the fog.
It was some little time before Gustav became aware of soft, furtive sounds rising from the river. Straining his eyes, he watched as more of the green lights bobbed into view. He could tell from the way they rolled and shivered that the lights were floating across the river, drawing near to the Aemilia.
Gustav ducked his body into the river, keeping only his eyes and nose above the cold water. Steadily the lights came nearer.
Then Gustav saw a dark shape loom out from the fog. It was a long, narrow skiff of the sort used by the Wastelanders to navigate their swampy home. Gustav had seen the same sort of boat thousands of times, had even owned one himself before forsaking the marsh for the river. Yet the very ordinariness of the skiff only magnified the horror he felt when he saw the creatures paddling it towards the Aemilia, for they were anything but ordinary.
Things ripped from nightmare and the darkest imaginings of childhood, the fiends leered out of the fog and mist. There were at least a dozen of the things on the skiff. Each was roughly the size of a man, with a semblance of the human shape about it, but there was little real similarity. The things had great, bloated bodies, warty and shapeless after the fashion of a toad. Their hands were flabby claws, their skin was green and slimy with an oily sheen about it. A long, whiplike tail coiled behind their bodies and lashing about with serpentine undulations.
The faces of the fiends were the most ghastly. They stretched away from the skull in long floppy beaks with no suggestion of lips or chin. Two enormous flaring nostrils rose above the beak, glistening with a moist blackness against the slimy green skin. Above the nostrils rose the most hideous aspect of the creatures, the crowning horror of their inhuman physiognomy. A single great glaring eye, blazing with eerie green fire. The source of the sinister lights Gustav had seen glowing inside the fog.
All the old stories of marsh daemons came back to Gustav as he watched in mounting terror while the grotesque monsters assaulted the Aemilia. The creatures drew long hooks and stout cords from the bottom of the skiff, swinging the grapples until they caught upon the ship�s rail. Then, with scuttling, skittering movements that belied their grotesque bulks, the monsters swarmed up the cables and boarded the ship.
Teeth chattering, his body numb with a cold that had nothing to do with the river, Gustav waited until the last of the marsh daemons left the skiff before daring to move. Praying the monsters would be occupied with whatever hellish purpose moved them, Gustav started to swim for shore.
He was the sole survivor. It was his duty to get back to Marienburg and tell the Aemilia�s owners what had befallen their ship.
Even if no one would believe him when he told them marsh daemons had emerged from the fog to claim the souls of the Aemilia�s crew.
�Mad as a marsh hare.�
That was the decision voiced by Doctor Anton Kettmann as the physician turned his back on the dingy little cell. It was a decision that brought a frown to the white-robed women standing in the narrow brick hallway. The oldest of them, a silver pendant in the shape of a dove adorning her neck, shook her head and gave the physician a stern look.
�There is always hope if you have faith in the goddess,� she reproached the doctor.
Kettmann dropped his instruments into his satchel and tied the bag close. �Tell me, Sister Agatha, what kind of faith do you think that mad thing in there has?� He jabbed his thumb back towards the door of the cell. �He�s been screaming about swamp devils for three days. The least Shallya could do is shut him up.�
�That may be, but given that this is a hospice of Shallya, I advise you to apologize for your impious remarks.� The threat came not from Sister Agatha or any of the other priestesses, but from a tall, grim-faced man dressed in light armour and with the band of a riverwarden tied around his arm. As a concession to the goddess of peace and mercy, the scabbard at his side was empty, the sword checked in the weaponhouse outside the temple grounds, but even without a sword, he looked ready for violence.
�Please, Master Visscher, let there be no bloodshed,� implored Sister Agatha, imposing herself between the riverwarden and the doctor. Kettmann hastily donned his hat and scrambled off down the hall before waiting to see if his antagonist would circle around the priestess.
�You should listen to Sister Agatha.� The advice came from a thin, wiry middle-aged man, his hair swept back in a widow�s peak, his prominent cheekbones and deep set eyes giving his face an almost cadaverous quality. A fine black cloak trimmed with martin hung from his shoulders, a black-work doublet and matching long breeches and fustian gloves about his slender hands. His appearance was one of refinement and elegance beside the rough crudity of the riverwarden. Yet there was something about Hein van Seeckt that suggested an air of menace more potent than all of Tjarda Visscher�s swords and armour.
�That man in there is the only witness that has turned up!� Visscher snarled. �Ten ships lost in the marsh and this madman is the only survivor!�
Seeckt closed his eyes and nodded. It was true what the riverwarden said. Ten ships had been lost over the past three months. Lost with all hands. It had been something of a miracle that this lone survivor had been found, rescued from the Wasteland by a frogcatcher who, by some whim of the gods, both knew how to read and had seen the reward posters offering five guilders for any information about the fate of the Aemilia.
Yes, Seeckt could understand the riverwarden�s frustration that this miracle might prove worthless. The loss of the ships, at first just a minor inconvenience, had escalated to the level of international incident, straining relations between the breakaway Free City of Marienburg and the Empire they had once been a part of. As the situation grew more tense, as the threat of war became more real with each vanished ship, the burghers of Marienburg increased their demands on the riverwardens.
Find out what was going on and put a stop to it, or find themselves languishing on Rijker�s Island. That had been the decision of the burghers. And, as the most esteemed and decorated officer among the riverwardens, Captain Visscher had been given the unenviable duty of accomplishing the seemingly impossible.
�Gustav Mertens will tell us exactly what we want to know,� Seeckt stated.
Anger drained from Visscher�s eyes, replaced with confusion. Though he didn�t want to admit it, he was well aware that his witness was a babbling lunatic. �He�s out of his mind! How can he tell us anything?�
Seeckt smoothed his expensive doublet and glanced at the brick walls around him. �In here, he can�t tell us anything,� he said. �That�s why we�re taking him with us.�
�You cannot!� protested Sister Agatha. �This man has been entrusted into the care of Shallya�s mercy!�
Seeckt fixed the outraged priestess with a withering stare. �I am an agent of the Freeholders themselves,� he told her, his voice dripping with the arrogance of authority. �If I say Gustav Mertens leaves with me, then he leaves with me.� His voice became an audible sneer as he saw Sister Agatha�s jaw clench. �Consider how much your charitable efforts would be diminished if the burghers ceased to donate to your cause. Ask yourself which is more important: helping the many, or sacrificing them for a single man? Shallya is a merciful goddess, but I believe she is also a practical one.�
Seeckt stalked past the silent priestess. �Visscher, bring Mertens with you. I want to sail before nightfall.�
The Shakerlo sailed upriver after taking on cargo in Carroburg. There was a palpable feeling of fear hovering about the decks of the ship. Ten other vessels had made the same voyage only to vanish in the marshes. That thought was foremost in the minds of the crew.
It was also foremost in the minds of her passengers. Seeckt and Visscher paced the decks like two hunters scenting prey. Gustav Mertens simply huddled next to the mainmast, gibbering and drooling, his madness doing little to quieten the fears of the crew.
The riverwarden fingered the strange mask Seeckt had given him, a curious contraption of waxed leather that extended outward into a slender, birdlike bill. It reminded Visscher of old woodcuts he�d once seen showing Westerland during the Black Death, gangs of plague doctors fleecing the sick and the dying. For the life of him, he couldn�t understand why Seeckt had distributed these weird masks to every man aboard the Shakerlo or why he had ordered everyone to keep the masks with them at all times. Indeed, three crewmen had been discharged and put ashore at the little fishing village of Mierdorf for violating the agent�s orders.
Everything about the voyage was strange. It made sense to Visscher that they would engage extra crew in case they ran into trouble and had to make a fight of things, but Seeckt had taken his preparedness to the next level, hiring the services of a dozen Carroburg swordsmen and a scruffy mob of Tilean crossbows. It seemed a colossal waste of gold should their journey back to Marienburg prove uneventful.
Visscher had a suspicion that Seeckt knew more about the vanished ships than he admitted. The agent was just a bit too certain they would encounter trouble. His assurance had to stem from something more substantial than Gustav�s deranged mutterings. There was something, some link between the missing ships that the riverwardens had missed, a connection between them which Seeckt had uncovered and which the agent had ensured the Shakerlo would share. When he challenged the agent about his suspicions, however, the only reply Visscher got was a wry smile and a warning not to meddle in the affairs of the burghers.
The tension became a palpable thing when the grassy banks of the Upper Reik gave way to the muck and mire of the Wasteland. The crew murmured uneasily among themselves as fog began to settle across the river, forming a grey veil across the horizon. Prayers to Manann, Handrich and even Sigmar became common as the sailors watched their vessel draw ever closer to the fog.
Seeckt held a speedy conference with the Shakerlo�s captain and officers. When he dismissed them, the men circled among their crew, making sure that each man was armed and had his weird mask ready. Seeckt watched the officers go about their errand, then turned and made his way to where Visscher stood just below the forecastle.
�Have your mask ready,� the agent hissed. �I think you will need it before much longer.�
Visscher removed the ugly mask from where he had tied it to his belt-sash. He grimaced at the long, beaked face and the dull, glassy eyes. �You�re more superstitious than any seaman if you think this will ward off marsh bogies,� the riverwarden grumbled.
�Humour me,� Seeckt said, his voice thin and mirthless.
Visscher glowered at him, his pride bristling at the agent�s condescending manner. �You really think we�re going to run into trouble?�
�I�m counting on it,� Seeckt said. �I�ve done everything to ensure this ship matches the Aemilia in every way. What happened to her should happen to us.�
�Now you can predict the ways of marsh daemons!� Visscher scoffed.
Seeckt fixed the riverwarden with a cold gaze. He didn�t deign to respond to Visscher�s baiting, but instead jerked a thumb towards the mainmast. �Keep close to Mertens,� he ordered. �Watch his every move. If he does anything unusual, don�t wait but shout the alarm at once.� Seeckt prodded Visscher�s chest with the tip of his finger. �At once. You understand?�
�Your madman is chained,� Visscher snarled. �He�s not going to cause any trouble, however agitated he gets.�
�I�m not worried about him,� Seeckt said. �I�m worried about what might upset him.�
As though responding to Seeckt�s words, Gustav began thrashing about in his chains, an incoherent stream of moans and shrieks rising from his ashen face. The crew turned with undisguised horror as the madman�s wails became more crazed with each passing breath. A few of the sailors closed their hands about their knives, fear goading them to advance upon the chained lunatic.
Visscher moved to stop the frightened sailors. He had no affection for Gustav, only the sort of pitying contempt a man might show a feral dog, but the riverwarden was not about to stand idly by while the helpless lunatic was slaughtered. His stern eyes glared at each of the seamen.
�I�ve had it with that madman�s screams!� a broken-nosed sailor growled. He fingered the fat-bladed knife in his hand and glared back at Visscher. �Get out of our way!�
With one smooth motion, Visscher drew the sword sheathed at his side. The blade licked out in a blinding flash of steel, whistling past the broken nose. A bead of blood dribbled from the tiny cut left by the riverwarden�s steel.
�Make me move,� Visscher said. �But make your peace with the gods first.�
The sailors looked anxiously at each other, glancing at the short knives in their hands and the long sword in the riverwarden�s. They knew Visscher�s threat wasn�t an idle one. Their numbers might prevail against Visscher�s sword, but not before the blade had claimed a few of them. Frightened as they were, none of the seamen wanted to be the first to die.
Oblivious to the drama playing out only a few feet away, Gustav�s entire body contorted against the deck as the madman�s lungs gave voice to a howl of pure terror. The sound reminded the sailor�s of their own fears.
�Keep that mongrel quiet!� one of the sailors demanded. �Shut him up, or we will!� The outburst brought angry mutters from the other seamen, pouring back into their veins the murderous determination Visscher had hoped to quell.
�You have more important things to worry about,� Seeckt�s calm tones intruded upon the scene. The agent stood beside the rail, gesturing with his gloved hand at the roiling fog which now surrounded the ship. Every man gasped in fright as he saw the weird green lights flashing through the mist, bobbing and weaving across the marsh. Whispers of daemons and spectres passed among the crew.
A final shriek rose from Gustav, accompanied by the sound of snapping chains. Laughing maniacally, the lunatic lunged across the deck, his broken chains dangling from wrists and ankles. Visscher tried to intercept the madman, but the cunning of insanity gripped Gustav�s crazed mind. Whirling about when he saw the riverwarden, Gustav dove for the portside rail. He leaped onto the rail, perched upon it for a moment, insane laughter shuddering through his body. Then, the moment passed and the madman lost his balance. He hurtled overboard, vanishing into the grey fog with a splash and the rattle of his broken chains.
Visscher reached the rail just after Gustav�s fell. The riverwarden�s eyes scoured the fog, trying to find any trace of the madman. Having taken it upon himself to protect Gustav from the sailors, he felt a sense of guilt that he had failed to protect the lunatic from his own madness.
Visscher was still staring into the fog when he felt Seeckt�s gloved hand close about his shoulder. The agent�s face was hidden behind the weird leather mask, his eyes just visible behind the tinted lenses. Seeckt pointed to the riverwarden�s own mask, motioning for Visscher to put it on. �Like I told them,� the agent said, his voice distorted and muffled by the mask, �we have bigger problems to worry about.�
The riverwarden glanced across the Shakerlo�s deck. The crew and officers had donned their own masks and were huddled close against the sides, watching the green lights moving through the fog. Every man clutched a weapon in his hand, his body tensed for action. There were no more frightened whispers. The dread clinging to every man�s heart had silenced talk of daemons and ghosts.
�Keep a careful watch,� Seeckt told Visscher. �The attack will come soon. When it does, drop to the deck and play dead. You�ll know when to stop playing.�
Visscher gripped Seeckt�s arm. �Attacked? By who?�
A sardonic chuckle rose from Seeckt�s mask. �Marsh daemons, of course.� He turned away, pacing across to the forecastle to issue final orders to the captain.
Visscher wondered what Seeckt�s plans were. Again, the riverwarden felt suspicion twisting his gut. Seeckt had been just a bit too assured that the ship would be attacked, yet even at this late hour he preferred to play coy regarding the nature of the menace threatening them. And what possible sense could there be in playing dead when these unknown enemies attacked?
Visscher set aside his questions when he heard something crash against the deck not three feet from where he stood. Through the lenses of his mask, he could see little fragments of what looked like glass scattered about the deck, a mist of vapour rising from the shards. He turned his head as he heard the sound of more glass breaking somewhere towards the stern. Again, he could see shards and smoky vapour.
The riverwarden couldn�t begin to guess the kind of weapon that had been set loose against the Shakerlo, but he knew enough to recognize it as a weapon. Clearly, Seeckt had anticipated just this sort of thing, issuing the weird masks to protect the crew from the undoubtedly poisonous vapour. Recognizing that much of the agent�s plan, Visscher thought he could guess the rest. Slowly, he dropped to the deck, stretching himself out in what he hoped was a convincingly dead attitude. He kept his hand closed about the hilt of his sword.
Once their attackers were satisfied their poison had done its work, they would board the ship in search of plunder. But this time the murderous pirates would be due for a surprise. Any fear of ghosts and spectres was gone now. Only something mortal would hurl glass globes filled with poison gas to kill an enemy. There was nothing supernatural about the fiends who had been preying upon the river trade.
Visscher was quite eager now to meet Seeckt�s marsh daemons.
Lying upon the deck, Visscher trained his senses upon the sounds around him. He could hear the creaking of the Shakerlo as she drifted through the water. He could hear the crackle of glass breaking as more globes crashed down upon the ship. Slowly these sounds abated, replaced by the splash of oars cutting water. Boats, many of them from the sound, were closing upon the Shakerlo. Visscher felt the tremor of the boats as they bumped against the ship�s hull. He smiled as he heard the scratch of grapples being thrown over the ship�s rail.
The scratch of the grapples was soon followed by the sound of feet scrabbling against the hull, the mutter of muffled voices whispering to each other. There was an unpleasant quality about those voices, unpleasant enough to make the riverwarden�s skin crawl. Despite the risk, he had to see what sort of men these pirates were. Visscher rolled his head against his arm, turning his eyes towards starboard.
What he saw brought every childhood story of fog devils and marsh daemons roaring back through his mind. The things crawling over the rail weren�t men at all, but were creatures straight out of hag-haunted nightmare! The flabby green skin, the single glowing eye, the floppy snout dripping down from the bloated face
how many times had he heard the old folk of the Wasteland warn against these horrors, these malignant denizens of mist and shadow!
The daemons dropped down onto the deck, their cyclopean eyes shining across the ship as they looked over the Shakerlo. Smothered laughter wheezed from their grotesque faces, laughter that made Gustav�s ravings seem beatific. More and more of the monsters climbed the rails until there were nearly two-score of the fiends prowling about the deck. Visscher could see the amphibian horrors shuffling towards the forecastle, their flabby paws closing about ugly bludgeons and rusty swords.
As the daemons approached the forecastle, they passed Seeckt�s prone body. The cyclopean monsters paid the seemingly dead agent scant notice. It was the last mistake they would ever make.
Seeckt�s lean body jolted upwards, a dagger clenched in each of his gloved hands. He drove one of the blades into the slimy throat of one of the daemons, slashing the other across the belly of its nearest comrade. Both of the monsters reeled back, black blood jetting from their wounds. The daemon with the transfixed throat crumpled without a sound, crashing to the deck, its body twitching, long tail drumming against the planks. The other daemon gave voice to a shriek and fell to its knees, its flabby claws pawing at its ghastly injury.
Seeckt threw the bloodied dagger full into the face of a third daemon, piercing one of its black nostrils. The fiend dropped to the deck, dead even before Seeckt drew his sword and slashed it across the monster�s neck.
The Shakerlo�s crew lunged into action at that moment. Seeckt had told them to wait for the right moment � the moment when the enemy was aboard and battle was joined. The sailors, emboldened by Seeckt�s violent display, attacked the fiends with a ferocity born of shame and outrage. To a man they had really believed these creatures to be some supernatural horror of the swamp. But Seeckt had shown them that these were no daemons, only mortal beasts that could bleed and die.
Visscher sprang onto his feet, tackling the monster closest to him. The cyclopean beats crashed onto its back, kicking and flailing at the riverwarden. The thing�s slimy skin made it as slippery as an eel, but Visscher clung to its shoulder and drove the point of his sword full into the creature�s glowing eye. The eye exploded in a burst of gas and glass, glowing vapour sizzling across the monster�s slimy face.
The riverwarden stared in amazement at burning wreckage of the fiend�s head. His wonder increased when the creature�s struggles became even more intense and its flabby paw slammed into his face, jolting him backwards. The creature kicked at him with both legs, driving him away, but before it escaped completely, Visscher saw beady eyes glaring at him from the black depths of the fiend�s nostrils.
As soon as it was clear of the riverwarden, the monster lifted its claws to its face and tore its own head off. The ruined, smoking husk of the cyclopean daemon fell to the deck. In its place, rising from the slimy shoulders, was an even more hideous countenance: the snarling muzzle of an enormous rat!
Visscher stared at the transformed monster, shocked, gripped with disbelief. The marsh daemons had faded back into the land of legend, but in their stead had come a creature just as fantastic, the verminous underfolk!
The ratman snapped its long fangs at the stupefied riverwarden, then lunged at him. Before the creature�s fangs could sink themselves into Visscher�s throat, a sword flashed between monster and prey. The slimy flesh of the monster was split open, exposing the furry body hidden inside. Black blood bubbled from a mortal wound and the ratman crashed to the deck, coughing and spitting as it tried to crawl away.
Seeckt stabbed the point of his bloodied blade into the ratman�s neck, then wiped the sword clean with a scrap of sailcloth. The agent turned away from the dead monster, directing a reproving look at Visscher.
�Don�t worry about what they are,� he told the riverwarden. �Just kill them.�
The battle was swift and brutal. By its finish, no less than thirty of the ratmen were dead, strewn about the decks in their ghoulish disguises. Four of the ship�s crew had fallen to the monsters. Surprise had thrown the ratmen into complete confusion, but Visscher thought the gods deserved some credit for delivering such a lop-sided victory.
The ship�s crew kept to the forecastle, watching the fog for any sign of more enemies. They hadn�t been pleased with Seeckt�s insistence that the bodies of the monsters be left on deck and even less happy with his demand that the Shakerlo remain at anchor. Only the threat of the burghers kept the men from throwing Seeckt and the monsters over board. Seamen all, they knew how far the enmity of the burghers could reach.
Visscher descended from the forecastle. There were enough eyes watching the fog. He was more interested in watching what Seeckt was doing. The agent was prowling among the dead ratmen, giving each a cursory examination before moving on to the next. There was something methodical about the way Seeckt was operating, and Visscher wanted to know the purpose behind it all.
�They�re not beastmen, are they?� Visscher challenged Seeckt.
The agent looked up from one of the bodies, a cold smile on his gaunt face. �Are you calling me a liar?�
Visscher nodded his head and gestured with his thumb at the forecastle. �They don�t believe you either. We�ve all heard the stories. These things are underfolk.�
�And does it make you happy to know the skaven exist?� Seeckt�s voice dropped into a bitter chuckle. �Better to hold onto whatever lies you are told. You�ll sleep better.� He stooped down over another of the ratmen, pulling away one of the flabby paws and exposing a furry hand.
�They died easy enough,� Visscher said, shrugging his shoulders. �If men knew how easily these things died
�
Seeckt reached down and lifted a fold of the slimy green costume the skaven wore. �They were lumbered down by their vestments,� Seeckt explained. �Unencumbered, a skaven is faster than any man. By the time you can think to stick your sword in its heart, it has its claws in your belly.�
�Then why did they take such a risk? Why make themselves vulnerable just to make us think marsh daemons were taking the ships?�
Seeckt tugged at the slimy skin, opening it along one of its seams. Visscher could see now that the flabby flesh was a sort of coat, with matching gloves, boots and pants. �Protection,� the agent stated. �Not against us, because we should have already been dead, but against the poison gas they were using.� He stared out at the fog. �Somewhere out on the marsh, if we cared to look, I think we might find some sort of mortar or catapult.�
�The glass globes!� Visscher exclaimed.
Seeckt pointed to one of the spots where a globe had crashed. The planking was burned and pitted where the glass had shattered. �Without our masks, we should have all been dead before they came near the ship.� Seeckt stood suddenly, marching across the deck to one of the dead ratmen. He reached down and pulled the cyclopean head from the skaven�s shoulders. �Here is your marsh daemon,� he said. �Nothing but a mask to protect them from their own gas. The glowing eye nothing more than a lantern to help them see their way through the fog. With their snouts locked away inside their masks, they�d be unable to pick their way by scent, so they�d need to keep their vision keen.�
�But they look just like the old stories,� Visscher objected. �The ones about the marsh daemons.�
Seeckt turned away, pacing to the rear of the body. Using one of his daggers, he cut away at the flabby tail, revealing it to be a leathery sheath covering a long naked tail. �I grant that to be more than coincidence,� he said. Reaching to his belt, Seeckt withdrew a little bottle. �Their leader must know quite a bit about men, enough to exploit the old legends to conceal his raiders. Just in case somebody like Gustav got away.� Casually, the agent opened the bottle, upending it and spilling it across the exposed tail.
�Clumsy!� Seeckt cursed. �I�ll have to go down to my cabin and get more.� Rising, the agent motioned Visscher to follow him. When the riverwarden was close enough, he whispered to him, �Keep watching our �dead� friend over there. Don�t stop him, just watch.�
In a louder voice, Seeckt called out to the crew, telling them that he was done with the bodies. He advised soaking them in lamp oil and burning them on shore.
No sooner were the words out of Seeckt�s mouth than the ratman he had been examining leaped to its feet and scurried across the deck. Like the Shakerlo�s crew, the skaven had been playing dead, biding its time until the opportune time to escape. Seeckt�s decision to burn the dead monsters instead of simply casting them overboard had forced the ratman into action. Before any of the crew could do more than curse at it, the skaven was across the deck and leaping over the side.
Visscher rushed after it, feeling stupid for letting the creature escape, whatever Seeckt�s orders had been. The agent was more pragmatic. Calmly, he pointed to a glowing line of splotches that stained the deck.
�I�m afraid our friend has some paint on his tail,� Seeckt announced. �It should be easy for me to follow him back to his lair.�
�You mean easy for us,� Visscher corrected him. �It�s the job of the riverwardens to put an end to this piracy, whoever or whatever is behind it.�
Seeckt stared hard at Visscher. �This won�t be like rousting ship wreckers or bullying smugglers.�
�I�m going to see this through,� Visscher said, his tone brooking no objection.
Seeckt relented with a sigh. �On your head then,� he said. Turning, he called out to the captain. �Keep the Shakerlo here until the fog burns off. If we�re not back by then, I leave you to your own judgement.�
So saying, the two men lowered themselves over the side. On the marshy shore, a little trail of glowing splotches beckoned them.
To the two men, the trail seemed almost without end. The little splotches of glowing paint meandered through the muck and mire of the marshes. Fog clung to the soggy earth, the grey mists so thick that Visscher thought they would need a knife to cut their way through. Sucking mud and black pools of stagnant water threatened them on every side, waiting to punish the men for the slightest misstep and drag them down into a nameless grave.
Quicksand and deadfalls weren�t the only fears preying upon Visscher�s mind. All the haunts and bogies of his childhood were lurking beyond the grey veil, the drowned corpses that lived again, the wailing swamp witches who could suck out a man�s soul with a kiss, the cyclopean marsh daemons who carried their victims into the mist � never to be seen again.
To these, Visscher now added another fairytale horror, a horror all the more terrible for its awful reality. The skaven, the underfolk of nursery rhyme and nightmare. Seeckt hoped to follow the ratman he had marked back to the thing�s lair, but how many more of the verminous creatures might even now be prowling the marsh looking for them?
The riverwarden tightened his hold upon his sword. He envied Seeckt�s cool implacable self-assurance. The agent hurried through the marsh, leaping from one splotch of paint to the next, never hesitating, never questioning. He was like a hound chasing down game, his mind utterly fixated upon the hunt.
Visscher hoped that Seeckt�s confidence was justified.
�There,� the agent suddenly hissed, his voice low and cautious. He pointed a gloved finger at a great jumble of mossy stones. The broken megaliths might once have formed some mighty castle or temple, but if they had, it had been long before the advent of man. There was a sense of hoary antiquity about the eroded, crumbling plinths that evoked a feeling of disquiet, an impression that the eye gazed upon something lost which had been better to remain forgotten.
�Just the sort of place for monsters, is it not?� Seeckt asked, indicating the line of glowing splotches. The trail led into the jumble of rocks, vanishing beneath one of the windswept stones.
�If that�s their lair, we should go back and get help,� Visscher suggested, fighting down the urge to simply turn and run. �There�s no telling how many of the vermin are down there.�
�That is why we need to see for ourselves,� Seeckt said. �We need to know how many of them there are. There could be more than the Shakerlo can handle.�
It was sound reasoning, but that didn�t make it any easier for Visscher to accept. He hesitated when Seeckt began stealing towards the mound of stones, tempted to leave the arrogant envoy to his fate. Then he closed his eyes and saw again the loathsome creatures they had battled on the Shakerlo. Grimly, the riverwarden trotted after Seeckt. No man could abandon another to such vile monsters and still call himself a man.
�The swamp stink should help mask our scent,� Seeckt advised Visscher as they approached the stones. �The fog will hide us from their eyes, but be careful about making any noise. The ears of a skaven are much sharper than ours.�
Staring down into the black gap beneath the stone, Visscher wasn�t reassured by Seeckt�s warning. The hole drove under the megalith at a slant, making the prospect of crawling down into it even more repugnant. A menagerie of odours drifted up from the cavity, a mixture of fur and filth, old bones and rotten meat and another, still more noxious smell that made Visscher�s nose burn. He reached down for his mask, intending to replace it over his face and block out the smell.
It was at that moment that the attack came. The attention of both men fixed upon the hole, Visscher further discomfited as he fumbled with his mask, the ambush caught them at their most unguarded. A dozen furry shapes sprang at them from the fog, leaping down from the mossy stones, pouncing from covered pits, scurrying from behind jumbles of rock. The two men were smashed to the muddy ground beneath a fury of snapping fangs and flashing claws. Scrawny paws ripped the swords from their hands, one of the monsters chittering with sadistic humour as it pulled the mask from Visscher�s grip. The ratman capered about proudly with his prize, then darted down into the hole when a larger skaven moved to take it from him.
The big skaven snarled in frustration, his black fur bristling as he glared after the vanished thief. He gnashed his fangs, then gestured at the two humans pinned to the ground. A stream of sharp squeaks and hisses rushed past the ratman�s fangs, the spit-speak language of the underfolk. Sullenly, the other ratmen responded to the black-fur�s commands. Visscher and Seeckt were roughly forced to their feet, prodded and kicked until they preceded their inhuman captors into the slimy murk beneath the toppled megalith.
How long the two men spent in the winding network of muddy tunnels and passageways, neither of them could say. At every step, the slanted floor seemed to drop away, causing them to stumble and slip in the slime that coated the floor. Their difficulties brought chitters of malignant mirth from their captors, who only kicked and clawed them with increased brutality each time the men fell.
There was no sense of organization or pattern to the tunnels. Occasionally a weird green lantern would appear, bolted to the stone ceiling overhead. The sickly green light did little to illuminate the darkness, but seemed to give the skaven a measure of comfort whenever they drew close. Visscher was reminded of the glowing lamps the Shakerlo�s attackers had worn and which he had mistaken for the eye of a marsh daemon. Recalling the caustic aftermath of breaking one of the lamps, Visscher wondered if the lanterns might not lend themselves to similar purpose.
After what seemed an eternity to the two men, the maze of winding tunnels opened into a vast hall-like cavern. Dozens of green lanterns illuminated the hall, casting weird shadows across the heaps of mud and splintered rock strewn about. Crates and boxes were piled throughout the chamber, the plunder from the ships the ratmen had been hijacking.
To one side of the cavern, where the stone ceiling was at its lowest, a jumble of rock was flanked by a nest of tattered flags and filthy banners, each of them bearing a three-clawed symbol picked out in yellow thread.
While there were skaven scurrying throughout the cavern, the largest congregation of them was around the pile of rock. The creatures sported a wild disarray of garments, from slick coveralls such as a smith might wear to spiked suits of armour. Several of the ratmen wore the same leathery green vestments as the Shakerlo�s attackers. A few of the monsters had massive harnesses strapped to their backs, an array of weird and menacing devices curling outward from the boxy frames.
All of the skaven faced towards a miserable figure who stood alone at the base of the rock pile. The protective green cloak and gauntlets had been stripped from the wretched ratman, but the phosphorescent paint clinging to its tail left no doubt as to its identity. The skaven�s naked body was torn and mangled, its fur bloodied from dozens of cuts and bites. It grovelled before the rock pile, pressing its snout into the mud and whining in a continuous stream of squeaks.
The monster perched atop the rock pile glowered down at the wretch, unmoved by its pleas. Taller than the other skaven, his lean body cloaked in a flowing robe of yellow silk, its edges marked with black symbols that seemed to squirm and writhe as the eye fell upon them. A belt of skin circled the skaven�s waist, a motley array of strange implements hanging from the many hooks fixed to the belt. Dark grey fur, mottled with specks of brown, clothed the creature�s body, fading into pure white at his throat. The eyes that glared down at the snivelling wretch lent a final aspect of horror to the skaven�s countenance, for they were of a weird, almost spectral green, gleaming with the pitiless malignance of an inhuman intelligence.
�Gnawlitch Shun!� The frightened whisper escaped Seeckt�s lips, giving name to the horror lording over this nest of monsters. The agent�s outburst brought angry squeaks from their captors, the black-furred bully raking his claws across Seeckt�s cheek. The ratman laughed as he licked the human�s blood from his paw.
Visscher�s mind raced. How was it possible that Seeckt knew this monster by sight? Exactly how much did the agent know about these underfolk?
There was no time for questions. A commotion had erupted at the base of the rock pile. Even as the ratkin with the painted tail was being dragged away, a spindly crook-backed skaven scurried out from the pack. He chittered happily at his enthroned lord, brandishing Visscher�s stolen mask with the flourish of a conquering hero.
Gnawlitch Shun silenced the capering ratman�s antics with an angry snarl. He raised his head, his nose twitching as he sniffed the air. The merciless green eyes turned, glaring directly at the mouth of the tunnel, fixing on the two human prisoners. The mask was proof that the men knew something about what the skaven had been doing and had come prepared.
�So-so, no one followed your tail-trail,� Gnawlitch Shun snarled in Reikspiel. His eyes still fixed upon the two humans, the ratman lifted his hand and snapped his claws.
A heavily-built skaven, his brown fur singed and scarred, lumbered out from among the pack. His bulk was curled under a massive metal drum, his face locked inside a bronze helmet. A monstrous, nozzle-like device was strapped about his left arm, a riot of wires and hoses streaming away to converge upon the tank tied to the ratkin�s back. The skaven turned a dial set into the side of the contraption, causing it to shudder into life with a grinding growl and a spurt of smoke.
The other skaven backed away as the menacing war-rat answered his master�s call. The captive ratman was unceremoniously shoved forwards into the space before the rock pile. For an instant, the unfortunate creature was frozen with uncertainty and terror. His head snapped from side to side in a frantic effort to find the safest route of retreat. On all fronts a mass of snarling skaven stood against his escape. Too craven to leap into any danger, the ratman remained gripped by indecision.
The war-rat pointed his left arm at the doomed skaven. Pulling back on a lever, he loosed the awful power of his weapon. Steam vented from the nozzle, sickly green light erupting from the barrel of the cannon and sizzling across the space between killer and victim. The wretch shrieked as the fur was flayed from his battered body, the murderous green light searing through skin and flesh, annihilating almost instantaneously everything down the very bone. It was a smouldering skeleton that crashed to the ground, its feet and hands and painted tail rendered still more hideous for their wholesome state. When death had struck, those parts had been outside the disintegrating green light.
�Let that illustrate � Gnawlitch Shun is master of death,� the robed warlock hissed at the humans. He pointed a long claw at the two men. �You will die-suffer when it amuses me and curse the ingenuity that led you here.�
Visscher felt his veins turn to ice as the skaven lord uttered his threat. The horrible way in which this monster had disposed of one of his own followers was a graphic demonstration of the fiend�s merciless mind. How much worse would the ratman treat with captives of another race?
Seeckt fell onto his knees in an attitude of terror and submission. The skaven around the two men laughed at his grovelling, snickering among themselves. The black-furred brute swatted the back of Seeckt�s head with his paw, glaring at him with undisguised contempt.
Doomed as they certainly were, Visscher felt a surge of fury rush through him. They were going to die, but at least they could die on their feet like men, not snivelling in the muck at the feet of vermin! The riverwarden surged forwards, seizing the black-fur by the shoulder, spinning the skaven around and smashing his fist into the creature�s nose. The black-fur yelped in pain, doubling over as he clapped both paws against his snout, leaving himself defenceless against the boot Visscher drove into the monster�s groin.
The moment his tormentor yelped in pain, Seeckt was on his feet, his voice lifted in a fierce shout. �Gnawlitch Shun!� the agent yelled at the fiend on the rocks. �The Seerlord sends you the Twelfth Atonement!�
Seeckt�s balled fist flashed forwards, flinging something at the rock pile. Gnawlitch Shun�s tall frame wilted into a cowering ball, his arms raised protectively across his face. It took the warlock a moment to recover from the surprise of Seeckt�s sudden attack, and another to appreciate that whatever havoc the human had intended, the Grand Warlock of Clan Skryre was unharmed.
Gnawlitch Shun jabbed his claw at his attacker. �Kill the man-things!� he raged, sending the skaven gathered about the cavern scurrying towards the tunnel. The skaven around Visscher and Seeckt drew their blades, eager to carry out their master�s command. �Kill the traitor-meat!� Gnawlitch Shun�s voice screeched.
In his fury, the Grand Warlock continued to shriek in Reikspiel rather than the squeak-spit of the skaven tongue, but the meaning of �traitor-meat� wasn�t lost upon the ratmen surrounding Visscher and Seeckt. The agent had brought some weapon into the cavern in an attempt to kill the warlock. That was only possible if his captors had allowed it. To the skaven mind, every mistake was evidence of treacherous plotting and scheming.
The marked skaven squealed in fright and began scurrying down the tunnel, fleeing for their lives back into the maze of slimy passages. Visscher stared after them for a moment, before Seeckt grabbed his shoulder and urged him to follow the retreating ratmen.
�Run!� the agent ordered. �If we follow them we might have a chance of reaching the surface!�
As though to emphasize Seeckt�s words, a motley barrage of missiles crashed around the two men � bullets fired from long muskets by wiry ratmen, bolts of electricity thrown from the weird armatures of the warlock-engineers, sheets of green flame billowing from the mouths of ghoulish fire-projectors. A squeal of mortal agony rang out as the two men made their dash down the tunnel. Visscher looked back to see the black-furred skaven he had struck being disintegrated by the green ray. The bronze-helmeted war-rat glared after the two men, scurrying in pursuit with hideous speed.
Visscher was thankful for the darkness of the tunnels, feeling a sense of security in the all-encompassing blackness. Away from the lights of Gnawlitch Shun�s cavern, the riverwarden felt there was a real chance they might escape the inhuman monsters chasing them. Without realising it, he allowed his pace to slacken.
�Keep running,� Seeckt snapped at Visscher. �Just because they can�t see us doesn�t mean they can�t find us! I told you, a skaven follows his nose more than his eyes. They�ll have no problem following our scent down here!�
The reminder made Visscher�s stomach turn. Suddenly, the dark didn�t feel so safe. He clenched his fists in impotent fury. His occupation was one that fitted him to the role of hunter, tracking down smugglers and pirates. Playing the part of the hunted was new to Visscher, a novelty he found himself ill-equipped to accept.
�Back there,� the riverwarden said as he hurried to keep pace with Seeckt. �I
I really thought you�d given up.�
�I needed to gull them into letting down their guard,� Seeckt replied. �Our only chance to get out of there was to wrong foot them. Your attack on old black-fur was a perfect distraction.�
Visscher�s brow knitted with a question that had been nagging him. �Just what was that you told their leader? And what was it you threw at him?�
Seeckt�s sly smile was lost in the darkness. �I threatened him by invoking the name of one of the underfolk�s high priests.� The agent laughed. �Then I threw a rock at him!�
Visscher joined in the agent�s laughter, taking strength from the simple trick Seeckt had played upon the monstrous skaven leader. Their mirth faded after a moment, smothered by the damp darkness all about them. �Do you think we really have a chance?� the riverwarden asked.
�No,� Seeckt admitted. �But if they don�t pick up our scent, we might give them a good chase. Come on.�
The two men groped their way through the gloom, following the slimy walls of the passageway with their hands. Furtive sounds, the scurry of normal rats, the creeping hop of toads and lizards, brought sweat dripping from their brows despite the clammy chill of the tunnel. A few times they heard the spit-squeak of skaven voices in the distance. Once, Visscher was certain, he heard a plaintive cry which sounded uncannily human. It reminded him somehow of the crazed babble of Gustav Mertens.
When the green glow of a lantern appeared at the far end of the passage the men groaned in relief, a relief that they felt down to their very toes. They did not think of the sickly hue of the glow or the unpleasant vapours billowing from the lamp. After the unremitting darkness, it was enough that there was light. Without thought or fear, the two fugitives rushed headlong down the tunnel.
They were only a few yards from the lantern when they discovered their mistake. The skaven hadn�t been chasing them � they�d been waiting for them! By some infernal means, the ratkin had figured out which tunnel the humans were in and decided to lie in wait for them at the other end.
There were a half dozen of the monsters, their beady eyes gleaming in the ugly light. Foremost among them was the hideous war-rat with the bronze helmet and the warp-ray lashed to his arm. Spotting the two men, the war-rat snarled an order to his comrades, waving them forwards to seize the fugitives.
Visscher felt his stomach turn. He had seen for himself the speed these creatures could muster when they weren�t burdened with respirators and protective coverings. There was no chance at all they could outrun the unleashed rat pack.
Deliverance came from the most unexpected source. As the ratkin surged forwards to capture the men, the war-rat stepped back towards the wall. He lifted the nozzle of his weapon and drew back the lever. A blazing ribbon of green energy surged from the projector, striking down the other skaven with murderous precision. The partially disintegrated bodies crashed to the slimy floor, the dying shrieks of the ratmen echoing from the walls.
The fratricidal war-rat released the lever, cutting off the killing warp-ray once the last of his comrades was destroyed. A chitter of malicious laughter rattled through the bronze mask. The war-rat had been happy to let other skaven share the hunt, but he wasn�t going to let any of them share the rewards of victory.
The war-rat gestured with his weapon, motioning the two men to come towards him. �Gnawlitch Shun like live-take,� the skaven�s shrill voice assured them.
Seeckt glared back at the gloating vermin. �Your master�s plans are ruined,� he told the war-rat. �Run while you still have the chance.�
Again, the war-rat�s laughter wheezed through his metal mask. �Funny-squeak!� the skaven hissed. �All man-things die-suffer now!�
The war-rat raised his warp-ray projector, his paw reaching to the lever. Before he could unleash the disintegrating green light, however, something went flying past his face. The war-rat ducked aside, but the projectile wasn�t aimed at him. Its target was behind the skaven, bolted to the ceiling. The glass face of the lantern exploded as the missile struck it, spattering the ceiling with phosphorescent dust and unleashing a cloud of sizzling vapour that crashed down about the war-rat.
Shrill squeals of pain shuddered from the war-rat�s mask as the corrosive gas settled upon him. The ratman pawed frantically at his smouldering body, trying to smother the chemical fires burning his body. On his back, the engine of the warp-ray projector was likewise suffering from the caustic gas, but without the panicked paws of a skaven to diffuse the destruction. The corroded engine began to sputter and spark, then exploded in a burst of emerald light.
The war-rat was hurled down the tunnel at the two men. He landed in a mangled heap, his back evaporated by the unleashed malignance of his own weapon. Seeckt stared at the dead ratman, blinking in disbelief. Visscher strode over and kicked the vermin�s armoured head.
�That worked pretty well,� the riverwarden quipped.
�What did?� Seeckt asked.
Visscher pointed at the shattered lantern. �I threw a rock.�
Seeckt shook his head, his face going white. �That lamp was fuelled with warpstone! You might have brought the entire tunnel down about our heads!�
Visscher shrugged, trying to hide the alarm Seeckt�s words caused him. �It looked like the eye-lamp the raiders wore,� he explained. �I smashed one of those on the Shakerlo. I thought the lantern would do the same.� He gestured to the mangled body at his feet. �Lucky for us it did.�
�Lucky indeed,� Seeckt said under his breath. The agent stooped, pulling a femur from one of the skaven skeletons on the floor. Raising it overhead, he scraped some of the glowing dust onto it. The result was too feeble to properly be called a torch, but at least it provided some illumination. Visscher followed his example and was soon similarly equipped. �Hold it away from your body,� Seeckt warned. �This stuff is toxic even to them,� he said, nodding at the dead skaven. �Pray we don�t need to use them very long.�
Back in the maze of tunnels, the two men resumed their search for a way back to the surface. The eerie sounds of the slimy corridors became incessant and a foul reek, like the musk of a snake pit, began to fill the air. Slopping, glottal noises slithered through the passageways, bearing with them a nameless sensation that made skin crawl and blood curdle. Twice, Visscher stopped dead in his tracks, certain that he�d heard a human cry mixed amid the weird sounds of swamp and mire.
�I could swear I heard Mertens,� Visscher told Seeckt.
The agent stopped, cocking his head to one side, straining to pick out the noise from the cloying darkness. �If he didn�t drown, the skaven might have captured him,� Seeckt mused. He grimaced and directed a hard stare at Visscher. �Even if they have, there�s nothing we can do for the poor madman.�
�It makes me sick to leave any man in the hands of such monsters,� Visscher shuddered.
�We have to save our own skins,� Seeckt told him. �Get back to the Shakerlo
and let them know about Gnawlitch Shun.�
Visscher bowed to the sense of Seeckt�s decision, even as he felt his heart blacken with guilt. There was little enough hope of their own escape, they�d throw the small chance they had away if they lingered trying to find Gustav. He could only pray to Manann that the lunatic�s death would be quick.
The two men resumed their prowl through the muddy darkness. The musky stink in the air grew more intense, almost bringing tears to their eyes. Despite the discomfort, Visscher was grateful for the foul smell. With that filth choking the air, there was no way the skaven would be able to track them by scent. It was a small enough advantage, but one that gave the riverwarden some hope.
That hope withered as the two men turned a corner and found themselves looking down into a vast cavern lit by glowing green lanterns and littered with crates. They had no problem recognizing the skaven lair. All their wandering through the maze of tunnels had done was to bring them back to the place they started.
Visscher clenched his fist in impotent rage, despair clutching at his very soul. Their bold escape had come to nothing!
It was Seeckt who pointed out the change that had come across the cavern. A grey mist hovered above the floor, almost concealing the furry bodies strewn about the slimy stones. There were hundreds of dead skaven littering the cavern. Visscher thought at first the mist might be some of their poison gas, that some accident had struck and annihilated the scheming rodents. Then, through a gap in the mist, he was able to get a good look at the dead ratmen. The bodies were viciously mutilated, hacked and torn in an abominable manner. What had happened here had been no accident, but a massacre.
�They�re all dead,� Visscher whispered. �How?�
Seeckt shook his head, unable to conceive an answer. He turned his gaze across the cavern, then froze. He grabbed Visscher�s shoulder, turning the him so he faced the far end of the chamber.
On the ground, mutilated as badly as any of the ratkin, was the body of Gustav Mertens. But it wasn�t the lunatic�s corpse that arrested the attention of the men. It was the thing walking off into the darkness, vanishing into a mist-choked passageway. Taller than skaven or man, its body covered in slimy green skin, its beaked head twisted into a fanged snout and great baleful eye. A single eye, shining with malefic intelligence, exuding the immortal hate of an eldritch race.
�When Gnawlitch Shun chose a legend to hide his raiders,� Seeckt whispered, �he should have made sure the legend wasn�t real.�
It took more courage than either of the men thought he possessed to descend into the mist-choked cavern, but necessity forced them to climb down from their perch and brave their fears. They tried not to look too closely at the dead skaven as they picked their way across the devastated lair.
Visscher, however, could not quite constrain his curiosity on one point. As the two men passed one of the boxes the ratmen had stolen from the missing ships, he stopped to open it. The riverwarden almost gagged at what he saw. The boxes were filled with wood shavings, but buried amongst the material were grotesque objects about the size of a human hand. They were squishy yet covered in a leathery skein that made them rough and resilient. In shape
there was a horrible resemblance to a human infant.
Visscher turned away from the box in disgust. Seeckt glowered at him.
�You shouldn�t have done that,� the agent told him.
�Handrich�s Purse!� Visscher exclaimed. �What are they?�
Seeckt�s eyes grew cold. The agent paced through the mist. �They�re skaven pups, or at least they were. They were killed at birth and then injected with certain chemicals. The brood-mothers, the creatures that birth all skaven, will eat a dead or weak pup so they can produce more milk for their healthy whelps.�
Visscher shook his head, sickened by the image Seeckt�s words evoked. �Someone hopes to



to poison
�
�The chemicals in these bodies would react with the brood-mother,� Seeckt explained. �They�d make her produce a stronger litter. Black furred skaven, strong warrior-types. Clan Scuten needs warriors. Clan Moulder agreed to help them get them, but Gnawlitch Shun decided to intercept the shipments.�
The riverwarden gawped as he heard Seeckt speak. �How



how do you
�
�How do I know all this?� Seeckt frowned and there was a trace of sadness in his eyes. �The burghers pay me well for my services, but the skaven pay me better.� Before Visscher could react, Seeckt sprang at him. While the riverwarden had been busy with the box, Seeckt had recovered a sword from one of the dead ratmen. The skaven blade slashed across Visscher�s neck. Taken by surprise, the man could only stare in uncomprehending horror as his life gushed across the slimy floor.
Seeckt turned away from the murdered man. It sat ill with him to kill a man who had saved his life, but he knew the riverwarden had to die. If not here, then when they returned to the Shakerlo. By now the skaven hidden in the ship�s hold would have finished off the crew and cleaned up the bodies of Gnawlitch Shun�s pirates. It would have been inconvenient to have Visscher tagging along when Seeckt went back to meet his employers. It was better this way.
Casting a last anxious look towards the tunnel he had seen the marsh daemon exit, Hein van Seeckt hurried towards the rock pile where Gnawlitch Shun had lorded over his minions. It was too much to hope that the Grand Warlock had shared the fate of the other skaven. A moment�s inspection proved Seeckt�s suspicions. The skaven overlord had built his perch so close to the roof of the cavern so that he could be close to a hidden bolthole.
Seeckt felt a certain irony employing his enemy�s escape route. He was certain that little detail would bring an amused titter from Seerlord Tisqueek when he reported to him.
One day, the teeming hordes of skavendom would sweep away the Empire. When that happened, Seeckt intended to have enough gold to live quite handsomely someplace far away.



        
            
                
            
        

    
Mountain Eater



Andy Smillie
 
The beast emerged into the light and screamed. It was an ugly thing, a creature meant for dark places, for the deep earth, not the radiance of the sun. It screwed its eyes shut, smothering them with malformed claws and fracturing a bone in its left cheek in a vain attempt to kill the pain. Still the world was too bright. Cowed, it stumbled back into the caves where it had spent its miserable life. The soothing darkness returned and it uncovered its face. Crouching, it watched the wind whip icy wash past the threshold of the cave. The baleful sun reflected off the white landscape.
The beast turned its back on the outside and looked down at the mangled ogre carcasses strewn around the cavern. Licking its lips, it remembered raking open their bloated bellies, exposing the juicy innards within. It ripped a piece of cloth off the leg of the nearest corpse and tied the blood-soaked rag tightly around its head. In utter darkness the beast settled.
With the absence of pain, the flesh hunger returned. Its heart beat faster as the beast remembered the carnage, its flesh sickly wet, rimed in the ogre�s blood, the sour tang of gnoblar flesh wedged between its teeth. Its mouth twisted into a horrible parody of a smile. The worthless creature was little more than a morsel. Biting through its tiny ribcage was easy. Its head had cracked like an egg in the beast�s mouth, hot juices flooding its palate.
The wind growled into the cave, disturbing the beast�s remembrance. It carried the same message, the one it had whispered to the gorger for days. Somewhere, up in the mountain where the ice was thick, there was more meat, more blood.
It needed only to climb.
Darhur cupped a hand over his brow, squinting as he tried to see the cave mouth. Fierce crosswinds blustered around him, tossing a deluge of gritty snow into his face. He snarled. The hunter could just make out an entrance, a dark spot at the foot of the mountain. Darhur gauged the distance. It was maybe a few hundred paces away.
�Snikkit
� Darhur growled at an ageing gnoblar struggling through the snow in the hunter�s wake. The diminutive creature immediately shrank further into the bear pelt heaped around his tiny shoulders. The ogre snarled. �Take a look.�
Snikkit opened his mouth to protest, when a muscled feline beast idled up beside him and silently bared its massive incisors.
For a sabretusk, Golg�s persuasive powers were surprisingly restrained.
�Yes boss, right away boss.� Snikkit held up his hands in a vain effort to ward off Darhur�s beast, a mixture of cold and fear turning his green skin grey.
�And take those other two with you,� Darhur gestured to Brija and Najkit. He hadn�t survived his years in exile by being reckless. Gnoblars were little good if you couldn�t use them as bait. Watching the three ease their way towards the cavern, Darhur ran his leathern hand through Golg�s coat. �Don�t you worry. You can eat �em later.�
Najkit kept his distance from the other gnoblars. If there was a gorger in the cave, he wasn�t getting eaten by it. Well, at least not before that idiot Brija. Najkit shook his head as Brija shuffled past him, mumbling gibberish as he tried to lick the snow off his knife.
Snikkit dug his hands into his pockets. Shiny things were hidden within that not even Darhur knew about. They were secrets, precious loot for Snikkit, and Snikkit alone. A pity they couldn�t carry a fire or a broth-filled cauldron. His stomach rumbled, reminding him he was hungry. Then he shivered. It was freezing too. He hated the mountains, and had been perfectly happy hunting idiot humans in the lowlands. Darhur must have angered the Great Maw when he killed Skarg Backbreaker and earned banishment from the tribe. Tyrant Grut Face Eater favoured his Ironguts above all, save his own bloated gut. Famously, the Tyrant had proclaimed that he would only eat one of his precious bodyguard if the cooking pots were empty and all else had been consumed. Snikkit cursed his luck, regretting the decision to throw in his lot with the hunter. A butcher�s pot would have been preferable to this slow freezing death. It irked him to be punished for Darhur�s pride. The wind rumbled around in the cave mouth and coughed back out, arresting Snikkit�s wallowing. Fishing his best shrapnel from his pocket, he loaded his favourite sling and approached the entrance. He shuffled inside, flanked by Brija and Najkit, eyes struggling to adjust after the glaring white of the outside.
�Watcha sees?� Najkit whispered.
�Nuffin yet.� Snikkit kept his eyes fixed on the gloom in front of him. Slowly, the features of the cave resolved through the darkness. Stalagmites colonised the ceiling, several larger ones protruding like talons above his head. The cavern walls were pitted and irregular, as though hewn from the rock of the mountain by giant fists. Snikkit trembled as he thought about the mighty storm giants that once roamed these benighted crags. He took a cautious few steps forwards
the gnoblar let out a grunt of pain as his head struck the ground.
He�d slipped on something.
�You alive?� Not waiting for a reply, Najkit threw his knife in Snikkit�s direction.
�Wotch it!� The grubby blade missed Snikkit�s scalp by inches and clattered next to him. �Sumthin� on the floor.� He sat up, rubbing his head and a small cut above his eye, which had already frozen closed. Snikkit ran his palm over the ground where he�d lost his footing. Peering through the darkness, he saw why. He followed the glint of the blood-ice to a pile of mangled bodies. He was already getting to his feet, backing away from the slaughter.
Ogres. Dead ogres. Lots of them.
�We shud get da boss.� Snikkit turned to Brija. He had no desire to be back out in the wind and urged the idiot to go instead. �I keep watch.�
Brija though, took no notice, engrossed in trying to prise a knife off his tongue.
Snikkit hoped he�d cut it off, at least then they�d have something to eat.
�I go.� Najkit was a particularly selfish creature, not given to helping anything or anyone but himself. Survival dictated leaving the warmth of the cave, one that a gorger had only recently made into its lair. Even if the monster was gone, there was bound to be more of them lurking somewhere nearby drawn to the smell of blood, and Najkit wasn�t about to be next on the menu.
The torch flickered in the darkness, casting strange shadows on the walls. Monstrous shapes appeared in the half light: the mastodon of Kruk�s Peak, Gutslaab the slave giant and the winged fiend of Harrowing Crags. Darhur had killed them all and devoured their strength. He held the torch aloft, relishing the warmth of its flames as he followed Najkit further into the cavern.
�Hurry up,� Darhur snarled, kicking Najkit in the back to make his point, �or it�s somethin� sharper than my boot next time.�
Najkit muttered a curse under his breath, thinking about all the soft places he could stab Darhur with his knife when next the ogre hunter slept, and headed to where he�d left Snikkit and Brija. Unless, he thought, the gorger had returned and
 
Najkit smiled. If the beast was feasting, Darhur could sneak up and kill it. He could rummage through what was left, the sinew and the grease, for Snikkit�s lovely coat. Just imagining this grim turn of events made Najkit feel warmer. But then again, what if
 
Picking up the pace, the gnoblar drew his knife and prayed the others were already food.
�Boss, boss. Over �ere,� Snikkit waved Darhur over and let out a sigh of relief. The ogre was a welcome sight. Snikkit was mostly sure that whatever dangers lurked in the mountains, Darhur would kill them before they could eat him.
Darhur ignored the creature and swung the torch low over three ogre corpses. The bodies were dumped one on top of the other, the way Darhur discarded the legs of cave pheasant when he�d picked clean the meat. They�d been dead a good while but the cold had slowed decomposition. A deep incision to their abdomens had killed them. Darhur bared his teeth in anger. The beast had savaged then bled them � they had all died in pain. The bodies were top heavy, their guts and thighs devoid of meat while the tougher gristle around their shoulders and arms had been left almost untouched. A blood trail ran further back into the cavern. There was no spatter on the walls and none of the damage to the stalagmites above that he�d have expected from a fight. The ogres hadn�t died here.
The hunter turned over the remains with his foot, stopping when he saw a cracked gut plate. It was badly mangled and studded with claw and teeth marks but the glyph was unmistakable � Wallcrusher Tribe. Darhur shivered, though not from cold, only too aware that he�d suffer the same fate should he fail to slay the beast. Grut Face Eater had no sympathy for weaklings who let a dirty gorger eat them. He�d sent Darhur after the gorger because it�d eaten something else, something that did matter. Darhur sifted more carefully through the viscera and was rewarded with a small fragment of green rock. It belonged to Grut�s personal gnoblar, Sneejit. The tyrant thought it turned Sneejit into some sort of lucky charm. Darhur thought it made the irritating little creature more so. He was almost sorry he was going to have to kill this beast.
�Golg.� Darhur bent down and picked up a handful of ragged cloth, holding it out for the sabretusk.
Golg padded over to the hunter. Burying its snout in the bloodied rags, it took a long sniff, filling its nostrils with the stench of sweat, piss and blood. Its heart quickened at the familiar scents. Sneering as it caught the faintest tang of unwashed gnoblar, Golg turned to Snikkit and growled.
�Eh, boss
� Panicked, Snikkit hid behind Brija. The idiot gnoblar was blissfully unaware of the drooling sabretusk, fretting at his flayed tongue. Excising the knife had cost him at least one layer of flesh.
�Not now.� Darhur cuffed Golg on the back of the head. Stooping, he pulled a large bone from the half-eaten feast. The hunter turned the femur over in his hand. It had been picked clean, scoured by a tongue so coarse that it had been left unnaturally smooth. Darhur grunted and tossed the bone to Golg. Catching it in his powerful jaws, the sabretusk devoured it, crunching and swallowing without pause.
Darhur snarled. His muscles bunched in anticipation of the fight to come. �Find the gorger.�
Weakness was not something Darhur was accustomed too. But this was a foe he could neither crush with a hammer nor skewer with a spear. It was the mountain. It was the earth, and the peaks of endless ice. He braced himself against a large boulder, drawing reassurance from its solidity. This high up, the air was whisker thin. Every breath came quick and shallow, his lungs struggling to feed oxygen to his massive frame. Darhur regarded the mountain. It soared past the limits of his vision, stabbing into the lifeless grey of the sky and disappearing into ugly cloud. He hoped the gorger hadn�t climbed much farther. Darhur had crested Gut Spire, the highest peak roamed by none but the thickest skinned mammoths. Not even the cantankerous mountain carrion circled overhead, their nests confined to lower aeries. Darhur wondered what could have driven the beast onwards into the unknown mists. Even layered in thick hides and pelts, the hunter�s skin was cracked and raw. A dozen times during the ascent, he�d been forced to stop and beat blood back into his aching muscles. He was amazed that the naked gorger, wiry and without a hardy gut, had not simply died from exposure. Truly, it was a resilient beast and worthy of his hammer. Golg growled from up ahead, urging his master to continue.
Darhur summoned the strength to bark at his companion, �Take us the right way this time.�
More than once he�d followed the sabretusk to a dead end, the gorger�s trail suddenly swallowed up by the wind and snow. The beast was seemingly a wraith, a figment of Darhur�s fevered imagination given form and allowed to wander the frozen passes of the desolate upper peaks. Even doubling back, they�d found it almost impossible to get their bearings again, as though the mountain itself was trying to waylay them. Passages that had been open were suddenly closed, crags had become denser and caves disappeared only to re-emerge elsewhere.
Darhur knew such things were impossible. Mountains were like the ogre tribes, permanent and unchanging except in the face of cast-iron might. The hunter crushed his suspicions, disregarding them as inane fantasies of his cold-numbed mind. Pulling the pelt tighter around his shoulders, he pushed his feet onwards through the thickening snow. The wind picked up, its blustering howl joined by the faint rumble of thunder from farther up the mountain. Darhur could barely see the ground beneath him anymore. One wrong step and he�d plummet over the edge into ignominious death and oblivion. A jag of lightning tore across the sky, opening a great wound that speared freezing hail down onto the hunter. Chunks of ice the size of fists battered his weary body.
�Maw!� Darhur cried out in defiance. A shard bit into his arm as he tried to shield his face from the sudden storm. Another cut his forehead, but the blood was like ice. It hammered into his broad back. It slashed his cheek and he roared, but the elements could not be silenced by his anger. It was as if the very mountain wanted to deny him his prey.
Numb with fatigue, Darhur�s legs gave out. Crawling on all fours, he eked out a few more feet before grinding to a halt. His resolve broken, the hunter lay in the snow, letting the relentless storm batter him. Slowly, he was swathed in a film of white, invisible against the winter landscape. He should have been angry, furious that he would die in frozen shame, but the fire in his belly had cooled with the long climb. The mountain had defeated him after all.
Pain stabbed through Darhur�s shoulder, stirring him from his sorrow. Then he was moving, jerking over the rough ground. Something was dragging him. The hunter�s instincts kicked in in an instant, his mind conjuring images of the fell beast that sought to haul him to its lair and make a meal of his flesh. Fumbling for his hammer, Darhur struggled to see beyond the snow that cascaded over his face. Straining, he glimpsed Golg. The sabretusk�s jaws were clamped around his shoulder. Wincing, Darhur swung his arm up and slapped an open palm against the sabretusk�s head. Growling, the beast let him go. The hunter got to his feet, swearing that he would wring the upstart feline�s neck. Withdrawing, Golg dropped onto his rear legs and waited until the ogre was almost within arm�s reach before skulking behind a bowed rock that concealed the path ahead. Darhur growled in annoyance, rolled his shoulder loose and strode after the impudent beast.
The hunter emerged onto a ledge that had been obscured from view. Thrashing winds tested his balance as he advanced to find Golg waiting for him in the lee of a cave. He let out a rasping laugh as he staggered into the cavern and slumped to the floor. Pulling his legs in against his chest, the hunter fought to rid the chill from his bones, massaging blood back into his arms. Golg dropped down next to him, bowing his head. Darhur considered striking the beast for its insolence but instead moved closer to the sabretusk, eager to share the heat from its pelt. The three gnoblars shivered in moments later, stood almost shoulder to shoulder in a huddle. Darhur snorted. He�d forgotten about them.
�Make sure there�s nothin� back there,� Darhur snapped, the layer of frost riming his eye lids hindering his ability to see in the gloom of the cave.
Snikkit took a few cautious steps towards the back of the cavern, silently wondering how long it�d be before Darhur or Golg got hungry enough to eat him. Brija was beside him, muttering nonsense between chatters of his gnarled teeth.
�I�s watch front,� Najkit took a swig from his flask and sat down opposite Golg. He wanted to keep the sabretusk where he could see it.
Snikkit muttered a curse and turned his attention to the cave. He wasn�t afraid, just desperate to do as he was told and then get some sleep away from Brija. The ceiling was irregular, sloping down and then suddenly reaching up into the mountain. The ground was wet where the freezing cataracts from above had pooled. Snikkit sniffed the air � it was fresher than the choking grit of the blizzard, and there was something else
 
��Ere, �ere,� Brija had wandered ahead and was pointing at what looked to Snikkit like a pile of rocks.
On closer inspection, the rocks turned out to be bones. Snikkit kicked a few of them, the way he�d seen Darhur kick a body to see if it was still breathing. �Ain�t nuffin but bones �ere boss,� he called to Darhur, �Sum animal musta crawled in an� died.�
The hunter was only half listening, his exhausted body beginning to slip into the great sleep, his mind already dreaming.
In his delirium, Darhur saw Skarg, laughing as Golg lost an eye to the irongut�s upstart gnoblar. He relived the moment that his hammer had crashed through Skarg�s gutplate to pulverise his organs, his ironshod boot trampling the irongut�s head into the ice fields.
The hunter�s frostbitten lips twisted themselves into a grin.
Darhur�s joy was short lived, Tyrant Face Eater�s words of admonishment rising in his mind like a dark cloud. Thoughts of home filled the hunter�s head. He watched himself stand by his tribe�s roasting fires, the smell of fresh human wafting from the butcher�s pot, the cooking flames reflecting off the butcher�s outsized cleaver�
A shadow fell across Darhur�s face. His eyes opened to a hulking figure. It filled the mouth of the cave, a sliver of hardened ice in each clawed hand. Instinctively, Darhur drew his knife, its sickle blade deflecting a downward blow meant to sever his head. Before the attacker could strike again, Golg sprang into its chest, knocking it backwards. The hunter got to his feet, fighting to shake the malaise that had taken hold of him.
�Yhetee!�
Darhur ignored Snikkit�s yelping. He was wrong anyway. The creature was too large to be a yhetee, its hide too dark. It was a greyback, a larger and far more dangerous foe. The beast was fully a head taller than Darhur, and underneath its layer of insulating hair lay tight bunches of sinew and dextrous muscle. The greyback recovered in an instant, issuing a malevolent roar from a mouth lined with dagger teeth. It caught Golg with a backhanded blow to the head as the sabretusk pressed his attack. Scolding himself for falling asleep in the beast�s lair, Darhur unhooked the hammer from his belt and attacked. The greyback blocked the hunter�s opening swing, its blade snapping against his hammer. Moving in, Darhur slipped inside its reach and shot his forehead into its face. He felt teeth splinter as his stony brow smashed apart its jaw. Moist fur that reeked of stale blood and piss filled his face. Darhur fought down the urge to gag and shouldered the beast against the cave wall.
Snikkit tried to load his sling, but his fingers were too cold. At least he tried, he thought, retreating to the far end of the cave where Brija sat, holding his knees against his chest, head bobbing nervously. Snikkit envied Najkit, who was still lying on the floor, blissfully unaware of the mortal danger he was in. The mixture of the yhetee piss he�d been drinking and the thin air had rendered the snide gnoblar unconscious.
Together, Darhur and Golg pinned the greyback against the wall. They moved for the kill, but the creature avoided them. Leaping to the ceiling, it used its claws for purchase and swung over their heads. Dropping behind Darhur, it raked its talons down his back. The hunter let out a snarl of pain and spun around, lashing out with his hammer. The beast stepped back out of range, as Darhur had expected it to. Continuing his turn, the ogre threw the blade from his other hand. The knife cut through the air and sliced into the greyback�s chest, burying itself up to the hilt. The beast roared, blood bubbling from its mouth, and rushed towards Darhur. Brushing aside the greyback�s desperate thrashing, the hunter clamped his hand around the knife�s handle. Bellowing a curse, he lifted the beast into the air and slammed it down into the ground.
Sweating, Darhur fixed the greyback in place with his foot and pulled his knife free. �The Great Maw provides.�
The hunter began carving up his prize. The greyback was no different from the dozens of rhinox and mountain bears Darhur had slain before. Though, unlike the great mammoth whose horn adorned Darhur�s gutplate, the beast would not take a week to pare. With practiced precision he cut away the pelt and sank his teeth into an artery before the blood could run cold. Piercing the larger artery on the beast�s leg, Darhur bathed in the warm blood as it spat onto his face and thawed his features. With his bare hands, he ripped off chunks of muscle and fat, gorging himself on chunks of raw meat. Blood and viscera spilling from his mouth, Darhur ripped off an arm and tossed it to Golg. The sabretusk wasted no time in consuming the flesh and devouring the sweet marrow from within the beast�s bones.
As the sun climbed in the sky and pushed needles of light through the dense cloud, Darhur was reinvigorated. The greyback�s meat had silenced the ache in his belly and lent new strength to his limbs. He�d fashioned an extra cloak from the beast�s hide, the layer of dried blood matting the pelt acting as further insulation against the cold, and used the thick tendons to bind it firmly around his shoulders. Filled with renewed purpose, the hunter continued up the mountain.
�Maw!� Darhur roared in frustration and slammed his forehead into the mountain. Blood burst across his brow, freezing instantly as icy winds scraped across his face. He glared at the wall of rock and ice in front of him.
�I am Darhur Beastkiller of the Wallcrusher Tribe,� Darhur beat his chest with clenched fists, dislodging the layer of snow that had settled over his clothing. �I higher up your peaks than any Wallcrusher ever go.� He tugged at the heavy pelt around his shoulders, �I ate the greyback you sent to kill me.� He gripped his hammer as tight as his cold-sapped fingers could muster, �I will not be beat by a pile of rock!�
Darhur attacked the rock face. Again and again he struck out, his pride rendering him proof against the shards of rock and ice that stabbed out at him as he smashed apart the snowdrift. In response, the mountain shuddered and threw a blanket of snow down upon his head. Darhur winced as the freezing shrapnel cascaded over his shoulders.
�Master Darhur, boss?� Snikkit had to shout to be heard over the winds.
�What?� Darhur spat, his gaze still locked on the wall of rock blocking his path.
�Rhinox,� Snikkit pointed a shaking finger towards a giant beast as it disappeared from view. �See boss, they not stuck. We follow?� Snikkit nodded with such vigour that the snot-icicles that had formed around his nose snapped off.
Darhur stared at him for a moment. �Maybe I won�ts let Golg eats you after all.� The hunter turned to the sabretusk, �Find a path.�
At his master�s command Golg took his paw off Najkit�s chest and bounded after the rhinoxen.
Darhur had been surprised to see a rhinox so high in the mountains, shocked to have encountered entire herds of them. Most were thin and weak from exposure, suffering from a climb they weren�t bred for. There had been others too, packs of skeletal sabretusks and ice cougars, clinging to life as they headed north. The crags were beset with the corpses of creatures that hadn�t the constitution to complete the climb. Darhur patted his gut. Even his burly frame was fading under the strenuous ascent. Without an answer to why the cavalcade of beasts weren�t attacking one another, the hunter had been careful to keep his distance, unwilling to count on it continuing.
The tide of beasts led Darhur up the mountain to the bottom of a sloping plateau. The storm had grown worse as he climbed. The hail was constant, punishing him for every step forward. Fierce crosswinds sped across the open plateau to topple him. Lightning stabbed from a fell sky and lit up the ground in arcing flashes that boiled the snow. On three sides the mountain had all but disappeared. To the front it continued to rise like a titanic monolith with no end, but to the sides it vanished, dropping away into the mist below. If he had believed his eyes and not the dizzying pain in his head, it would have been easy for Darhur to forget that he stood higher than the clouds his tribe followed to war. He watched as the beasts marched to the base of the mountain upon a mountain and stopped. They were not alone - hundreds more creatures had gathered there, heedless of the lightning that periodically reached down and cremated one of their number.
�Poof,� Brija clapped his hands together as another creature burst into flames.
The gorger appeared from nowhere barrelling into Darhur, knocking him to the ground. Caught off guard, the hunter lost his footing. He recovered quickly, dropping to one knee for balance and raising his crossbow. But the gorger was quicker, fed by momentum; it was upon Darhur before he could fire. It batted away his weapon and thundered its malformed skull into his jaw. Dazed, the ogre staggered backwards, slipping over on the ice and tumbling downhill towards the edge of the pass. Darhur struggled in vain to arrest his fall, hands trying scrabbling to find purchase. The ground lacked even basic vegetation and the wind had long since filed the rocks smooth. In desperation Darhur drew his knife and stabbed it into the mountainside. He felt the muscles in his shoulder tear as they battled gravity to arrest his fall. Grimacing, he punched the rock face with his free hand. The impact broke his knuckles but rewarded him with a hand hold.
Golg bared his fangs and leapt at the gorger, intent on ripping out its throat. The beast turned, lifting its left arm in defence. The sabretusk�s jaws closed around the limb, its over-sized incisors puncturing the bicep. The gorger let out a snarl of hate, turning with Golg�s momentum to avoid being bowled over. Golg�s grip loosened as the gorger�s fist connected with his ribs, splintering them. Sensing its foe weaken, the gorger threw its arm towards the edge of the ledge with enough force to wrench it from its socket. Gasping for breath, Golg was thrown free from the arm, his teeth raking its length and tearing off strips of flesh as he spun away over the edge.
Pain shot up the gorger�s leg, a rusted bear trap locked around its left foot and ankle.
�Got �im, got �im.� Brija was still grinning when the gorger�s other foot connected with his face, broke his nose and sent him skidding across the plain.
�Nuffin big enuff for this. Ain�t nuffin.� Seized by panic, Snikkit dug around in his makeshift pockets for something to fire at the gorger. �Wot Snikkit do? Wot boss do?� Desperate, the gnoblar raised his arms in the air, spreading them wide to make himself as big as possible, and ran screaming at the gorger.
Bemused, the gorger caught the undersized warrior by the waist and yanked him into the air.
�Don�t work, don�t work,� Snikkit cried out as he struggled to free himself from the gorger�s clawed grip.
With the gorger distracted, and with the aid of several more handholds, Darhur pulled himself back onto the plateau. Scrabbling to his feet, he drew his knife. With a shout, the hunter charged the gorger, his heavy strides leaving deep furrows in the snow as his legs powered him towards his prey. The gorger tossed Snikkit aside, opened its mouth and roared. Every muscle on the creature�s swollen torso rippled to attention, veins threatening to burst through its pallid skin. Clawing at its chest with maddened vigour, the gorger ran at the ogre. They slammed into each other, two titans of sinew and hate. The gorger howled as the tusk protruding from Darhur�s gut plate impaled it, the sharpened ivory spearing through the beast�s abdomen and out through its back. The gorger bit down into Darhur�s neck, severing tendons and drinking deep of his blood. Darhur gritted his teeth and fought to stay conscious. He brought his arm up to grab the gorger�s head, but the beast was quicker, catching his arm in an unyielding grip and snapping it at the elbow. Darhur�s mouth dropped open as he cried silently in pain, his strength all but exhausted.
Najkit weighed up his options � run now or join the fight. If Darhur died, the gorger would likely eat him. There was a chance he could convince Brija to have another go at slaying the beast, which might just give him enough time to scamper. He cast his gaze at Brija, who was even now preparing to rush the gorger. No, that idiot would be dead far too soon to be of any use. Running, then, seemed like the best option. He looked around for Snikkit. The gnoblar was unconscious, his prized coat torn and smeared in blood. Najkit kicked a pile of snow in frustration � he didn�t want the coat now, he�d never get rid of Snikkit�s wretched stench. He turned to go and stopped. What if
?
He took a few steps and paused. What if somehow he managed to help the hunter kill the gorger? He might get a coat of his own. There were plenty of rhinoxen around, and Darhur could easily skin one for him. Resolved, Najkit took a swig of yhetee piss for luck and loaded his sling. Squinting through one eye, he tried to take aim through the blizzard. Snow washed into his face and filled his eye faster than he could blink it way. Giving up, he closed both eyes, muttered a prayer to the Great Maw that he didn�t hit Darhur, and fired. The shard of metal shot through the air and struck the gorger in the mouth.
Coughing blood through splintered teeth, the gorger released Darhur�s arm. Seeing his chance, the hunter shouldered the beast away, the horn from his gut plate inflicting more damage as he ripped it out of the gorger�s abdomen.
Najkit punched the air in triumph. Remembering himself, he looked around to make sure no one saw and went back to looking sullen.
The gorger swayed unsteadily on its feet, its warped physiology straining against numerous grievous injuries. Allowing the beast no respite, Darhur swung his hammer into its face and finished what Najkit started, the gorger�s teeth exploding through the air like a hail of bloodied ice slivers. The gorger stumbled, its claws clumsily raking the air as it blindly lashed out. Darhur sidestepped and brought his hammer up into the beast�s midsection, cracking its ribs before driving his forehead into its ruined face. The gorger crashed to the ground, defeated. Tearing the bear trap from the beast�s ankle, Darhur opened the trap�s metal jaws and thrust it over the gorger�s head. With a snap, the trap clamped shut, severing the head at the neck. The hunter watched for a moment as the headless body spasmed through its death throes, before kicking it off the slope.
�Feast well,� Darhur offered a prayer to Golg as he watched the gorger�s body fall through the mist to join the sabretusks in the crags below.
Snikkit picked himself up out of the snow, frantically patting himself down in search of injury. There was a long cut on his ribs where the gorger�s claws had gripped him, and numerous nicks and scraps on his exposed arms and face. Relieved to still be in one piece, the gnoblar shuffled over to Darhur. The hunter was in bad shape, one arm dangling lifelessly at his side.
�What�s now boss?� Snikkit asked, careful not to stand too close to the edge.
Darhur wasn�t listening, his attention fixed skyward.
Snikkit looked up. Stumbling backwards in shock, he hunched his back in an unconscious effort to be further from the sky. A fulgurant web hung in the air. Its arcing strands spat and crackled as incandescent fire erupted along their length. Converging, the sparking flames erupted, detonating the web in a thunderclap that hammered Snikkit to his knees. A string of tumultuous booming followed as the clouds wrenched apart.
�Run!� Darhur bellowed as bolts wreathed in flame tore down and struck the earth, sparking off the ice to form jets of steam.
There was no cover on the plateau. Darhur cursed his luck and headed for the nearest great mammoth, his tired legs fuelled by the desire to survive. Ducking under the beast�s enormous torso as another hail of fire stung the earth, the hunter caught his breath. The mammoth didn�t move, its four colossal legs set upon the ground. Darhur watched from the creature�s shadow as all around, the other animals stood immobile. Even as another of their number was ignited by the fire-lightning, they remained oblivious to the destruction raining down on them.
�Boss
� Snikkit ventured.
Darhur growled. He had no idea what to do next.
The ground growled back, a tremor shivering out from the base of the mountain across the plateau.
�What now?� Darhur snarled as the mountain flung him into the air, the earth cracking apart as fissures opened up all around him, stone and ice breaking and forming at random. Landing on his broken arm, the hunter cried out as pain fought to rob him of consciousness. The tremor was followed by a teeth-jarring noise, like the grinding of an ancient, rust-strewn cog. It scraped at Darhur�s ears and threatened to drive him mad. Lying on his back, deaf from the constant noise, Darhur stared in disbelief as this mountain upon a mountain shifted and reformed. Rocks bunched and unfolded, throwing off their blanket of snow in rumbling swathes. A tower of rock stepped forward, cracking the ground. Another column followed, bringing with them an immense torso, two arms unfolding from behind to fall in below hunched shoulders. Caves mouths dotted the
thing like a disease. The dark spots moved together, sliding to the summit of the mountain-thing to form a single dark lens. The thing opened its mouth, wisps of onyx fog drifting from its eye, and bellowed a heartless war cry to the world it would tear asunder.
Darhur stared up at the stony construct. �By the Great Maw,� he murmured. Transfixed by its enormity, the hunter watched as the mountain-thing snatched up a great mammoth. The mammoth, which was large enough to carry most of Darhur�s tribe to war, looked insignificant in the giant�s gargantuan fist. The construct stuffed the mewling mammal into its mouth whole. The other animals gathered on the plateau seemed not to notice, remaining rooted to the spot, awaiting their turn to be eaten.
Darhur, however, was not on the menu, He swung his crossbow up and fired. Over two dozen strands of iron-sinew, wound tighter than a Marienburger�s purse, snapped forwards and propelled the iron bolt with enough force to punch it through layers of the finest dwarf plate mail. Darhur grinned in grim resignation as the bolt impacted harmlessly off the giant�s rock-skin. It seemed that the Great Maw had not finished testing him. Drawing his hammer, the hunter beat his fist against his chest twice and charged the stone colossus. Each step Darhur took fanned the fire in his belly. He was a raging inferno, the Great Maw�s instrument of destruction. He would�
The rock-construct raised its right foot and thundered it down into the ground. The mountain trembled beneath Darhur�s feet, throwing him to his back. The hunter landed hard on the rock and lay still, his shoulder and hip smashed by the impact.
Seeing Darhur cast aside like a human child, Snikkit stood immobile, gripped by fear and uncertainty. Najkit was running before Darhur hit the ground, moving as fast as his legs would take him to the far side of the plateau. For once, Snikkit agreed with his inebriated companion and sped off after him.
Brija rubbed the side of his face as he watched the two gnoblars run off. He had no idea what the big deal was. The stony giant was huge, bigger even than Tyrant Grut, but it was made of stone and probably very slow. Yes, judging by its size, it would be very slow indeed. Brija drew his knife and started towards it. All he needed to do was climb up to its head and stab it in the eye.
Najkit rounded a snow drift and stopped to catch his breath. He was about to set off again when a hand pulled on his shoulder.
�Najk-�
Snikkit. Najkit knew that sniffling excuse for a gnoblar would try to kill him one day. He spun round and drew his knife, levelling the blade at the older gnoblar�s face.
�Wait, wait,� Snikkit held up his hands in protest. �Looks.�
Najkit slashed Snikkit�s cheek for good measure and then turned to see what the old-timer had been pointing at. Sighting a lone figure at the far end of the plateau, Najkit questioned his sanity and cursed the thin air. Wiping his eyes, he looked again. The man was still there. A purplish glow traced his outline, robes blowing against the direction of the wind. Curious, Najkit crouched low and shuffled forward. The figure was wearing a pelt. Najkit smiled � this was his chance, he�d slay the wandering fool and keep the pelt for himself. Whipping out his sling, Najkit unleashed a salvo of teeth and bone at his quarry. To his horror, the projectiles fell from the air a hand�s width in front of the man�s face. Diving for cover, Najkit narrowly avoided the hail of purple lightning his would-be prey sent lancing towards him. Maw be damned, he needed Darhur�s help.
Darhur rolled over, letting the blood that was filling his mouth run to the ground. Pushing himself up, he began to clamber to his feet, shaking his head in an effort to clear his senses.
�Boss, boss. This way, this way,� Snikkit said, tugging on Darhur�s pelt.
�I will not run!� Darhur pushed Snikkit away and looked around for a weapon. Finding nothing but a panting Najkit, he considered for a moment using the useless creature as a club.
�No, no. Not run. Win yes. Come,� Najkit motioned for Darhur to follow him.
�There,� Najkit pointed towards the hide-covered man.
Darhur glared at the figure, sizing him up. Judging by his puny build and weakling bone structure, he was clearly human. The hunter took a whiff of the air and snarled, the man stank of magics. Pulling a charm from under his furs and wrapping his fist around it for luck, Darhur offered a prayer to his tribe�s Slaughtermasters for protection. Reaching down to his gut plate he grabbed hold of the mammoth tusk and with regret, snapped it off.
�By Maw, I will slay!� Darhur swore his oath, hefting the tusk in his hand. It was poorly weighted, but would suffice. The sorcerer kept one hand aloft, working his enchantment, as Darhur ran towards him. Lowering the other one, the human unleashed a ball of flickering fire towards the ogre. Darhur kept an even stride as the fireball struck the ground in front of him, tossing splintered ice into his path. He powered on, striding through the sorcerer�s second blast as it struck him full in the chest, thankful for the warm glow of the charm against his skin as he emerged unscathed. Tendrils of dark lightning leapt from the sorcerer�s outstretched fingers and enveloped him. Darhur felt their icy touch against his skin. Like devious blades they sought a way to his innards. With blood seeping from his pores, Darhur struck � wrapping the charm around the tusk and throwing it at the sorcerer. End over end it spun, covering the distance in a heartbeat and smacking the human across the shoulders. Knocked to the ground, the sorcerer was unable to defend himself as Darhur locked a meaty hand around his neck. The ogre squeezed until the man�s eyes shot out from their sockets, the snap of the human�s neck inaudible over the wind. Darhur dropped the sorcerer to the ground, stamping on his face to be sure.
The rock-giant shuddered and bellowed an inhuman roar, a thousand birds screeching in disharmony. Its body trembled, mini avalanches of snow and rock dropping away from its torso at an increasing rate. The construct tried to turn, to back away but succeeded only in tearing off one of its legs. It stumbled and fell forward, catching itself on an outstretched hand. Turning its other massive palm upwards, it stared at the rocky appendage as it crumbled to pebbles and fell away. The rest of the titanic creature followed, breaking apart into rock-powder and dust.
Darhur stared at the packs of sabretusks, rhinoxen and worse that blocked his path back down the mountain. The creatures were milling around, confused, but a few of the larger ones seemed to have reverted to their baser instincts, sizing the others up, circling them with intent. Soon the rest would shake off whatever spell the sorcerer had placed them under and descend into a feeding frenzy. Darhur didn�t want to be there when that happened. The ogre�s heart sank. He could barely stand. His arm was broken badly, his bones brittle from the cold and his insides felt like they�d been trampled by a giant. Pulling his pelts tighter around his shoulders, Darhur did the only thing he could. He turned away and started off in the opposite direction. He had a head to deliver, and it would be a long walk back to the tribe. His tribe.



        
            
                
            
        

    

SIR DAGOBERT�S LAST BATTLE
Jonathan Green



I
The first to die had been Argulf�s youngest.
The child had been making daisy chains in the high pasture when the first of the greenskins emerged from the forest, gibbering and hooting with savage delight. The girl, barely four summers old, panicked and froze, howling for her mother as the cleaver-wielding greenskin cut her down.
Reynard had witnessed the child�s savage murder with his own eyes, his face slack with shock, his voice stolen from him in the same moment that the girl�s life was taken. But that abrupt act of unthinking brutality had only been the precursor to the slaughter that was to come.
The goblins poured from the forest in a tumbling tide of bone-knotted loincloths, flint-tipped spears, feathered headdresses and moss-coloured flesh. Despite their number, they were little more than a disorganised rabble. There were a few desultory arrows fired towards the village, but there was no cohesion to their attack.
Reynard had fought for his feudal overlords in the armies of Gisoreux as a young man, when a proliferation of orcs had bled into the lands of Ombreux from the Pale Sisters to the north-east and laid waste to the fiefdom for miles about. And he would fight again now, despite having given up the life of a man-at-arms years ago, to protect his home and his loved ones.
Snatching up his pitchfork from beside the back door of his cottage, he ran to meet the goblins� insane charge. The stringy specimens he had encountered when still a young man had at least demonstrated some rudimentary discipline, even if it had been forced upon them by their larger cousins. But the shambling mob he was facing now had lost all semblance of order. Some squabbled with their own kin and they were not above trampling each other underfoot as they poured down the wind-swept escarpment from the forest�s edge. Their chaotic charge made it look more like they were fleeing from something rather than hurrying to attack the village huddled in the valley below.
But what they lacked in organisation, they more than made up for in numbers. Only now they were one down, a squirming mewling goblin skewered on the end of his improvised weapon. Bracing a booted foot against the creature�s chest, Reynard twisted sharply, the action accompanied by a grisly sucking sound. The squealing goblin fell silent and stopped struggling as the peasant pulled the pitchfork free of its filthy carcass.
The horde had fallen upon Layon just as locusts had fallen upon the wheat crop three years before. The village had only just recovered from that disaster and now there was a host of greenskins at their door. The rampaging horrors trampled the corn that had been less than a week from the sickle and scythe, slaughtering the livestock that had been intended to feed the villagers during the bitter months of winter.
Reynard blinked in the face of the smoke drifting across the village, seeking the source of the echoing hoof beats.
A shadow fell across the village as light bled from the sky.
�Reynard!�
The scream snapped his attention back to the immediacy of the battle. It was his wife, Fleur. She stood at the threshold of their home, frying pan in hand, as a scrawny creature � no taller than a child of eight � bounded towards her, naked except for a strip of rabbit fur tied at its waist with grassy twine. It carried a rough axe in its bony fist, what looked like a large tooth set within it to create a serrated cutting edge.
As the greenskin lunged at his wife, Reynard sprang, thrusting the butt of his pitchfork forwards, using it as he would a quarterstaff. The hard wood connected with the base of the goblin�s skull, knocking the creature was sprawling to the ground. Reynard followed up with a second sharp blow to its skull, smiling grimly as he heard the sharp crack of bone fracturing.
Things were at their darkest now � the firmament the colour of pewter, the coming storm casting its pall across the face of the sun � as the greenskins rallied in the face of the villagers� desperate defence. Men and women, as well as the young, the elderly and infirm, had all been forced into the fight, using anything that came to hand to help them save their homes from the tumbling tumult of shrieking greenskins, whether it was an axe from the woodpile or an iron poker from the hearth.
The goblins were everywhere now, or so it seemed, swarming along alleyways, over the churned mud of the village square and around the flower-bedecked roadside shrine to the Lady.
A shrill whinny carried to Reynard�s ears over the tumult of battle � the shrieking of goblins, shouted oaths to the Lady and the clash of billhook on axe � as if it rode upon a wave of power that deadened all sound before it. He turned, and his heart lifted.
On the ridge of the escarpment beyond the village, dark silhouettes against the beaten metal sky, was another ragtag band. Swords held aloft, they only numbered ten in all. But at their midst, sat astride a barded warhorse, was the unmistakable form of a noble paladin, the crest atop the warrior�s helm clear for all to see, even in the failing light that came before the storm.
For this was not just any knight. Their saviour was a chosen champion of the Lady of the Lake, one upon whom the holiest of honours had been bestowed. A grail knight.
The silent ranks of the knight�s entourage watched as the massacre continued unabated. Just as Reynard was expecting the knight to issue his challenge, the men dropped to their knees, bowing their heads in prayer. The knight�s tabard rippled in the breeze that heralded the oncoming storm.
Reynard caught sight of a green blur from the corner of his eye and turned his attention from the silent men-at-arms back to the melee consuming Layon. He spun on his heel, sweeping the blunt end of his pitchfork before him, feeling the vibrations of the goblin�s bone-cleaver vibrating through his arms as the two weapons made contact.
Knowing that a chosen champion of the Lady had come to their aid filled him with renewed strength. It felt as if the very life-blood of Bretonnia was flowing through his veins.
Sliding the improvised weapon through his hands, grasping the shaft closer to the prongs, he swung the longer end round sharply. The goblin�s blade slipped from the smooth wood, the creature stumbling forwards on its spindly legs and into the path of the whirling tip. The end of the weapon caught the goblin in the throat, the force of the contact throwing it onto its back in the battle-churned mud of the village square.
With a cry of �For the Lady!� the fighting unit lined up along the spur of high ground moved as one, pelting down the steep slope of the escarpment. Swords raised, shields hanging loosely at their sides, they hurled themselves pell-mell towards the battle while the grail knight watched from his position at the crest of the hill.
Finally, with a harsh neigh from his steed, the paladin charged down the slope, a morning star swinging from the end of his outstretched arm.
Reynard turned from the charging battle line, feeling hope and pride swell within him. There was fire in his heart, in every fibre of his being. The end of the pitchfork sticky with goblin blood, the retired man-at-arms headed back into the fray, a cry of �For Layon and the Lady!� on his lips.
The bellowed entreaty to the Lady, that she might bestow her blessings upon the faithful, became an incoherent roar in the throat of the battle pilgrim known simply as Arnaud. With his blessed blade raised high, he had been the first to break from his position on the ridge. It was he who led the charge, a battle-cry of zealous fury on his lips.
The blade he held so tightly in his right hand, knuckles white around the worn leather bound about its grip, was scarred and pitted with the patina of age. Its edge was no longer as keen as it might have been had it enjoyed the kiss of the whetstone a little more often. The man�s tunic was torn and patched, the rough fabric still bearing burn marks in places. The hair on his head was an unruly mess, his balding scalp forming a natural tonsure, such as those favoured by the faithful, while thick greying stubble coated his jowly cheeks like a rash. The end of his nose was swollen and purple with broken blood vessels.
But for all he lacked in attractiveness he was thickset and still strong. Every drunken brawl that had left him with a broken nose, or missing another tooth, had also honed his skills, teaching him to fight dirty. And there was no doubting his faith in the Lady, or the high regard in which he held his master, the thrice-blessed Sir Dagobert.
No individual among their number was greater than any other else, for all commoners were equal in the sight of the Lady. They were simple folk who had given up their former lives, turning their backs on the lot that accident of birth had handed them, that they might have the honour of serving the noble paladin who had been chosen by the Lady, whose personal crusade it was to rid Her fair land of the greenskin, the rat-kin and the beast-spawn. There was no one among their number who held dominion over any other, for all were as maggots compared to the shining example set by the grail knight.
But there was one among their number, nonetheless, to whom the others looked for guidance and approval, whose strength of heart and absolute conviction in his faith in the knight and the Lady was an example to them all. That one was Arnaud.
Battle-cry still on his lips, the brawny pilgrim crashed into the goblin throng like a ship�s keel ploughing through foaming waves. His notched blade descended as he brought the pommel down on the head of a greenskin. Still running, he levelled his sword and thrust forwards, putting all his weight and momentum behind it.
The weapon�s tip pierced the spine of a stringy creature which died with a squeal as Arnaud barrelled into it, its skull crushed beneath his heavy hobnail boots. Then he was piling into the next, hacking at its legs, his weapon breaking the creature�s kneecaps and then stopping, its dull edge failing to sever the bone and gristle completely.
The rest of Arnaud�s brethren had joined the fray now with bludgeoning swipes of axe and mace, their weapons relics of other campaigns the grail knight had prosecuted against all that was unholy and an affront to the sanctity of fair Bretonnia.
�Praise be to the Lady!� a rangy, gaunt-faced pilgrim cried with evangelical glee, his eyes rolling into his head as the rapture took him, sinking what a woodsman�s axe, hung with pewter charms, into the head of another of the goblins. The man had to put both hands on its haft to pull it out again. �Praise be!� he cried again, tears running down his grime-smeared cheeks as the axe came free at last.
The press of goblins and desperate villagers soon brought the pilgrims� eager charge to a halt. Surrounded by capering greenskins, Arnaud set about himself with renewed zeal. Every kick, every punch, every bludgeoning swipe he made with his shield, every head-butt, every barrelling body blow, every hack and slash of his blade was accompanied by an angry grunt or a bellow of pious rage.
He lashed out with his sword wildly, the flat of the blade smacking another of the greenskins on the head. He followed this up with a punch to the beast�s face on the return stroke, the weapon�s cross guard gouging out an eye.
Feeling teeth puncture the flesh of his calf he gave a cry of pain and annoyance. Dropping his shield, he grabbed hold of the wriggling green thing responsible, lifting it clear of the ground, kicking and snarling, before running it through with his blade. The blade came out again with a wet sucking sound, smeared with gore and what passed for blood among the greenskins. Dropping the limp body he met the charge of another of the vile creatures with a kick to the stomach that left it doubled up and in prime position to receive the kick to the face that followed.
As the goblin dropped to the ground gasping for breath, Arnaud recovered his shield from the quagmire at his feet and brought its tip down across the back of the creature�s scrawny neck, almost slicing its head clean off.
Shield in place upon his arm once more, his blade ready to meet the next ill-considered charge, Arnaud braced himself, catching his breath for a moment, surveying the pockets of fighting that filled the village.
�For Sir Dagobert and for the Lady!� he shouted as he barged his way past startled combatants, making for the centre of the village where the fighting was at its most desperate and most savage.
The sickle Reynard had snatched from where it hung on a peg in the cowshed slipped from his hand as the goblin toppled backwards, the curved blade having carved through the creature�s shoulder and into its neck. Returning his pitchfork to a two-handed grip, Reynard stepped out of the barn, leaving the distressed cattle anxiously lowing behind him, readying himself to meet the next charge. But none came.
Reynard looked across the village at greenskins faltering before the pilgrims� relentless retribution, those that could still walk turning tail and running for the sheltering shadows of the forest once more. His heart rose. The greenskins were in retreat. The goblins had been routed. �Thank the Lady,� he gasped, the adulation escaping his lips as barely more than a whisper.
He could hear other cries of joy, supplications to the Lady and even cheers rising from the beleaguered defenders. The battle-hardened pilgrims, who had come to their aid when everything seemed at its blackest, dealt with the last of the greenskins that hadn�t had the sense to flee while flight was still an option.
A few of the grizzled pilgrims looked ready to pursue the fleeing goblins until one of their number � a brawny, barrel-chested brute of a man, his nose broken in several places and purple from too much ale � shouted for them to hold.
Reynard looked at the man. Who was he to command his fellow pilgrims before the Lady�s champion had even spoken? But then Reynard had not heard the knight issue one command since arriving at Layon. In fact, he could not even be certain that any battle-cry had issued from the noble paladin during the battle.
Head bowed low, keeping his eyes firmly on the ground, Reynard approached the pilgrim throng. The other villagers held back, happy to let Reynard take the lead. As a retired man-at-arms and former aide to the seneschal of the lord of Ombreux himself, Reynard had seen far more of the world than many of the inhabitants of Layon, the majority of whom had never travelled beyond the perimeter of the valley. He also had a better understanding of how to speak to nobility.
Nonetheless his heart was racing now, and not just from the exertions of battle. To speak out of turn to a knight was to risk the paladin�s ire at best. At worst, it could result in him having his head cleaved from his shoulders by the Lady�s champion.
�My lord,� he stumbled, anxiety getting the better of him as he neared the pack of panting men, catching a glimpse of the fire that had yet to leave their battle-ready bodies. Taking a deep breath in an attempt to quell his nerves he tried again. �Most honoured lord, a thousand thanks. If you hadn�t happened by, it�s likely the greenskins would have done for us all. If there�s anything we can do for you��
�Sir Dagobert needs nothing you could offer him.�
Reynard started. He was sure it was the brawny battle pilgrim who had spoken out of turn again. Other gasps of shock came from those villagers assembled behind him. He was not the only one to have noticed the affront, and yet none of the pilgrim�s fellows saw fit to comment.
�Sir Dagobert seeks only to serve the Lady.�
How could the knight allow this disgrace to continue?
Unable to help himself now, a melange of anger, fear and disbelief welling up inside him, Reynard slowly raised his head. And, for the first time since he had been aware of the knight�s presence, he saw things as they really were.
He took in the chainmail shirt and faded tabard hanging loose about the knight�s frame, and the morning star hanging limply from the knight�s still outstretched arm. He saw the sheared-off lance gripped forever in his other hand. He saw the horse�s battered barding, rusting at the rivet-joints, and the yellow gleam of bone beneath. He saw the votive trinkets draped across the knight�s shield and became aware of the four men who acted as the knight�s pall-bearers. And finally his eyes met the empty gaze of the skull locked within the knight�s helm.
Reynard felt disappointment pour into him, filling the aching void that the aftermath of the battle had left. Their saviour was dead and had been so for a very long time.
�Sir Dagobert does not require anything of you,� the burly pilgrim said, a cruel sneer making him appear even uglier. �But we do.�
�More ale,� the pilgrim�s leader shouted from his place at the makeshift table � two apple barrels, a barn door and a couple of benches from the village shrine � upending the empty flagon clenched in his callused fist as if to emphasise the point.
Reynard motioned for Melisande to hurry up with the two earthenware jugs she was filling from the barrel at the back of the house. She nodded, wiping away the tears she shed for her younger brother � fallen during the initial greenskin assault � with the corner of her beer-stained apron, before hurrying to obey as quickly as she could, encumbered as she was by two heavy pitchers.
It seemed that half of those villagers who had made it through the goblin attack were now preoccupied with tending to the pilgrims� needs. And those needs were surprisingly considerable for men who had supposedly given up all worldly cares when they had chosen to follow the grail knight in service to the Lady.
The holy reliquae the pilgrims carried into battle, that acted as both standard and inspiration to the rabble, had been set down before the village shrine and a number of the village children were preparing garlands of meadow flowers with which to adorn it.
Curiously, with the routing of the goblins and the arrival of Sir Dagobert�s entourage, the wind had changed and the coming storm had passed them by.
Reynard stared at the reliquae. It was effectively a portable altar. Had the passing of the storm been a coincidence, or was there more to it than that?
Before the girl could reach the pilgrims� table, Reynard intercepted her, taking the foaming jugs and dismissing her with a nod. Melisande gave him a grateful smile before running home, the tears for her dead brother coming anew.
�So, brother,� Reynard said as he began to refill the pilgrims� cups, �to what do we owe the good fortune of your arrival? What brings you to Layon?�
�Not us, peasant, but Sir Dagobert, the thrice-blessed,� the pilgrim�s leader corrected him. �His quest takes him where the Lady of the Lake wills. We merely follow.�
Reynard glanced at the relics resting before the shrine. He could see quite clearly now that the saint�s bones had been mounted on a scarecrow frame of bound sticks, as had the bleached bones of his former steed. The numerous votive medallions had been tied on with ribbons, along with entreaties to the Lady scrawled on strips of parchment.
�So what was it that brought Sir Dagobert��
�The thrice-blessed,� the pilgrim added helpfully, the ugly, gap-toothed grin back on his face.
�The thrice-blessed,� Reynard echoed. �What was it that brought him here, at the hour of our need?�
�I have already answered your question.� The pilgrim fixed him with beady black eyes. �The Lady guides him. It was the Lady that sent him here now, when Sir Dagobert was most needed. Just as it was the Lady that sent him to join Duke Theobald�s campaign to purge the lands north of here of the greenskin menace.
�But now we eat, for killing greenskins builds up an appetite like nothing else. And then maybe some women, that we might quench the fires of our ardour in their embraces.�
The succulent smells of the suckling pig that was being roasted in honour of their guests carried to Reynard on the breeze, making his mouth water and his stomach grumble, realising how hungry he was after his own exertions to repel the goblins. He nodded to the armoured skeleton atop its hobby horse steed. �And will Sir Dagobert be joining the feast?�
The knight�s spokesman could not hold back his guffaw of derisive laughter at that, and it was soon taken up by several of his fellows seated at the table. �Don�t be foolish, peasant!� he snorted. �Sir Dagobert is fasting.�



II
It was cold inside the chapel, colder that the misty autumnal day beyond its walls, but the knight cared not.
�That which is sacrosanct I shall preserve. That which is sublime I will protect.�
The words spilled from his lips in what was little more than a whisper. The sound of the water escaping the mouth of the stone lion above the font was a soothing counterpoint to the knight�s vow.
�That which threatens I will destroy, for my holy wrath will know no bounds. That which is sacrosanct��
Hearing the chapel door groan behind him the old man faltered, but only for a moment. The only indication that he was irritated by the interruption was a tightening of his jaw.
�That which is sacrosanct I shall preserve.�
First there had been the squeaking of hinges, now came the sound of clumsy footsteps and a rough cough as the intruder cleared his throat. The peasant would have to wait; the old knight was at prayer.
�That which is sublime I will protect. That which threatens I will destroy, for my holy wrath will know no bounds.�
Only then, with his pledge complete did the knight open rheumy eyes, blinking against the rainbow of sunlight that fell through the small stained glass window above the font. The painted panes were an inspiration to him, depicting the moment the Goddess had appeared to Dagobert and offered him the Grail, that he might drink of the restorative waters of the spring and be healed of the mortal wound he had suffered in battle with the dragon Crystophrax, the monstrous wyrm that had razed the Castle Perillus to the ground and made its lair within the ruins.
Putting his weight on the pommel of his sword he eased himself up from his genuflection, old joints and weary muscles protesting as he did so, a twinge in his back making him catch his breath.
The grimace of rheumatic pain on his face became a twisted scowl of annoyance. He did not need to lay eyes upon the one who had disturbed his vigil to know who it was. When he turned he would see the one who, for no obvious reason, had taken it upon himself to speak for the rest of the oafish rabble that dogged his every move, following wherever he led, although he had never asked them to and would have preferred to have been left alone.
But the pilgrims� adoration was just another duty that fell to a knight who had been blessed by the Lady, and in the old knight�s opinion there was no duty more onerous. But bear it he did, for the sake of the Lady.
The Lady called men from all ranks of society to fight for Her � to defend Her fair fields and meadows, woodlands and babbling streams � and so the old knight tolerated them too. But of all the oafish rabble, the one he found hardest to abide was their pompous, self-appointed leader.
�My lord,� the ugly, gap-toothed oaf began. �Much as it grieves me to disturb you whilst you are at your vigil��
�What is it?� the old knight snapped. He was too old and life was too short for him to have to put up with another obsequious monologue from this jackanapes.
The man blinked in surprise. He appeared almost affronted. His mouth gaped open, affording the knight an unpleasant view of his appalling teeth. A moment later the pilgrim recovered himself.
�My lord, I thought you should know
� He broke off again, suddenly hesitant.
�Come on, man! What news could be so important that you broke my vigil to impart it?�
To his credit, the man remained firm in the face of the old knight�s simmering anger.
�There is talk of ratmen in the region, the Lady curse them!�
�Rumours of ratmen? You disturbed my vigil to tell me this?�
�There is talk down in the village at the bottom of the valley, my lord. Word is that the vermin have crawled from their holes once more and are spreading like a plague across Vienelles, blighting crops and slaughtering livestock as they come.�
�You do not need to tell me the ways of the rat-kin,� the old knight muttered. �And where did you hear these rumours?� he growled. �At the bottom of a keg of beer, I�ll warrant. By the Lady, I can smell it on your breath from here!�
�Are you saying you don�t believe me?� the peasant railed.
The guardian of the grail shrine pulled himself up to his full height. He still cut an imposing figure in his chainmail and tabard, despite his age. His muscles were taut, his body made strong through a life of service to the Lady, and not one driven by the appetites of lesser men like the one before him now. He took a step forward and as he came between the pilgrim and the stained glass window, he was surrounded by a nimbus of radiant light.
�You forget yourself. You forget your place!�
The vassal bowed low, though he didn�t once avert his beady stare from his master.
�No, my lord, never,� the pilgrim protested. �It�s just that a band of refugees arrived in Baudin last night. They had fled in advance of the horde reaching their doors. They said that Castain has already fallen.�
�I see,� the knight said levelly, �and what would you have me do?�
�Lead us to war against the rat-things,� the pilgrim faltered, the look in his eyes making it clear that he wasn�t sure if he was being tested.
The knight said nothing.
�Meet the abominations in righteous battle and soak Bretonnian soil with their vital juices.�
Still the knight made no comment.
�It is an affront to allow these vermin�� He spat the word, saliva flapping from his lips as he did so. ��to despoil the Lady�s fair lands a moment longer.�
�You doubt my sworn duty to the Lady?� the old knight queried, taking another step closer to the pilgrim, raising the tip of his sword to point at the man�s chest as he did so.
The other took a step back. �No, my lord, I
� For once, the babbling wretch was lost for words, instead dropping to his knees before the knight, casting his eyes at the floor. �I beg your forgiveness if I said anything that might have offended you,� he spluttered as he found his tongue again.
The knight stopped in front of him. �And I grant it,� the knight growled, suggesting that it was not given willingly.
�My first duty is to the Lady,� the knight intoned, as if reciting another prayer. �My second is to this holy place that I raised from the stones of fallen Castle Perillus with my bare hands.� At this declaration the old knight�s voice began to crack, not with age but with raw emotion.
�I swore to protect this holy place and I have not forgotten the vow I made in all the years since the Lady deigned to appear to me
� The knight broke off, no longer able to speak.
He took a deep breath, his left hand bunching into a fist as he fought to compose himself.
�…since She appeared to me here. This is hallowed ground and I will defend it until the Lady sees fit either to release me from my solemn duty or send me a vision that she wishes me to fight upon another field.
�My third duty is to the people of these lands.�
He turned back to the gurgling font, the water droplets cascading from the font head into the catch bowl below, glittering like rubies, emeralds and sapphires in the light of the stained glass window.
�So, until the Lady wills it otherwise, I shall remain here and defend this shrine with my life�s blood.�
An unaccustomed smile split his dry lips as he knelt once more before the shrine�s simple altar, the silvered fleur-de-lys that stood upon it having once adorned the lance that now stood propped in the corner, before he earned the right to bear the image of the grail itself upon his coat-of-arms.
�After all, if she needs me, she knows where to find these old bones.�
�Yes, Sir Dagobert,� the vassal said getting to his feet and bowing once again as he left the shrine.



III
�Do you remember that time Sir Dagobert � thrice-blessed be he � purged that nest of corpse-eating ghouls in La Fontaine?� Arnaud demanded, his beery tones rising above the slurred conversations of his brother pilgrims.
The hubbub of other voices dropped to a murmur.
�Aye, Brother Arnaud,� said the gangly pilgrim whose name was Ambrose. The man had even less hair and fewer teeth that the brawny former blacksmith. �That was a great day indeed, praise be.�
�And do you recall the expression on the baron�s face when he discovered his own father was one of them?� Arnaud gave a bark of laughter.
The pilgrims were virtually alone at their makeshift table now, with only a pair of desultory maidens still waiting on them. The day was drawing on and the villagers had left them to their feast, having no stomach for food themselves, and taking the opportunity to tend to those who had been injured during their encounter with the goblins, and to take care of the dead.
Bonfires had been raised at the edge of the village, those who had fought greenskins and their kind before knowing from bitter experience that their corpses should be burnt, lest their pernicious spores settle in a dark, damp hollow and give rise to another harvest of death.
One of the girls was tying a strip of cloth from the hem of her skirt around Groffe�s arm. Odo was muttering something through a mouthful of pork fat to Jules, who was slumped across the barn door-table, looking like he had already passed out. None of them were paying Arnaud much attention.
�Eh? Do you remember?� Arnaud laughed, louder this time.
�We remember,� Brother Hugo replied with less enthusiasm.
�I remember the time that wyvern almost did for us in the Pale Sisters,� Waleran muttered.
�And what about the time Sir Dagobert led us to the Sisterhood of Saint Salome?� Arnaud went on, ignoring Waleran�s doom and gloom recollections. Arnaud was never one to tire of the sound of his own voice. �I�d never seen so much sin in one place.�
�Yes, plenty to go around,� Groffe chuckled crudely, putting an arm around his nurse�s waist and spinning her unceremoniously onto his lap. The girl gave a half-hearted squeal of protest, and when Groffe pulled her chin round to plant a beery kiss on her pretty mouth, she kicked him in the shins and pulled herself of his lecherous grasp.
At this, Arnaud burst out laughing again, spiteful mirth shaking his corpulent frame.
There was little left of the suckling pig now other than bones and grease. Tearing off a hunk of gritty bread from a hard end of loaf, Arnaud used it to mop up the congealing pork fat and stuffed the whole lot into his mouth.
�So where do you think Sir Dagobert will lead us next?� one of the others asked, indicating the garland-decked reliquae outside the shrine with a casual wave of a gnawed rib bone.
�Where the Lady wills, Brother Gervase. Where the Lady wills,� Arnaud replied, a thoughtful look on his face.
�Praise be!� piped up Brother Ambrose.
�But not for a while, I think,� Arnaud added, his gaze roving from the food on the table and the drink in his hand to the rolling hips of Groffe�s failed conquest. �No, not yet. I think Sir Dagobert � thrice-blessed be his name � likes it here.�
Reynard missed the boy�s cries at first, what with all the noise coming from the pilgrim�s table.
It was Fleur, who was fetching water from the well to wash the bodies of the dead in preparation for their journey into Morr�s kingdom, who heard the child first.
Hearing her call his name, Reynard ducked under the lintel and into the street. Fleur pointed.
The boy was pelting across the field, the forest that bounded its edge spread out across the horizon, an impenetrable darkness lurking between the trees. Dusk had already fallen within that primal woodland.
It was Tomas, the woodcutter�s son. As he came closer, not slacking off the pace for a moment, Reynard understood the look of blanching fear on his face. �Greenskins!�
�More of them,� Reynard muttered under his breath. He turned to his wife. �Get the children back inside and warn the others.�
He was running too now, joining the other men who had heard the boy�s fearful warning, gathering up what weapons they had and what could be turned to the defence of the village.
�What was that?� the leader of the pilgrim band demanded, rising unsteadily to his feet and moving to join Reynard at the periphery of the village.
�There�s more coming,� Reynard informed the pilgrim dejectedly, the fight all but gone out of him already.
�More you say?� the pilgrim railed. �More of the heathen abominations?�
The pilgrim turned, shouting to his brothers who were already rising from their seats at the makeshift table.
�To arms!� he shouted. �To arms! Ready yourselves, brothers! The bastards are coming back for another taste of our lord�s fiery zeal, and we wouldn�t want to disappoint them now, would we?�
�Praise be!� his gangly companion declared, leaping for the sword he had left propped beside a barrel.
Others moved to raise the reliquae upon their shoulders, ready to carry the dead knight into battle once more.



IV
Dagobert slowly opened his eyes. His eyelids were sticky with rheum. Something had brushed his cheek, something as light and as soft as goose down. He looked down at the inlaid marble tiles of the sanctuary floor.
There it was: a tiny thing, nothing really, just a single curled white petal.
He blinked himself alert, startled by the presence of the flower. He inhaled sharply as he caught his breath in surprise�
�and suddenly the chapel was filled with the heady scent of apple blossom, petals falling like snowflakes all around him � on his head, his outstretched arms, his open palms � as moisture filmed his old eyes.
He peered beyond the drifting petals to the stained glass window above the altar. A blaze of light shone through the painted panes as the first rays of morning touched the shrine. The image of the Lady realised in glass and mineral pigments was shining like silver moonlight, her hair like spun gold ablaze with holy light, her eyes sparkling like stars in the night sky.
And at the edge of hearing he caught the lilting melody of angel voices singing.
As he stared at this radiant image of beauty divine, he fancied the Lady turned to him, reaching out to him from the glass. But it was no longer the grail she was holding in her lily white hands, but his blessed blade.
He reached for the sword with shaking hands, clutching at the blade with trembling fingers, the tears coursing down his cheeks. But the blade dissolved like mist at his touch and he stumbled forwards, putting out a hand to stop himself from falling.
And there was his sword before him, the polished metal alive with myriad rainbow colours, light picking out the letters inscribed upon it. The letters that spelt out the blessed blade�s name: Deliverer.
Sword in hand once more, Dagobert rose stiffly to his feet.
The door to the chapel burst open and a panting pilgrim entered the shrine at a run. He skidded to a halt on the stone flagged floor, struggling to catch his breath. Before he could open his mouth to speak, Dagobert fixed the man with his sapphire stare, silencing him.
�It is time,� the knight said. �The Lady calls.�
They came to him then, the penitent, the faithful, those who had given up everything to follow him, that they might receive the blessing of the Lady and, in return, purge the land of all unholy things that would despoil its sacred groves, its fertile fields, its abundant pastures and clean wells.
As the words of the grail vow spilled from his lips in a ceaseless declaration of honour and duty and love, the pilgrims helped him don his armour, and hand him his holy weapons of war.
And so, when all was ready at last, Dagobert stepped through the chapel door and out into the world once more.
There stood his charger, Silvermane, eighteen hands high, the magnificent white warhorse also ready for battle. His steed�s barding draped with the knight�s personal colours, the horse was champing at the bit, impatient to be about the business of killing vermin.
Stepping up into the stirrups, the old knight swung himself up into the saddle with the grace and ease of a man half his age.
The mists crept through the knots of grey trees, their roots worming between the tumbled stones of the tower that had once stood at this spot.
�The rat-kin are that way?� Dagobert asked, taking his lance from a retainer and pointing through the cloying fog towards the spot where the village of Baudin nestled at the foot of the valley.
�Yes, my lord,� the gap-toothed pilgrim confirmed, making a respectful bow.
�Then to battle,� the old knight said.
�That which is sublime I will protect!� Sir Dagobert bellowed, his declaration of duty a furious battle-cry. Silvermane whinnied, the stallion bringing its hooves crashing down on the armoured head of another of the black-furred vermin. The blow from the mighty warhorse caved in the mutant�s bladed helm and splintered its skull. The ratman gave a brief tortured squeak which abruptly cut off as soupy brain matter bubbled from its ears.
�That which threatens I will destroy!�
As the horse wheeled and turned, Dagobert swung the morning star clutched tight in his right hand again, deft flicks of the wrist sending the spiked metal ball whirling in a killing arc. Silvermane pounded towards the scrabbling rat bodies, the air thick with the reek of the musk they involuntarily sprayed in fear as the pack broke. But they couldn�t outrun Silvermane.
The morning star found its target, smacking into the back of another rat skull as the snivelling creature bounded from the knight�s charge at a hunched run, practically moving on all fours. The blow sent the thing flailing into the dirt, to be trampled by the rest of the pack, their only concern saving their own flea-ridden hides as they poured over one another in a rippling torrent of greasy fur and scabrous flesh.
Yeomen fought side by side with Dagobert�s followers, fending off the serrated blades of the vermin-kin, matching them in ferocity if not in number, and they were slowly gaining the upper hand. Bowmen stuck the ratmen with arrow after arrow.
Bodies lay all around him, the corpses of downtrodden peasants as well as the carcasses of the rat-kin.
Out of the corner of his eye he saw a yeoman, clad in hauberk and helm, pulled from his horse by myriad clawing hands. The weight of the man�s armour only made the task easier for the rat-things. The yeoman�s mount screamed as the vermin tore its belly open, ripping out the animal�s entrails with chisel-sharp incisors.
Dagobert heard arrows zipping overhead and saw the trails of smoke and flame arcing through the clammy air. These were followed by more shrill squeals and enraged hisses of pain as the brazier-lit barbs penetrated armour and cauterised the flesh of the rat-things encased within.
Pulling hard on the reins, Dagobert brought Silvermane round again, the warhorse crushing another pair of fleeing ratmen under its hooves, breaking backs and splintering skulls.
As the vermin parted before the unstoppable charge of the Lady�s champion and his powerful steed, something monstrous lifted its malformed head from where it had been busy gnawing at the carcass of another horse, the purple-grey ropes of equine intestines hanging from between its over-sized yellow jaws. The sheer size of the monster gave Dagobert, veteran of a hundred battles, reason to pause, but only for the briefest second.
A sound that might have been a deep-throated squeak, but which sounded more like a wolfish bark, escaped the monster�s jaws as it snapped at the air with tusk-like incisors, catching the paladin�s scent on the breeze. It was to one of the rat-kin as an ogre would be to a man. Its mere presence dominated the battlefield. As broad across its abnormally muscled shoulders as it was tall, its rodent head was disproportionately small, making the wobbling throat sac stitched beneath its chin seem even more grotesquely distended. Its hide was patchy and scabbed, and between clumps of mangy, matted fur the knight could make out the criss-crossing scars of clumsy stitching. In other places the unholy, claw-scratch ideograms that passed for script among the under-dwellers had been branded into its taut flesh.
It came at them at a loping run, clearing a path through the scrabbling throng of men and rats, claws like scythe-blades gutting and dismembering any and all that got in its way.
As Silvermane closed with the rat ogre, Dagobert thrust the grip of his morning star under the rim of his saddle and pulled the huge warhorse round sharply, spurring his steed away from the massively-muscled abomination.
Several villagers watched in bewildered fear, believing that the knight was quitting the field. But Dagobert had no intention of running away. He just needed the right tool to take the monster down.
Running down more of the rat-things that suddenly found themselves frantically fleeing towards the charging knight, Dagobert reached the spot where he had thrust his lance into the ground before he had engaged with the enemy, in case he should he need it later in the battle.
He needed it now.
As Silvermane drew alongside the waiting lance, Dagobert grabbed hold and pulled it from the soft loam. Silvermane whinnied. The knight could sense the warhorse�s excitement as he turned it back towards the bounding rat ogre.
�That which threatens, I will destroy!� the grail knight bellowed, his pious battle-cry matching the ferocity of the guttural roar that escaped the monster�s throat at his challenge.
Positioning the lance against his side, he lowered its tip, aiming it directly at the monster�s chest.
�For my holy wrath will know no bounds!� he declared, his strident voice ringing out across the battlefield, filling the muster of Bretonnia with the resolve they needed to keep fighting.
Silvermane galloped past battling pilgrims, struggling peasant villagers and desperate, cornered ratmen. And then suddenly there were less than five horse lengths left between the knight and his quarry.
Dagobert�s grip on the lance tightened, the tip barely wavering from its target as the horse thundered over broken bodies, discarded weapons and shattered, unnatural war machines in its urgency to engage with the foe. He saw too late that the brute beast was swinging its huge paw-hands together, intending to deliver a double-fisted sideways swipe as Silvermane closed.
The rat ogre was more intelligent than Dagobert had first thought, choosing to strike the knight�s steed rather than the warrior himself.
The savage blow smashed the lance out of the way, splintering its smoothed ash tip even as the devastating punch connected with Silvermane�s caparisoned head, ramming foot-long splinters through the animal�s throat and into its eye.
Dagobert heard the sharp crack of bone over the screams of the rat-things, the clamour of battle, and the barking of the rat ogre.
The horse�s forelegs gave way, Dagobert instinctively leaning back in the saddle as his steed ploughed into the ground. But it was no good. The horse�s back end came tumbling over its head, such had been the force of its charge, and Dagobert was sent sprawling in the stinking mire of blood and mud.
Finding himself with a face full of the befouled soup, Dagobert felt the dead weight of Silvermane�s body fall across his legs, pushing him still deeper into the sucking morass.
Dagobert knew there wasn�t a moment to lose. The adrenaline rush of battle lending him the strength he needed, he pulled himself out from under his dead steed, using the broken haft of the shattered lance still in his hand to push himself to his feet.
He glanced back at the motionless corpse of the horse. Any one of the half a dozen dagger-sized splinters now sticking out of its head would have killed the warhorse had the rat ogre�s blow not already broken the poor beast�s neck.
Dagobert could tell that the beast was almost on him again by smell alone. Its foul stink was a noxious combination of foetid animal musk and the putrid reek of a septic war wound.
Barely on his feet, the old knight took a stumbling step forwards, his feet slipping in the liquid slurry, twisting his body around as he did so, the lance still in his hand. At the same moment the rat ogre pounced, as if Dagobert were the mouse and the monster the hunting feline.
The squealing roar that issued from the rat ogre�s swollen throat sac as the broken spear of the lance pierced its sutured flesh was an appalling sound, but it could only mean one thing.
The creature arched its knotted back, its claws ripping the armour from the knight�s body where they caught, the guttural scream showing no sign of abating as the creature writhed and jerked on the end of the ruined lance.
Bracing the end of the lance against his foot, Dagobert put all his weight and power against the planed ash, pushing it further inside the monster�s cavernous chest. His own roar of rage escaped teeth gritted against the effort.
Thick black blood gouted from the wound as the broken shaft ruptured the monster�s enlarged heart. Its death throes pulled the shattered lance from the knight�s grasp as a primal rage and insatiable appetite for slaughter kept it fighting to the last.
But the Lady had decreed that the beast must die. Unsheathing his sword, he felt its divine power coursing through him. With an incoherent cry of rage on his lips he swung the keen edge at the struggling rat ogre. The sword took the monster�s ill-proportioned head from its shoulders with one clean cut.
The creature�s hulking body slumped to the ground, thick black blood pumping from the stump of its neck, and was still at last.
Dagobert turned from the massive corpse, but he was not done yet. The unit of black-furred ratmen were almost upon him. Hefting his holy sword in both hands, he laid about him with the mighty weapon, prayers to the Lady accompanying every grievous wound he laid against the enemy. The vermin-kin�s defence could not stand in the face of his holy wrath.
As the last of the verminous bodyguards fell, a host of squealing rat-slaves parted, and there before the old knight crouched the warlord of the pack. It was clad in armour, like the grail knight. But where Dagobert cared for his plate mail, keeping it in immaculate condition so that it might serve him as well in battle as he served the Lady in all things, the rat-thing�s armour was scarred and pitted with some unknown, green-black deposit. Where Dagobert wore a fine helm upon his head, a sculpted chalice rising from its crown and the polished metal glinting silver where it was caught by the sun, the ratman had a crudely hammered helm topped with a crest of cruel blades.
�For the Lady!� the knight cried, raising the blessed blade Deliverer in his hands once more, putting the aches and pains from his mind with a prayer to the divine damsel.
Meeting his challenge, the verminous warlord gave a furious hiss, foul spittle spraying from its elongated snout. Slabs of muscle rippled and bunched under its scabrous hide as it took up what looked like a halberd looted from another battlefield. The tempered steel of the once finely-wrought weapon was blackened and corroded, despoiled by the runes scratched into it, and it pulsed with a sick green light. Totems of rats� skulls and human hands had been bound to the haft with knotted leather cords.
�That which is sacrosanct, I shall preserve. That which is sublime, I will protect. That which threatens, I will destroy, for my holy wrath will know no bounds!�
The grail vow swelling to become a bellow of holy rage, Dagobert charged.



V
At least Layon was ready for the goblins this time.
The first greenskin attack had found the men grown complacent after twelve summers of peace, with nothing to threaten the tranquillity of the valley beyond the occasional beastman incursion. But the goblins� initial chaotic assault had left the survivors suspecting that they had not yet seen the last of the forest dwelling primitives.
And so when young Tomas passed on his dire warning, the villagers and the grail knight�s retinue set about preparing the defence of the village. Sharpened stakes were raised and thrust into the ground in a ragged line between the village boundary and the perimeter of the forest, forming a barrier of adze-sharpened points with which to greet the enemy.
With the non-combatants safe behind this defensive rampart and a line of bowmen protecting them, Reynard and the rest of the fighting men took up what weapons and shields they had � treasured family heirlooms and swords their ancestors had brought back from the crusades in Araby � and marched out across the field to deal with the greenskin threat once and for all.
The bones of Sir Dagobert went before them, the last rays of the sun, the colour of embers in the hearth, catching the myriad votive tokens � silvered fleur-de-lys and gem-encrusted medallions � and setting them blazing as if aflame.
When they were half way across the field, the men-at-arms came to a halt as one man, as the hollow echoes of falling timber and the splitting of sundered saplings reached their ears. The sounds were coming from the shadowed gloom of the forest where night had already fallen.
The reverberating beat of a drum boomed from beneath the trees. It was echoed by the hammering of Reynard�s heart as the stressed organ beat its own tattoo of nervous anticipation inside his chest.
Giving voice to a multitude of shrieking cries, the goblins burst from the treeline. Clad in loincloths, bedecked with feathered headdresses and waving crude spears, the scraggy greenskins bounded across the field, whooping in delight.
�For the Lady!� the pilgrim leader yelled, his fellows adjusting the position of the reliquae poles resting upon their shoulders. Sir Dagobert�s devotees picked up the pace as they commenced their charge across the field.
With the near-naked greenskins bounding towards them, leering faces and wiry bodies daubed with war-paint, Arnaud spied something approaching through the forest: a vast shadow still hidden by the trees.
It demanded his whole attention and he took his eyes off the goblins, staring at the unsettling shape picking its way between the crowding crooked trunks.
�By the Lady
� he heard Groffe gasp behind him, as the goblins� monstrous ally hauled its grotesque, quivering bulk through the natural archway formed by a pair of ancient oaks.
Sir Dagobert and his entourage stumbled to a halt. The sense-numbing effects of the ale evaporated like alcohol fumes in an instant, leaving Arnaud with a queasy feeling in his belly.
Reynard had never seen anything so huge that hadn�t been a building or part of the landscape. The thing didn�t just look like a spider, it looked like it should be the primogenitor of arachnids everywhere. Glutted on blood-rich offerings, grown fat from decades as a prime predator, it now pulled its incredible bulk from the forest on eight chitinous limbs, each as long and as thick as a tree trunk.
As it emerged from the shadows, its carapace assumed a toxic yellow hue, a multitude of shining black eyes, like spheres of obsidian, reflecting the last light of the day. As big as a hill, capable of taking an ox between its crushing jaws as a normal spider might a fly, across its back had been lashed a sturdy platform of broken branches and filthy webs, which teemed with more of the deranged greenskins.
It was all Reynard could do not to soil himself. His worst fears regarding the fate of Forwin the woodcutter were confirmed when he caught sight of the bound body dangling from a gossamer rope as thick as an arm. The silk-bound parcel jerked with every movement the spider made as if it were a broken marionette.
He had heard tales told about such things before � fireside tales of the mythical arachnarok that he had listened to intently at his grandmother�s knee, savouring every gruesome detail � but he had never actually believed such a thing could be real.
Now that his childhood nightmare had taken on an unnatural life of its own, Reynard dearly wished that it had stayed in the realm of myth. Worse yet, there could be more of the horrors waiting beyond the treeline in the primeval darkness of the ancient forest.
Arnaud cursed. Doubt had no place in the soul of one of the faithful. To have doubt was to have lost faith, and he who lost faith did not deserve the blessing of the Lady of the Lake. Sir Dagobert would never have faltered in the face of a fight, and neither would he now.
As the immense spider emerged from the forest, its myriad legs moving with a jerky peristaltic motion, the pilgrim saw great rents in the softer flesh of its under parts, arrows sticking from its bony shell, cracks in its carapace where lumps of masonry fired by a field trebuchet had found their target and claw marks made by some great beast, congealing with the foul purple ichor that passed for the spider�s blood.
The abomination was injured, a victim of Duke Theobald�s purge, the same campaign that Sir Dagobert and his faithful had been a part of, the aftermath of which had led them to Layon in pursuit of the routed greenskins. But the spider was not dead yet. It still moved with a predator�s gait and its gigantic mandibles worked ceaselessly, droplets of some deadly toxin dripping to the ground to form steaming puddles.
It was not dead yet, but it was dying, and it would be a worthy adversary for Sir Dagobert.
�Destroy that which threatens,� Arnaud announced, his voice as clear as his purpose. He raised the worn blade in his hand, what might have been incised script blazing in the light of the setting sun.
Hefting the reliquae upon their shoulders, the pilgrims resumed their bold march towards the monster.
Beneath its chainmail hood, the burnished skull of Sir Dagobert � polished to a lustrous sheen like mother-of-pearl � shone gold.



VI
Dagobert twisted as the rat deflected his blade with a sharp swipe of its own weapon, the halberd scraping along Deliverer�s keen edge. Foul sparks were thrown from the corroded metal and the rat used its momentum to carry it forward under the old knight�s guard.
Turning his sword to deflect his enemy�s attack, Dagobert brought the blade down swiftly, parrying the thrusting halberd. The warlord hissed again and rolled away from the paladin, throwing itself onto the ground and twisting its spine so that it was able to catch the bloodied blade against the haft of its weapon.
Dagobert spun round, raising an iron-shod foot, ready to bring it down on the rat-thing�s skull. Moving with deceptive speed, especially considering it was clad in armour, the rat scrabbled out of his way. It was on its clawed inhuman feet again in a second, back hunched, chittering in a horrible high-pitched unvoice, holding the halberd with both hands, as if it were a quarterstaff.
His vow on his lips, gauntleted hands tight about the grip of his sword, the knight thrust the weapon�s lethal point towards the pack-leader as the ratman angled its own hooking blade to parry the blow.
Dagobert rained blows upon the horror while the rat-thing tried every underhand tactic at its disposal to best the knight�s skill with a sword.
To the pilgrims who fought with him, Sir Dagobert was a living saint, an inspiration to them all, a paradigm of what a life dedicated to the Lady could achieve. Every blow he laid against the warlord�s battered armour gave them the courage they needed to push the chittering horde back still further. For every one of the faithful that fell to a poison-coated blade, five of the mangy vermin paid with their miserable lives as the pilgrims exacted their revenge.
But with his battle rage as hot as dragon�s breath, Dagobert�s attention was fully focused on the twisting, perfidious thing before him.
Where the knight was honourable, the rat-thing was conniving and treacherous, prepared to try any devious trick to gain the advantage. Where the knight was bound by oaths of duty to the Lady, the rat-spawn was motivated by nothing but its own loathsome self-serving nature. Where Dagobert�s sword was straight and true, the rat�s halberd was serrated and fashioned with snagging hooks. And every time the two blades connected, Dagobert�s weapon threw virulent green sparks from the rune-etched halberd.
A bone-numbing, wearying pain was creeping up Dagobert�s arms, but despite his failing strength, his faith in the Lady remained steadfast. And faith was the greatest weapon of all against such a foul and unholy enemy.
The warlord made a sudden lunge for the knight, ducking in under the smooth arc described by his sweeping blade. Contrary to expectations of age, Dagobert managed to jerk his torso round so that the warlord�s blade scraped along the mail protecting his stomach, splitting the links of chain and sending more of the poisonous green sparks flying from the sundered steel rings.
The rat gave a squeal of enraged frustration as its lunge carried it forwards, exposing it to Dagobert�s counter-attack.
�That which is sacrosanct, I shall preserve!� the old knight declared, with a bellow of vindication. Reaching the end of his sweeping swing and twisting his arm at the elbow, he turned Deliverer deftly in his grasp. The tempered steel sang as he brought it down towards the rat-thing�s exposed neck.
�That which is sublime, I will protect!�
But the rat proved just as fast as the knight, and even more agile. It twisted its back, bringing its defiled weapon to bear once more, braced before it in both paws.
Dagobert would not be denied.
�That which threatens, I will destroy,� he chanted as he brought the blade down, muscles in his arm on fire as his faith in the Lady granted him all the strength he needed. �That which threatens, I will destroy!�
The worn shaft of the halberd splintered beneath the blessed blade�s keen edge, the gleaming steel catching the light for a moment as the sun burnt through the cloying mists at last. Just for a moment it seemed as if Deliverer burst into flame. The tip of the blade connected with the creature�s breast, parting the exposed flesh between neck and sternum.
�For my holy wrath will know no bounds!�
Dagobert�s declaration of faith rang out across the battlefield for all to hear. The vermin-kin squealed in fear. The knight�s faithful followers rallied, driving home their advantage as the rat-things fled the battlefield, making their own evangelical calls to the Lady, routing the enemy with vigour.
Dagobert forced the tip of the blade home, ramming it through the throat of the struggling thing, skewering the rat to the ground with his holy sword. The warlord�s shrieking screams dissolved into choked gurgles.
A sudden spear of pain burned in the knight�s side.
Dagobert gasped, staggering back from the stricken ratman, releasing his hold on his sword that still pinned the treacherous creature to the ground. And then he saw the tip of the halberd clasped in its left hand, the dizzying symbols pulsing with sick green light. The knight�s blood smoked as it ran down over the rune-etched blade.
Even with the tainted blade removed, the acid agony remained. The burning pain was joined by a pernicious cold that radiated from the point where the halberd had pierced his side with a creeping malignity.
He could feel his legs giving way under him. His stumbling steps carried him down the rugged hillside towards the babbling waters of a stream that ran pink with the blood of the men and vermin that had met their end upon its banks.
His vision greying, Dagobert made for the brook, his mouth suddenly dry, wanting nothing more than to sup of the waters that tumbled from the same holy spring that filled the font in the Lady�s chapel. The Lady had chosen him to be Her champion and she gave succour to those who needed it and peace to those that had earned it.
Reaching the stream, he gave in at last to the numbness spreading throughout his body. He fell to the ground, feeling the damp earth beneath him as the soil of Bretonnia welcomed him with its soft embrace.
As he attempted to draw the waters of the stream to his mouth with one quivering cupped hand, the words of the vow he had first taken as a youth � so many years ago now � tumbled unbidden from his parched lips.
�When the clarion call is sounded, I will ride out and fight for liege and Lady. While I draw breath, the lands bequeathed unto me will remain untainted by evil. Honour is all.�
And so the last thing on his lips when oblivion took him was the first vow he had taken on setting out upon the path to honour and glory in the Lady�s name.



VII
The monster�s bile-yellow shell was thicker that a knight�s plate armour. The creature must have survived for centuries within the lightless depths of some primeval forest, having nothing to fear from man or greenskin, growing fat on the flesh of forest goblins and the offerings they made.
Thorn-like protuberances studded the spider�s carapace, forming symmetrical patterns across its back. Some of these spines had grown to enormous proportions, becoming great spears of bone-like chitin that thrust forward over its head, protecting it from attack as sharpened stakes did the ranks of Bretonnian bowmen.
Buoyed absolute faith in the divine blessing the bones of Sir Dagobert conferred upon them, Arnaud led his brother pilgrims across the field, despite the fact that the men of Layon�s charge had already faltered with the monstrous spider�s emergence from the forest.
Bellowing in triumph before they had even engaged the enemy � so sure was he of their forthcoming victory over the greenskins and their monstrous mount � Arnaud led Savaric, Aluard, Fulk and Elias as they bore the reliquae at the head of the pilgrims� zealous charge.
The spider moved with stilted steps, the gargantuan arachnid favouring its right side and yet still covering as great a distance with one rocking stride as the bier bearers did running at full pelt.
But the pilgrims� charge did not falter, even as the gibbering greenskins hanging from the web-strung platform rained crude arrows down upon their heads. Brother Hugo fell with a bolt through his thigh but the holy warrior continued on.
Brother Aluard stumbled and went down, a lucky goblin arrow piercing his eye. For a moment, the reliquae bearers � robbed of one of their number � stumbled too. Jules stepped up to take Aluard�s place and the pilgrims surged on across the field.
Through the encroaching gloom and the haze of battle-lust, Arnaud saw again the spears and lances protruding from blackened rifts in the spider�s side, the hafts of the buried weapons clattering together with every stalking step the monster took. He saw that one monstrous eye was gone, ichor oozing from the savage wound the monster had been dealt.
And yet, despite having suffered injuries that would have levelled an entire regiment of men-at-arms, the spider was still standing. More than that, it was still striding towards Layon. But the knowledge that it was hurt made one thing perfectly clear to Arnaud. If the monster could be injured, then it could be killed.
�In the name of Sir Dagobert! For the Lady! And for fair Bretonnia!� Arnaud bellowed as the pilgrims closed with the horror. �Attack!�
Sir Dagobert met the monstrous beast in battle.
A spearing tarsus came down among the pilgrim mob, running Brother Luc through from shoulder to groin and lifting him clear of the ground, screaming in agony. Another spider claw came down almost on top of the reliquae itself, missing Sir Dagobert�s bones but snagging a piece of Silvermane�s caparison and tearing it free.
Despite the best efforts of the spider and its frenzied passengers, the pilgrims found themselves directly beneath the monster�s furiously working jaws. Strings of corrosive venom drooled from fangs the size of ploughshares, burning smoking holes in the crumbling raiment of the knight�s tabard where they touched.
In no more time than it took Arnaud to blink in startled surprise, the spider struck.
Moving far more quickly than should have been possible for something so vast, the monster�s discoloured fangs snapped closed about the body of the knight. The crushing bite punctured steel plate and splintered bone as if Sir Dagobert was nothing more than a scarecrow of sticks and straw. The idiot beast delivered a great jolt of poison through its fangs deadly enough to drop a giant, pumping the relic-knight�s remains full of venom that corroded the smooth surface of his polished armour and dissolved the links of his chainmail.
Rising up on its hindquarters, the spider tore the reliquae apart, sending tatters of cloth, broken bones and pieces of armour raining down about the pilgrims.
With Sir Dagobert preoccupying the beast, his faithful followers made the most of the distraction and, out of range of the shrieking goblins, ran for cover beneath the bloated arachnid.
Caught within the cage of the spider�s legs, Arnaud froze. The beast�s underbelly seemed to pulse with disgusting peristaltic ripples as if something was moving beneath the white puckered flesh.
Myriad tiny spiderlings swarmed over its leathery hide to drop down onto the pilgrims crouched beneath their monstrous brood-mother. They scampered across the ground around the spider as well, scuttling up the legs of the unwary, squirming inside jerkins and into hose, delivering crippling bites and making the men cry out in pain and horrified surprise.
�Come, brothers, do not fail Sir Dagobert now when his work here is almost done!� Arnaud shouted, tightening his grip around his blade. �Stand firm and let not your sword-arms fail the Lady and Her champion!� With that, he thrust his own blessed blade high above his head.
It pierced the pulsating sac of the spider�s abdomen and he pushed it home with both hands, feeling internal organs rupture as he forced its tip deeper into the monster�s belly. Following their leader�s example, the faithful hacked, pierced and bludgeoned the spider�s soft flesh.
The spider made a sound like a high-pitched hissing scream and the pilgrims redoubled their efforts, chanting prayers that called down the Lady�s divine retribution about the unholy monster.
Viscous fluid poured from the beast�s wounds, drenching the pilgrims in a stinking torrent, but still they did not relent. The men hacked and slashed, opening up even more grievous wounds in the monster�s abdomen. Brother Baldric lost his dagger inside the beast as the slime-slicked weapon slipped from his grasp. Reaching for the broken end of a splintered lance still hanging from the spider�s side, he rammed the weapon further inside the beast, screaming with the fury of a zealot.
The gargantuan spider spasmed with every sword thrust, every axe that cleaved its flesh drawing from it more hissing screams. The creature twisted, trying to catch its tormentors in its terrible jaws, throwing screaming goblins from the howdah as it did so. But the pilgrims were sheltered beneath its belly and with every blow they dealt the beast, its strength ebbed, making it harder for the gigantic spider to keep out of reach of their vengeful blades.
Soon, the spider was possessed by the paroxysm of its death-throes, the forest goblins howling in terror, unable to believe that their god had been bested.
Sir Dagobert�s followers had at last finished what the muster of Duke Theobald had begun.



VIII
Dagobert slowly opened his eyes. Flickering shadows resolved into jostling figures and, as his sluggish senses finally caught up, he realised that someone was tugging at his body.
He could feel his slack limbs being pulled this way and that, but felt like he barely had the strength to breathe, let alone resist the attentions of the looters.
He could hear the babbling of a brook close by and smell the mingled scents of blood and fire on the air. Realisation came to him at last as he remembered where he was and what had happened.
He could still feel the burning pain of the death wound the warlord had delivered with its cursed halberd. And yet he was not dead and the hole in his side burned less than it had. Even the numbness was beginning to pass. He would yet live to fight another day.
He had lain dying of his wounds in the sacred stream, as if age itself had finally caught up with him, but the waters of the Lady�s blessed well had saved him, washing the poison from that last grievous wound, and setting him on the road to recovery. With rest and time, and the ministrations of a grail damsel, he would recover, and even return to protect the Lady�s shrine. But there was another obstacle he would have to overcome first.
Dagobert understood what was happening to him now. With the ratmen routed, his idiot followers � clearly believing him to be dead already � had returned to claim what relics and other trinkets they could from his body, whether it be a piece of his armour or some token of the Lady that he carried about him.
�I�m not dead,� he tried to say, defiant to the last, but all that escaped his parched lips was a hoarse whisper. Swallowing hard, trying to draw saliva to his mouth, he tried again. �I�m not dead.�
A dark shadow passed across the canvas of the featureless white sky and resolved into the lumpen features of the pestering pilgrim. What was his name? Dagobert seemed to recall that the man had been a blacksmith before joining the knight�s entourage. He was staring at the knight, an imbecilic grin splitting his ugly face. Arnaud, that was his name.
�Arnaud, help me,� Dagobert commanded, but his voice that was still little more than a cracked whisper. It was certainly unlikely that any of the other pilgrims had heard him. �I�m not dead.�
Arnaud knelt down beside him and whispered in his ear. �I know, my lord.�
For the briefest moment, hope filled the grail knight�s world. But only for a moment.
�And I know, too, that you will live forever,� the pilgrim went on, his voice acquiring a disconcerting quality. A distant look glazed his eyes, as if the pilgrim could see a secret future the old knight could not. �You will be an inspiration to all who follow you � to the downtrodden, to those in peril or in fear for their lives � a champion to the threatened and the oppressed. And you shall serve the Lady until the coming of the end times.�
Dagobert suddenly felt a great weight pushing down upon his ribcage, making it even harder for him to breathe. He fought against the pressure, struggling to even lift his head to see, blinking to clear his greying vision.
The pilgrim was sitting on his chest, examining the blessed blade that was now in his hands, turning Deliverer over and over as if scrutinizing its craftsmanship in minute detail.
�But I�m not dead!� Dagobert spluttered, gasping for breath.
Arnaud leant over and whispered in the knight�s ear again. �You are the thrice blessed; blessed by the Lady when you took up the mantle of a knight, blessed by Her when you drank from Her holy cup, and she blesses you again now with the honour of serving her forevermore.
�You are a living saint, an inspiration to us all,� the pilgrim went on. �But saints are only ever really appreciated when they�re dead.�
Dagobert wanted to thrash and kick and fight against the dying of the light, as he felt the pressure building behind his eyes and his vision began to fade. But he didn�t even have the strength to lift his arms.
Arnaud didn�t meet his gaze again. Holding the knight�s sword in his right hand, the thug reached over and, without looking, put a firm hand on Dagobert�s brow, forcing his head under the churning current of the holy stream.
Every fibre of his being fought against the pilgrim�s unyielding grasp, but the warlord�s toxic blade, having failed to kill him, had nonetheless robbed him of strength.
The pressure increased and deep inside himself, for the first time in a long time, Dagobert began to panic. The very waters that had saved his life twice now threatened to take it from him.
He could hold his breath no longer. He opened his mouth to cry out in rage at the pilgrim, to give a shout that the whole world might hear and realise he was not done yet. But rather than a wrathful roar, his final breath burst from his lungs in a torrent of furious bubbles.
As his greying vision gave way to the blackness of oblivion, Dagobert saw white flowers falling through the dark. The scent of apple blossom was in his nose and he heard the Lady calling to him across the gulf of eternity, guiding him to his long-deserved rest.



IX
The spider was dead and the goblins gone, having fled back into the forest in shrieking fear after witnessing the agonising death-throes of their forest god. And yet that night only the snores of the grail knight�s entourage disturbed the darkness. No one else in Layon slept a wink.
With the rising of the sun came the thankless task of disposing of the dead. The howdah mounted atop the monster�s carapace loaded with the greenskin dead and set alight, the flammable webs soon catching and the fire spreading until it became a great conflagration that reduced spider, goblins and all to nothing but ash.
As far as Arnaud was concerned, only one task remained: recruiting others to the pilgrims� cause. There were those in the village who heeded the call of his rabble-rousing, men who had lost everything in the goblins� attack other than their pitiful lives. With nothing left to live for, and nothing to keep them in Layon, they readily rallied to the pilgrims� totem. With freshly tonsured scalps, they joined Arnaud and the others in reconstructing Sir Dagobert�s remains from what was left of the grail knight�s bones after the spider�s desecration of the holy reliquae, making up any missing parts with what they could scavenge from the village shrine, their own family heirlooms and even the charcoal-black bones left after the funeral pyres had burned down.
�We cannot tempt you to stay?� Reynard asked as the battle pilgrims did what they could to reassemble the bones of the grail knight and his steed, shoring up the reliquae with copious sticks and borrowed twine.
�Do not seek to tempt me, peasant!� Arnaud said, glaring furiously at Reynard. The reek of alcohol was still strong on his breath. �But you could lend us a few more of those apples and a couple of flagons of ale to see us on our way.�
�So where will you go now?� Reynard asked, once the requested victuals had been scraped together from what was left of the village reserve stores.
Eleven of the original fourteen battle pilgrims remained, but another eight had joined their number since the battle with the spider. As four of them raised the rickety reliquae upon their shoulders once more � Brother Gervase taking up the dead horse�s hooves once more and giving an equine whinny � Arnaud looked back towards the ridge, from where Sir Dagobert�s hunting party has first set eyes on the village of Layon only the day before.
�Sir Dagobert�s quest is done,� he said, Reynard uncertain as to whether the man was gazing into the distance or into the future. �He desires only to be laid to rest within the shrine that he raised himself from the razed ruins of the Castle Perillus.�
�Then I bid Sir Dagobert��
�The thrice blessed,� the other interrupted.
��and you and your fellow brethren, farewell.�
Ignoring the hand Reynard offered him, Arnaud pointed towards the horizon with his cleaned blade once more and Reynard noticed for the first time how letters etched into the surface of the blade reflected the sun, spelling out a name.
Deliverer.
�In the name of the Lady of the Lake we march for Holy Well!� Arnaud declared, taking the first step on the path that would lead the pilgrims back up the escarpment to the ridge above.
Reynard watched until the pilgrims were no more than dark silhouettes against the skyline. Turning his back on the brooding hills, Reynard suddenly stopped and sniffed, catching the smell of something familiar, and yet out of season, on the breeze.
It was the subtle scent of apple blossom.



        
            
                
            
        

    

Stromfel�s Teeth



Josh Reynolds
It was the afternoon of the eve of Mitterfruhl and the sound that rose from the streets was as deep and as black as the ocean bottom. Those who heard it first, mistook it for thunder. For the voice of the storm that had rolled in moments earlier from the Sea of Claws. The sound stalked beneath the celebratory ringing of the city�s bells like a sea-beast through the shallows and tore the holiday cheer from the hearts of every citizen who heard it. And as the last, dull echoes drifted out to sea, Marienburg erupted in blood and terror.
Near the docklands, hooves struck sparks from rain-slick cobbles as the evening market crowd screamed and parted. A grocer flew into the air, conducting a lazy somersault, trailing red the entire way. A matron was slapped from Manann�s realm to Morr�s by a flick of inhuman claws. Something pearly grey and wet-skinned swam through the sea of humanity like a sword through flesh, leaving mangled wreckage in its wake. Saw-edged teeth slammed home on an outthrust arm, tearing and masticating.
The hooves thundered on, like an oncoming wave. Black, dead eyes rolled in tight sockets and the thing turned to face its pursuers as they burst out of the drover�s way, their mounts lathered and snorting. Steam rolled off of the animals in the rain. The horses were clad in emerald and turquoise barding and carrying men in heavy armour of similar hues. The knights carried tridents and their armour was engraved with piscine designs. At their head, a bulldog figure leaned over his horse�s neck and roared, �There�s the bugger!�
Manann take me if he�s not a master of the obvious, Erkhart Dubnitz thought. The broad-shouldered knight grinned behind his visor as he looked at the stocky shape of Dietrich Ogg, Grandmaster of the most humble, and violent, Order of Manann galloping next to him. Ogg would spit him on a hook and use him for bait if he made such a crack out loud. Ogg�s temper wasn�t the best even when he hadn�t been pulled from a warm feast-hall to ride through a storm in full armour, in pursuit of something with entirely too many teeth.
�Speaking of which,� Dubnitz muttered as the creature rose to its full height, gill slits flaring and its wedge-shaped head swinging around. It wore the tattered trousers of a sailor, now stretched and torn. It had the form of a man, though much distorted by muscle, but its head was utterly inhuman. As it spread its arms, the horses skidded to a stop, issuing alarmed neighs as their hooves splashed in the rainwater.
The knights had pursued the thing from the red ruins of a tavern deep in Marienburg�s bowels, and it had left a trail of death through the Narrows as it made its way towards the North Dock. Monsters of one sort or another weren�t uncommon in Marienburg; things with too many limbs or too few clustered beneath the docklands like barnacles and there were stories of rats of unusual size in the sewers. Not to mention those one-eyed devils in the marshes.
But this was something else again. It stood in the rain, barrel torso heaving, as if it were having trouble breathing. To Dubnitz, it looked as if someone had sewn a shark onto a bear and then beaten it until it got angry.
�Manann�s scaly nethers, Dubnitz,� one of the knights breathed as he fought to control his agitated mount. �He�s a big one!� Dubnitz glanced at him. Gunter was young. A merchant�s second son, his dreams of adventure in the great wide world had been sewn up tight and kicked out of reach by a handsome donation to the Order from his father. Still, once he�d come out of his pout, the boy had taken to the spurs quickly enough.
�Bigger they are, Gunter,� Dubnitz said, absently dropping his fist between his horse�s ears. The animal snorted and calmed. Dubnitz flipped up his visor and peered at the creature that waited for them at the other end of the market square. �Is that thing wearing trousers?�
�I do believe it is,� another knight said, cradling his trident in the crook of his arm as he lit a scrimshaw pipe. He sucked thoughtfully on the stem. �You don�t suppose it�s a modest beastie, do you?�
�If it is, it�s doing a bad job of it, Ernst,� Dubnitz snorted. �I can see it�s��
�Silence in the ranks.� Ogg gestured towards the creature with the small trident that occupied the stump of his left hand. �If you�re quite finished mooning over it, would someone go and whack its bloody ugly head off?� he snarled, his pudgy features bathed in rain, torchlight and sweat. �There�s a Mitterfruhl feast I�d like to get back to, thank you very much.�
The half-dozen knights all looked at one another surreptitiously. One of the first rules you learned in the Order was never, ever, under any circumstances, volunteer for anything. Unfortunately, some took longer to learn that lesson than others.
�Right, one spitted shark coming up,� Gunter said, kicking his horse into motion before Dubnitz could stop him. The too-wide mouth gaped as the young knight drew close. It lunged and tackled his horse, wrapping grey arms around its neck and chest. As Gunter gave a yell and jabbed at it with its trident, the creature turned, yanking the whinnying horse off its feet and smashing both it and its hapless rider into the hard cobbles in a crash of metal. Black talons snatched at the tangled knight�s head. The ornate helmet burst, as did the skull within.
�Manann gather his poor, stupid soul,� Dubnitz snarled, slapping his visor down. He�d liked the lad. He dug his spurs into his horse�s flanks. The creature tore Gunter�s corpse free of the thrashing horse and swung it about before hurling it at the others. Horses reared as the body hit the street. The shark-thing did not pause, but dove on towards Ogg, jaws wide.
The Grandmaster tried to sidestep the creature, but the square was too crowded and it was too quick. It was on him a moment later, its talons tangled in his horse�s barding. The jaws champed at him and Ogg cried out.
Dubnitz jerked his horse�s reins, causing his mount to bump against Ogg�s and both horses stumbled. The shark-thing lost its grip and rolled beneath the stamping hooves. The other knights had gotten over their shock and they closed in, hemming the creature in from all sides.
Tridents plunged towards it, driving it back before it could rise. It retreated, still silent; its eyes were empty of everything save raw, wild hunger. Its blunt snout rose and it audibly sniffed the salty air. Then it spun about and began to lope away.
�It�s heading for the sea. Cut it off,� Ogg said.
�I�ll do more than that,� Dubnitz said, urging his horse into a gallop. The crowded streets were rapidly emptying as the creature raced on. It had fallen onto all fours, its heavily muscled limbs pumping. It shouldered aside a fruit wagon and toppled a night soil cart, spilling dung across the street. Dubnitz cocked back his arm, hefting his trident as his horse leapt over the fallen cart. �Manann guide my aim,� he muttered, blinking rain out of his eyes. With a grunt, he hurled the trident, catching the creature in the back. It stumbled and caromed off a wall. It twisted around, snapping at the weapon that had suddenly sprouted from its back.
Dubnitz circled it and his horse snorted and shied as the thing snapped blindly at it. The shark-thing shook its head and darted forward. Dubnitz�s horse reared and he was almost thrown from the saddle. The knight reached out and grabbed the haft of his trident, hoping to pin the creature down. Instead, he was ripped off his horse as the creature began to thrash.
Dubnitz hit the ground hard, his armour scraping on the cobbles. A clawed foot stomped down, nearly doing for his head the way it had done for poor Gunter�s. Dubnitz rolled awkwardly to his feet even as the shark-thing loomed over him. Foul breath washed over him and he swept his sword from its sheath in a wild, wide arc. Blood sprayed the far side of the street and the monster staggered, clutching at its split, hopefully useless jaw. Dubnitz didn�t give it a chance to recover. He sprang past it and grabbed for the trident, kicking it in the back of its leg as he did so.
It toppled with a wheeze. He shoved on the trident, knocking the thing flat. It squirmed beneath him, gnawing at the cobbles. A sharp elbow hit his cuirass hard enough to put a dent in it. Dubnitz staggered, wheezing. The creature yanked itself off the street and whirled towards him. He swung his sword at it, but it caught his wrist in an unyielding grip. He dug his free hand into its throat, but it didn�t seem to notice, so intent was it on getting its teeth into him. Its weight drove him back and began to bend him double as it leaned against him. It stank of the deep places of the sea.
Dubnitz glared through the eye-slits in his faceplate, meeting the thing�s eyes. For an instant, just an instant, he thought he caught sight of something in them other than hunger. Then its bloody, shattered jaws spread wide and it bent its head towards him.
A moment later, its skull ruptured like an overripe fruit, splattering him with cold blood. He tore himself free of its grip and let the body slump. As it fell, it revealed a tall, one-eyed man who thrust a smoking Hochland hunting rifle into the hands of one of the soldiers behind him. The latter were clad in the uniforms of the Marsh Watch, and bore the insignia of Manann�s golden trident on their uniforms.
�Dubnitz,� the one-eyed man said, stripping off his gloves as he approached the body of the shark-thing. One of the men accompanying him trotted close behind with an upraised shield to keep the rain off of his master. Dubnitz stood and saluted with his sword.
�Lord Justicar,� Dubnitz said. �It is, as ever, a delight and a joy to see you.�
Aloysious Ambrosius, Master of the Marsh Watch and Lord Justicar of Marienburg, grunted and squatted, looking at the dead creature. Dubnitz turned as Ogg and the other knights rode up. Ogg�s face went through a number of contortions as he caught sight of Ambrosius before settling on what he likely thought was an expression of pleasure. �Aloysious,� Ogg grated.
�Dietrich. Lovely weather we�re having,� Ambrosius said as he examined the creature.
�At least it�s not raining cuttlefish again,� Ogg said. �What are you doing?�
Ambrosius didn�t answer. �What have we here?� he said as he reached beneath the creature and jerked loose something small. Holding it up to the rain to clean the blood off, it was revealed to be a shark�s tooth on a thin cord.
�A shark with a shark-tooth amulet,� Dubnitz said. �That�s not odd at all, is it?�
�Coincidence is the bugbear of lazy minds,� Ambrosius said, rising to his feet. He rubbed his eye-patch with the heel of his hand. �One of these things just attacked me in the opera house, Dietrich.�
�And it escaped?� Ogg demanded. He turned in his saddle. �Mount up! We�ll��
�Calm down,� Ambrosius snorted. �Of course it didn�t escape; I dispatched it. Cost me a cape of fine Cathayan silk though,� he added regretfully. �And it ruined my evening.�
�Manann forfend,� Dubnitz said. Ogg and Ambrosius looked at him. The latter snorted and kicked the creature�s body.
�Indeed. I��
The sound was as deep and as solid as a punch to the gut, and it interrupted the Lord Justicar just as effectively. The first toll shuddered through those gathered in the square and lumbered on towards the docks. Dubnitz staggered, feeling ill. It tolled again, and the street seemed to shiver. Distant screams erupted, and an alarm bell began to ring. �What was that?� Dubnitz said, looking around. More alarm bells began to sound, ranging from the silvery peal of the fire bell on the Street of Mercy to the deep, grim boom of the Mourners� Bell in the Garden of Morr near the Marsh Gate. And then, finally, the long, low melodious sound of the ship�s bell mounted above the doors of Manann�s own temple.
�It�s the Tide Bell,� Ogg said. His eyes were wide with dismay. �Erkhart, Ernst, get going. The rest of you, pair off in squads and ride for the other temples.�
�I just got my pipe lit!� Ernst complained as he dumped the contents of his pipe on the street and stuffed it back within his saddle.
�Isn�t that always the way of it?� Dubnitz said as he climbed back into the saddle. Moments later he and Ernst were riding hard for the Temple of Manann. Smoke from dozens of fires rolled through the city streets, and the rain beat it down into a slushy scum of ash. People ran through the streets, fleeing in panic. The celebratory mood of Mitterfruhl had turned into terrified anarchy.
�Pity about Gunter,� Ernst said as they forced their horses through a choked square. �Lad had real promise, I thought.�
�Promise is no proof against teeth and claws,� Dubnitz said sourly. �Or against bad wagers. Did you know he still owed me five Karls?�
�Owed�� Ernst began as his eyes widened in sudden realization. �By Manann�s sea cucumber, that little rat owed me as well!� He began to curse virulently. Dubnitz nodded sympathetically.
�Do you think his family might cover his debts?� Ernst said hopefully a moment later.
�One thing at a time,� Dubnitz said, pointing.
The square before the Temple of Manann was packed with a heaving crowd. It was an undeniably angry heaving crowd at that and it pressed close about the doors of the temple. Several pale-faced temple guards stood between the crowd and the doors, their tridents locked to form a makeshift barrier. �This looks bad,� Ernst said, gripping his own trident more tightly.
�Get between those guards and the crowd,� Dubnitz said, kicking his horse into motion. He swatted about him with the flat of his trident, causing the fringe of the crowd to contract. People were yelling and screaming in a mingled cacophony of fear and anger. In times of trouble, people looked to their gods, but such a mob had been too quick to form. There was something other than blind panic at work here.
�Get back or get trampled,� he roared as he nudged his horse into the current of curses, boils and rude gestures. �Don�t make me come down there.� Probing hands went for his legs and his saddle and he gave a portly fishmonger a jab with the business end of his trident. �This horse is church property, get off.�
As his horse spun, lashing out with its back-hooves, Dubnitz caught sight of several priests of the sea-god standing on the marble steps of the temple, watching in consternation. Only one of them was a familiar face. �Goodweather,� Dubnitz bellowed, �Fancy seeing you here!�
The young woman, slim and dark, blinked in surprise as she caught sight of Dubnitz. She gave a half-hearted wave as Dubnitz urged his horse closer to the line of temple guards. �Goodweather, can�t you summon one of those winds of yours, or how about something nastier?� Dubnitz said, leaning over in his saddle.
�What are you doing here, Erkhart?� she hissed, gathering up her robes and stalking down the steps. �I thought I told you to��
�What? Stay away from a temple dedicated to my patron god?� Dubnitz said in mock disbelief. �And just because of a simple misunderstanding,� he continued.
�Is that what you call it?� Goodweather snapped, glaring at him. Dubnitz flipped up his visor.
�Of course,� he said, beaming at her. �It was dark. Mistakes were made.�
Her fingers curled into claws. �Mistakes,� she repeated darkly.
�Yes. I thought she was you, obviously. Forgive me?� he said, leaning down towards her. Her punch, when it came, nearly knocked him off his horse. She hopped back as he righted himself, clutching her hand and cursing. He rubbed his jaw. �Is that a no?�
�Yes,� she snarled.
�Yes you forgive me, or yes it�s a no?� Dubnitz said.
�We don�t need your help!� Goodweather said.
�Looks to me like you do,� Dubnitz said, looking back at the crowd. The faces of the crowd were studies in frustration, fear and anger. Most of them were just scared. Some of them were trouble-makers looking to make whatever was going on worse. And others
his eyes narrowed as he caught sight of a particular, peculiar figure, standing on an overturned cart and gesticulating in a frenzied fashion.
The man was all ribs and shoulders, with coarse clothing and a dozen shark-tooth necklaces clattering around his scrawny neck. Strange tattoos covered his puckered, tough looking skin and warning bells went off in Dubnitz�s head. �Oh that�s not right,� he muttered. He turned back to the fuming Goodweather. �See that skinny fellow on the cart there, Goodweather? What do you make of him?� he said.
Before she could reply, someone hurled a cobblestone into the head of one of the temple guards. The man�s head snapped back and he toppled like a felled tree. Dubnitz cursed and jerked around in his saddle as Goodweather rushed towards the fallen man.
�If you�re finished fraternising, Erkhart, I could use some bloody help!� Ernst shouted, flailing about with his trident. His horse snorted as a human wave surged up around him, hands grabbing and improvised weapons stabbing, hacking or thumping. The crowd, unpleasant looking before, had turned ugly in a matter of moments. More cobblestones flew, accompanied by dung, bricks and several contradictory political slogans. Someone somewhere was beating a drum in time to the sound of the Tide Bell ringing. Dubnitz rode to the aid of his fellow-knight, but as he cut through the crowd, his horse gave a terrified snort and reared up.
The sickening sound tolled again, rattling his teeth in his jaw and causing the world to spin before his eyes. His stomach felt like it had the first time he had ever climbed to a crow�s nest, as if it were full and falling all at the same time. His horse reared again, screaming and lashing out at something he couldn�t see.
He heard cries of fright and saw bodies tumble past, trailing blood through the rain. A familiar smell bit into his sinuses and he forced his horse to drop down, revealing the hideous shape that was blossoming before him. The man was no different from any other; he had the look of a sailor or a sea-jack. He screamed and thrashed, his ballooning limbs snapping out to swat aside anyone who got too close. His eyes met Dubnitz�s and he reached out with fingers that looked like overcooked sausages.
�Huh-help muh-meeee
� he whined. His words spiralled up into a wordless shriek as pink flesh turned grey as twitching limbs wobbled in an unpleasant fashion. Bones cracked, splintered and re-knit even as the flesh on them puffed up and split and the face, once human, tore in half to reveal a great triangular maw full of razor teeth.
�Gods below,� Dubnitz hissed. The creature, obviously in agony, thrashed about as it tore too-tight clothing off. It was the spitting image of the monster from earlier; possibly uglier, in fact, if it was possible. Before it could realise he was there, he stabbed down at its roiling flesh with his trident. The prongs sank into the mutating meat and the trident was jerked from his grip as the creature whipped around. Talons fastened on his horse�s snout and a single, savage jerk snapped the animal�s neck and nearly decapitated it.
Dubnitz roared as he was forced to drop out of the saddle. He hit the street and immediately found himself being trampled upon by fleeing people. Luckily, his armour kept the damage to a minimum and he soon forced himself to his feet, just in time to meet the monster�s awkward, flopping charge. Moving quickly in full armour was difficult, but a strong desire not to be disembowelled lent him speed. He stumbled aside as the creature bounded past him, pouncing on a luckless man. The creature�s victim screamed just once before the shark-thing bit his head off in a single wide-mouthed bite. Dubnitz waited for the nearest bystanders to clear out of the way and then drew his sword.
The shark-thing stuffed the rest of the body into its maw, chewing noisily. Its black eyes scanned the crowd like those of the animal it resembled; there was no glee there, no sadistic pleasure, nothing to imply that the thing gained any enjoyment from its actions. It had no impetus but cold, pure hunger.
Dubnitz advanced towards it, sword held out before him. It turned, slurping a twitching foot down its gullet. Dubnitz grimaced and then blinked as he caught sight of a shark�s-tooth necklace dangling from its bulbous throat, the material of the necklace itself biting into the thing�s gray skin. He wanted to look around, to see if the skinny man with his many necklaces was capering about somewhere, but he didn�t dare take his eyes off the monster.
It gazed at him hungrily and started forward, picking up speed as it came. Dubnitz ducked under a wild sweep of its claws and his sword drew a red line across its barrel chest. The creature gave no indication that it felt any pain as it dropped a fist on him, knocking him to one knee. It snagged a fleeing woman as Dubnitz fought the catch his breath and took a leisurely bite out of her neck.
�Monster,� Dubnitz snarled. He lunged and the beast flung the woman�s body at him, sending him stumbling. It jumped at him with a quickness that belied its size and its claws sank into his armour.
�Hold fast, Erkhart,� Ernst shouted, galloping towards Dubnitz and his opponent. The other knight threw his trident, catching the shark-thing in its thigh. It shoved Dubnitz aside and turned, yanking the weapon loose in a spray of blood. As Ernst rode past, chopping down on it with his sword, it slapped him out of the saddle with the trident. Ernst crashed into the street and lay unmoving. The creature stalked towards him, still clutching the trident.
Dubnitz rushed towards it and drove his sword between its shoulder-blades. It shuddered and threw its arms wide. He threw himself against the hilt, forcing the blade in deeper, hoping to shatter its spine or pierce something vital. It hunched over, chomping at the air. He was nearly pulled off of his feet, but he drove a boot into the small of its back and ripped his sword free. The shark-thing turned and grabbed for him. He backpedalled and chopped into its wrist. The blade cut halfway through its limb and stopped. It whipped its arm aside, pulling his sword out of his grip and stabbing at him with the trident. The tines scraped off of his cuirass and he tripped over his own feet, landing heavily.
Coughing blood, the creature raised the trident over him. It dove towards his head and his palms slapped together around the outer tines. Jerking his head to the side, he guided the points into the street and kicked at the creature�s belly. It was like kicking a wall, but it rocked back, off balance. Desperate, he grabbed the head of the trident and snatched it out of the creature�s slack grip. Spinning the weapon around, he jammed it into the creature�s belly. It loomed over him, jaws snapping, and began to pull itself down the length of the trident.
�Dubnitz, get the necklace!� Goodweather screamed from somewhere just out of sight. �Get the necklace you great oaf!�
He lunged for the necklace and hooked it with a finger even as the thing�s saw-edged teeth scraped his visor. Dubnitz ripped it free and the creature convulsed as if he�d removed a limb. It bucked and thrashed and he rolled it off of him with a grunt of disgust. It curled around the trident and its heels thudded into the street as steam began to boil off of it, carrying a strange stench into the air.
Dubnitz watched in horrified fascination as the creature began to shrink back to human proportions. It sloughed off the corrupted grey hide, revealing bloody pink flesh beneath. The man gasped and gazed at him blankly. His wounds had not disappeared and as Dubnitz sank down beside him, he coughed, muttered and went still. He didn�t look much like a cultist; then, they never did.
Still, he had asked for help. What cultist or mutant would do that? The knight closed the corpse�s staring eyes and stood as Goodweather moved quickly towards Ernst�s splayed form. Moving towards her, Dubnitz said, �Is he
?�
�No. Just had his lights put out is all,� she said, looking at him over her shoulder. �More than I can say for some.� Dubnitz looked around. The square was now host to a scene of carnage � bodies laid heaped here and there, mostly the result of the crowd�s panic at the creature�s initial appearance. The survivors had cleared out quick enough, and the other priests were endeavouring to help those that they could, while the temple guard looked on warily. The air stank of smoke and blood, despite the rain washing both away. Alarm bells were still ringing, and he could hear the crackle of fire and the clash of weapons. The latter was likely the Dock Watch or Ambrosius�s Marsh Watch snapping into action with all the speed an underpaid, unenthusiastic autocratic body could muster.
He looked back at Goodweather. She was an altogether more pleasant sight. Women weren�t a common fixture in the Grand Temple of Manann. Thus, Goodweather was, in many ways, an uncommon woman. She knew the holy sea-shanties backwards and forwards, even the rude bits most priests left out. And she had a punch like a mule.
�We�ve sent for the priestesses of Shallya, but they�re in the same situation we were,� Goodweather said, wiping her hands on her robes and standing. �There�re mobs at every temple. What,� she said, noticing the look on his face.
Dubnitz coughed and shook his head. �We might want to send runners and warn them to be on the look-out for more individuals wearing these little beauties,� Dubnitz said, letting the shark�s tooth necklace dangle from his fingers. �How did you know, by the way?�
�I guessed,� she said with a shrug.
�Dubnitz blinked. �What?�
�In the stories, it�s always the amulet. Or the crown, or the glove or the ring, some out of place innocuous thing,� she said, turning back towards the temple. She gestured to two of the guards. �Pick him up,� she said, motioning to Ernst. They hastened to obey.
�Well, regardless of your astonishing disregard for my safety, you were right,� Dubnitz said, hurrying after her. �The question is, why?�
�Stories are stories for a reason,� she said. She stopped and looked at him. �There�s something moving in the city. It�s in the air and the water; it�s in the rain, Erkhart,� she said, holding out a hand. The rain filled her palm and gleamed greasily before she dumped it onto the street. �It�s moving through Marienburg, just out of sight and sense.�
�Like a shark in the shallows,� Dubnitz said, holding up the necklace and eyeing it.
�Are you trying to be funny?� she snapped.
�No,� he said. He bounced the shark�s tooth on his palm. It felt warm. He turned, prompted by some instinct. �Hunh,� he said.
�What?� Goodweather said.
�I wonder what happened to our friend with a neck full of necklaces just like this one, the skinny wastrel on the cart. I suppose it�s too much to hope he got trampled.� He looked at her. �Did you see him?�
�No, I was distracted by the monster,� she said tersely. �Give me that!� She snatched the necklace out of his hands. A moment later she grunted and almost dropped it.
�What?� Dubnitz said.
�Stromfels,� she hissed, turning the tooth over to reveal a curiously shaped scratch in the surface. The tooth seemed to squirm in the rain, and Dubnitz felt a prickling, crawling sensation in his gut.
�Oh bugger,� he said. Stromfels
the god of pirates, storms and sharks. Every sailor�s least favourite things. The worship of the shark-god had long been outlawed in Marienburg, thought furtive sects still worshipped him in badly lit back rooms and isolated tributaries out in the marshes. It was a name that every follower of Manann, devout or otherwise, knew well. Stromfels was the bogeyman
the dark of the deep sea and the doom that waited down below the white-capped waves. �Was he just some deranged cultist then? Daemon-possessed?� he said, his mouth suddenly dry. He looked back towards the body of the man who�d been a shark. Was that what it had been? He thought again of the confused, despairing look in the man�s eyes and shuddered.
�If he was, then he was not alone,� someone said. Dubnitz turned and his eyes went cross as he stared down the tip of a sword. On the blade dangled a half-dozen more necklaces like the one Goodweather held. Most of them were bloody. Dubnitz looked up.
�Lord Justicar,� he said. �Ah, I Ź� that is to say, we��
�I see,� Ambrosius said, leaning across the pommel of his saddle, his sword blade resting on his forearm. Dots of blood marred his cheek and armour. His horse whickered softly and stamped a hoof dangerously close to Dubnitz�s instep. Past the animal�s rump, Dubnitz saw members of the Marsh Watch, mostly looking worse for wear, moving through the carnage of the temple square, arresting those who weren�t dead or dying. Ambrosius tilted his blade, spilling the necklaces into Goodweather�s hands. �We have reports of more of the creatures, though we�ve only managed to kill a few. Their numbers are increasing. I am alarmed by this,� he said calmly. �Ogg and the others are protecting the other temples in the district, as well as certain other, ah, strategically important areas.� That meant they�d be guarding the richest and most influential members of Marienburg society, Dubnitz knew. Even in the midst of a crisis, Ambrosius was keenly aware of which side his bread was buttered on.
Goodweather looked at the pile of teeth in her cupped palms and her face took on a slightly queasy look. Dubnitz looked up at the Lord Justicar. �That�s a lot of monsters,� he said.
�One is more than this city needs,� Ambrosius said grimly.
�Mitterfruhl,� Goodweather said suddenly. The two men looked at her. She made a face. �Mitterfruhl � the beginning of the rainy season-is a day sacred to Stromfels. Traditionally, it�s when his worshippers made their sacrifices.� She looked up. �Storms were a sign of Stromfels�s pleasure.�
Thunder grumbled and the grey sky looked swollen and ill as Dubnitz looked up at it. �Sacrifices,� he said. �As in more than one, you mean.�
�Stromfels is a hungry god,� Goodweather said. �He is as hungry as the ocean and twice as wild.�
�Very poetic,� Ambrosius said, sheathing his sword. �These amulets then are
what? Signs of his favour?�
�That poor bastard didn�t seem very favoured to me,� Dubnitz said, nodding towards the body of the former shark-man. Several more of Goodweather�s fellow priests surrounded the body and were engaged in a purification ritual involving sea-salt and crushed seagull bones. �More surprised really,� he murmured.
�What?� Goodweather said, looking annoyed.
He looked again at the necklaces. �They�re all the same, aren�t they?� he said.
�What are you getting at, Dubnitz?� Ambrosius said.
�They�re all the same!� Dubnitz said, gesturing to the teeth. He grabbed one of the amulets and pulled the cord tight. �Look at this.�
�It�s made of horse hair,� Goodweather said, looking puzzled.
�Not what it�s made of but how it was made,� Dubnitz said. �I grew up in the Tannery, remember?� Located in the maze of streets that played host to the city�s tanneries, the Tannery was a squalid, foul-smelling territory and the gangs of mule-skinners and cat�s meat-men who made it their home were as dangerous as any dock-tough or river-rat. �Weave-men have particular ways of making cords. It�s like a signature of sorts.�
�And these all have the same signature,� Goodweather said, examining the others. She looked at him in shock. �Manann carry me, but your head might be useful for something other than balance.�
�Now do you forgive me?� he said. She glared at him but didn�t reply. Dubnitz looked at Ambrosius. �These were all made by the same person,� he said.
�I gathered, thank you,� Ambrosius said. �The question would be, who?�
�No idea,� Dubnitz said, grinning. �But I know how to find out.� Dubnitz pointed towards one of the large marble statues of Manann that stood watch around the temple square. �If anyone will know where these are coming from it�s that little mud-puppy,� he said, indicating the boy who was crouched on the statue and watching the goings-on in the square. His blue coat was unbuttoned, likely because the brass buttons had been pawned. A ragged sash was wrapped around his waist, with a rust-dotted sailing knife thrust through it. Bare feet and fingers clung to Manann�s marble beard, despite the rain.
The blue-coats were omnipresent on the streets of Marienburg, especially when there was trouble afoot. If there was a riot or a festival or a brawl, they�d be there, on the fringes. People no longer even noticed them. Whether orphaned or abandoned, they all wore the same blue-dyed coats given to them by the priests who ran the Tar Street workhouses, and they all scampered through the streets like miniature northern savages, yelping and howling when those houses emptied for the evening.
�What would a street-cur know about Stromfels?� Ambrosius said.
�Likely a surprising amount,� Dubnitz said, tapping the side of his nose. �You wouldn�t believe what people let slip around little shell-like ears.� Without waiting for a reply, Dubnitz strode towards the statue. When he reached it, he looked up at the boy. �Renaldo, you little snake. Get down here. I need to talk to you.�
�Talk to me from down there, steel-fish,� Renaldo said, sticking out his tongue. Renaldo was a regular face in the Temple of Manann. Dubnitz knew he begged alms from the merchants and picked the pockets of drunken seamen in the square. He�d boxed the boy�s ears more than once for trying the latter on Dubnitz himself.
Dubnitz grunted. �I have a job for you, you ungrateful little eel.�
�Does it pay in food or fancies?� Renaldo said, shimmying along Manann�s outthrust arm. He hung upside down from the extended trident, his dark eyes narrowed cunningly.
�Both. Either,� Dubnitz said. He let the shark�s tooth amulet dangle from his fingers. The effect on Renaldo was immediate. The boy hissed like the stray cat he resembled and scooted back up the statue. Dubnitz blinked. �That was unexpected. Renaldo, get back here!�
�I ain�t taking that, steel-fish! I saw what those things do!�
�And what�s that?� Dubnitz pressed, circling the statue in pursuit of the boy.
�They�re cursed!� Renaldo barked.
�Yes, well, I need to know where they�re coming from,� Dubnitz said. �You don�t have to fondle the damn thing, just tell me where they�re coming from!�
�Ikel!� Renaldo crowed, eyeing Dubnitz suspiciously from behind Manann�s crown.
�What�s an Ikel?� Dubnitz said.
�It�s not a what, steel-fish, it�s a who,� Renaldo said. He stood on Manann�s shoulder and leaned against the statue�s head. �Ikel the marsh-man. He came into the Tannery about a week ago. He�s been shilling those teeth in the Beggar�s Market. Oleg the blind beggar tried to filch a few and Ikel cut him a sharp smile over his kidneys.�
�Wouldn�t be the first time Oleg had to digest a bit of steel,� Dubnitz grunted. �The Beggar�s Market, you say?� A thought occurred to him. �What�s Ikel look like? Is he an inked-up gentleman, perchance?�
�Like a squid shat on him,� Renaldo said, nodding.
�Wonderful,� Dubnitz said. �Best scarper Renaldo, lest the Marsh Watch get hold of you.� Dubnitz watched the boy slide away into the growing dusk and turned back to Ambrosius and Goodweather. �Beggar�s Market,� he called out, tossing the amulet up and catching it. �Fellow called Ikel.�
�You have a way with children,� Goodweather said.
�I�m something of a hero to the downtrodden, yes,� Dubnitz said, puffing out his chest.
�Be that as it may, is the boy�s information good?� Ambrosius demanded. �Can we trust it?�
�As much as anything heard on the streets,� Dubnitz said, tossing the necklace back to Goodweather. �I think Ikel was here earlier. Watching the festivities.�
Ambrosius�s eye narrowed. �Hnf. Priestess Goodweather?�
�Stromfels is an enemy of Manann,� Goodweather said, dumping the necklaces into the pouch on her belt. �Our missionaries in the marshes and in the north have been attacked before.�
Ambrosius sighed. �Fine. You two will go to the Beggar�s Market. Find this Ikel. Take him into custody.� He looked at Dubnitz. �That means I want him alive, Dubnitz.�
�But of course, Lord Justicar,� Dubnitz said, banging a fist against his cuirass smartly.
�You want me to go with him?� Goodweather said, her tone implying that she hadn�t heard Ambrosius correctly.
�You have worked together before, yes?� Ambrosius said, pulling on his horse�s reins and turning about. �Far be it from me to break up a successful partnership. Get me Ikel.�
�But�� Goodweather began, following Ambrosius.
�And do hurry,� Ambrosius said, ignoring the priestess.
�But-but�� Goodweather said, watching Ambrosius ride away.
Dubnitz coughed into his fist. Goodweather turned and glared at him. �What?� Dubnitz said.
�Let�s just be about this,� Goodweather snarled.
Luckily, the Tannery was close to the docklands. Marienburg was in a tumult. The streets were packed with people fleeing in one direction or another; some sought the safety of the temples while others huddled in taverns and shops. Though the shark-things were few, the rumours of them were flying thick through the canal-streets. Looters were mistaken for daemon-worshippers and the armoured knights of the Order of Manann for the black-iron clad warriors of the north. Mobs of panic-stricken citizens burned the buildings of their neighbours as old grudges blossomed into violence. Through it all, the rain pounded down like the tears of Marienburg�s many gods.
Several times Dubnitz was forced to fend off the attentions of the opportunistic and terror-maddened. His sword was heavy with blood as he forced Goodweather through the throngs clogging the streets. However, those throngs thinned as they entered the Tannery, eventually disappearing entirely.
The Beggar�s Market occupied a natural meeting point between several side streets in the Tannery. The stink of boiling fat and rotting meat was thick on the wet air. The streets were empty of life, save the scrabbling of rats in the gutters. Something crashed in the distance. Dubnitz wondered if another of the shark-things was loose somewhere. Ambrosius had said as much. The thought made his muscles tense. The haze of still-burning fires danced above the rooftops like a false dawn.
�I shouldn�t be here,� Goodweather said. She had her hood pulled low, and the symbol of Manann was displayed prominently on her chest. �I should be at the temple. There are things to be done.�
�Are they more important than countering the machinations of the minions of the shark-god?� Dubnitz said, his palm resting on his sword hilt. Drying blood dotted his armour, hiding the piscine designs beneath red splashes.
�Minions,� Goodweather repeated, looking at him.
�What would you call them?� Dubnitz said.
Goodweather merely shook her head and looked around. Empty stalls lined the walls of the buildings on either side of the street. On any other night, rain or not, those stalls would be crammed with men and women selling their wares. The Beggar�s Market was almost a parody of the great mercantile squares that occupied other parts of Marienburg. Here was where the poor came to buy and sell their pitiful wares; they were doing neither tonight.
�How do we tell which stall we�re looking for? And where is everyone?� Goodweather said.
�As to the latter, I can only guess. But as to the former
there!� He pointed. The shark�s jaws were larger than any beast Dubnitz had had the misfortune to meet in the sea or otherwise. They spread wide on a rough cut wooden post mounted over a dingy stall. �They�re not a subtle folk, these worshippers of the shark-god.�
�No,� Goodweather said grimly. �Stromfels is as subtle as the oncoming storm.�
�And as remorseless,� Dubnitz said. �That explains that. The people of the Tannery have always had a nose for trouble. They go to ground like rats when trouble rears its head.� He held up a hand. �Hsst
we�re being watched,� he said softly. Goodweather twitched and looked around, her fingers sliding towards the knife on her belt.
�Why didn�t the Lord Justicar send any men with us?� she muttered. The knife in her hand was hooked and serrated, the blade engraved with the name of Manann.
�Probably because he had none to spare, Goodweather,� Dubnitz said, his eyes flickering across the street. �The whole city is going up in flames and inundated with monsters. Finding one man, no matter how important, isn�t high on his list of priorities.�
�There�s no guarantee that Ikel is even here!� Goodweather snapped, looking around warily.
�So who�s watching us then, hmm?� Dubnitz said. The two of them had moved back to back instinctively. The rain had picked up, coming down now in semi-opaque sheets. Thunder snarled and then, the deep tolling rolled through Dubnitz�s bones. Goodweather gasped and clutched at her chest. The puddles of water collecting on the street rippled and the rain wavered into weird shapes.
Shapes rose suddenly from the street, clad in rags and trash, their faces masked by blackened peat bags. Swords, axes and clubs were gripped tight in grimy hands. In silence, they rushed towards the duo. Dubnitz drew his sword and chopped upwards into an attacker�s skull in one smooth motion, cutting the man in two from chin to pate. He turned as another, carrying a rusty billhook, leapt wildly at Goodweather. The priestess flung out a hand, and a fistful of fish-scales drifted towards her attacker. The flimsy, tiny scales pierced the man�s chest, arms and face like tiny arrows, leaving blisters and burns in their wake. The man screamed and fell, clawing at himself. Goodweather swept her hooked knife out and cut his throat with one economic bend of her elbow.
Dubnitz shoved her aside as an axe dropped towards her head. He caught the blade on his own, and sparks dripped into his face as the two weapons slid across one another with a squeal. He kicked out and was rewarded with the sound of snapping bone. The axe-man fell, and Dubnitz caught him on the back of the neck with his sword. The head rolled loose into the gutter.
There was a scream from behind him and as he turned he saw a cultist stagger, clawing at the billhook sticking up from his back. Goodweather put a boot and jerked the confiscated weapon loose. Dubnitz inclined his head and she gave him a sharp nod. Then, her eyes widened and she hurled the billhook.
Dubnitz cursed and fell backwards. The billhook scraped across his cuirass as it caught his attacker in the throat, dropping the man into a heap. �Nice throw,� he said, straightening up and turning towards her.
�Not really,� she said, as the last of their attackers pressed the edge of his notched cutlass to her throat meaningfully.
�Drop your sword,� the man growled, his voice muffled by his mask.
�No,� Dubnitz said, starting forward.
�I�ll kill her,� the other said.
�He�ll kill me,� Goodweather added.
�No he won�t,� Dubnitz said, drawing closer, the rain pattering across his armour.
�He won�t?� Goodweather said.
�I will!� the cultist said.
�You won�t,� Dubnitz said. �Because if you do kill her, I�ll hurt you for it.�
�I do not fear death,� the cultist said.
�I didn�t say anything about death. I said I�d hurt you. And I will. I will personally oversee your sentence in the Temple of Manann. I will put the Question to you again and again, until you are nothing more than shark-chum. Your every moment will be an eternity of agony, my friend, and I will not let it end,� Dubnitz said mildly. He stopped and extended his sword. �It�s your choice, of course.�
The cultist shoved aside Goodweather with a cry and launched himself at Dubnitz. Dubnitz beat aside the cutlass with an almost gentle gesture and spun around, swatting the man on the back of the head with the flat of his blade. The cultist dropped onto the water-logged street like a pole-axed ox. Dubnitz looked at Goodweather, who was rubbing her throat. �Are you all right?�
�Yes. Nice speech,� she said.
�I meant every word,� he said softly.
�Of course you meant it. You always mean what you say, when you say it. That�s the problem, Erkhart,� Goodweather said. Dubnitz fell silent. He occupied himself with jerking the cultist to his feet and shaking him into sensibility.
�Up,� Dubnitz barked. The man groaned and Dubnitz prodded him with the tip of his sword. �Where�s Ikel? Did he know we were coming?�
The cultist didn�t answer, shaking his head. Dubnitz lifted the man�s chin with his sword. �Talk, or I�ll begin carving the Litanies of the Sea on you, friend. And my friend here has enough salt to do the job properly.�
�Erkhart
� Goodweather began.
�I know what I�m doing,� Dubnitz said, glancing at her. She shook her head.
�So do I. Hold him,� she said. As Dubnitz swung the weakly struggling cultist around, Goodweather scooped up two handfuls of rainwater. She murmured into her cupped hands, and the water bubbled in a strange fashion as she placed it beneath the cultist�s nose. Steam rose from the water. �Take off his mask,� she said. Dubnitz complied. The cultist was a pale faced, pop-eyed man, with strange ritualistic scars on his cheeks and forehead. The steam wavered in the rain and then plunged up into his nose and eyes. The cultist shuddered and gurgled.
The hairs on the back of Dubnitz�s neck rose as the body in his grip went slack. �What are you�� he began. Goodweather silenced him with a look.
Finally, she stepped back. �Release him.�
Dubnitz did, and gladly. The prayers of the servants of Manann were a strange, wild thing and though he served the god, Dubnitz knew that there were mysteries that he would never be privy to. The cultist jerked back and forth, gurgling. �Lead us to Ikel,� Goodweather said, her face slick with rain and sweat. Her eyes showed the strain of what she was doing. The cultist spun and staggered, like a marionette. Then, with a moan, he stumbled off.
�Let�s go,� Goodweather said hoarsely. Dubnitz followed her.
�What did you do to him?�
�A simple trick, though I�ve never tried it with anything larger than a seagull,� she said. She rubbed her head. �As long as the steam stays in him, he�ll do as we say. Manann will compel him. But once it escapes
�
�Hopefully he�ll get us to where we need to go then,� Dubnitz said.
The cultist led them on a crooked, circuitous route through the Tannery. As they entered a badly lit cul-de-sac, the deep, black tolling happened again, and it made Dubnitz�s head feel as if it were fit to burst. Goodweather grabbed her head and nearly sank to her knees. Prayers to Manann burst from her lips in desperate speed. The cultist shuddered to a stop as it happened, steam rising from his ears, mouth and nose. The street seemed to be submerged beneath murky water and vast, terrifying shapes slid between the buildings, swimming from shadow to shadow.
Dubnitz opened his mouth to speak, and bubbles flowed into the air around his head. The rain had become something else entirely. His limbs felt sluggish and leaden and as the echoes of the deep boom faded, and those immense, terrible shapes shot past and over him into the city faster than any bird, the world snapped back to normality.
Goodweather clutched at her amulet, her thumbs pressed tight to the trident symbol of Manann. She looked at him, her face pale and her eyes wide with horror. Dubnitz knew that his own face was likely the mirror image of hers, but he shook it off.
The cultist lay limp on the street, his body contorted and rigid. Dubnitz didn�t have to examine him to know he was dead. �I think we�ve found the place,� he rasped.
The store front had seen better years. It was shabby even by the standards of the Tannery and it smelled of rotting fish. A number of the latter had been nailed to the lintel, their blank eyes staring out at the street. It was only by looking carefully that Dubnitz could tell that the fish had been nailed up in the shape of Stromfels�s symbol. He felt cold and sick and he hesitated before the door.
�We could go back. We could get help,� Goodweather said from behind him.
�And what would happen between now and then, eh?� Dubnitz growled, all humour gone. He looked up into the rain. There was a feeling on the air, like sailors got just before that first storm-tossed wave crested the bow and caused the boat to dip alarmingly. �Those bells � whatever they are � are becoming stronger. You felt it as well as I did.�
�We�re at the eye of the storm,� Goodweather said. She gingerly touched one of the fish and then drew her fingers back as if they�d been burned. She looked at him. �Erkhart
�
�I know,� he said. Then he lifted a boot and kicked the door in. Sword at the ready, he shouldered his way in. Rain dripped down through the sagging ceiling and ran in rusty runnels across the mouldy wooden planks of the floor. There was a vile smell, like a pig left too long on the butcher�s block in the summer air. �You�d think there�d be more guards,� he said quietly.
Goodweather stepped past him. She pulled a gull feather from her pouch and released it. A cool breeze, smelling of the clean sea, took it and carried it through the shop towards the back of the room. The feather dropped to the floor and spun gently in a small circle. Dubnitz stood over it, his eyes narrowed. He dropped to his haunches and, with his sword-point he traced the edges of a trapdoor out in the thin skin of mould that covered the floor.
Carefully, he levered it open with his blade, revealing an unpleasant looking set of stairs. A foul stink wafted upwards-he smelled blood, and stale water. He looked at Goodweather. �Ladies first,� he said.
�Manann�s sword before Manann�s shield,� she said piously.
�Bloody dark down there,� he said.
�Isn�t it?� she said. Dubnitz sighed and started down. The smooth stone of the foundations were wet to the touch, sweating with the stuff of the canals which criss-crossed the city. No place in Marienburg was more than a few feet from the water, whether it was fresh or salt, canal, marsh or sea. The city floated on moist foundations, the stones eroded century by century. Dubnitz paused at the curve of the stairs. Weak torchlight illuminated the bottom steps and he could hear the steady slap-slap of water against stone. Some places in the Tannery had underground docks, for moving illicit goods into the marshes or deep wells that provided water.
Goodweather pressed against his back. He continued down. Goodweather gasped as they caught sight of the first body. The man lay sprawled in the corner across from the steps. His hands were curled around the handle of the knife buried to the hilt in his belly. He was not alone. A dozen more bodies filled the oddly angled confines of the cellar. More than a dozen, in fact. Bodies were heaped upon bodies, all with self-inflicted wounds and all surrounding the deep well of scummy water that occupied the centre of the cellar.
In fact only three living forms occupied the cellar as Dubnitz and Goodweather reached it. A man easily recognizable as Ikel was one and the other two were soon of no consequence. As Dubnitz stepped forward, the two cultists stabbed each other and fell in a heap.
As they fell, the strange, fang-like shard of black stone that thrust out of the dark water of the pool shuddered and vibrated with a hideous bell-like peal of noise. It was thunderous in the confines of the cellar, causing the stones to grind against one another. The water swirled suddenly with a number of water-spouts and Dubnitz shielded his face as shadowy immensities burst free of the pool as the bell-noise pounded at his bones and eardrums. The shadow-things shot upwards, passing through the upper floor and away as the echoes of the bell faded.
Blinking through the pain of the sound, Dubnitz focused on Ikel, who smiled at him in apparent recognition. The cultist grinned, revealing crudely filed teeth. �You�re too late,� he said. �Stromfels�s teeth dig deep into the meat of Manann�s realm. The King of Sharks will have his Mitterfruhl feast.�
�Looks like he�ll be doing it sans guests,� Dubnitz said, kicking a body. Ikel chuckled.
�Blood must enter the water to bring the sharks,� the cultist said.
Dubnitz caught Goodweather�s eye. Her face was as stiff as those of the corpses that lay around them. �They needed a sacrifice.�
�Blood calls to beasts,� Ikel cackled, rattling the shark�s teeth necklaces he wore. �We gave them away freely. Good luck charms we called them, and aye, so they are
Stromfels�s luck!� Dubnitz saw that the black stone was studded with such teeth. Indeed they almost seemed to be growing from the rock like barnacles. Hundreds, thousands of sharp shark�s teeth poked through the slick surface of the stone and the sight of them made his flesh prickle.
�What?� he said.
�The necklaces,� Goodweather breathed. Her voice was full of horror and loathing. �The teeth are parts of Stromfels, parts of his power, even as this symbol I wear is Manann�s.�
The realization hit Dubnitz like a fist. �Then everyone wearing one of those
�
�They belong to Stromfels now!� Ikel yelped. �They are Stromfels. Or they will be. It takes blood, so much blood
� Dubnitz froze, remembering the great shadows he had seen. Moving like sharks through the streets. Had they been seeking the wearers of the necklaces? Were they daemons hunting hosts to use to feed and ravage the city of the sea-god?
�What was the point?� Dubnitz said, tearing his eyes from the stone and moving closer to Ikel, who sidled aside, his fingers tapping on the hilt of the knife thrust through his belt.
�Careful Erkhart,� Goodweather said. �Don�t let him do it.�
�Don�t let him do what?� Dubnitz snapped.
�Don�t let him kill himself. If he kills himself, the sacrifice will be completed,� Goodweather said. �And those who haven�t been transformed yet will be.�
�Silence,� Ikel snapped. �Manann has no voice here. This is Stromfels�s place. Stromfels�s temple!� He gestured wildly at the black stone. �His teeth pierce the veil of Manann�s flesh, opening the way for us
for all of us!�
�To do what then?� Dubnitz said harshly, his eyes on the knife in Ikel�s belt. If he could keep him talking
�To feed the god,� Ikel said. �Stromfels is as hungry as the ocean, and like the ocean he must be fed.� He drew the knife. �His children burst through the veil and feed on the unworthy. And it is our honour to help them.� Ikel lifted the knife to his throat. �It is my honour��
�No!� Goodweather shouted, flinging her own blade. It slid across Ikel�s wrist and he yelped and dropped his knife. Goodweather leapt on him, robes flapping. �Erkhart, get the stone,� she said.
�And do what with it?� Dubnitz roared, plunging into the water. It closed about his legs greedily, and his limbs went immediately numb, nearly causing him to fall. Things brushed against his knees and he nearly fell forward into the stone. He caught himself at the last minute, his hands shooting out against the stone. Impossibly, the metal and thick leather of his gauntlets gave way before the teeth like thin paper and Dubnitz snarled in pain. He jerked his throbbing hands back. His palms bled freely.
Goodweather, struggling with Ikel, shouted, �Get it out of the water. Hurry!�
Dubnitz looked at her and then at the stone. It gleamed nastily and he hesitated to touch it again. But, not knowing what else to do, he sank down into the water, digging for its base. His blood coloured the water as his fingers were shredded. Pain ran wild up his forearms and sparks bounced at the edges of his vision. It felt like his hands were being chewed.
�Dubnitz, hurry!� Goodweather called from behind him.
With a groan, Dubnitz lifted the stone. His chest and shoulders swelled and his feet slid beneath the water as he ripped it free of the pool. Fangs fastened into his thigh as some unseen something coiled about his legs. He stamped blindly, and a powerful blow crashed into his back, nearly knocking him over. He staggered forward, still holding the stone aloft. It seemed to grow heavier, its weight doubling and tripling. His arms trembled as he fought to reach the edge of the pool.
In his head, he heard the slash of a shark�s fin through eternal waters and the thunder of a great, gluttonous heart. His lungs were full of water and the smell of his blood spread across the spirit-sea that held Stromfels and his progeny. Shadow-things spun around him, darting at the edges of his vision and fear cut through him like a knife. �Manann help me,� he muttered. For the first time in his life, the prayer was a sincere one.
He caught a glimpse of movement, and saw Goodweather on her back among the bodies, Ikel straddling her, his filed teeth darting for her throat. Dubnitz, reacting on instinct, bellowed and hurled the stone at the cultist. It caught Ikel in the head and shoulders and he fell without a sound, the black stone settling on him with an almost hungry squelching sound. Despite the blood, there was no toll of sound. No shadow-things springing from the water�s depths to rampage through his city. Nothing, save a disappointed silence.
The waters of the pool thrashed suddenly and then went still. The oppressive feeling of the cellar faded slowly, as if whatever presence had been causing it were receding. Dubnitz collapsed, half in and half out of the water. He coughed and looked at Goodweather, who got to her feet slowly. �Did it work?� he said, pulling himself out of the water.
�I don�t know,� she said, looking around. �I think so.�
�You think so? You seemed bloody certain when you were ordering me in there!� Dubnitz growled, trying to get to his feet and failing. His hands and legs were covered in blood and the shredded remnants of his armour.
She helped him sit up. �It seemed like the thing to do.�
�Seemed like the
� Dubnitz gaped at her. �Are you saying you guessed?�
�I suppose I did, yes,� Goodweather said hesitantly.
Dubnitz began to laugh, softly at first, and then great, echoing guffaws. Goodweather joined him and the sound of their mingled laughter drove the last lingering shadows back into the depths.



        
            
                
            
        

    
The Barbed Wire Cat



Robert Earl
 
In the darkness, the thing called Skitteka sat and schemed and stroked his pet. A single lantern lit his stone-gnawed burrow. The guarded flame produced barely enough light to lend a twinkle to his beady eyes, although it was sufficient to set the blonde of his pet’s hair aglow. Everything else was in shadow.
Skitteka hadn’t had a pet before. Apart from anything else, not many humans could have borne his touch. Most would have cowered or flinched, or just broken and tried to run. But Adora was not most humans. She purred as he dragged his filthy claws through her hair, and pressed herself into his verminous caress with every semblance of pleasure.
‘I wonder, little cat,’ Skitteka said, ‘how long I will have to wait to become chief overseer.’
Despite his bulk Skitteka’s voice was a high-pitched shriek, like nails being drawn down a slate. Adora seemed not to mind. Quite the opposite, when she cocked her head to listen it was with a keen interest and that, at least, she didn’t have to fake.
‘The slaves all wonder the same, master,’ she told him, her voice perfectly modulated to that sweet spot that lay just between terror and adulation; that sweet spot she’d spent so many hours practising. ‘They see that you are the most powerful, and the most magnificent. And they fear that when you become chief overseer they will have to work harder.’
Skitteka hissed with pleasure, the twin chisels of his incisors gleaming in the scant light.
‘They are right,’ he boasted, his claws scratching deeper into her scalp to show his pleasure. ‘That fool Evasqeek doesn’t know how to handle humans. He should be removed. Replaced.’
The tremble in his paw belied the defiance in its voice and Adora felt a flash of frustration.
So she thought about her father. He had died when she had been a toddler, all she remembered about him was a kindly face, the smell of pipe smoke, and the one thing he had said which she had understood and remembered. It’s a poor craftsman, he had told her three-year old self, who blames his tools. Perhaps he would be proud to know that, whatever else Adora had turned out to be, it was not a poor craftsman. Ignoring the tremble in Skitteka’s paw she arched her back and hummed in a way that she knew pleased him.
When he had stopped trembling she said, ‘Some of the slaves heard Evasqeek talking yesterday, master. He was in the main seam hiding behind his stormvermin.’
‘Hiding, yes,’ Skitteka said, finding reassurance in the description. ‘And what did he say?’
‘He said that he was tired of being frightened all of the time,’ Adora decided. ‘He said that it was too much and that he just wanted to go back to his burrow and sire lots of whelps.’
‘He said that it was too much?’ Skitteka asked, his voice as flat as a blade on a grindstone.
‘That’s what the slave who heard him told me,’ Adora said, and wondered if she had gone too far.
She had.
‘No,’ Skitteka said. ‘No, no, no. Evasqeek wouldn’t tell his stormvermin that. They would kill him’
‘That slave must have got it wrong then,’ Adora said, letting the blame slide from her with a practiced ease.
‘Perhaps,’ Skitteka said, grabbing a fistful of her hair and squeezing so that every root screamed out in pain. ‘Or perhaps it’s lying. Either way, it can’t be trusted. Which one was it?’
Most humans would have hesitated. Even those whose decency had been outweighed by their terror would have struggled to fabricate a scapegoat without missing a beat. But Adora wasn’t most humans.
‘It was Jules,’ she said, handing out the death sentence with an instinctive understanding of who was valuable to her and who was not.
‘Jules,’ Skitteka said, savouring the name of its next victim as much as it would any other tasty morsel. ‘Jules. Very well, little cat. Send Jules to me. I will sharpen his ears for him.’
Adora pretended to share the amusement of the thing as he hissed, his murderous laughter as sibilant as an adder’s.
‘But first,’ he said, throwing something splattering down onto the stone of the floor. ‘Eat up, my little cat. I need healthy little helpers in this mine.’
The shapeless gobbet of flesh lay in the filth, glistening. Adora gave effusive thanks as she crawled forward to it. It was meat. That, she told herself, was all that it was. Meat. Down here you could either eat it or you could be it, but either way, meat was life. Adora gnawed off a chunk and swallowed. Then she went to find Jules.
Skitteka didn’t kill Jules outright. Skitteka never killed anybody outright. Despite his stupidity and his clumsy bulk, the thing had a surgeon’s skill and the wounds he inflicted, although always lethal, were seldom immediately so.
Adora found her scapegoat lying by the side of one of the access tunnels. He had been left there so that the other slaves could see him as they trudged down past the warped and trembling mine supports and into the cancerous glow of the main seam. His intestines had been wound out of him and tied into grotesque shapes. His limbs ended in cauterised stumps. He had been blinded. And worse.
The slaves bowed their heads in sympathy for the ruined man. Why not? Sympathy was easy. But none of them dared to brave the guards’ whips by offering him comfort. None but Adora. She sat beside Jules and cradled him. He had been the one who had taught her how to make soap down here: how to mix charcoal and fat, combining dirt in order to achieve cleanliness.
He died in her arms. The last fading rhythms of his pulse disappeared within his wasted frame, pattering away in contrast to the strong beat that pounded within her own breast. He sobbed for his mother right until the end, but it wasn’t his mother who comforted him during his last hours in this eternal night. It was Adora. When he was dead she kissed him, a final blessing, then left the cooling meat of his corpse and hurried along after the other slaves. As Skitteka’s pet she had some privileges. She was left unshackled, loose and generally untouched. Even so, there were things down here with more authority than her patron, and their whips left scars.
She hurried down the claustrophobic squeeze of the narrow tunnel to rejoin her fellow slaves. Even the shortest of them walked with a permanent stoop, the ceiling of their captors’ tunnels being too low for them. Their guards had no such problem. This subterranean world had been built around their rat-like forms, and they scuttled back and forth effortlessly, the razored tips of their whips hissing towards anybody who faltered or stumbled.
As the column entered the weird green glow of the mine proper, one of the slaves fell to his knees. There was a cacophony of shrieking voices, the busy whine of whips and then screaming. The man in front of Adora used the distraction to turn and whisper to her.
‘Was he dead?’ he asked, his voice thick with an Estalian accent. He was called Xavier, and of all the men down here Adora judged him to be the strongest. Although smaller than the northerners she was used to, he had a wiry strength that even this hellish captivity hadn’t been able to sap. He had a hardness in his eyes too. It suggested that, even though he was defeated, he still had enough pride to dream of revenge.
Adora had high hopes for him. So much so that, after casting a quick glance around, she took the risk of whispering a reply.
‘Yes,’ she said. ‘He’s dead.’
‘He’s lucky.’
‘Don’t be a fool,’ she told him.
The man looked at her. In the sickly green light it was impossible to make out his expression but Adora could see that it was either anger or amusement. As far as she was concerned, either would do.
‘How long have you been down-‘ he began, but the sentence changed into a hiss of agony as a guard sliced him with a whip.
‘No talking,’ it squeaked, then chittered something unintelligible as it struck him again. The leather cut through rags and skin both, and his blood spattered onto the floor, black in the sickly light.
Then the column was moving again. The green glow of the wyrdstone grew brighter. Adora felt her skin crawl and her teeth ache as they reached the first deposit. Tools were handed out and she stumbled forward, eyes watering as she started to hack away at the stone in search of the wyrdstone fragments entombed within.
She studied her captors as she worked. As always happened in the presence of the wyrdstone, their demeanour had changed. They had not become calm so much as transfixed by the sickly green glow. They still watched the slaves, in as much as the slaves were revealing the accursed stuff, but mainly they watched each other. The pure black orbs of their eyes glittered with suspicion, and although their whips rested, their paws often strayed to the hilts of their poisoned blades.
Adora could recognise greed when she saw it. That was why today, as every day, she waited to see if an opportunity would present itself.
It did. One of the slaves hacked a lump of the wyrdstone loose, crying out in pain as it sprang away from the rock face with a sudden burst of painful light. The overseers clustered around the find, their scaly tails twitching with horrible excitement and their beady eyes blind to all else, and that was when Adora struck. In a single, fluid movement she grabbed the wyrdstone fragment she had been standing on and concealed it amongst the rags which bound her legs. She only touched it with her bare skin for a moment, but in that moment her bones ached and her muscles squirmed and she had to choke back the cry of horror which rose unbidden to her lips.
The pain faded slowly as she carried on working. She paid it no heed. However vile the wyrdstone was, it was valuable to them and so, she reasoned, it was valuable to her.
‘He’s coming? Here?’ Evasqeek bared his incisors. The guards who were gathered in the chief overseer’s burrow cowered at their master’s agitation. Only the runner who had brought the tidings remained unmoved by his reaction.
‘Yes, master,’ said the runner, revelling in malicious pleasure at the fear it had brought. ‘Chief Vass will visit the mine to see that all is well. He is concerned that production is down.’
Evasqeek lashed the ground with his tail, and his eyes rolled around in panic.
‘The seam is running out,’ he whined. ‘There is less and less of the stone every day. It’s not me, it’s the deposit.’
Then he remembered who he was talking to. Vass was one thing, the vicious old fool, but this runner wasn’t worthy of an excuse. Worthy of punishment, perhaps…
The runner, as though seeing the vengeful turn of the chief overseer’s thoughts, interrupted them.
‘My Lord Vass requests that I return with your estimate of the stone you will have when he arrives,’ he said. In fact, Lord Vass had requested no such thing. It was just that the runner’s whiskers were twitching with the knowledge that this chief overseer wanted a victim, and that it wasn’t going to be him.
‘Tell him forty ingots,’ Evasqeek decided.
‘Is that all?’ The runner asked, pushing his luck.
‘Maybe more,’ Evasqeek said, suddenly aware of how dangerously frightened he had begun to smell in front of his stormvermin. ‘Now go. I have work to do.’
‘I know,’ the runner said and, before Evasqeek’s spite could overcome his caution, it turned and scuttled back out of the burrow.
‘Go and fetch Skitteka,’ Evasqeek said at length. ‘He is the slave master, and the slaves produce the stone. So if we aren’t producing enough, it’s his fault.’
It was a reassuring thought and one that Evasqeek clung to as he worked out how best to shift the blame.
The slaves had no idea how long their shifts lasted. There was no day down here, only an eternal night. The guards merely waited for the first of their charges to collapse before letting the rest of them return to their quarters. All but the one who had collapsed, of course. He’d be flayed alive, a miners’ canary of human frailty who paid the ultimate price for everybody else’s rest.
When that was done the survivors would drag themselves back to where they were quartered, gulp down a bowl of whatever vile broth their captors provided, and then clamber down into the lightless oubliette where they were kept. There were no other exits from the dungeon apart from the hole in the roof though which the ladder descended. The dank cavern stank of human misery and human waste, and if it hadn’t been for the cracks in the rock the inmates would have drowned in the latter long ago.
Now, after gulping down a bowl of something greasy and congealed, Adora climbed down into this stinking pit. The rest of the slaves had already collapsed, allowing themselves to fall victim to terror and exhaustion. Adora felt a flicker of contempt for them as she forced herself to keep moving, keep thinking. Keep one step ahead.
The trapdoor banged closed above her and the darkness became complete. It was a heavy leaden thing, this darkness, as though it bore every ounce of the tons of rock that lay above. The weight crushed some of the slaves, and their howling and sobbing echoed against the damp stone walls. Others raised their voices in a ragged chorus of desperate prayer, the Sigmarite chants a feeble defiance against the all conquering night.
Adora ignored them as she ignored the soft confusion of broken bodies beneath her feet. She was too intent on the cache she had hidden in one of the crevasses that lined the walls.
Over the past weeks she had amassed perhaps half a kilo of wyrdstone. The fragments produced a nerve shredding heat even through the rag bundle she had wrapped them in, and it was no coincidence that the ground beneath them was the only part of the cavern not tumbled with human bodies.
When she had made sure her poisonous treasure was secure she took a deep breath and finally allowed herself to think about sleep. Not here, though. Not by the wyrdstone.
She started picking her way back through the mass of bodies, ignoring the whimpers and cries of protest. Then from beneath her she heard one voice that was neither fearful nor hurt.
‘I’ll thank you not to stand on my hand,’ it said, and Adora realised she had found the Estalian.
‘Then I’ll thank you to make room for a lady,’ she said and, pausing only to knee somebody aside, slid down beside him.
‘Feel free to take a seat,’ he said, and when Adora heard the unmistakable tone of irony in his voice, her heart leapt. Irony. It was like the scent of clean air or a glimpse of blue sky, a thing that could only come from a place of freedom.
‘My name is Adora,’ she said, as though she had just handed him the keys to a kingdom.
‘And my name is Xavier Esteban de Souza,’ he replied, sounding as though she actually had.
‘You haven’t been down here long, have you?’ she asked, and leaned into him with a total lack of self-consciousness. He was lean but not wasted, his slim frame corded with the tight muscles of a fencer, or perhaps an acrobat. She pressed against him, enjoying the warmth of his body against hers.
‘Perhaps a month,’ he said, carefully not moving away. ‘Perhaps more. It’s difficult to keep track.’
‘Try,’ Adora told him.
‘Why bother?’ he asked.
Adora didn’t reply. Instead she slid her hand gently down his forearm, selected a hair, and pulled it out. He yelped with surprise as much as pain.
‘If you and I are to be friends,’ she told him, ‘you are never to ask that question again. Never even to think it.’
He grunted, and she thought he understood. She hoped so. Nobody survived down here once they started to ask that question. Nobody.
‘Where are you from?’ she asked him, stroking the forearm from where she had plucked the hair.
‘From Estalia,’ he said simply. ‘I am a swordsman, as was my father and his father before him.’
‘Are you any good?’ Adora asked, and she could tell by the way he sat a little straighter that he was.
‘One of the best. When we are boys, the sons of our family train amongst pens full of the toros negros, the wild bulls from the mountains. They have horns blacker than this night and natures as fickle as any woman’s.’
‘As fickle as that?’ Adora asked.
Xavier chuckled, and the sound was so alien in the darkness that a silence descended around them.
‘Yes,’ he said, ‘as fickle as that. You can never tell when they will turn on you or your opponent. It gives those of us who survive eyes in the back of our heads.’
‘If you have eyes in the back of your head,’ Adora teased him, ‘then how were you caught?’
‘Sorcery,’ Xavier replied simply. ‘I was a guard on a caravan. One night there was an alarm and suddenly we were all choking. After that, I don’t remember much. We were all split up, and then there were endless passages. Endless days.’
‘There is no such thing as endless passages,’ Adora told him with the cast iron assurance of a mother telling her child that monsters don’t exist.
Xavier just shrugged.
‘You’re right of course,’ he shook himself. ‘But endless or not I will escape through them. I just haven’t found a way yet.’
‘Maybe I can help with that,’ Adora said. ‘In the meantime let us remember why we should bother.’
She turned her head towards his and kissed him, and amongst the squalor, the madness and the fear, they reminded each other that it was worth staying alive.
Uncountable hours later the trap door opened and the ladder descended into the pit. In the sudden flare of torchlight, Adora watched the struggling mass of slaves as they fought to climb it. They pushed and elbowed each other aside, their tiredness forgotten as they raised their voices and clenched their fists.
One man struck another with a crack of knuckles against bone. Another was pulled down and trampled by the men behind him. With a sudden shriek another gave in to panic and hurled himself towards the ladder, trying to swim through his fellows. He didn’t get far.
‘Why do they rush back to their labours?’ Xavier asked Adora who stood up beside him. ‘Are they mad?’
‘No, just stupid,’ she said. ‘The overseers always beat the last couple of people to come out.’
‘Maybe we should hurry too, then,’ Xavier said, but Adora shook her head.
Even in this gloom he could see the way the light played in her hair, its lustre untarnished. She was beautiful, he decided. The only beautiful thing left in the world.
‘Save your strength,’ she said. ‘There are always a few left stunned by the melee.’
Xavier frowned. ‘What if there aren’t?’
‘Then we’ll stun a couple,’ Adora said and smiled, her teeth as white as a shark’s in an ocean full of seals.
Xavier grunted and decided that she was joking. Soon the crowd cleared and she led him forward, pushing through the weaker of the slaves who remained below. If some of them flinched when they saw who was pushing them, Xavier didn’t notice, or if he noticed, then he didn’t think about it.
He let her climb the ladder first, admiring her form as she did so. Then he followed her up into the waiting torchlight. After the lightless hours spent in the pit he found that he was squinting, and he rubbed his watering eyes as the iron shackles which bound him to the chain gang were snapped around his ankle. When he looked up his breath caught in his throat.
Adora was not locked into the chain with the rest of them. Instead she was cowering beneath the touch of a monster. Like all of its verminous kind the thing had chisel teeth and a scaly lash of a tail. It had the beady black eyes too, glittering with malevolence and cunning, and an obscenely naked wrinkle of a snout. Unlike its fellows it was huge. Even with its stoop it was as tall as a man, and even wider across the shoulders.
But what choked Xavier with horror was not the thing’s bulk but the way it was touching Adora, dragging its filthy claws through her hair with some grotesque parody of affection.
Before he knew what he was doing he was on the balls of his feet, weight balanced and shoulders loose. Had it not been for the shackle on his ankle he would have attacked, weapon or not, and that would have been the end of him. As it was, the dead weight of the steel and the deader weight of the slaves around him gave him pause, and in that moment Adora looked at him.
She winked, and for the first time he realised how blue her eyes were. As blue as the pure seas and clear skies that awaited them above. Then she tilted her head, gesturing him to leave her. It was a barely perceptible sign but he followed it as thoughtlessly as a bull followed the flicker of a red cape.
They would survive, he knew that now. They would survive together.
He let himself be led away with the slaves and didn’t even look back as he heard the soothing sweetness of Adora’s voice whispering in the distance.
And Adora needed to be soothing. Once his underlings had scurried off, their whips dancing gleefully across the skin of their victims, Skitteka turned and lumbered off to the sanctuary of his burrow. It was only when safely ensconced behind the heavy iron doors that he turned to Adora and unburdened himself.
‘Vass is coming,’ he said simply. As he said the name his tail trembled and even Adora could smell the change in his odour. She said nothing. She didn’t need to. Skitteka obviously needed to speak, and of all the creatures down here Adora was the only one it could trust.
‘Evasqeek, Evasqeek, Evasqeek,’ the thing gibbered, its voice a high pitched whine. ‘He will betray me, the vile thing. He will use me to avoid paying for his own failings and make them mine instead. When Vass comes, Evasqeek will blame me for the slackening flow of the stone, the thrice-accursed liar.’
Skitteka clawed at her as he spoke, but she endured his painful caresses as uncomplainingly as ever. In truth she barely felt them, for as her verminous master spoke she saw the first cracks appearing in her confinement.
‘Oh, Vass,’ Skitteka moaned, his voice a terrified combination of horror and admiration. ‘In Qaask he chained all the slave handlers together and let the slaves work them. None of them survived their own whips. Then there was Tsatsabad where they say he simply sealed the entire mine and flooded it with poisoned wind. Imagine how they must have scrabbled and fought as their lungs melted.’
Skitteka paused and licked the yellowed blades of his incisors with a long pink tongue.
‘And in Isquvar he had the overseer sealed into a cauldron and then rendered down into slave gruel. They say he added one scrap of coal to the fire at a time so that it took an entire day for his victim to stop screaming. Mind you, he had been caught stealing warpstone.’
The cracks which Adora had seen appearing at her confinement blossomed into real possibilities. They were tenuous possibilities to be sure, but they were real enough to set the carefully nurtured embers of her hope ablaze. As Skitteka continued to speak her eyes burned blue in the darkness.
‘Curse Evasqeek,’ Skitteka continued, turning from admiration of Vass to shrill self-pity. ‘He will give me to Vass and something horrible will happen.’
Adora felt a flash of contempt, and wondered how this weakling had become the master of the slaves. She supposed it was because of his muscle. It certainly couldn’t have been his courage.
‘My lord,’ she said, her face lowered. ‘If Evasqeek does betray you, I will be finished. Without you I am nothing.’
Skitteka struck her. It took her by complete surprise, and she was sent tumbling across the stone floor of the burrow. There was no pain, not yet, but there was numbness down one side of her body and a warm trickle of blood had already begun to flow.
‘Ungrateful creature!’ Skitteka shrieked as she staggered back to her feet. It had drawn its dagger, and although the metal was dull, the liquid that coated it glowed with a toxic intensity. ‘How can you be so selfish?’
It lurched towards her, its monstrous bulk blotting out the light from the lantern, and Adora knew that in these nightmare depths, death was finally upon her. She didn’t waste time worrying about it.
‘Forgive me, my lord. I only meant that I would like your permission to kill Evasqeek.’
Skitteka stopped and staggered backwards as though he had been shot by a jezzail.
‘Kill him?’ he asked, a new hope in his voice. ‘But how can a little cat like you kill Evasqeek?’
Adora looked at him, and for the first time since she had met the creature she made no effort to compose her features. No pretended humility marred the porcelain hardness of her features; no false fear widened her predatory gaze or trembled on the hungry perfection of her lips. No simulated respect bowed the straight perfection of her stance, nor did it smooth the arrogant composure with which she carried herself.
As she stood before him unmasked, Skitteka took another step back, and another. He felt as though he had bitten down into soft flesh to find a razor blade hidden within. Adora, seeing his beady eyes swivel uncertainly, lowered her head demurely.
‘I will do it because I must. Without you I am nothing, my lord. Get me within striking distance of Evasqeek when Vass arrives and I will do for him.’
Skitteka hesitated, paralysed by hope. Then he sheathed his dagger, the blade hissing like a serpent as it disappeared, and slumped back into his chair.
‘Maybe,’ he murmured, scrabbling in his filthy robes for something. ‘Maybe you will.’
The first hint the slaves got of the impending visit was the sudden cessation of work. In the days preceding their lord’s arrival Vass’s servants insisted on checking every inch of the mine for traps, and while they did so the slaves were locked into their oubliette.
At first they wallowed in their idleness, savouring every moment of it as a starving man will savour every mouthful of a feast. But as time dragged on their permanent exhaustion was replaced by another torture. Forgotten in the blinding darkness, starvation started to take its toll.
It wasn’t long before rumours of cannibalism began to circulate.
‘I think it’s time to escape,’ Xavier said, whispering into Adora’s ear so that they wouldn’t be overheard. ‘What do you think?’
Adora enjoyed the warmth of his breath on her neck. She had long since learned to use such scraps of pleasure to distract her from… well, from everything. She leaned closer to him before she replied.
‘I think we should be patient,’ she said and tried not to sound patronising. ‘Even if you could climb up to the trap door, and even if you could get it open, what do you think would be waiting for you there?’
‘Perhaps nothing. Perhaps we have been abandoned.’
‘Do you really think so?’ Adora asked.
‘Well then, the vermin,’ Xavier said carelessly. ‘I’ll have to kill them to get out eventually anyway.’
Adora smiled and sighed contentedly. Men were all fools, of course, so that was alright. What was important was that she had finally found one with the courage to be a leader. Like all shepherds she knew the value of a good sheep dog and she had truly found one in this tough little Estalian.
‘It might be better to fight them when they aren’t standing on top of a hole waiting for you,’ she said, and felt him pull away.
‘I do not appreciate being mocked,’ he said, and Adora smiled again. Pride. Was there a better way to handle a man? Well, maybe one. She reached for him, but she was interrupted by the clang of metal and a shaft of light cutting down into the darkness. After the blind days she had spent down here the light seemed as solid as a stream of molten iron, and her eyes ached as she looked towards it.
When her tears cleared she could see the mass of slaves that huddled around her, hope and terror warring on their upturned faces. When one of the guards appeared in the trap door opening they froze like a field full of mice beneath the shadow of a hawk.
‘Skitteka wants his pet,’ the creature shrilled.
Adora got to her feet and walked towards the opening. The other slaves pulled away from her, all but Xavier. As she waited for the ladder to tumble down he appeared beside her, and his hand brushed against hers.
‘I’m coming with you,’ he said.
‘You can’t,’ Adora told him, surprise lifting the perfect arcs of her eyebrows. ‘You haven’t been summoned.’
‘They won’t care,’ Xavier said with a fatalistic confidence. ‘And I need to see more of this place. Need to start finding weaknesses.’
‘No,’ Adora shook her head. ‘No, it’s not worth the risk.’
‘I’m coming,’ Xavier insisted.
‘Don’t come,’ Adora said. ‘It’s better if - ‘
‘Quick-quick!’ the creature above shrieked, and Adora realised that the ladder had reached the ground while they had been arguing.
‘Stay here,’ she said, and started up it. When she reached the top she was not surprised to see Xavier clamber up behind her. She was sure that the verminous guards who awaited them would kick him back down, but they seemed hardly to notice.
It slowly dawned on Adora just how distracted they were. Their whiskers twitched at every draft of air and the scaly lengths of their tails coiled and uncoiled nervously. Once, there was a boom of some distant falling rock, and all the guards sprang into the air, their beady black eyes rolling in terror.
When they finally arrived at the entrance to Skitteka’s personal burrow they hung back, chittering nervously.
‘Go on!’ the leader said, pushing Adora towards the iron door. She went, trying not to let her guards’ terror infect her. Xavier followed closely and, as soon as she had gone through the iron door, she closed it behind her, pushing him against it.
‘Wait here,’ she hissed. ‘Any further and we’ll both be killed.’
To her relief he nodded, and she paused to give him the briefest of kisses before composing herself and padding down the corridor into Skitteka’s chambers. As soon as she saw him she knew why his underlings had been so terrified. He had been gnawing on wyrdstone.
Adora felt something like despair as she looked at her chosen master. He wasn’t aware of her or of anything else. His eyes were rolled so far back in his skull that she could see the whites, and pink foam bubbled down from his mouth.
She glanced down and saw the remains of one of Skitteka’s underlings. Its carcass was torn and broken, and as she crept a little closer she could see that it had been partially eaten.
That was no problem. What would be a problem would be if the wyrdstone had brought on more than a fit of madness. She knew what it could do, had seen the half-glimpsed horrors that were occasionally driven screaming from the mine. The wyrdstone didn’t just kill, it transformed.
She squinted into the gloom as she padded silently around Skitteka’s paralytic form. As far as she could tell the body which sweated and wheezed beneath its filthy pelt was the same grotesque bulk as always.
‘Is he dead?’
Adora spun around and glared at Xavier. After a quick glance back at Skitteka she paced angrily towards him.
‘I told you to wait,’ she hissed, but he didn’t respond to her fury. Instead he just pushed past her.
At first she thought that he was making for the half-eaten corpse that lay crumpled on the floor but he hurried past it and into the shadows on the far side of the chamber. When he stood up she saw the glitter of a sword in his hand. He weighed it, looked at Skitteka and smiled.
‘Vengeance comes to those who wait,’ he said softly, and Adora saw that he was going to kill Skitteka. Skitteka the vicious. Skitteka the coward. Skitteka, the weak link upon which all of her plans for escape hung.
‘No,’ she said, starting forward to intercept him. ‘No, leave him. We need him, can’t you see that? We need him!’
But Xavier wasn’t listening to her. His eyes were ablaze with a devouring hatred, and he was holding the blade with professional ease.
She knew that she wasn’t strong enough to stop him. Knew that no words could quench the rage she saw in his eyes. Knew that even if she called for the vermin none of them would arrive in time to help.
So she reached up to her neck, untied the ragged shift and let it fall to the floor.
Xavier stopped, his mouth falling open. She looked like something from another world.
Of course she was scrawny. Scrawny enough that he could count her ribs. But she was still whole, her breasts and hips and thighs still curvy enough to catch the same torchlight which glowed within the golden mane of her hair. She was also incredibly, unbelievably, impossibly untarnished. No trace of disease marred the smooth silken perfection of her skin. Neither did any dirt.
Who was clean down here, he wondered? How was it possible?
But more than that, much more, was her fragility. Only things that haven’t been broken yet can be fragile and he could see that Adora, alone amongst all of the slaves, hadn’t been broken.
He tried to hold on to his outrage but then she was running one hand along the clenched line of his jaw and standing so close that he could smell soap. Soap!
‘I don’t understand,’ he said. They were his last words. A sudden explosion of pain blossomed in his belly, and then thrust upwards into his liver.
‘I’m sorry,’ said Adora, and twisted the blade she had taken from him. If she had punctured his heart first it would have been easier, or at least cleaner. As it was his heart carried on beating as he died, pumping great gouts of blood from his desecrated body. It spattered on to her chilled skin with hideous warmth.
‘I’m sorry.’
The look of confusion stayed on his face, pinned there by death, and he collapsed onto the floor next to the verminous corpse of Skitteka’s half eaten victim. Adora knelt down, twisted out the dagger, and slipped it into the stillness of his jugular just to make sure.
‘I’m sorry,’ she said, her face expressionless. Then she tore off the ragged remains of his shirt to wipe herself clean of his blood, and clean her dagger before slipping back into her clothes. Then, sitting on the cold stone floor, she put her head in her hands, and wept.
An hour later Skitteka regained consciousness. By then she was as composed as ever.
Vass had been born last into a litter of thirteen. He had also been born the runt. Not many of his species could have survived such twin disadvantages but Vass did. He not only survived but thrived, doing so by the simple expedient of devouring his siblings. He started with the weakest, losing three of his milk teeth in the process, and finished with the strongest. That had been just as soon as he had learned to lift a rock above its sleeping head.
This was an exceptional beginning even for one of his species, and his dam was so distressed that she died soon after the last of her other offspring. It was not a sacrifice Vass had let go to waste. The rest of his life had been a continuation of that promising start. He joined his clan’s warriors almost as soon as he was out of the burrow, and soon set about translating the fratricidal excesses of his whelphood into political progress.
Now, at the ripe old age of twelve, Vass had developed a reputation for savagery that made him the envy of his kin. It had preceded him into this miserable mine, a dread that was almost a physical thing. He could see it now in the crouching forms and twisting tails of the chiefs and leaders who abased themselves before him, grovelling in the dirt of what had once been their domain but which was now so effortlessly his.
He had gathered them in the audience chamber. His personal guards stood around the walls, magnificent in their arrogance and cruelty. They would satiate their bloodlust before the day was out, and anticipation of the joys to come set their eyes agleam in the darkness. Their presence did little to help Evasqeek’s nerves.
Instead of executing the chief overseer immediately for his treacherous inefficiency, Vass had decided to let him talk first. Not that it was doing him any good.
‘It was the cave-in, your worship.’ Evasqeek chittered. He was grovelling so abjectly on the floor that the blades of his incisors tapped intermittently on the rock.
‘The cave-in?’ Vass asked, his beady eyes as hard as glass.
‘Yes,’ Evasqeek pleaded, and squeezed his paws together so tightly that he might have been holding a throat. ‘Yes, the cave-in. We lost fifty slaves and a score of the best handlers.’
Vass shifted comfortably on the raised litter that dominated the room. As always on these occasions he was thoroughly enjoying himself.
‘When was this cave-in?’ he asked ingenuously, and was gratified to smell a fresh wave of terror emanating from his victim.
‘A month ago, my liege,’ the mine supervisor admitted and, realising that the excuse had been a mistake, suddenly changed tack. ‘But the real problem is the indolence and treachery of slave master Skitteka. He is too soft on the slaves. He doesn’t look after them either. They keep dying from the lightest of wounds.’
‘I see,’ Vass said. His spies and informers had already determined that the real reason for Evasqeek’s failure was that his mine was almost exhausted. He would still need to make an example of somebody, of course, but it occurred to him that it wouldn’t necessarily have to be Evasqeek himself.
‘Yes, yes, yes,’ Evasqeek jabbered. ‘It’s Skitteka’s fault. He’s lazy, too.’
‘Then perhaps I should speak with this Skitteka,’ Vass decided. He heard a whimper from amongst the assembled throng and saw an exceptionally bulky figure trying to press itself into the floor.
‘You’re Skitteka I suppose?’ Vass asked. But before the skaven could reply a voice rang out. A human voice.
All eyes turned to the slave who stood at the entrance of the audience chamber. Ordinarily the guards would have lashed the flesh from her bones for such an intrusion, but now they were too busy cowering themselves. The hungry eyes of Vass’s guard had transformed them from predators into prey.
And so Adora padded unbidden into the audience chamber. Evasqeek watched her dumbly and felt vaguely grateful that at least attention had been turned away from him.
His relief was to be short lived.
‘My Lord Evasqeek,’ the slave said, her tone perfectly pitched into the place where hope and terror meet. ‘We are sorry the tribute is late. Please forgive us. It was because we were locked up.’
So saying she fell to the floor besides Evasqeek, pressed her head down even lower than his, and slid a ragged bundle across to him. He reached out for it unthinkingly, and as the rags loosened he was bathed in the hypnotic green glow of wyrdstone.
It pulsed inches away from his snout, and he seemed to feel his blood boil and fizz. Desire and revulsion tore through his thoughts, and he hardly heard Vass when he spoke.
‘I thought that wyrdstone was supposed to be handed directly to the clan’s treasurer,’ Vass said.
Evasqeek felt blood trickling from his snout. He licked his teeth and, eyes still on the pulsing light of the stone, said: ‘What?’
‘Why are the slaves delivering the stone directly to you?’ Vass asked, his tone mild. It seemed that Evasqeek would provide him with his example after all. And why not? He would do as well as anyone. He suddenly had an idea of what that example would be, too.
‘I don’t know,’ Evasqeek said vaguely, and managed to tear his eyes away from the fragments of stone. He looked up at Adora, and although he didn’t recognise her, he did recognise Skitteka’s marking on her.
‘Wait,’ he said, understanding dawning. ‘Wait, this is a trick. Skitteka-‘
But at Vass’s signal the guards were already closing in. Evasqeek saw his doom waiting in the manacles they carried, and panic burst inside him. With a scream he launched himself towards the exit, clawing through his fellows as he tried to escape, but he had left it far, far too late. Within seconds he had been beaten down and chained up, transformed from the mine’s master to its most miserable captive.
‘It seems you have developed a taste for the stone,’ Vass said, prowling towards him. ‘But fear not. I have a mind to be merciful. I am going to feed you of much of it as you can take. And then,’ he bent down to whisper into his captive’s ear, ‘I’m going to feed you some more.’
Evasqeek’s last coherent thought as they pinned him to the floor was one of surprise. Who would have thought that the fat fool Skitteka had the wit to set him up like this? How could he have maintained such a facade of gluttonous incompetence whilst setting these wheels in motion?
He saw Vass stalking towards him, the bundle of stone held in his trembling paw. As soon as he realised what was going to happen he started shrieking, froth flecking his snout as he spasmed and writhed. The guards waited for their chance then slipped ligatures around his lower and upper jaws, pulling them open to reveal the thrashing pink of the tongue within.
‘That’s right,’ Vass said softly. ‘Open wide.’
And with that he started to feed Evasqeek. He pressed the stone down his throat one cancerous piece at a time. At first his victim hissed and rolled his eyes in terror. Then he started to shrill and his eyes bulged with a crazed joy. Eventually he started to change.
Fur sloughed away. Limbs withered. A second tail grew from the melting knots of his spine, a paw blossoming from the end of it. Eyes blinked open across his disintegrating form and the claws on his feet lengthened into talons.
Vass’s guard worked to keep pace with the transformation. They tightened some chains, loosened others. The tail was bound with leather ligatures and the eyes blinded as soon as they opened. They worked fast, concentrating on the knots and chains and ligatures that bound the monster’s form with the desperate skill of sailors adjust the rigging of a storm-tossed ship.
Even after Vass ran out of stone the transformation continued. It only slowed after the thing that had been Evasqeek was no longer recognisable. It bubbled and hissed and mewled within the mesh of its confinement, its image reflected in a hundred pairs of horrified eyes.
Alone in the chamber Adora regarded the horror before her with equanimity. Her eyes were as calm as a deep blue sea on a still summer’s day, and a smile played around the perfect curve of her lips. There was a faint blush in the cream of her complexion too, just as much as there might be had she just returned from a vigorous horse ride on a warm afternoon.
Then she shook herself and, whilst her captors still gazed hypnotised at the horror that had once been their master, she slipped away as silently as a cat in twilight.
‘You bring me much luck, little cat,’ Skitteka mused and pawed idly at his pet. Although it had only been a few weeks since Vass had appointed him as mine overseer, he had already gained over twenty pounds in weight. Even the pads on his paws had fattened, and he had taken to slapping Adora to hear the sound echo in the great audience chamber.
His audience chamber.
‘You are truly the only one deserving of this honour, lord,’ Adora told him, and in a way it was true. With Evasqeek out of the way Skitteka was the only one with a vicious enough reputation to rule his subordinates. Since he had taken over, things had certainly run smoothly.
That was something that Adora knew that she had to change. So she said:
‘My lord Skitteka, can I ask you a question?’
Skitteka slapped her playfully, the impact of his paw numbing her back. He was in a high good humour today.
‘Of course you can,’ he hissed. ‘As long as it isn’t a boring one.’
‘Thank you, lord,’ Adora said. ‘I just wondered why you keep the thing that used to be Evasqeek locked in a cell?’
Skitteka hesitated and Adora waited for another blow, harder this time. Instead Skitteka answered her.
‘Vass and I decided to keep him,’ he said, by which he meant that Vass had told him what to do while he had grovelled miserably before him. ‘It’s a reminder of what happens to traitors and thieves.’
Skitteka took a pawful of her hair and twisted it for reassurance. Adora ignored the pain and risked another question.
‘Very wise of you, my lord,’ she said. ‘But what does the thing eat?’
‘Anything,’ Skitteka said with a shiver. ‘Anything at all. And it’s always hungry. But enough about that. Tell me what you have learned in the past few days.
‘Three of the slaves are planning to break through their chains and escape,’ she said, not because it was true but because it wasn’t. The three she had in mind spent every night howling and sobbing and wailing with a misery close to madness. Adora knew that unless she removed them quickly, their despair would weaken others who might otherwise prove useful.
‘Give their names to the guards when you get back,’ Skitteka said.
‘Yes, lord,’ Adora said. ‘There’s also a rumour that an army of ghosts are gathering in some of the worked out tunnels.’
Skitteka hissed and twisted at her hair.
‘Ghosts? What makes them say that?’
‘Some of them have heard things. Seen things. It’s probably nonsense, my lord, but that’s what they say.’
Skitteka shifted, his whiskers twitching in thought. Adora pretended not to watch. She had almost invented something a bit more tangible for Skitteka to send his guards chasing after. Orcs perhaps, or some other monsters. But as always, it seemed, she had judged Skitteka’s gnawing anxieties correctly.
‘Something to investigate,’ he mused, beady eyes darting around the empty spaces of the chamber. ‘What else?’
‘Nothing definite…’ Adora began, then trailed off.
Skitteka, catching something in her tone, forgot about ghosts and fixed his attention on her.
‘Tell me,’ he said, and twisted one of her ears. Pain screamed as the flesh came close to tearing. Adora ignored the white-hot agony and spoke with a perfectly contrived hesitancy.
‘The guard Tso-tso,’ she began. ‘Whenever I am near him, he and his friends stop talking. It is almost as though they are suspicious of me.’
Skitteka released her ear and chittered with agitation. Tso-tso! He should have known that he was a traitor. He was capable and respected by the others. He no doubt had his own designs on Skitteka’s position. Well, he would see where those would get him.
‘Very good,’ he said, and absent-mindedly tossed a gobbet of meat onto the floor in front of Adora.
‘Thank you, my lord,’ she said and scuttled over to claim it. She ignored the rotten iron taste of the raw flesh just as studiously as she ignored the provenance of it. Her gag reflex almost betrayed her as the first torn-off morsel slithered down her gullet, but she massaged her oesophagus and thought about how close she was. How terrifyingly close.
‘I heard it took Tso-tso over three days to die,’ one of the guards said to the other.
‘Three days, yes,’ his companion replied.
Their conversation died. Their tails writhed. Their nostrils wrinkled. Something banged against the iron-bound door behind them and they both leapt into the air. When they landed they turned towards the cell they were guarding. The iron held firm, and the heavy beams that held it shut remained intact. But was that a new crack in the timber?
‘Our shift must be over by now,’ one of the guards chittered. ‘Must be, must be.’
‘It’s that cowardly scrunt Kai,’ the other agreed, fear turning to hatred within the black orbs of his eyes. ‘He’s always late.’
Something heavy slid against the door. It seemed to bulge beneath the guards’ terrified gaze, yet it still held firm. For now at least.
‘Look,’ said one. ‘Why don’t I go and get our relief? You can stay here while I’m gone.’
His companion didn’t deign to reply. He merely hissed with annoyance. Their concentration was focussed so intently on the door that they didn’t hear the footsteps padding up behind them.
‘Permission to speak, my lords,’ a voice said. The guards shrieked as they spun around. When they saw that it was a slave their terror blossomed into rage, and they scrabbled for their whips.
‘I have a message from Lord Skitteka,’ Adora said. ‘It is very urgent.’
‘Speak then,’ one said, paw still closed around the hilt of his whip. ‘Speak, speak.’
‘My lord Skitteka requests that you go to his audience chamber immediately.’
‘What for?’ the two guards said in perfect unison, their voices sharp with suspicion.
‘He didn’t tell me,’ said Adora.
The guards exchanged a troubled glance.
‘But who will guard-‘
This time the sound that came from the cell was not an impact but a series of squelches, as though something was being dismembered. Something big.
‘He wants both of us?’ one of the guards asked hopefully.
‘Yes, lord,’ Adora said. ‘And I am to wait here until you get back.’
The guards looked at her. If the thing escaped she wouldn’t be anything more than a morsel for it. But so what? That was gloriously, wonderfully, tail-liftingly no longer their problem.
The two guards took a final look at the door then skittered off. Adora waited until they had disappeared around the corner before she turned to the door.
Three thick wooden beams had been slotted into holes cut into the stone on either side of the door. A lump of ancient iron and battered timber, it rested on crude iron hinges each as big as Adora’s head. The hinges were rusty and the door was heavy, but it opened outwards so that was alright. The thing within would have no problem opening it. No problem at all.
As she tested the weight of the first of the beams that held the door closed, she heard something slither behind it. It would be waiting for her when she freed it, of that she was sure. Waiting hungrily.
‘Good,’ she told herself.
Adora wedged her shoulder beneath the beam and lifted it, freeing one end from the stone slot in which it had rested. Then she dropped it and sprang away as it thudded onto the floor. The noise echoed down the passageway. When the echoes had gone there was silence on the other side of the door.
Ignoring the twist in her stomach Adora removed the second beam, letting it tumble to the floor next to the first. When she stooped to remove the third an almost paralysing sense of reluctance came over her. She had seen the creation of the thing that had been Evasqeek, and beside it all the horrors down here paled into insignificance. There was wrongness to it, a terrible, life-hating wrongness.
‘Good,’ she repeated, lifting her chin and gazing defiantly into space. ‘Then it will serve my purpose.’
Without giving herself any more time to think she wrestled the final bar free and stepped back from the door. It was as well that she did. No sooner had the last bar been lifted than the horror within hurled forward. Iron and wood shattered as it impacted on the stone wall and the thing which had been Evasqeek emerged.
Adora tried to scream, but her throat had locked tight. Her knees had locked tight too, and even though instinct screamed at her to run, run, rundamn it, she remained frozen as the thing slithered and lurched towards her.
It had grown during the dark weeks of its captivity. Now it was three times the size of the creature it had once been, and a confusion of pseudopods and limbs grasped greedily at the world about it. The eyes that dotted its form like so many bullet holes swivelled towards Adora and then she was screaming, and she was running, and she had never been so terrified in her life.
The thing chased her and although that was what she had wanted all along she wasn’t happy about that. Not any more, no, not one little bit. For the first time she understood how all of those that had died around her had been able to give up on life.
But she was still Adora. Even as panic gripped her she made sure that the thing remained behind her as she followed the route she had decided upon. This was her one chance to escape, her only chance. And, she decided, she would take it just as surely as a dropped cat will land on its feet.
The guards had just closed the hatch on the last of the slaves when Adora burst in on them. Although they were used to having Skitteka’s pet sidling around they had never seen her like this, fleeing and terrified and suddenly dangerous looking.
‘In the hole with you,’ one of them said and pointed to the trap door that led down into the oubliette. He went to lift it and Adora had a terrible vision of what would happen to the trapped mass of humanity below if the thing behind her got down amongst them.
‘Run,’ she told him and hit him straight armed. He tumbled backwards, shrilling in outrage as he drew his weapon, but then the thing which had been pursuing Adora was upon them.
Their squeals echoed after her as she ran, adrenaline burning within her. After a while she slowed down and eventually forced herself to stop. The sound of the struggle behind her had already died away, and she had no doubt as to who had won. She rubbed the sweat from her face, ran her fingers through the slick of her hair, then circled back around to the oubliette.
The thing had already gone, searching for new victims. The remains of those it had left behind lay scattered around the chamber, torn and dismembered. Adora rolled a head away from the trap door, lifted it, and pushed down the ladder. A ring of terrified faces looked up at her, squinting in the light she had let into their darkness. She looked down upon them and smiled, the radiant expression framed by the golden halo of her hair.
‘Glorious news,’ she told them. ‘Today the gods have given you the chance to take your vengeance.’
With that she threw the rat-featured head of the guard down in amongst them. They looked from Adora to the head and then back again. And then with a collective cry that sounded more like the roar of a wounded beast than anything human they swarmed up the ladder, made fearless by the miracle they had witnessed.
Had Skitteka led the battle against the thing which had been Evasqeek, it might have gone better. Without the confusion it might have been lured into a place where it could have been attacked from all sides at once, or where it could have been pushed down a mineshaft or crushed beneath falling stone.
But Skitteka hadn’t led the battle against the horror. Instead he had driven his underlings towards it, hiding behind their desperate savagery until they had finally overwhelmed it. Their victory had come at a terrible cost. The remains of a score of guards had been smeared throughout the mine, and dozens of survivors lay shattered and broken amongst them.
Even then, had Skitteka led the battle against the slaves he might still have saved the mine. The humans were desperate but compared to the guards they were slow and clumsy, and their makeshift weapons were no match for the razored perfection of the guards’ own poisoned blades.
But Skitteka hadn’t led the battle against the slaves. Instead he had locked himself into his burrow, sweating and stinking and waiting for others to save him.
They hadn’t.
And now he sat, terrified and alone. Although the mine still rang with the sounds of battle, he ignored them. Instead he had withdrawn into the paralysing cocoon of his own cowardice. He was only shaken from it when, heralded by the squeal of a guard who had chosen to skulk rather than flee, one of the slaves slipped into the room.
Skitteka hissed and scrabbled for the handle of his blade, but then the slave stepped into the pool of light and he recognised the blonde of her hair and the meek expression on her face.
‘My lord,’ Adora said, padding forwards. ‘Thank the gods you are still alive. Can I wait with you until the fighting is over?’
Skitteka’s fur bristled, and suspicion wrinkled his snout.
‘Why aren’t you with the other slaves, little cat?’ he said, gesturing towards her with his sword. The murderous sliver of steel gleamed with the venom which coated it.
‘They are mad, my lord,’ Adora said as she closed the distance between them. ‘They think that I am a traitor because of my loyalty to you.’
Skitteka started to speak, then jumped as the door crashed open behind her. The men who charged into the chamber were as filthy and starved as all the humans, but there was a terrifying lack of fear about them. Compared to that, their lack of shackles seemed almost secondary.
‘Save me, lord!’ Adora cried and rushed towards Skitteka, who had no intention of saving anybody but himself. He leapt out of his chair and turned to flee to another exit.
But Adora was even quicker than his panic.
As he turned his back on her she lunged forwards, slicing through first one of his hamstrings and then the other. He collapsed with a squeal and Adora reversed her grip. She punched the steel between his vertebrae with the thoughtless accuracy of a seamstress pushing thread through the eye of a needle.
Skitteka shrieked and spasmed on the cold floor. He tried to make his crippled body work. He failed.
‘Stand back,’ Adora barked at the men who were closing in on their crippled tormentor. They paused uncertainly, their picks and shovels raised for the killing blow. Adora turned on them, and when they saw the rage on her face they retreated.
‘Go and finish off the others,’ she told them as she closed in on Skitteka. ‘This one is mine.’
His spine severed, he was thrashing his limbs as uselessly as a cockroach Adora had once seen nailed to the wall of an inn. She had been a serving girl at the time, and although she didn’t know who had visited the cruelty upon the creature, she had never forgotten it. Between her duties she had watched it dying for almost a week, its struggles getting weaker and weaker. Eventually, when it could manage no more than the occasional twitch, its fellows had returned to devour it.
Unfortunately she didn’t have the time to organise a similar fate for Skitteka.
Never mind. She would make do with what time she had.
‘See this?’ she told him, holding up the bloodied dagger. He rolled his eyes and hissed an entreaty.
‘Please help me,’ he said. ‘I will give you clothes, lots of clothes. And meat! As much meat as you want.’
Adora felt her control tearing.
‘What I want,’ she said softly, ‘is for you not to touch me anymore. Instead,’ she lifted the dagger, ‘I’m going to touch you.’
So she did.
It took a long, long time. When she had finished and the last of his screams had bled out she turned to find that some of the men had stayed to watch her. Their open mouths and wide eyes made them look like startled cattle.
‘Go,’ she said, and tried to ignore the horror on their faces as they fled from her.
Sunlight played upon the rippling surface of the stream. A breeze whispered soothingly through the branches of the trees. There was the smell of jasmine and fresh sap and something that might have been a distant ocean. Even the remains of the fire smelled clean, fresh ash and burned fish bones. Adora enjoyed the fragrances of freedom as she sat in the shade and waited for her rags to dry. She had washed them as thoroughly as she had washed herself and now she was working on her nails, cleaning beneath them with a gnawed twig.
She had left the other survivors as soon as they had emerged from the mine. They were too wild and starving to be of much further use, so she had abandoned them. That had been two days ago, and she was beginning to wonder if it had been a mistake. She had no idea where she was, and there might be anything in this forest.
She was so lost in thought that she didn’t hear the hoof beats until they were almost upon her. With a startled glance upwards she sprang to her feet and hurriedly pulled her damp slip over her nakedness. A moment later, an apparition of coloured silk and burnished steel emerged from the forest. It rode a towering warhorse and carried a lance that was twice as long as she was tall. Adora padded towards the knight.
‘Excuse me, kind sir,’ she said bowing her head so that her hair tumbled forward from her shoulders. ‘I wonder if you might help me?’
The knight stopped and lifted his visor. His dark features were hard with arrogance but as he took a closer look at Adora the expression turned into something else.
‘I would be honoured to, my lady,’ he said and bowed towards her. ‘But first we should leave this place. The enemy are not far behind. Would you ride with me?’
‘I would be honoured, my lord,’ Adora said as he swung her up into the saddle behind him and carried her, sweet and smooth and lethal, back into the world of men.



        
            
                
            
        

    

The Butcher�s Beast



Jordan Ellinger
Men ran through the trees on the opposite river bank, giant men, swarthy men with tangled beards and blood on their lips. At the forest�s edge a regiment of swordsmen hastily assumed formation as screaming berserkers swept into their ranks, hewing about with blackened axes that glowed with savage runic light.
Knights in full armour, caught fording the Schilder, wrestled with their mounts as they tried to emerge from the churning froth and onto the rocky ground beyond. Somewhere close by a horse screamed as it was pulled under, the raging torrent swallowing it and its rider hungrily.
On a hill to the east, General Schalbourg�s fist tightened on the reins of his mount as he surveyed the scene in front of him.
�The last reports we had were that the Skaelings were two days to the north.�
He kept his voice level, betraying none of the rage and helplessness that churned beneath his usually calm exterior. Men were dying in the valley below, and every moment he spared to indulge his anger meant another life lost. Several advisors sat impotently nearby on mountain ponies.
Only Knight Templar Keller of the Order of Sigmar dared to answer him. �The Skaelings aren�t known for their speed, my lord. We have reports that they are fleeing a much larger, unidentified force to the north. If you had allowed me the use of the brass bull when we captured those heretics two days ago, we would know for certain what drives them.�
Schalbourg masked his distaste for the witch hunter�s savagery. �Those �heretics� were women and children fleeing before this very horde,� he muttered.
�You saw women and children, my lord. I saw spies whose disguises were so cunningly woven that they might fool even a general.�
Schalbourg finally let some of his repressed anger free in the form of a snarl. �You tread dangerously close to insubordination, Keller. Knight Templar or not, this army is under my command.�
�A witch hunter is forever treading on ground where other men fear to walk, for it is there that the enemy is most powerful,� responded Keller piously.
Schalbourg glared at the man for a moment, trying to determine whether or not he was being insulted. At length, he gave up. While they bickered the Skaelings were tearing his army apart, and now they had word there was another army out there somewhere. Hopefully it was loyal to the Empire.
�Tell me about this larger force,� he said. �Requests for reinforcements from the Elector Count of Middenland were rebuffed, but who else could it be so close to the Grey Mountains?�
His line of thought was cut off by a scream as a volley of black arrows scythed out of the trees and fell amongst Empire soldiers, killing men where they stood.
�Never mind,� he said, a sweep of his hand cutting Keller off before he could answer.
He quickly surveyed the battlefield. Though the bulk of his forces and the entirety of his artillery support were stuck on the wrong side of the river, four units had made it across. Three had broken almost the moment the northmen had hit them, but one had held its ground � a regiment of swordsmen had assumed a tight, square formation that had brought the enemy to a halt and they were now fighting furiously against increasingly desperate odds.
�Get me Hesberger,� Schalbourg barked.
An underling kicked the flanks of his mountain pony and darted towards a unit of mounted knights. Their leader separated from the group and galloped up to Schalbourg�s side.
�My lord!� he said, flipping up his visor. The man behind it displayed a lined, but honourable face punctuated with a silver moustache.
�The Enderberg Narrows. Do you know them?� asked Schalbourg.
�My squire hails from these lands. He�ll be able to guide us to it.�
�Go with all haste. We�ll hold until you return. May Sigmar�s grace speed your mounts.� Schalbourg watched the knights peel away from the rest of the army and gallop downriver.
�My lord,� said Keller bitterly, �only a single unit of swordsmen still holds the opposite bank. If they fall before Hesberger returns he�ll be charging into the jaws of the Dark Gods.�
Schalbourg felt an icy chill settle into his veins. The witch hunter was right, but what other choice did he have? It was that or lose the battle and three-quarters of his army. All their hopes hinged on those swordsmen. Normally, the general could identify any unit under his command by sight, but the haze of battle had obscured their regimental colours. �Keller,� he said tightly. �Which unit is that?�
The witch hunter squinted, and then shielded his eyes against the setting sun.
�It�s the Carroburgs, my lord.�
Schalbourg felt his shoulders unknot. �Thank Sigmar. We have a chance.�
�Don�t break formation! Don�t break forma�� Commander Toft�s order was cut off by a grunt as a terrified rhinox, driven by northmen wielding cruel brands against its flanks, slammed into the unit. Three feet of ivory horn lashed out and impaled a swordsman, then hurled the body into Toft, knocking him into the mud.
Anton Erhardt charged the beast�s flanks, dancing on the balls of his feet to avoid its shifting bulk, then brought his sword in an underhand arc that glanced off the brute�s armoured jaw and into the soft flesh of its throat. Warm blood washed across his wrists and hands, making his grip on the weapon slick.
As the rhinox fell he spared a second to look for Toft, but the commander was nowhere in sight. Until he reappeared, Erhardt was in charge of the regiment.
Battle swirled around him, Greatswords wielding five-foot-long steel zweihanders with mastery that betrayed their elite training. Here, the fierce barbarians from the north were being driven back, their primitive fury no match for the precise manoeuvres and coordinated assault of the Empire�s most dedicated troops.
�Push them back!� he bellowed. �We need to clear space on the riverbank for reinforcements!�
�Lieutenant!�
Erhardt peered through the melee and caught sight of Kord Gottswain, a massive Nordlander whose dwarf-forged breastplate was spattered by the dark, arterial blood of the men he�d killed.
�Lieutenant, they�re after the commander!�
Suddenly, the ranks of northmen parted violently as several huge beastmen shouldered their way to the front, swatting at their own soldiers with their axes to make way for their leader. Eight feet tall at the shoulder with a mad tangle of horns curled around its goat-like head like a hellish crown, it held a tree-trunk-sized axe in an arm knotted with muscle. The stinking grey fur that carpeted its chest and back was matted with sweat and filth, and flecks of dried snot flew away from its muzzle as it panted. A necklace of human finger bones circled its neck, and upon this hung a mouldering skull. A broken lance jutted up from the creature�s back, flying a standard depicting a horrifying, fang-filled mouth swallowing a bleeding eyeball.
The beast reached down and almost casually threw aside the massive rhinox carcass, forcing Erhardt to leap back to avoid being crushed, then plucked Toft�s unconscious body off the ground. Sniffing in disgust, it handed the commander to a smaller beast who bellowed in triumph before disappearing back into the throng.
Erhardt swore. Toft was like a father to him, but the only thing keeping the Carroburgs alive was the tight square of their formation. If the beasts broke through the lines, every one of them would die. �Hold formation. That�s an order!� he barked.
�Chaos take your orders!� shouted Kord over the sounds of battle. �They�ll kill him.� Ignoring Erhardt, he lunged out of the battle-line, hewing about himself with his blade, carving through ranks of northmen in an effort to engage the beastmen directly.
The surrounding Greatswords couldn�t close the gap in the lines fast enough and a dozen beasts thrust their way past swinging blades and clawed into the men beyond. The lines buckled under their assault, and then slowly dissolved. In mere minutes, it was every man for himself as clusters of Greatswords battled furiously in a sea of northmen.
Before Erhardt could rally his men, a Skaeling berserker loomed in his vision, his mouth a circle of screaming darkness. Erhardt shattered his bone club with a swipe of his zweihander then used the momentum to bury his blade in the man�s guts. He twisted, ensuring the tribesman�s death would be quick enough that he wouldn�t have to worry about a blade in the back, and then kicked him to the ground.
Another northman, dressed in furs and reeking of rancid bear grease, lunged head first at Erhardt, trying to gore him upon a crude helmet of deer antlers, but the Greatsword merely stepped aside and beheaded the fool as he went past.
He caught occasional flashes of Gottswain through the melee. The Nordlander had ducked under the swinging axe of the massive beastman and now faced the monster directly. Though Gottswain was nearly a head taller than Erhardt, he looked like a child next to the creature he faced. Somehow, he had cut down the creature that had taken Toft, and now the commander lay prone at his feet.
Before Erhardt could join him, he spun and came face-to-face with an enemy champion; one of the northmen lords from the look of him, dressed in black plate inscribed with Chaos runes invoking their Dark Gods. He stood silently before Erhardt. Two red points behind the slit in his visor seemed to bore right into the Greatsword�s chest, and the warrior cursed him in some hissing, bestial language before bringing its sword and shield to bear.
The men didn�t talk much about Chaos champions, but many believed that their armour protected them absolutely against ordinary blades. If that was true, Erhardt was a dead man. Still, he raised his blade, unwilling to stand back and let another man take his place.
A distant horn sounded from the left flank.
Mobs of Skaelings cast away their weapons and fled for their lives. Panic spread amongst the Chaosmen as the ground began to shake under the weight of a hundred charging knights. Hesberger had returned from the second ford and caught the enemy force in its unguarded flank. Soon even the black champion was swept away, hissing as he was swallowed up by the tangle of fleeing soldiers.
Erhardt allowed his men a moment�s rest, before smiling grimly.
�What are we waiting for?� he bellowed. �After them!�
Night crept in slowly over the battlefield. From atop long stakes that had been thrust into the ground, dozens of torches cast ruddy light on a nightmarish scene. The river bank was littered with bodies, and the Order of Sigmar had conscripted teams of donkey handlers � usually used to haul cannon � to pull wagons loaded with enemy dead to massive funeral pyres. The air was heavy with smoke and the stench of burning flesh.
But amidst the horrors of the grim twilight, comradely laughter echoed. While the rest of the army chased small bands of Skaelings through the woodland, Erhardt�s men had been treated like heroes. Schalbourg had ordered for kegs of fine Middenland ale to be brought up from the supply wagons and tapped. In the time it took for the regiment to drain them, patriotic songs of celebration had given way to bawdy tavern tunes.
Erhardt watched them cavort for a while, and then slowly made his way towards the centre of the camp where drovers from the baggage trains had parked their wagons. While the army celebrated, here squires still sweated as they hauled supplies back to their master�s tents. Erhardt passed by stacks of supplies and hastily constructed corrals where wagon horses grazed on small piles of hay. Even though the army had only made camp that evening, the place already stank of offal and horse dung.
Two men bearing a stretcher passed Erhardt, sweating and swearing about the weight of the injured man they carried. He followed them to the edge of the supply area where they set down their charge in a field of many more. The moans of the wounded cut through the night as a fine drizzle washed ooze from suppurated wounds into the muddy soil. Shrouded priests of Morr walked up and down their ranks, tall men with hunched backs who hovered over the dying like ravens at a feast. Erhardt made the sign of the hammer over his chest as he passed them on his way. Not that the priests didn�t serve a valuable purpose in guiding the dying into Morr�s embrace, but he�d just as soon his own journey be delayed as long as possible.
He resisted the temptation to peer amongst the litters to see if he could recognise anyone, and instead made his way to the surgeons� tents beyond. Once, they�d been pristine white cotton, but months of hard travel had stained them muddy brown and grey, the heart-and-teardrop stencilled in iron gall ink barely visible beneath the grime. It was fitting that the tent he sought lay behind them, as if its occupants were beyond even the powers of Shallya to save. He ducked under the flap and entered.
The air inside reeked of the sickly sweet scent of rot. Woodchips had been scattered on the floor to absorb some of the blood, but these were now foul and damp and added to the miasma. A few anatomical texts lay on a small wooden writing table at the side of the enclosed area, one of them sporting a bloody thumbprint on a page displaying a woodcut of a human cadaver.
Commander Toft lay on a wooden table in the centre of the room. Doktor Prolmann, a small man, almost the size of a child, but with wrinkled skin and a balding pate, carefully cut away Toft�s padded under-armour with a pair of large shears.
Erhardt let the tent flap close behind him and stood nervously to one side. After a moment, Prolmann spoke without looking up.
�When the time comes, I�m going to need you to hold him down.�
Commander Toft groaned and shifted, trying feebly to fend off the doktor with his one good hand. �Erhardt…? Is that you? What… what�s he saying?�
Erhardt approached until he was standing across from the doktor. It was difficult to see Toft in such a state. The man was a hero of countless battles � he�d served as one of the elector count�s household guard before asking to be reassigned to a unit more likely to see combat. Now it appeared he�d gotten more than he bargained for, as commander of the prestigious Carroburg Greatswords. His face was battered and his eyes were stained with blood, and a fine sheen of sweat covered his brow. A trail of crusted blood ran up his forehead, past his hairline to where a patch of scalp hung loose. Prolmann had smeared a greasy substance on it that smelled of mint, but left it otherwise untreated, preferring to focus on the commander�s right arm. It was broken in at least four places and the skin was striped with purpling bruises. Erhardt knew, even without seeing the wicked, crescent-moon-shaped blade on a nearby table, what Prolmann meant.
�You�re going to lose that arm, old friend.�
Toft grimaced. �It�s that bad?�
�You�re alive.�
�There�s that, I suppose…�
Prolmann slipped a leather belt over Toft�s bicep and tightened it, bracing a foot on the side of the operating table as leverage. Toft�s eyes widened in pain, and then closed. Erhardt imagined he could hear the commander�s teeth grinding.
�By Sigmar, man,� he said angrily. �Are you trying to make it drop off on its own?�
�We need to restrict his humours or he�ll bleed to death,� said Prolmann with a shrug.
Erhardt scowled. He disliked the mechanical way Prolmann went about his job, as if Toft were a ham that needed to be carved and not a living, breathing human whose career was about to end. There was no way Toft would ever wield a zweihander again and without it, how could he be a Greatsword?
�Can we have a moment?� he asked abruptly, not caring if he was being rude.
Prolmann scowled, his fingers tapping against the side of the operating table as he weighed Erhardt�s request. �One moment only. The longer we wait, the worse his chances are.�
Erhardt watched him retreat to his books, and then looked back at the commander. �Is there anything I can do for you?�
Toft groaned, then scratched at the belt that Prolmann had tied around his arm so violently that Erhardt was worried he might dislodge it. Gently, he caught the commander�s hand and put it over his chest, then filled a tin cup with water and brought it to Toft�s lips. The cold draught seemed to refocus the commander a little.
�One of your men broke formation, Anton.�
Erhardt nodded. �Gottswain. He�s a good man. I served with him in Ubersreik.�
�I had him arrested.�
�That could be a problem. He�s a hero to the men. You would surely be dead if he hadn�t come after you.�
�Every Greatsword is a hero before he joins us.� Toft tried to shift to a more dignified position, but after a moment the pain became too great and he collapsed back onto the table. Though his words were pained he spoke clearly. �As their commander you must suppress the very qualities that brought them to greatness and instead wield them as a cohesive unit. Gottswain has shown that he cannot be suppressed, and so he must be excised.�
Erhardt hesitated. �You sound like the good doktor. Gottswain is hard to control, to be sure, but his skill with a blade, backed up by his enormous frame, is too great an asset to the Empire to simply cast aside. There is no man I�d rather have fighting by my side than Kord Gottswain.�
Toft�s eyes were closed, and for a moment Erhardt worried he had slipped into unconsciousness. When the commander finally spoke, it was so softly that Erhardt had to lean in to make out the words.
�One man does not a regiment make.�
Prolmann returned with the knife. He offered Toft a folded leather strap to bite down on, which the commander refused. �If we wait any longer,� said the doctor urgently, �the stink of Chaos will get into your wounds and they will suppurate.�
�Erhardt,� said Toft as Prolmann lined up his blade, �you�re in command until we return to Altdorf and someone more suitable can be found.�
Someone more suitable? Erhardt knew the men, knew the regiment � he was Toft�s natural successor. Had Gottswain just cost him his commission?
Prolmann indicated that he should hold down the commander�s legs. Reluctantly, Erhardt set his doubts aside and did his best. After the procedure was done, he gathered his helmet and left Toft unconscious on Prolmann�s table.
Gottswain sat in a rusting cage in a hastily-built shack of untrimmed logs. Erhardt nodded to the guards who stood at attention on either side of the low entrance then, helmet tucked loosely under one arm, ducked his head and entered.
The big Nordlander still wore his under-armour, but his hands had been bound together with thick strips of rawhide. His face was a mask of dirt and blood that extended all the way to his shaven head. He looked up when Erhardt entered, his features only partially lit by the torchlight that seeped through holes in the cut birch. He sneered, then kicked his legs out before him and crossed his arms as well as he could with his wrists bound, miming a relaxed position. �What do you want?�
�Try that act on someone else, Kord,� said Erhardt. �I don�t have the patience for it.� He thrust a small unstoppered leather canteen through the bars.
Gottswain eyed the vessel suspiciously, then shrugged and dropped the bravado. He took the canteen, sniffed it, and then took a swig.
�Good grog. What is it?�
�The general�s own.� Erhardt stepped away from the bars and crossed his arms. �The old wolf tapped his personal vintage to celebrate. This victory is as much yours as his, so I thought you deserved your share.�
Gottswain nodded and took another pull, swigging it against his teeth and gums before swallowing with an appreciative smack of his lips. �What about the boss?�
Erhardt studied Gottswain in the dim light. One man does not a regiment make. This one man had done what the regiment couldn�t � rescued the commander from a fate worse than death.
�Commander Toft survived, thanks to you. That beastman broke his arm in four places, but he�s under the care of Doktor Prolmann.�
Gottswain balanced the canteen on the bench beside him, then leaned back uncomfortably and whistled through his teeth, glancing up at the corners of his cage. �So I�m a hero then?�
�Toft ordered your incarceration from his sick bed. You broke formation. If Hesberger and his men hadn�t arrived at precisely the right moment, the Dark Gods would be sipping our blood right now.�
Gottswain headbutted the iron bars in frustration and began to speak, but Erhardt cut him off.
�We�re not mercenaries, Kord. We each guard the man on our left. If you break formation, he dies.�
Gottswain stared hard at Erhardt through the bars. For a moment, it looked like the words were penetrating that thick skull. At last he swore. �Prolmann�s a butcher. He�ll lose that arm then, won�t he?�
�Already has,� Erhardt sighed. He tossed a set of keys through the bars.
Gottswain stared at them before picking them up. �You�re in command then?�
Erhardt considered the question for a moment. He fingered the straps of his vambrace, feeling the hard leather under his fingers. It always gave him a comforting feeling, that sensation. Dwarf-forged plate armour might protect a Greatsword in combat, but it was nothing without the web of leather that held it together.
�For now. Let�s get back to our camp. This place makes me nervous.�
Gottswain closed the door behind him and tossed Erhardt the keys. �The hero of Ubersreik? Scared of a few iron bars?�
Erhardt shuddered. �They remind me of the Sigmar-be-damned witch hunters.�
Gottswain blinked at the curse, and then shrugged it off. �Don�t let them hear you say that, or you�ll be seeing more than the inside of the stockade.�
The company boy met them on the outskirts of the neatly ordered square of tents that was the Carroburg camp. His arms and hands were stained red, and for a moment Erhardt thought young Bert had been wounded.
�It�s just dye, sir,� the boy grinned. �New uniforms from the capital haven�t bled out yet.�
Bert ran a hand through his hair, absently painting red streaks through it. A double line of laundry hung near a boiling cauldron that had been set in the remains of the cook fire. As far as Erhardt knew, Toft�s Carroburgs were one of the few units who washed their uniforms regularly. At first, the policy had drawn the attentions of the witch hunters, but the unit lost far fewer men to disease than any other. That had gotten General Schalbourg�s attention, and Erhardt believed the practice would soon spread to other units.
�Need help with your armour, sir?� asked Bert. �Yours is with the quartermaster, Herr Gottswain.�
�Have it sent to my tent please, Bert,� said Gottswain. The boy nodded then dashed away down a nearby row of tents. Gottswain turned to Erhardt. �A good lad, him.�
�I think he�s just pleased to work for the Carroburgs. His father is a blacksmith from my village and heard that I�d made the regiment. He paid a scribe what must have been a fortune to write me a letter begging to get Bert assigned to the unit. I was impressed by his sacrifice and I�ve been looking out for the boy ever since.�
A distant horn-call cut through the air. Gottswain looked up, ears pricked. The sound was coming from the direction they�d just come. �They�re sounding the attack? There�s no enemy left to fight.�
�They seem to think there is,� said Erhardt grimly. He set off in a run, shouting back over his shoulder. �Get the men!�
Erhardt got to the scene of the commotion just in time to see a giant creature slam into Doktor Prolmann�s tent, tearing it from its moorings. For one almost comical moment the canvas seemed to move of its own volition as the beast within was blinded. Then, with a horrendous tearing sound, it burst free, knocking aside two terrified swordsmen.
Erhardt could barely see the beast as it moved past the flickering torches. An eerie purple glow emanated from two points within its hulking form, points that seemed to move at random so that its gaze fell first one way, than another.
A trio of halberdiers charged the beast, sinking their weapons deep into its side. A hideous roar bellowed out of some hidden mouth, then the creature shrugged off the blows and was upon them, tearing the men to pieces.
�Where did that monster come from?� asked a voice beside him. It was Gottswain. He wore only his under-armour padding, but held a zweihander easily across his shoulder.
Erhardt wondered the same thing. Had the creature torn its way through half the army to get to the surgeons� tents? It made no sense. Surely the alarm would have been raised long before now.
�Where are the men?�
�Mostly drunk,� Gottswain confessed with a shrug. �We�ll have to do this on our own.�
The beast bellowed again and lumbered towards the line of stretchers. Those wounded who could rise under their own strength had already fled the area, leaving those who couldn�t to fend for themselves.
�Where�s your armour?� Erhardt demanded.
Gottswain spat. �I didn�t have time to put it on. You needed my help.�
�How long do you think you can last against that beast without armour? I can at least slow it down long enough for you to return with reinforcements.� Erhardt drew his blade. �Go. That�s an order.�
Gottswain�s eyes glittered darkly, but he disappeared into the darkness. Erhardt breathed a sigh of relief. He�d been worried that Gottswain was going to disobey yet another order, except this time his disobedience would probably have proven fatal.
The creature moved towards the stretchers in a kind of tumbling roll. Screams cut through the night as it moved amongst the wounded. Hoping he wasn�t too late, Erhardt charged the beast. Purplish eyes reoriented to track this new threat, but it was too late. Erhardt leaped on top of an overturned crate, then at the beast itself, swinging his zweihander in an overhead arc. Flesh parted before his blade and dark blood squirted across his breastplate. The creature roared and its bulk shifted. Instead of turning to face him, it simply reoriented those two glowing points of purplish light until the orbs glared at the small man who�d hurt it.
Morrslieb, the Chaos Moon, emerged from behind the rainclouds and the camp was illuminated by its sickly green light. For a brief second, Erhardt saw the beast as a twisted mass of flesh and bone. The foetid smell of offal and viscera was almost overwhelming but, taking advantage of the light, he shifted his grip on his zweihander and put his weight behind a thrust. His blade struck something solid, and dark blood poured down the length of the steel. Overcoming his disgust, Erhardt twisted his sword, then put his shoulder behind the blow to try and stab even deeper.
Heedless of the pain, the beast impaled itself further on Erhardt�s weapon. Its bulk slammed into him with enormous force and he fought to maintain his grip on his sword. Something tore at his helmet and he could hear metal scream as the visor bent and distorted under the beast�s weight. His boots dug furrows in the muddy earth as he was borne back. Terror welled up in him at the realisation that he would soon be crushed beneath its weight.
From somewhere behind him a score of thundercracks echoed in the night and Erhardt felt the passage of hot lead close by. A voice that might have belonged to Gottswain bellowed, �Hold your fire, by Sigmar! You�ll kill the commander!�
He felt the beast shudder, once twice. Light shifted and danced around Erhardt as dozens of sword blows drove the creature back. Its grip on his blade weakened and then broke, but Erhardt was unrelenting. He thrust deeper, trying to hit something vital. Screams sounded out all around him, some from the creature, and some from the swordsmen who fought it.
Suddenly, its bulk shifted again and Erhardt felt it pull away. He could see now that a score of pistoliers had formed up in double ranks and were pouring lead shot into it as fast as they could reload. Greatswords, Gottswain at their head, had begun streaming out of gaps between the tents, and though the beast was enormous, it couldn�t fight so many. With a moan, it reared backwards, those glowing purple eyes playing across its surface, looking from the pistoliers to the Greatswords, and back again. Finally, it twisted away and fled through the tents with frightening speed.
�After it, men!� cried Erhardt. Though the camp was on high alert, there was still the possibility, however remote, that it could break free and disappear into hills. Erhardt could not let that happen.
Ignoring the possibility of an ambush, he ran after the creature, catching sight of it moving between the tents and terrified camp followers. While Erhardt was forced to avoid the laundry lines and cook fires, somehow it passed right over them without slowing, without any loss of momentum. It wasn�t long before Erhardt lost sight of it and had to rely on the cries of alarm its passage provoked to track it. Soon even these disappeared.
He came upon a group of soldiers who were just pulling themselves out of their bedrolls and grabbing up their weapons.
�Which way did it go?� he shouted at them, breathlessly.
�Which way did what go?� asked a dumbstruck pikeman. He�d seen Erhardt�s gore-covered armour and clearly recognised him as one of the legendary Carroburgs.
Erhardt stared into the darkness in frustration. How could a beast of that size have eluded him? He turned back to the pikeman. �Gather your men and search the periphery of the camp.�
�Aye, sir,� he replied as Erhardt turned and jogged back the way he�d come. �But pray, what are we searching for?�
Erhardt cursed and then listened for more shouts of alarm, but though the camp was filled with bellowing sergeants and the rattle of weapons, he could hear nothing out of the ordinary. Nothing that sounded like men repelling an attack at any rate.
Gottswain emerged from the darkness ahead of him, sword drawn. �Where did it go?�
Erhardt grimaced in frustration. �I don�t know. It wasn�t that far ahead of me, but it just disappeared.�
Gottswain�s jawline hardened. �We�re still close to the centre of camp. It can�t have escaped.�
Erhardt craned his neck, trying to see between the tents. It was as if the Ruinous Powers had reached down from the heavens and swept the beast into some hidden realm of Chaos. �We do a full sweep of the camp,� he said. �It can�t have gone far.�
�Erhardt. Commander Erhardt.� The voice that called through the crowd of soldiers sounded gravelly and strained, as if its owner were in some pain. Erhardt was in the middle of a swarm of men, issuing orders to search the camp in groups of half a dozen soldiers � no tent was to be left undisturbed, no stone unturned. Even through the throng, Erhardt could guess at the identity of the man who called for him, simply by the way the others grew quiet. A wide-brimmed hat shielded his face, but he was well armed: the hilt of an enamelled longsword jutted out from his belt, and two pistols hung from a leather cord around his neck. The twin-tailed comet on his breastplate only confirmed Erhardt�s suspicions.
�Knight Templar Keller,� he said, struggling to mask his distaste. �You�ve run out of little old ladies to burn at the stake in Kemperbad, then?�
�Is that an impious tone I hear in your voice?� asked Keller sharply. He had no need to push his way through the crowd of soldiers � they simply melted away before him, finding other, more important things to do, or remembering urgent appointments elsewhere. �I hear that you had contact with a creature of Chaos today. Extended contact.�
The threat was ill-disguised, but they both knew it was relatively toothless. The Carroburgs had turned the tide of the battle earlier in the day, and Erhardt himself had charged the beast that had attacked the camp by night while others were running for their lives. �You are aware that the creature escaped, are you not?� he said scornfully. �Are you sure you wouldn�t be more comfortable in your customary position at the rear of the army?�
�Yes, I am aware that you failed to capture it,� Keller snapped. Dawn was beginning to break over the hills to the east, and his breath misted the air. He removed his gloves, tucking them under one arm, and looked around at the clutter of broken stretchers and collapsed tents. �Eisenschalz,� he called over his shoulder to a blond-haired lieutenant. �Seal off this area. Gather all the witnesses and put them to the question.�
Erhardt felt himself redden. �Seal off the area? How can my men conduct an effective search if they can�t leave the area without your permission?�
�I�ve been told that the beast disappeared without a trace in the centre of the camp.�
One of Keller�s aides brought him a steaming cup of tea, which the witch hunter cupped in his hands for warmth before blowing upon its surface. When he spoke again, it was almost absently, as if he addressed the mug and Erhardt simply overheard. �How can such a thing occur without the aid of seditious and traitorous Chaos worshippers within our ranks?�
�It was dark,� said Erhardt defensively, �and it had already killed most of the soldiers in the area.� To tell the truth, he wondered the same thing himself. A creature that large could only have found a limited number of places to hide. A search of the wagons was ongoing, but had been so far fruitless � limited by the fact that he was reluctant to commit to smaller search parties for fear that the beast would pick them off one by one.
�Nevertheless, rooting out Chaos worshippers is within my jurisdiction,� said Keller. He took a sip of tea, grimaced in disgust, and then poured it onto the ground. He handed the cup back to Eisenschalz with a look that threatened untold misery if he were ever again given such an inferior offering, and then turned back to Erhardt. �You are relieved of command.�
Erhardt bristled. He had fought the northmen to a standstill and, in the same night, risked his life against a beast of Chaos. Now this witch hunter thought he could simply swoop in and take over?
�What does General Schalbourg have to say about this?� he demanded.
�General Schalbourg left camp hours ago to investigate reports of more troops to the north,� said Keller. �You are welcome to send a messenger after him, but until he returns you are required to obey me. Anything less than full obedience will be regarded as heretical behaviour, warranting summary punishment.�
To signal that the conversation was over, Keller turned his back on Erhardt, ordering his men to spread out through the surgeons� tents. Erhardt resented the casual dismissal, but before he could say anything the witch hunter might later use against him, he felt a hand clamp down on his shoulder.
�It�s not worth it,� said Gottswain. It was a tribute to his swordsmanship that the big Nordlander had sustained only minor wounds pulling Erhardt out of the clutches of the beast. He had only four red scratches down his cheek, as if he�d been clawed by a scorned wench and not a two-ton beast of Chaos. �Let them have their fun. We�ll get some rest, then seek the beast out with fresh eyes on the morrow.�
Erhardt glared at the retreating witch hunter with something close to hatred, and then nodded. �That we will, Herr Gottswain. That we will.�
Despite his anger, there didn�t seem to be too much Erhardt could do. The witch hunters argued that the Chaos beast wouldn�t reappear until nightfall, and then only when Morrslieb reared its greenish outline over the horizon. Both he and Gottswain had been up for more than twenty-four hours and participated in two battles. He had to admit that it would be prudent to face the beast again only after snatching a few hours� sleep.
Bert met him at the entrance to the camp. The boy�s hair looked dishevelled and his muddy cheeks were streaked with pink. Though he�d done his best to hide it, he�d obviously been crying.
�What�s wrong, Bert?� asked Erhardt.
�It�s Commander Toft, sir. Sergeant Pieter found his body after the attack. He�s dead.�
Erhardt felt a deep sadness at the news. In spite of the night�s events, Toft had been something of a father to him. To all of the men, in fact � it would be a sad day indeed in the Carroburg camp.
�Don�t worry, lad. He�s dining in Sigmar�s longhouse now.�
Though the platitude felt empty, the boy seemed to take some comfort from it as he guided Erhardt to his tent. It took Bert some minutes to help him out of his armour, then he disappeared with a promise to try and buff out some of the dents and to wake up Erhardt at sundown. Almost as soon as he left, Erhardt collapsed into his bedroll.
Years of soldiering had given him the ability to sleep anywhere at any time, and though a military camp during the day was a cacophony of sound and the canvas of his tent did little to keep out the light, he knew enough to stuff his ears with cloth and make do. Soon, he was snoozing fitfully.
When he awoke again, it was dark outside.
He swore, and then headed out in only his armour padding to find another runner to help with his plate, which he donned as quickly as possible. As soon as the last leather strap was tightened, he went off in search of Gottswain.
He found the huge Nordlander in the mess tent, eating salted meat from a trencher with his fingers. �Have you seen Bert? He was supposed to wake me.�
Gottswain swallowed, and then wiped grease from his chin. �I just woke up, myself. He�s somewhere around camp I suspect. I can never keep track of the runners.�
Erhardt sat, and signalled the cooks. One of the advantages of being an officer was that one could have one�s food delivered, often straight to the command tent. Toft, however, had enjoyed eating with the men and it was a tradition that Erhardt intended to continue. A plate of ham and cheese with a few wilted string beans on the side landed in front of him within moments. �Any word on the creature?� he asked Gottswain.
�Keller has rounded up every wounded man in the army, anyone who might have been in the vicinity of Prolmann�s tent, and begun interrogating them.� Gottswain tore off another chunk of meat then stuffed it into his mouth. �Not to any measure of success, so I hear.�
Erhardt shook his head. Keller�s methods were famously brutal. �We need to find that monster before the witch hunters do any more damage. A beast that large cannot hide forever.�
It was difficult to recognise the area that had once been reserved for the surgeons� tents. The Order of Sigmar had cleared out a wide area and brought in lumber from other parts of the camp in order to construct a crude gallows, from which the bodies of Empire soldiers already swung. Men displaying the twin-tailed comet on their breastplates balanced bowls of salt on their hips, spreading thick handfuls onto the ground to make sure that nothing could grow on soil they deemed tainted. Elsewhere, torturers seized red-hot brands from iron baskets that dotted the area and pressed them into wounds that good fighting men had suffered battling the forces of Chaos, men whose only crime was to have been present when a Chaos beast had attacked. The smell of blood and burning flesh hung thickly in the air.
The sight of so much suffering sickened Erhardt. They�d already lost too many men to the forces of Chaos, and now Keller�s brutality was destroying the army from the inside. If Erhardt had his way, the Knight Templar would be hanging from his own gallows. He had half reached for the hilt of his zweihander before Gottswain interjected.
�Remember, commander, that I am the impulsive one,� he said calmly.
The warning was effective, and Erhardt forced himself to relax. The only thing he could gain by storming into a gathering of witch hunters was a charge of heresy and a quick trip to the gaol. �Agreed. Let us find this beast before that butcher takes any more lives.�
Together, they circled around the area the witch hunters had already searched. Normally a unit was considered lucky to secure a spot to pitch their tents near the supply train, but most had quickly relocated once the Order of Sigmar had arrived, leaving behind a wide swath of crushed grass and a few soot-stained fire pits. Gottswain and Erhardt bypassed these and headed towards the area where they�d first seen the beast.
Nothing was left of Prolmann�s tent but a few broken surgical devices. Everything else was gone; not so much as a crushed vial had been left behind. That in itself was strange � surely the witch hunters would have left much of Prolmann�s paraphernalia where it lay? Where were his personal belongings?
Erhardt called over Gottswain. �Do you remember if the good doktor was listed among the dead?�
Gottswain shrugged. �I�ve got no head for lists, but I don�t remember his name coming up. You think he had something to do with this?�
�I don�t know.� Erhardt squinted into the darkness. Maybe Prolmann had met his end when the monster attacked � or maybe not. He pursed his lips and nudged the churned earth with the toe of his boot. �Why did it attack here first?�
A few feet away, Gottswain cursed, then bent and scraped dirt away from something that reflected torchlight. He pulled Prolmann�s long amputation knife out of the dirt. �Obviously, the good doktor was not as thorough as he thought,� he said, handing the blade to Erhardt.
Erhardt tucked it into his belt. It wasn�t a lead, but it did tell them that Prolmann had left in some haste. �If you were a doktor on the run, where would you go?�
�To the nearest inn,� said Gottswain with a smirk. �What? Doktor or no, that�s where I�d be.�
�You�re a great help,� said Erhardt wryly. Lacking a better idea, he chose the opposite direction to the attack and strode towards a few tents where priestesses of Shallya administered what aid they could to victims of the beast.
One priestess sat on a log outside a nearby tent spooning gruel from a wooden bowl. Her hand shook and her face was drawn and haggard-looking. Her brown hair was clasped behind her head, but it had the look of straw to it that spoke of severe undernourishment. Erhardt guessed that she carried the weight of many souls upon her back. She set aside her gruel and rose when the two Greatswords approached.
�Evening, sirs. Have you need of the goddess�s aid?�
Erhardt nodded into the night. �It�s cold out here tonight. You should be making the most of the warmth inside.�
She blushed guiltily. �Sometimes the cries of dying men…� She paused, realising that what she was saying was not quite right. �I find the night air gives me the courage I need to help them once more.�
�We all need whatever courage we can muster on a night like this,� said Erhardt.
She nodded, grateful that he�d caught her meaning. �I should be getting back.�
Erhardt was about to let her go when the tent flap was pushed aside and two rough-looking men emerged, carrying a stretcher bearing a third. The man in the stretcher was missing an arm, and judging from the pallor of his skin, he�d lost so much blood that even the goddess couldn�t restore him. The two men set the stretcher down just outside the tent and, casting a few suspicious looks at Erhardt and Gottswain, disappeared back inside.
�Do the priests of Morr collect the dead from you when they pass?� he asked the priestess, staring at the body on the stretcher.
�Yes. We ask that they limit their visits to avoid scaring the wounded, but they do come.�
He found himself staring at the dead man�s arm stump. �What about the limbs?�
The priestess looked back into the tent, as if she felt she�d spent too much time away from the wounded already. �We don�t perform amputations, but I understand there is a limb pit not too far from here where the doktors dispose of them.�
�A limb pit?�
�Yes. When a soldier dies from his wounds, the limb is interred with him. When the soldier lives, something must be done with it.� With that, the priestess begged his pardon and ducked back into the tent, leaving her gruel behind.
Gottswain watched her disappear, and then nudged her wooden bowl with his toe. �You never did have much of a way with the wenches, did you?�
Erhardt shrugged. �I suppose the idea of a limb pit disturbs her. Sigmar knows it disturbs me. Still, it might be our best chance to find this beast.�
�By all means then,� Gottswain said, testing his zweihander in its scabbard. �Let�s go find it.�
They were able to locate the limb pit by the stench, and the swarm of biting flies that ringed it. The night air was thick with them, swirling clouds that buzzed frantically in the air above the amputated limbs. The pit itself was ringed by torches set, Erhardt guessed, to provide enough illumination that no one would accidentally mistake its purpose. There was no telling how deep it was, but it was at least twenty feet across and filled with dozens of rotting limbs: legs and arms of every description � some naked, some partially clothed or tied off with scraps of blood-soaked bandage. The smell was awful enough that they had to cover their mouths and noses.
A lone figure worked at one side, next to a heaped pile of dirt. He had a shovel in his hands and was doing his best to fill in the pit. A small man, his actions were frantic and panicked, and his shirt was sodden with mud and sweat.
�Now there�s an undertaker who earns his pay,� Gottswain mumbled through the sleeve of his tunic.
�That�s no undertaker,� replied Erhardt. He raised his voice. �Doktor Prolmann, I presume?�
The figure looked up sharply and his hood fell back, revealing the small, balding man with the wrinkled face who�d treated Toft. His eyes widened when he saw their dwarf-forged plate, then he hurled the shovel at them and ran into the darkness.
�I�ll get him!� shouted Gottswain as he raced after the doktor.
Erhardt was about to pursue when he noticed something that brought him to a halt.
The limb pit was moving.
The movement was slight at best, but as he circled the lip of the pit, the limbs rose and fell like a living tide. Erhardt peered deeper, and gasped � the bulk of the thrashing, lumbering Chaos beast that had ravaged the camp was unmistakable in the rotting, stinking depths. He looked to the horizon, remembering the witch hunters� prediction about the rising of Morrslieb. They knew a thing or two about Chaos, he had to give them that.
Hesitantly, he drew Prolmann�s amputation knife. In the pit, dozens of clawing, dead hands lifted towards it, but the beast did not arise. �Oh yes,� he said to himself. �You remember this, don�t you…�
There was a shout, and then Gottswain emerged from the darkness with the doktor in tow. The tiny man struggled furiously, but could not break free from Gottswain�s powerful grip.
The sight of the doktor sickened Erhardt. The little weasel had fled the beast, and then tried to cover up his crimes. �I suppose you�ll tell me that digging in the dead of night is good for your health,� he spat.
Prolmann ceased trying to escape, instead shrinking in on himself until he looked about half his normal size. �I have done nothing wrong.�
Gottswain twisted Prolmann�s wrist, eliciting a squeal. �I say we toss him in the pit. What do you reckon, boss?�
Prolmann looked as if he were about to protest again, but in the face of two angry Greatswords, he deflated. �Look, you have to understand, during the course of a large battle, I see hundreds of wounded men. Some of them are so horribly maimed that the scouts are unable to determine whose side they were on. Inevitably, I end up treating some small number of enemy soldiers.�
�And you were worried you�d draw the ire of the witch hunters?� asked Erhardt.
Prolmann shook his head. �No. Most of them make allowances, provided you follow procedure. Once treated, Chaosmen are to be separated out from our own soldiers for purgation.�
�And you failed to do this?� asked Gottswain with a shake.
�No,� replied Erhardt as he gazed out over the limb pit. �I believe he did. But there was one thing he forgot to separate.�
�They were just arms, legs. Not whole men. How could I know…?�
�Just arms and legs?� asked Gottswain, grimly. �Those arms and legs killed our commander and dozens of men besides.�
Prolmann went white and began shaking uncontrollably. Erhardt felt some pity for him. Though his laziness had brought about an unimaginable horror, his crime was not deliberate. �No,� he said at last. �We�ll take him to Keller. Let the witch hunters figure out an appropriate punishment.�
�What about the pit?�
�We have perhaps an hour before the rising of Morrslieb. We�ll come back and burn it.�
Gottswain and Erhardt found Keller in the midst of his devices of misery, standing before a giant brass bull. The statue was larger than a man, and a fire had been lit beneath it, heating the metal to a cherry-red glow. When they arrived, Erhardt thought the bull was actually lowing, but he soon realised to his horror that there was someone within slowly being cooked to death. Cleverly shaped tubes in the snout of the statue had been designed specifically to make the victim�s screams sound like bellowing cattle.
�I thought I had you banned from the area, Herr Erhardt,� said Keller, staring intently at the brass bull.
Erhardt couldn�t decide which enraged him more, the bastard�s self-satisfied smirk, or his failure to address him by his title. �It�s Commander Erhardt, until Schalbourg says differently.�
He appeared to have attracted Keller�s attention. The witch hunter turned, his eyes falling on Prolmann. �What have you brought me, commander?�
�We�ve only done your bloody job for you, you damned peacock,� growled Gottswain as he cast the doktor at Keller�s feet.
After they relayed Prolmann�s story, Keller expressed mock regret with a shrug. �All this appears to have been unnecessary then.� He turned to the man feeding the fire beneath the bull. �Free the prisoner.�
The fire was quickly scattered and Keller�s servant hauled upon a lever at the statue�s base with a thick leather glove, opening a trap door in its belly. A blackened body with singed blond hair tumbled out, landing hard on the ground. Its skin was seared on its palms and knees, and its eyeballs had melted out of their sockets, painting two shining streaks down its cheeks.
�Apologies, Commander Erhardt,� said Keller with a shrug. �I had to be sure you weren�t a part of this.�
The comment caught Erhardt off guard. What was Keller apologising for? He stared down at the small body in confusion for some seconds before he realised who it was.
It was young Bert.
Beside him Gottswain made a terrifying sound that was a mixture of sob and roar. He lunged at Keller, throwing him with bone-jarring force into the side of the bull. Perhaps the witch hunter had been expecting some kind of attack, but Gottswain�s speed and strength were surprising. As hard as he�d been hit, Keller was on his feet in an eyeblink, pistol drawn.
Erhardt was only a heartbeat behind, putting his shoulder into Gottswain�s chest to restrain him. The Nordlander was incensed, his strength driving Erhardt back.
�It�s not worth it, Kord,� he growled, repeating Gottswain�s advice from the first time the witch hunter had defied them. �He�s not worth it.�
Somehow, that got through to the big Greatsword and he gradually began to come to his senses. Nonetheless, Keller was furious.
�I�ll see you swing for that,� he yelled.
Erhardt held out his hand to keep them apart. �Surely, he deserves punishment, but we have only minutes until Morrslieb rises and the creature is upon us once more. Let us discuss this when the beast is dead.�
Keller considered this and then stared hard at the horizon, where the first greenish glow was making itself apparent. �Fine. We go,� he spat. Then his eyes found Gottswain�s. �I�ll deal with you later.�
Keller quickly gathered a score of witch hunters and as much timber and oil as they could carry. Once they were assembled, Erhardt and Gottswain led them back through the camp to the limb pit.
Gottswain was still enraged, but managed to restrain himself at Erhardt�s urging until they were far enough ahead to be out of earshot. �He killed Bert,� he said urgently once they were clear. �Bert, who never said a rough word to anyone. You can�t let him walk away from that!�
Though Erhardt had been responsible for the death of many men under his command, Bert�s death weighed most heavily upon his heart. He�d failed in his promise to the boy�s father to look after his son. That Keller had done it for no other reason than to spite him made the pain even worse.
�There�s nothing we can do,� he said angrily.
And it was true. Keller was a Knight Templar of the Order of Sigmar. Merely to discuss causing him harm was heretical, and heresy was a crime punishable by death.
When they finally reached the pit, the witch hunters spread around its edge and began laying out their materials � torches, coal, and barrels of flammable oil. Erhardt remained where he was, petulantly refusing to help. He knew they had mere minutes until the Chaos Moon broke the horizon, but still he did nothing. Maybe he wanted a fight. Maybe he wanted to take out all the rage and pain he felt on something, and if that something was a Chaos beast, so much the better.
Gottswain, too, remained silent, lost in thought. Erhardt was grateful the big man hadn�t tried anything rash.
The Knight Templar stood apart from the others, outside the ring of torches, preferring � Erhardt knew � to lead from behind. Not wanting to let the man out of his sight, Erhardt joined him in the shadows.
They remained silent for a while, observing the preparations. Finally, the witch hunter spoke. �Thank you for the assistance with your man, earlier.�
Erhardt had trouble containing his surprise. Was Keller actually thanking him?
�It wasn�t for your sake, I can assure you. Gottswain is a capable fighter, and I didn�t want him to go to the gallows over someone like you.�
Keller remained quiet, his eyes glittering in the torchlight. When he spoke again, it was with a note of regret. �Still, I admire your courage. I�m no coward, but I could never throw myself in the face of danger like you do.�
Erhardt studied Keller. What was this about? Was Keller looking for some kind of sympathy or was he playing a more subtle game? Either was possible. The man was a monster. He could not shake the image of poor Bert, just a few summers shy of his first beard, frying inside that bull. The screams hadn�t ceased until well after they�d arrived, meaning Keller must have continued to let the boy cook while they spoke. It enraged him that the monster who�d tortured an innocent boy to death was now asking for sympathy. He had to look away, simply to avoid throttling him on the spot. His gaze settled once more on the pit, and an idea came to him.
�I have a confession to make,� he told Keller, struggling to keep the hatred out of his voice. �We have discovered the beast�s weakness.�
Keller�s eyebrows rose. �Oh?�
�Prolmann�s amputation knife. The beast fears it.�
�Why did you not tell me this before?�
Erhardt shrugged. �Like you, I too am sometimes afraid, and I believed the knife would protect me against the beast.� He turned to Keller and looked him in the eye. �Gottswain�s actions have forced me to reconsider. I would like to make you a deal: the knife for the life of my man.� He drew the blade out of his belt pouch and handed it to Keller.
The witch hunter studied it critically. �A crude weapon at best.�
Erhardt made to take the knife back, but Keller closed his fist around the handle. �If this is an implement of Chaos, then it is my duty to see that it is destroyed.�
�And Gottswain?�
�Your man will get what�s coming to him,� snarled Keller before striding towards the pit, �and you�re lucky I don�t report you for possessing it!�
Erhardt watched him go, then as quietly as he could, he stole around the edge of the circle of torches until he stood next to Gottswain. �I think you�d better step back,� he said.
Gottswain shook his head. �What?�
A cry came, and one of the witch hunters pointed into the sky. �We�re too late! The Chaos Moon rises!�
As the man tossed a burning brand into the pit, a sickly purplish glow erupted from its depths. Scores of limbs began to churn like a whirlpool as the force that had awakened knit them together. Despite himself, Keller stumbled backwards, his hand clutching Prolmann�s knife. The Chaos beast rose slowly before him: huge and dark and terrible. Up and up it heaved, expanding until it seemed to blot out the night sky.
For perhaps the first time in his career, Keller confronted Chaos directly. But only for a moment. Then he screamed and ran.
Before he could take more than a single step, the beast enfolded him in its embrace, completely covering him in thrashing limbs.
Death was not instant. The Chaos beast was incredibly powerful, but each limb bore only the strength of the soldier to whom it had originally belonged. Human hands tipped with sharp nails tore at the witch hunter, leaving deep gouges in his skin, but it was a death by inches. As Keller�s screams grew louder and more frantic, they reminded Erhardt of the cries that had emanated from the brass bull. It was a satisfying thought.
With the other witch hunters too stunned by their commander�s death to intervene, it wasn�t until there was nothing left of Keller but a bunch of torn meat that Gottswain finally drew his zweihander. �Why do I get the impression you knew that would happen?�
Erhardt shrugged and drew his own blade. �Call it a gift from Doktor Prolmann.�
Moving like a centipede, the Chaos beast turned to face them, a hundred hands opening and closing as it awaited their charge. On the other side of the creature, several witch hunters hacked at it with their swords, but it seemed able to fight any number of them at the same time and they made little progress. It was the Greatswords� mighty zweihanders it feared.
Gottswain charged in with the force of a thunderbolt, a sweep of his blade showering the ground around him with severed limbs and sour gore. Instantly, he was enfolded, just as Keller had been, by dozens of tearing limbs. But instead of lurching away, Gottswain expertly twisted his body, letting the creature�s hands slide against his plate, then used his momentum to slash again.
Erhardt hit the beast a moment later. His attack was more nuanced then the Nordlander�s � he struck hard then danced backwards out of reach. It was hard to tell whose style was more effective.
On other side of the Chaos beast, he heard a hideous scream as one of the witch hunters was torn apart. The creature lurched backwards, then stopped as more soldiers poured into the clearing. Perhaps, thought Erhardt as he dodged another attack and returned one of his own, the beast was trying to escape? Impossible. Though it had fled once already, that had been because of the setting of the Chaos Moon. Morrslieb had only just broken the horizon.
Curious, he disengaged, then leapt atop the pile of earth. From this vantage point, it was easy to spot what had drawn the beast�s attention � the tents of the priestesses of Shallya. With every man the Chaos beast killed, its own bulk increased. Dozens of wounded would make for easy prey, and make the monster unstoppable. The process was happening even now. As it killed the witch hunters, it consumed their bodies and absorbed their flesh into its own. Sending more soldiers into the battle would be a mistake. But what else could they do?
�Fire the pit!� he yelled to a nearby sergeant. �Gottswain! We�ve got to drive it back!�
�Then get down here and give me a hand!� yelled the Nordlander from the ground.
Erhardt laughed and took his advice, charging into the creature�s flank. He thrust deeply with his zweihander, trying to attack that fleshy centre he�d felt during the first attack. Hands clawed at his helmet visor, blotting out his vision and deafening him with the sound of ragged nails scraping against steel. He thrust again, following five feet of steel deep into the creature�s body. Finally, his blade jarred to a halt and that dark flood poured over his hands once more. An inhuman scream sounded from all around him and the creature reared backwards. The two Greatswords had managed to push it back to the very brink of the pit.
Now Gottswain�s expert swordsmanship came into play. Instead of slashing wildly, his zweihander snickered out, cutting precisely into the limbs that the creature was using to hang onto the edge.
Behind them, several frightened witch hunters had hurled torches into the pit, but the coal was slow to catch without sufficient kindling. Thinking quickly, Erhardt cast around and spotted one of the barrels of oil the witch hunters had stacked on the pit�s edge. He ran over and hacked into it with his zweihander, spilling the contents. A swift kick knocked it into the pit, just as the beast caught hold of Gottswain�s sword by the blade � though the edge cut deep, more limbs tore it from the Nordlander�s grasp. The monster snatched up the now disarmed Greatsword just as it began to topple, and the oil-fuelled flames burst up from the depths.
Yanked to his knees, Gottswain scrabbled backwards, but another of the beast�s grasping hands grabbed onto the edge of his breastplate and dragged him in.
Too far away to help his fellow soldier, Erhardt spotted something in the dirt next to Gottswain that glinted in the light of the fire. It was Prolmann�s blade, half-buried where Keller had dropped it. �Gottswain! The knife!� he called, pointing frantically into the dirt.
Gottswain quickly glanced down and the distraction was almost lethal. Oil had covered the beast�s flank and it was aflame. The Greatsword slid perilously close to the edge, scrabbling in the dirt. Letting out a desperate cry as he lunged, he caught hold of Prolmann�s blade and brought it down hard on the fingers holding onto his breastplate, severing them.
As Gottswain scrambled clear, with a final scream of frustration the Chaos beast collapsed, whatever foul magic that had animated it finally giving out as the flames bit deep into its corrupted flesh.
Hours later, when the smoke and the reek of charred flesh finally cleared, there was nothing but ash at the bottom of the pit. Still the witch hunters stood by, watchful as their acolytes scattered salt over the embers.
After the last spark had gone out, Gottswain pushed aside the flap of the command tent and cleared his throat. Erhardt sat behind Toft�s desk, a quill in his hand. Though he had yet to wash off the grime of combat, he had taken the time to fill out a detailed report, leaving out only the mention of Prolmann�s knife. However much Keller was hated, a Knight Templar of the Order of Sigmar had died tonight and difficult questions would be asked.
�Some of the boys smuggled a priest of Morr past the guards,� said Gottswain. �They didn�t feel right about Bert not having his prayers.�
�Good.� Erhardt said nothing more.
Gottswain hesitated, not knowing if he was being dismissed. �So… commander of the Carroburg Greatswords, eh? The men will be pleased. They like you.� Then, straightening, he corrected himself. �They respect you, sir.�
Erhardt dipped his quill into the inkwell, then signed his name and tossed a pinch of sand onto the document to help it set. �I�m only commander until Altdorf. Toft wanted someone else in command after we reach the capital.�
Gottswain frowned and scratched his head. �Toft died without relaying that order to Schalbourg. As far as the general knows, you�re it.�
�Nevertheless,� muttered Erhardt.
The big Greatsword shook his head in confusion. If he lived to see a hundred summers, he�d likely never understand. As far as he was concerned, a promise to a dead man was no promise at all. He clearly knew enough to keep that thought silent, though, and turned to leave.
�Sergeant,� said Erhardt.
Gottswain was no sergeant, but there was no one else within earshot, so he stopped and faced Erhardt once more. The new commander smiled.
�We�re not going to Altdorf quite yet, sergeant. Tell the men we break camp at dawn. The messengers say General Schalbourg has discovered a grand army of ogres heading for the capital. Tomorrow, we march to battle!�



        
            
                
            
        

    

The Court Beneath
Phil Kelly
A lone figure trudged towards Castle Couronne, stopping for a moment to examine his reflection in the steel of his sword. The face reflected in the blade was the dirt-streaked mask of a beggar. Grimacing, the knight tried to wash off the worst of the dirt in a puddle by the side of the road. A cart towed by a pair of malnourished mules rumbled past, splashing yet more filth onto his already stained surcoat.
The knight looked up at the skies and sighed deeply before returning to his reflection. If anything he had made the scarecrow in the steel look worse. The exposed streaks of pale flesh only served to accentuate the layers of filth he had accrued over the long years of his quest.
Gone for a five-year and nothing to show for it. Well, nothing but some ugly scars, a few loose teeth and a bad case of ringworm, that was. His money-purse had been stolen long ago, and his noble steed lost to the forest two years previously. He still had his sword, at least � he�d paid good silver for it to be chained to his wrist as a gesture of commitment � and his shield was still intact, more or less. Yet the fact remained that here he was, about to address the Grand Court of Couronne whilst looking little better than a pauper�s arse.
He smelt the part, too; the powdered harpies of the Grand Court were going to eat him alive. No matter that Bretonnia had been rid of many a monster since his travels began. He had met with prophets and ghosts alike on his travels; had even fought alongside the Green Knight himself at one point. The courtiers cared not for hollow boasts, however. Without proof of his victories they were like to dismiss such claims as the ravings of a madman.
Shaking his head, the knight trudged on. There was little choice. An army of the dead was said to be shambling towards the peasant villages to the north, the renegade sorcerer Myldeon adding to their number with every corpse-pit he passed. Though they were loath to admit it, the Grand Court had made a powerful enemy the day they chased Myldeon from their ranks for practising the forbidden arts. The knight whispered a quiet oath to the Lady that the necromancer would be brought to justice before he had raised half the kingdom from their graves. Scowling at the wilful incompetence of Bretonnia�s gentry, the knight made his way into the shadow of the crenellated monstrosity known as Castle Couronne.
The towering edifice looked as if the father of giants had knocked down three perfectly good fortresses and piled them one atop another before employing a mad architect to fortify the results beyond all reason. Gilded spires jutted out from precarious sub-mansions like fungi, gargoyles leered from stone kennels, towers sprouted from walls buttressed with twisted oak trees. Murder-holes and arrow slits perforated every crooked wall from top to bottom, and tattered pennants fluttered from the trebuchets and mangonels cresting its many towers. A pair of majestic stone dracogryphs guarded a broad bridge over a moat of bubbling pitch. It was a lunatic king�s fantasy groaning in the wind, a wyrdstone-tainted nightmare made real.
For the knight, it was home.
Two densely muscled men-at-arms sidled out of the shadows of the gatehouse to bar his way, their hook-ended polearms thrust towards his face. Even over the stench of the moat he could smell the wine on their breath � Alabier Red, and a bad year at that. One of the guardsmen had an eye missing, replaced with a rusting nugget of ironstone. The other had a smile that had been crudely widened by a blade, a common punishment for the low-born who laughed out of turn.
�Let me pass, in the name of my father. In the name of the king,� said the knight, drawing himself up to his full height as he approached the guards.
Their polearms did not move an inch, each hovering a hand�s breadth from his face.
Shaking his head, the knight grabbed his gauntlet in his teeth and pulled his sword hand free, wiping the worst of the muck from the battered face of his shield and flicking it into the bubbling pitch of the moat. The gesture revealed a lion rampant on a field of blue and red. It had seen far better days, but it was undeniably the royal heraldry of Couronne.
A tense moment passed. As one, the men-at-arms kneeled, their polearms lifted and their eyes cast down.
Sir Louen of Couronne took a deep breath and marched inside.
A fine mist of rain fell as Louen and Brocard the Bold rode their noble steeds along the winding road. Castle Couronne dwindled in the distance behind them. Some twenty metres behind the two Bretonnian lords was a single lance of knights, their brightly-coloured pennants slicked flat with damp. Leather-patched squires rode behind them in sodden silence. It would have been extremely charitable to call it an army. It was barely even an escort.
�Sixteen swords, Brocard. Sixteen,� said Louen, despondently.
�At least his lordship gave you a good horse, Louen,� replied Brocard, frowning as he flicked rainwater from the immaculate steel unicorn that curved over his left shoulder. �Ancient or not, you know how the man loves his purebreds.�
�And the humiliation to go with it. How low the flame of chivalry has burned,� muttered Louen into his tangled beard, �if but sixteen souls can be roused to defend the land.�
�Lady�s sake, don�t be so dramatic, Louen,� said Brocard, fixing him with a reproachful glance from his famously mismatched eyes. One was blue, one green; their colours were echoed upon his personal heraldry and the caparison of his mighty charger. �What did you expect, turning up after five years with nothing to show for your efforts besides a beggar�s plea?� he said. �If you ask me you were lucky to get more than a boot up the backside. And if the necromancer has raised as many as you say, it�s a wonder you rallied anyone at all.�
�Why, thanks. When did you become such a bloody realist?�
Brocard�s easy smile disappeared in an instant. Louen decided not to press the matter. The rain pattered down as they rode on in silence, passing the burnt-out windmills and tumbledown chapels that typified the Marches of Couronne. Autumn had the twisted trees of the land in its grasp, and rotting mulch covered the sides of the dirt track. Every mile or so a twisted body lay by the side of the path, rainwater gathering in its eye sockets. Careless, thought Louen. They should have been buried face down, crow�s feet in the mouth, as was the proper custom. His father had an infamous distrust of superstition, and Louen knew enough to see it for the dangerous indulgence it truly was. No wonder Myldeon had amassed such a throng.
Thunderclouds mustered on the horizon. A lone magpie croaked from its perch atop a rusting thief-cage, half-heartedly pecking at the wet meat of its occupant.
As the sun passed high overhead, Louen eased his horse into a slow trot. Brocard rode alongside him, returned from counsel with the knights in the lance behind. They travelled in silence for a few minutes more.
�A lot can happen in five years, Louen,� said Brocard, suddenly.
�What�s that?� asked Louen, jolted from thoughts of the conflict to come.
�I said, a lot has happened since you�ve been gone.�
�I feared as much. Not good news, either, judging by your demeanour.�
�No, Louen,� replied Brocard. �Sadly not. We have little enough of that these days.�
�Care to tell me about it?�
Brocard looked back over his shoulder at the fifteen knights riding behind them, then met Louen�s gaze.
�In a while, perhaps,� he sighed.
They rode onwards for a few hours more, Louen moving up and down the column talking to the men he would soon be fighting alongside. As the sun began to sink, a moss-covered bridge forced them to cross a trickling brook in single file. Before the rest of the knights could catch up, Louen spurred his steed to catch up with Brocard�s heavily-armoured stallion.
�You�ve changed, old friend,� said Louen, riding close.
�You noticed,� said Brocard, bitterly.
�It�s bad, then?�
�Yes,� said the knight, his magnificent armour clinking as he slumped in the saddle, head hung. He held his gauntlet to his face, thumb and finger rubbing his eyes. �It�s really bad,� he said, voice barely audible over the rain.
�Eleanor?�
�No. Our son.�
�Landuin? Bright lad.�
�Too bright,� said Brocard, his voice cracking. �He was
He was Taken, Louen.�
�What?� said Louen, turning in his saddle with a jerk. �Landuin was
Really?�
Brocard�s face twisted into a knot of unresolved grief. �His bed was empty and the sheets were cold as ice. He was Taken. I won�t see him again.�
The knight�s expression was so tragic that Louen felt his gut churn hollow.
�Well,� said Louen, not knowing what else to say, �I�ll be damned.�
�No, my friend,� said Brocard, wiping his eyes. �It�s not you that�s damned.�
The knights rose at dawn, their squires buckling their ornate suits of armour plate by plate. Their heavily-muscled horses churned the rich earth, nervous despite their impeccable breeding.
Louen shook out the last shreds of a troubling dream and parted the boughs of his makeshift bivouac, dislodging a silver curtain of dewdrops and a fat-bodied spider in the process. Frowning, he watched the knights make ready.
�Sixteen,� he sighed to himself, pulling his armour on piece by tarnished piece. �A lance of ten-and-seven in total, with a rusting tip at that.� The cold of the earth had sunk into the core of his bones. Five years of this, he thought, and it never gets easier.
A squire approached him, offering a bowl of hot rabbit gruel from the campfire. Louen waved it away. �Your need is greater,� he said with a weary smile, �a growing lad like you. Though if you�ve a platter of smoked bacon and a feather-stuffed blanket behind your back, I�ll take them off your hands.� He earned a shy half-smile in response before the squire took his leave, eyes averted.
The smell the stew left hanging in the damp air was delicious, and Louen�s empty stomach growled low. Taking his longknife from its scabbard, he sliced off a piece of edible fungus from a nearby tree and chewed it hard, hoping to appease his gut. One day I�ll sleep in a bed again, he promised himself, perhaps with a woman or two to warm it. And on that day I�ll eat rabbit stew, stuffed swan, roast boar, and more besides. Today, though, I�ll like as not be up to my armpits in corpses by lunchtime. Still, the deed needs done.
The knight rubbed his aching knees, blinking the sleep out of his eyes as he twisted his head from one side to the other with a series of dull cracks. Something strange hung in the air, a feeling of disquiet more than anything tangible. He sniffed, his senses slowly waking up. There it was; the faintest whiff of rotten flesh, carried on the wind.
�I fear they�re coming to us, my friend,� said Brocard, his spurs clinking as he strode up to Louen�s makeshift bivouac. The big knight�s handsome features were troubled. �You�d better say your devotions now, if you still want to make the charge.�
Louen nodded silently, taking his friend�s hand as he got to his feet. �Brocard,� he said, �thank you for this. I�ll repay you if I can.�
�It�s for the land, Louen. No need to speak of debt.�
�As you say, old friend,� said Louen. �Look for the single living man amongst the dead. Take the lance straight for him, squires to each side. Kill him true, and the numbers of the foe are of little import.�
�Aye, I hear you. The necromancer � spitted like a boar.�
�Make sure of it.�
Combing his beard with his fingers, Louen took his leave from Brocard and knelt by his horse, saying a quiet prayer to the Lady. He allowed himself a brief moment�s peace before straightening his tunic and striding towards the embroidered tents that dotted the clearing.
�Knights of Couronne,� he called out, pushing his way through dripping branches. �I bid you good day!�
He was greeted by a rough chorus of grunts and half-hearted greetings from the knights strapping on the last of their armour. A scattered handful stood to attention, their sword hilts raised in salute.
�Today we draw blades together,� called out Louen, drawing his sword from its scabbard. �Today we fight for the land once more.�
He paced around the edge of the clearing, looking each of the knights in the eye one by one. A few of them nodded their respect as he passed.
�Today we reclaim our realm from the kingdom of death,� said Louen, eyes glowering. �Breathe it, I bid you � it�s there. Smell it. That�s the taint of death, my friends. The stink of dark magic.�
He paused for a moment, his back to the rest of them as he scowled out across the countryside. Sure enough, there was movement in the fields below.
�It seeps across the lands, polluting our rivers, choking our villages, spreading like a plague. And there is nothing to stop it.�
He paused, spinning on his heel to face them.
�Nothing but the sons of Couronne!� he roared.
A ragged cheer went up from the assembled knights as they gathered in front of Louen in loose groups.
�Today we show the Lady we are worthy of her favour!� shouted Louen. �Today we hunt, and today we kill!�
His men cheered, raising their swords to the sky in salute.
Louen raised his sword in both hands, his eyes wild.
�Death to the villain, Myldeon!�
�Death!� called out Brocard. �Death!�
The knights joined the morbid chant, shouting and clashing their swords upon their shields until rain shook from the trees.
�Lady, we beseech thee!� shouted Louen over the warcry of his men. �Fair goddess of Bretonnia, guide our blades and strengthen our shields! Give us your blessing that we might scour the land of the traitor and the dead! Watch over us as we ride!�
Stepping onto his stirrup, Louen heaved himself into the saddle of his horse, tendrils of morning mist swirling in his wake.
�To war!�
The knights roared in response, mounting up with practised ease and riding downhill after Louen with heraldic pennants streaming. They formed up into a lance three abreast before cresting a sloped ridge.
The misty hillsides below stretched away for miles. A sea of brown-grey bodies stumbled through the fields towards them, their numbers enough to make a lesser man faint. A lake glimmered silver in the valley at their back, potentially trapping them if all went well. Yet there were thousands of corpse-things spreading out across the landscape. Less than half a mile distant was an ancient barrow, the pallid form of the necromancer atop its lintel. Arrayed around him was a bodyguard of undead knights, their heraldry and posture somehow prideful even in death. Louen�s frown deepened. Even Myldeon�s elite had them outnumbered three to one.
The low moans of the dead carried over the pounding of hooves as the knights pushed their mounts to the gallop. Mounted squires fanned out on either side to prevent their masters being flanked, but Louen knew in his heart that there was no way they could succeed against such untold numbers. He whispered a quick prayer to the Lady nevertheless, and spurred his mount to full speed.
A single brass horn sounded in the morning air just as the wedge of Bretonnian knights hit the undead throng like a hunting spear thrust into an unprotected gut. It plunged deep into their ranks, splashing black blood and rotten flesh with the violence of the impact. The sheer momentum of the charge was a weapon in its own right. As the cavalry galloped onwards the dead were flung aside or trampled by the dozen. The knights plunged their lances through chests, throats, arms, heads, their wielders revelling in the power of their charge and the fact that their lances were still holding true against such meagre opposition. One after another the flesh-things came apart. Hundreds of the living corpses were put down before the Bretonnians had slowed at all.
But slow they did.
Such was the success of the initial charge that the squires flanking their knightly lords had long been left behind. Louen could see no end to the number of mottled bodies pressing in against them. One by one, the lances of Couronne�s finest were dragged from their hands by the corpses impaled upon them.
Swords drawn, the knights hacked and kicked at the dead men clutching at them, fighting hard to reach the necromancer on the barrow ahead. Cold hands grasped at caparisons, uneven teeth sank into the legs of man and horse alike. The low moaning of the horde was cut through with shouts of rage and the panicked whinny of bloodied horses.
To the left, Louen saw Red Rebelond pulled from the saddle, then Guido the Gut alongside him, his warhammer falling from lifeless hands. Sir Heverte�s warhorse, Steelshoe, went down under the weight of a dozen of the throng, trapping his master beneath him. Heverte�s unicorn helm was torn off, and Louen saw dead fingers sink into the proud knight�s face. His expression grim, Louen cast around, stabbing and slashing at the gormless creatures below as he searched frantically for the robed figure that would be controlling the horde. The barrow top was empty.
�Louen!� shouted Brocard. �Over here!�
Far ahead, his friend�s silvered armour glinted in the morning sun. Mace flashing, Brocard was determinedly smashing his way towards a gaunt and hunchbacked figure. The pale warlock was surrounded by his skeletal men-at-arms, long-dead knights formed up in a grotesque mockery of an honour guard. Their ancient blades rained blows upon Brocard�s shield and stabbed at his rune-inscribed breastplate, but they had little effect. Brocard was laughing manically, smashing skulls and ribcages with each sweep of his eagle-headed mace. Yet for all his bravado he was quickly becoming surrounded by the necromancer�s undead elite. The Lady must be proud, thought Louen, but he�s alone, and in over his head.
Louen spurred his horse on, the steed stamping and trampling its way through the living dead towards the other knight. Louen cut away arms and hands wherever one of the stinking creatures gained purchase on his horse�s armour. Ignoring Brocard�s plight for a moment, he hacked and gouged his way through the throng where it was thinnest. Suddenly there were no more of the creatures in front of Louen. His warhorse burst out of the churned mud by the side of the lake. He veered right and rode hard along the bank, plunging back into the battle as close to the barrow as possible. His blade met bone again and again, his warhorse�s flailing hooves adding to the tally as they caved in skulls and splintered ribcages. Before long Louen had carved a path so deep that the skeletal knights had pressed in all around.
Incredibly, Brocard had fought his way to the shrivelled necromancer retreating to the side of the lake. The knight bellowed a wordless challenge, pointing his mace at Myldeon. In response, the mage pointed a crooked finger at him and narrowed his eyes. A beam of black light flashed, and Brocard was flung back across the corpses of the slain, thick smoke streaming from his armour. The smell of roasted meat hung in the air.
Louen gave an involuntary cry as his horse was slowly pulled down by the sheer weight of the dead surrounding him. Mounting the saddle, he turned his sidelong fall into a leap, barrelling into the host of skeletal knights and knocking three of them to the ground before scrabbling to his feet. He was on the verge of frenzy as he elbowed and punched through the moss-covered bones of the wights, desperate to reach Brocard�s side. Terror lent him strength. He barged his way through the ranks to find his companion�s silvered armour smouldering, the body within curled like a burnt insect. The fallen knight�s body was ruined, his once-handsome face a mask of charred flesh.
A crowing laugh of triumph rang out, and the necromancer vanished behind a veil of mist.
Consumed by a tidal wave of rage and frustration, Louen lashed out at the skeletal undead around him, each chattering skull sporting a dead man�s grin. His violent outburst bought him a moment�s reprieve, and he cast a last horrified look at the silvered corpse that was all that remained of his friend. A haggard face was reflected back at him, streaked with dirt and on the verge of panic as the dead closed in.
Exhausted, Louen splashed into the mud at the lake�s edge, forced back by a press of dead flesh. Dozens of grasping corpses snatched at his vambraces and breastplate, ripping away pieces of armour and scraps of sun-bleached cloth. They clawed at his sword, his gauntlets, his shield. One of the creatures yanked at his helmet, pulling it violently to one side. Louen was forced to twist his head free and abandon it entirely, snarling in disgust as the creature broke its teeth on his heraldic crest. He cried out as steel-hard fingers dug deep into his tensed thigh. Rich red blood coursed over ragged yellow nails.
Everywhere he looked, death masks moaned and drooled. A throng of the cursed things pushed forwards, falling over themselves in their eagerness to reach him. Every time one toppled into the muck, two more clambered over it, teeth chattering in their cannibalistic fever. Cold fingers quested for his mouth and his eye sockets, seeking purchase.
�You rotting bastards!� Louen shouted as he slashed and shoved. �By the Lady, get back into the mud!� He hacked at those nearest him, fighting for the room to swing his blade and turning his head to draw a breath of clean air. His muscles burnt inside, pain flaring in every limb.
Yet with each downward stroke another one of the creatures fell, for his ancestral blade was the finest Bretonnian steel and his foes� flesh as soft as rot. The lake�s edge was strewn with hundreds of contorted corpses. Unclean fluids tainted its waters for a league in either direction. Some of the dead bodies were those of other Bretonnian knights, glints of silver and splashes of primary colour in a field of grey-brown limbs.
Fear touched Louen�s heart. The chance of victory, so tangible earlier that day, was a fading memory. The dead were so many that this had become little more than a battle for survival.
�No,� he said, biting his lip hard in an effort to clear the despair from his thoughts, �not yet, not yet.� He was a knight of Couronne and the royal blood of Bretonnia flowed in his veins. Myldeon could not be allowed to win. The necromancer�s mud-spattered puppets were a plague upon the land.
Grinding his teeth, the lone knight squinted away the sweat in his eyes and swung once more, taking a corpse-thing�s jaw from its face and toppling another with the backswing. He spat in disgust as stale blood spattered his greying beard, the taste of it like vinegar on his lips. His next swing took another corpse in the chest, and as his sword caught in its ribs he kicked the creature from the blade. The effort of yanking his injured leg from the mud sent a sick wave of pain and tiredness through him. His knee gave way, and for horrible second he though he would pitch over, joining the corpses in the green-grey water. Only the grasping fingers of a dead man, caught in the wool of his tunic, kept Louen upright.
Exhaustion was his real enemy; a black shroud lurking on the edge of his vision that threatened to swallow him whole.
�Escape,� Louen muttered through his teeth. Escape was the only option left, he thought. To where, though? All that lay ahead was a field of living corpses, and all that lay behind was deepening water. There was no way out but to fight.
Once, twice, Louen stabbed his sword into a pair of the dead things that pressed up against his shield. He shoved their bodies away with a surge of effort, stumbling along the lake�s edge in the hope of finding a path to freedom. Brackish water splashed his face as he churned through the thick black mud, clearing his thoughts a little. He caught a brief glimpse of the battle around him, or rather its aftermath. The necromancer�s undead host stretched away in both directions along the perimeter of the lake. A thousand dead eyes were staring straight at him.
Letting out a roar of anger and hopelessness, Louen hacked at the corpses lurching through the water towards him. Limbs fell away in sprays of stale blood, heads were severed from necks with each sword stroke. Yet still the haunted things came on, splashing and stumbling through the shallows. They cared not for their losses; they had been dead a long time before the necromancer Myldeon had torn them out of their graves.
A wall of clammy flesh pushed up against his shield arm as the horde surged forwards once more, and a mocking laugh echoed through the evening mist behind them. Louen caught a glimpse of a white-robed figure standing tall on a gnarled stump, a fallen comrade�s crested helmet raised above his head with the decapitated head still inside. Blood spattered his pallid face, an unholy sacrament the knight was powerless to stop.
The tide of the dead came on, pressing, surging. Another step back, then another. Mud sucked at Louen�s armoured feet. Water lapped the backs of his thighs. He felt a sharp stab of pain as rotten teeth sank into his cheek.
With a cry, the knight pitched backwards into the lake.
Ice-cold water pushed frozen fingers through Louen�s matted hair and closed over his face. A corpse fell on top of him, its toothless mouth working frantically. He scrabbled backwards, elbowing the creature from him, kicking the grasping fingers closing around his legs away.
The twilight sky above dimmed as his body was pulled down by the weight of his armour. Bubbles streamed from his mouth and nose. Desperate, he expended precious breath to fight free from the arms that thrashed and dangled from the surface of the water. Down and down he sank, farther and farther into the cold and the dark. Streamers of dank weed brushed against his face.
This armour, he thought; the very same armour that has saved my life from daemons and dragons alike is now to prove the death of me. What a useless way to die. Too tired to get it off. Too tired to do anything but drown.
A few rays of evening sunlight penetrated the mosaic of corpses above him. Just as his lungs burned their last and his mouth filled with foul-tasting fluid, Louen caught a glimpse of his reflection in the blade of his sword.
Shafts of twilight flashed across Louen�s blade as ice-cold water rushed into his lungs with painful force. He flailed and thrashed, his injured leg leaking clouds of blood, but it was no use. The weight of his armour was drawing him down into the depths, the light of the world above dwindling to darkness.
Louen could feel his veins burning, every one alight. The pain was so total that inside it there was a strange kind of peace. Lungs full, he had no option but to consume the essence of the lake, taking it into himself, becoming one with it, filling his chest with it. A minute passed, then another. Still he sank.
Still he lived. What wonder was this?
The murk was becoming lighter. A vague shimmering, at first, then a lambent, omnipresent glow that illuminated waving fronds and strange, horned fish. An unbearable pressure built inside his head as he sank, only to vanish with a dull pop. The water tasted like
it tasted like thick air, nothing more. Breathable. Reassuring, even.
Yet there is still no bottom, thought Louen as he sank further into the darkness. A strange notion entered his head, his suspicions coalescing around it like a pearl around a speck of grit. The knight kicked out, scissoring his legs, surprised at the ease of movement. He was no longer slow and cumbersome, either, but able to move quite naturally despite his armour. This must be the afterlife, he thought; if so, Lady alone knows why my leg still stings so damn much.
Something lithe and silver flashed in the emerald depths, little more than a serpentine line in the distance. Sensing danger, Louen tightened his shield-straps with his teeth and raised his sword, thankful of the wrist-chain that had kept his blade to hand even whilst upon the threshold of death.
The line in the distance became a dot, then a blurred disc, then a monstrous, armoured mouth yawning wide enough to swallow a horse. Louen jerked away at the last moment, eyes wide, but could not clear its path entirely. The thing�s plated head smashed into him with battering-ram force, violently knocking him aside. Lights burst in his head, fading to a dull confusion. That impact was the clash of steel on steel, he thought. I�d know it anywhere; even underwater. As he flailed to regain control he glimpsed a tapered mass of silvered muscle streaming past in a storm of blood-coloured bubbles.
Pulling himself upright with a scooping motion of his shield, Louen whipped his head left and right, desperately scanning for the water-beast that was intent upon devouring him. All he could see was soft, green water and dappled shadow.
Some nameless instinct made Louen look down.
A giant fanged maw was rushing up towards him. Louen burbled an involuntary cry as he twisted his body, pulling his shield close in defence. The creature�s steel-plated teeth crashed into it with terrific force. Louen felt ribs splinter in his chest. He caught a glimpse of a giant black eye rushing past, malevolent and cold. Almost without thinking he stabbed hard at the creature�s muscled flank.
His blade stuck fast. Louen�s sword arm was all but ripped from its socket as he was pulled through the water at breathtaking speed. Columns of bubbles blasted past him. The aquatic horror raged further into the depths, thrashing left and right in an attempt to dislodge the troublesome barb in its flank. Louen ground his teeth with the sheer effort of staying conscious as his body was battered and bruised against the beast�s massive frame.
�Lady!� he shouted, his words badly distorted by the water. �Give me strength, I beg you!� Slowly, painfully, he forced his good leg upwards onto the blade stuck in the beast�s flank, using his ancestral sword as a man uses a branch to climb a tree. Held fast by his wrist-chain, he looped his injured leg around the sword, trying to lever it free. Nothing, not even an inch. It was stuck fast in the beast�s steel-plated flank.
Louen cast around desperately, water rushing into his eyes, his mouth, his ears. Looping the wrist-chain under the hilt and over the blade, he pushed his armoured forearm against the section at his wrist, leaning all his weight into it. The protesting chain finally gave with a dull snap, its sudden release nearly carrying Louen into the trackless depths.
Mustering his strength, Louen hooked his foot around the lost blade�s guard and scrabbled up closer to the creature�s armoured spine, water pounding him relentlessly. Down it went, frantic to reach some nameless destination. A terrible, final cold threatened to consume Louen, seeping into his bones like the chill of the grave.
With a bubbling shout of anger, Louen raised his shield above his head, gripping the edge with his empty sword hand before bringing it down hard. His aim was true. He jammed the point of the shield a full metre under the monstrosity�s topmost spinal plate, feeling a grim satisfaction as the thing shuddered in response. Louen fought the rush of water with his whole body, drawing his longknife and gripping it in his teeth. Taking the shield�s upper edge in both hands, he yanked backwards with all his muscled weight, letting the thunderous rush of water add to his efforts. A moment�s resistance and the creature�s dorsal plate tore free.
For a heartbeat Louen was torn away with it, but his reactions were fast enough for him to grab the edge of the gap in the creature�s dorsal plates. Fighting hard, he dragged himself up to the beast�s spinal ridge once more. The creature bucked and rolled like a wild destrier, but Louen clung on. With a great overarm swing he stabbed his longknife deep into the creature�s ridged spine, burying it right up to its gilded hilt.
The beast�s wild thrashing turned into convulsions, then spasmodic shudders, then a slow, drifting stillness. Blossoms of dark ichor mingled with Louen�s own lifeblood in a foul-tasting cloud.
Thick ribbons of black blood stretched away from Louen�s limbs. As he drifted downwards his eyes blinked, drooped, and then closed altogether. His broken body fell away into the darkness, abandoned to the icy waters of his last sleep.
�Awake, sir knight. The feast awaits.�
Louen cautiously opened one eye. He was alive, but his head was pounding like a troubadour�s drum and his ribs throbbed where they had been broken. He had awoken from his strange fever-dream to find himself in a forest of some kind; that was plain enough. Shafts of hazy cyan light dappled through the canopy towards him. Up above, the slender trees of the forest swung gently back and forth, their leaves like translucent fingers. Schools of dainty silver birds soared from one slender trunk to another. A diamond-skinned trout undulated past, its scales iridescent in the hazy light.
Not birds. Fish.
Louen sat up violently, drawing in a massive lungful of water and coughing hard. It took a moment before he realised he could breathe as easily as ever. There was a pale-skinned woman crouching an arm�s length in front of him, her smirk half-hidden as she put her hand to her mouth in mock concern. Shimmering auburn hair fanned out around her head, and a thin blue-green dress clung to every curve of her body. Louen recovered his wits, quickly looking down out of respect. He half expected to glimpse a fish tail below her waist, but instead saw only a pair of dainty feet, one covering the other. Neither touched the sand underneath.
�Sir Knight, you are safe here,� she said, raising his chin with the back of her hand. �It is safe to look, to touch, to eat…�



�I
ah, yes. One moment, my lady,� said Louen, struggling to stand on the shifting shale that passed for the ground underfoot. �I nearly got eaten myself, truth be told, just a moment ago. My name is simply Louen � at your service.� He bowed low, slowly toppling to the left before righting himself with a frown.
The water-damsel giggled and touched her lips. �I saw you kill the lake-lion,� she whispered, eyes wide. �My queen will be impressed.�
�A lion?� said Louen, shaking his head. �I
I�m not sure I�m in the right place, I should be��
�Shh,� interrupted the girl, a slender finger silencing him. Tilting her head to one side, she gently traced the outline of Louen�s mouth, rather too slowly for his liking. Yet there were worse fates to be borne.
�Come, Louen of the Land,� she said, �the court awaits you.� She whirled around in the water, hair spiralling behind, and scissored away in a flash of bare white legs. She looked back over her shoulder for a moment, playfulness glinting in her eyes. �All will become clear soon enough, brave knight,� she said. �Do not fear.�
Eyebrows raised, Louen shook his head slowly and trudged across the sandy bottom of the lake after her.
The girl led him through the water into a madman�s dream. A great knurled mass of volcanic rock stretched into the distance, each skull-like bubble and lump crested with a silver platter bearing an artfully arranged display of waterfruit. Orb-like glowfish drifted a few metres above, as stately and pompous as kings at their own coronations. Eels as thick as Louen�s thigh poked needle-tooth heads from hiding-nests that very much reminded him of eye sockets, pinching platters of colourful food in their sharp teeth and moving them from one rocky protrusion to another in a slow interlocking dance.
For all the strangeness of the scene, it was the diners at the feast that made Louen�s hand stray close to his longknife. To his left, a dapper lord with a web-crested horsehead glared imperiously at him, while to the right a pair of tall females with the elongated anatomies of pipefish batted long eyelashes. A man-sized water spider ignored him as it eagerly conveyed the contents of a half-dozen dishes into its clacking maw, the dragonfly nymph sitting opposite tutting its mandibles in prim disapproval. Each of the surreal courtiers was armoured head to toe in sculpted and engraved steel that fitted their bizarre anatomies to the inch. A respectful distance behind the courtiers stood pale-skinned young men, armoured in scalloped plate and holding dishes brimming with exotic foods.
Presiding over the banquet was a stunning female figure, the water around her glowing like liquid gold. She wore a plated corset of mother-of-pearl, and her immaculate features were haloed in a crown of luscious silver locks that curled and twirled against each other like courting snakes. Can it really be her?
Louen knelt on the sands, his eyes cast down respectfully. He felt a great warmth in his soul that transcended his mortal senses. It is her, he concluded. The Lady of the Lake. I kneel before the goddess I have worshipped since I was a child.
Louen�s heart was a balled fist in his chest, his breath so short he thought he might drown after all. Even seated she was statuesque; standing, she would have been taller even than Brocard. As he thought of his friend, Louen felt a stab of pain that had nothing to do with his broken ribs.
He chanced a look at the sands nearby. Kneeling before the Lady was the water-damsel that had led Louen to the feast. For all her youthful beauty she was a drab serf in comparison to her mistress. The nymph took the goddess�s proffered hand and kissed it before whispering something Louen could not hear and flowing away into the background, joining a clique of similarly attired beauties. They began to sing softly, a fluid melody that wound through the water like a living thing.
The numinous woman looked down at Louen with piercing intensity. Distracted by the strange song of the nymphs, he had subconsciously raised his gaze to look upon her, and she met his eyes with an imperious expression. Suddenly, he felt all his warm and golden feelings turn to sludge. The diners around the goddess stilled and put down their silverware. Every eye stared at the knight in their midst. Louen was reminded of a similar experience in the battle on the shores above. He was not entirely sure which of the two he liked least.
�Louen of the Land,� the queen said, her silk-and-honey tones resonating inside Louen�s head. �I bid you welcome to my court.�
Louen bowed even further, his head dipped almost to the sand.
�I give you my thanks, fairest Lady and Goddess of All.�
�You know me, then, lord-of-the-mud?�
�I believe so, yes. I stand before no less than the true queen of Bretonnia, the Lady of the Lake.�
She said nothing for a moment, her lambent eyes examining every inch of the tattered knight in front of her. The eerie harmonies of her handmaidens ebbed and flowed behind her like the lapping of water on the lake�s edge.
�That is
one of my names. And you, by your shield, are a royal son of the realm mortals call Couronne.�
�I am, my Lady,� he said, fighting to keep his voice from shaking. �I am at your service, as I have been since I could wield a sword.�
�You slew a lake-lion, human,� she said, her beautiful eyes narrowed. �No small feat of arms. Perhaps you are too interesting to be sliced open, gutted and served to my friends as I had originally intended.�
Louen remained on his knees, eyes downcast, as he ventured a reply.
�If you refer to the dread beast that attacked me, then I can only apologise, my Lady,� said Louen. �I acted in self-defence alone. Had I known it was your personal guardian, I would have swum into its gullet with a smile.�
The Lady�s expression did not change, though her eyes flickered with amusement for a second. Halfway down the table the handmaiden who had led Louen to the table giggled nervously.
�Perhaps I should take you as a guardian in its place,� she replied. Her armoured courtiers clacked and bubbled in what Louen took as an approximation of sycophantic laughter. �Though I have many others, each formidable in their own ways.�
�I pray I never cross them, my Lady.�
�As well you might. And you slew the beast with this alone?� she asked, pointing at the longknife hanging by Louen�s groin.
Louen looked down, abashed. �I lost my bondsword in the battle, a priceless heirloom of Couronne.�
�Perhaps it was a shackle to a former life. A chain that needed to be broken.�
Louen�s brow furrowed. �As you say, my Lady.�
�A knight without a sword is a sorry creature,� she said with a half-smile. �And one with the courage to use it for the good of all should not go without.�
As she spoke, her hair pulled itself back from around her head, furling into a complex web of plaits as the many-legged dishes near her seat scuttled to one side to make room. Planting her hands on the banquet table, the Lady took a long, deep breath before exhaling a long stream of silver bubbles into the water from her pursed lips, moving her head slowly from left to right as she did so. The bubbles coalesced horizontally in the shape of a sword, shimmering and jostling in the glowing light of their creator.
The Lady raised a delicate hand and ran it along the apparition. As her palm passed across the blade it solidified into shining silverine. Brightly coloured bubbles turned into gems upon its hilt. It was the Sword of Couronne, unmistakably, only somehow more so � a sword of spirit as much as of physical substance. The goddess took it by the hilt and gently touched its blade to each of Louen�s shoulders in turn.
�Rise, Sir Louen, land-knight, slayer of monsters and bane of the dead. You have spirit I thought long lost to this land. I dub thee Louen Leoncoeur; Heart of the Lion.�



�I
I thank you, my Lady,� he stammered as he met her gaze. �It is an honour beyond measure to be named by a divine being more beautiful than the sun.�
�Enough of such fine words,� she said, handing him the sword hilt-first. He bowed deeply once more and sheathed it in the scabbard across his back. �Be seated, Sir Knight,� she continued. �We have much to discuss about the lands above.�
�Just so, my queen. I believe that Couronne is in great danger,� said Louen, sombrely.
�The whole of Bretonnia is beset. The flower of chivalry is withering on the vine. They need a strong leader, Louen Leoncoeur. Even now dark souls plague my lands with those who belong dead.�
She beckoned to one of the servants standing to attention in the murk. He came forwards, a pale-skinned and serious youth with the muscular build of a swimmer. His scalloped armour depicted a stylised legion of warriors riding fantastic underwater beasts.
�Serve our guest, please, Landuin. He will need his strength.�
Silently, the youth carefully placed a wriggling morsel onto Louen�s plate. One of his eyes was green, the other blue.
Louen studied the boy as he attempted to dissect the many-legged thing curling on his plate and fork it into his mouth. It was strangely nourishing, but the riot of feelings surging within him meant he tasted it not at all.
�I used to know a young man named Landuin, long ago,� said Louen, carefully. �He had the most remarkable eyes, eyes that hinted at hidden depths.�
The Lady turned her head, her gaze spearing him like a lance.
�The gifted ones I take, as is my due. It has ever been this way. Power unharnessed cannot be allowed to turn sour.�
�True,� said Louen. An awkward moment passed. �But
�
�Continue,� she sighed.
�With the greatest respect, my Lady
perhaps a gifted child�s parents might prove equal to the task, given the chance?�
�Watch your tongue, Sir Knight, I may have need of it,� she said, her expression cold. �Your kind bleed the land white to serve your own selfish ends. I take my own tithe for the good of all. It can be no other way.�
�Is that because these
gifted ones can turn to dark paths, as it is whispered of the Empire?�
�Left to mortal paths, those with the Gift can soon become prey for powers far more terrible than myself. Be thankful I return the females to guide you in your wars.�
�Wars I have fought in your name for longer than I care to remember.�
�Your devotion has not gone unnoticed,� she replied, delicately dissecting a many-legged creature that belonged under a stone. �Hence your current status as a charmingly naive courtier instead of a thoroughly drowned corpse.�
�I would gladly give my life to defend Bretonnia a hundred times over, as would my kin.�
�Yet you lost them all in a charge that had no hope of victory. How many of Couronne�s finest rode with you?� she asked.
Louen reddened, his cheeks burning even in the cool of the water. �Sixteen, in truth.�
�Sixteen,� she said, flatly.
�It
It proved insufficient.�
�I would imagine so. The Grail Companions made do with less, but Gilles the Uniter you are not � not yet at least. For the land to thrive, there must be hope.�
�I have always believed so, my Lady. Perhaps if
�
�Perhaps if you were to drink from the Grail, you would have the power to unite Bretonnia?�
Louen looked down, abashed that his thoughts were so transparent.
�You have thought of little else these past five years, Louen,� she laughed. �Sir knight, you have already drunk of that chalice.�
�My Lady?�
�You have. Listen well, oh brave and charming fool. I am the land, and the land is me; we are one. When the land sickens, my powers fade; when it thrives, I am whole. The waters of Bretonnia are my blood; they flow in my veins just as I flow in their valleys. The lake is the Grail, just as the sacred spring or the trickling brook is the Grail. What you truly seek is not a physical thing at all, but my blessing and my gift.�
Louen was too stunned to reply. Understanding rose within him like the dawn, and he met the Lady�s gaze with newfound awe.
�But I am not worthy of it,� he said, his eyes wide.
The Lady smiled kindly. �Few are,� she said, �but you have a strong heart, a quick mind, and a humility that serves you better than any shield. It will suffice, Louen. It will have to.�
She rose to her full height, the intertwining songs of her nymph handmaidens rising with her. Louen was lost in awe at the sheer majesty of the sight. Bringing her arms together, she cupped her hands, holding them out to Louen�s mouth. The water within them glowed gold, illuminated from within. Hesitantly, he took them in his own; two calloused gloves of scarred skin against her slender white fingers. Dipping his head, the knight drank deep.
Radiance poured into him like liquid sunlight. Burning heat flowed through his veins as his body was renewed and strengthened by the glory of his goddess. His heart thundered as strong as a bull�s, his muscles became hard as oak, and the years fell away from him like snow melting in the spring sun. He felt like roaring, laughing, running, bursting apart into a being of pure light.
The Lady of the Lake glowed with pleasure as Louen rose reborn from the sands. On a sudden impulse she took his face in her hands and kissed him. Her lips were surprisingly warm. A summer in paradise passed before she broke away.
�I like you, you old lion,� she said, tilting her head to one side. �I sense true greatness in you.�
Still stunned from the kiss, it was all Louen could do to draw his newly-fashioned blade and present it to her.
�My sword and my soul are yours to command, my Lady.�
�You and I have much work to do, I feel,� said the goddess.
�I am but one man, my queen,� Louen whispered, his expression troubled.
�You speak the truth; even with my blessing, victory is a distant hope. Yet all is not lost. Bretonnia�s long-mourned sons will ride with you, for a while. It is time they made their presence felt.�
The armoured youths around the banqueting table came forwards, their servant�s finery replaced by full battle dress. As one they drew the longswords at their hips, kneeling before Louen as knights kneel before a king. Landuin was at their head, his mismatched eyes glittering with the reflected glory of the goddess.
�I cannot offer you enough thanks, my Lady,� said Louen, his voice hoarse with emotion. �You have given gifts beyond measure.�
�Louen Leoncoeur of Bretonnia,� she said. �Reclaim the lands in my name, and this will be just the beginning.�
The water-beast undulated through the depths like a horse in full charge, its powerful and fin-ridged legs driving it ever upwards through the lake. Its rippling hide shimmered like chainmail, and a long and viciously toothed head topped a crested neck, reminding Louen of a hunter-fish more than a warhorse. Its fluid gait spoke of a very different musculature, yet the power in its frame was undeniable, and it obeyed Louen�s thoughts before he had even given them voice.
Behind Louen came a host of proud young knights, each one a stolen son of Bretonnia grown to powerful maturity. Pale of skin and regal in stature, they wielded a variety of strange weapons, from longspears to tridents to flails that ended in silvered hooks. Light glimmered from their skin, as it did from their steeds.
At Louen�s side rode Landuin, Brocard�s son and the unofficial champion of the host churning through the water to the land above. Landuin met Louen�s gaze as fingers of sunlight began to dapple the water overhead, nodding solemnly with approval. Louen felt a fierce pride blossom in his heart. He hadn�t felt this good, this pure, in years; decades, if he was to be honest with himself.
Louen and Landuin burst out of the lake like hunting sharks breaching for prey. A great spray of droplets sent prisms of colour through the evening air. Thundering onto the lake�s shore, they rode pell-mell for the host of grey-brown bodies shambling in the distance, their warbeasts� splayed hooves thudding through the mud. Close behind them, rank upon rank of Bretonnia�s lost sons breached the surface of the lake and galloped across the waters to the shore, steeds snorting and hissing through their dagger-like teeth. Flaxen hair and scalloped pennants rippled, swirling in the air as if they were still underwater.
Looking back, Louen�s head swam with the magnitude of what had happened since his baptism in the lake. Despite the feeling that days had passed, the undead horde had barely moved a mile from the lake�s shore. The same sun that had set on Brocard, Rebelond and the rest glimmered on the horizon as if reluctant to admit defeat.
The water-horsemen formed up into a series of wedges behind Louen as his beast hammered across the fields towards the graveyard host. Somehow he could feel the beast relishing the solidity of the ground underfoot just as a hound relishes the feel of cool water upon its skin. Elation sang in his veins, a feeling of power that made him giddy. He would never be tired again, he could feel it. Sleep was now the concern of lesser men. Louen had too much fighting to do for such indulgences.
�Sons of Bretonnia!� he shouted as the host bore down on Myldeon�s legions. �We ride for unity!�
A fierce shout echoed from behind him. Some of the corpse-things ahead began to turn around.
�We ride for the living!� Louen shouted, his teeth bared in a snarl.
More of the undead host turned at the thunder of the oncoming cavalry. Slowly, clumsily, they began to form up into ranks, turning to face the Bretonnian charge. At the horde�s heart was a white-robed figure, his escort bolstered by the brightly attired corpses of those that Louen had once counted his friends.
�We ride for vengeance!� screamed Louen. A host of young voices roared in unison behind him, untold years of rage waiting to be unleashed.
�We ride for the Lady!�
The charge hit home with the force of a tidal wave. The unliving puppets that Myldeon had bound to his will were smashed into the mud with the force of the impact, decaying bodies practically splashing apart as the silver host thundered home. Scaled warbeasts snapped and kicked and thrashed, hooked flails tore limbs from joints, tridents and longspears sent bodies flying through the air. The host ground mercilessly through phalanx after phalanx of corpse-things with not a single loss.
Louen was a bolt of silvered lightning at the heart of the storm. Even to be near one so blessed was deadly to the foul half-things ranged against him. Skin sloughed from flesh and flesh fell from bone as the magic holding the rotten creatures together began to unravel in his wake. Unstoppable, Louen struck left and right with the Sword of Couronne, each decapitating blow leaving a slowly fading curve of silver light hanging in the air. A succession of glittering arcs stretched across the corpse-field like the magical script of some ancient race.
Blood pounding in his ears, Louen guided his beast towards the necromancer at the heart of the horde. �With me!� he shouted, his warbeast trampling the soft limbs of the undead as it pounded towards their prey. Landuin and three-dozen knights rode down the morass of dead flesh in front of them, cutting into their commander�s wake with the ease of a chariot scything through a field of wheatsheafs. Louen�s heart leapt in his chest; less than a hundred metres separated him from the fiend Myldeon and his skeletal bodyguard. A curse flew from the necromancer�s lips, spat in a puff of blood. To Louen�s right, three of the silvered host blackened and twisted before exploding in a cloud of gore. The remainder rode on, stamping and crunching their way through the dread bodyguard that sought to protect their master.
An armoured figure suddenly reared up from amongst the ranks, his yellow and black heraldry obscured by mud and dried blood. Guido the Gut, unmistakably � that famous belly hung out from a rent in his armour in dangling loops of intestines. What remained of his once-prized lance was braced against his foot, broken during his last charge and imperfectly set. Yet it was still an eight-foot shaft of Bretonnian oak. It took Louen�s charging warbeast in the base of the throat, spitting it through. Louen was thrown into a crowd of skeletons, slamming bodily into them in an explosion of bone and rust. Snarling, he pushed himself from the mass of bleached bones and dented armour. A rusted blade was stuck through his sword arm at a sickening angle, piercing his elbow from one side to the other.
It was not blood that flowed out from the wound, but golden, liquid light.
Louen barely had time to think before what was left of Red Rebelond was upon him, twinned blades flashing. Worse still, the corpse of Sir Heverte was pushing out from the skeletal ranks to Louen�s flank, jaw hanging loose. His arm stuck through, Louen was hard pressed to stop the fury of the dual assault.
The charred corpse of Brocard closed the triangle behind him, his great mace swinging like a pendulum to knock skeletons and knights alike into the mud. Ducking a clumsy thrust from Rebelond, Louen�s glowing blade took Sir Heverte in the neck. As the knight�s grimacing head tumbled to the ground, Louen�s lightning-fast backswing smashed Red Rebelond from his feet. Against all reason Heverte�s headless corpse came on, wrapping its cold limbs around Louen�s arms. Myldeon�s laughter rang in the air as Brocard loomed behind his former friend, mace raised.
There was a flash as Landuin�s warbeast leapt in a great curve over the wall of bone formed by Myldeon�s skeletal bodyguard. Barbed spear lowered, the young knight�s strike took Brocard in the chest. A single well-placed thrust broke the necromancer�s spell over the dead knight; the armoured corpse came apart instantly, its ashes scattered to the four winds in the wake of Landuin�s charge. Behind the young knight came a tight wedge of Bretonnia�s lost sons, smashing the bulk of Myldeon�s skeletal bodyguard into the mud and leaving the necromancer vulnerable.
Vaulting from the back of his warbeast with a cry, Landuin brought his longsword swinging down towards Myldeon in a great killing arc. The witch-fiend rattled a twisted wand towards Landuin, his face a rictus of malice. The young knight suddenly found himself frozen in mid air, unable to move. A muttered phrase spilt from the necromancer�s lips. Suddenly the fallen wights that Landuin�s brethren had smashed into the mud stumbled upright once more. Like marionettes jerked into life, they formed a wall of bone and bat-winged armour to block Louen�s path. Behind them Myldeon grinned, sharpened teeth slicked with blood as he drew a long sacrificial knife.
Inspiration flashed bright in Louen�s mind. Slashing open his shield-straps with his glowing blade, he brought the steel symbol of Couronne carving round in a great arc, putting all his newfound strength behind it in one great throw. The pointed end of the shield smashed through ribcage and armour alike in a spray of bone and rust, neither spine nor skull slowing its passage. Louen�s aim was true. The shield slammed into Myldeon�s scrawny neck, neatly decapitating him in a spray of gore before clattering to the ground. Blood hissed upon the rampant lion of the shield�s heraldry like rain on a hot plate.
As the headless body of their master tumbled to the ground, the skeletal men-at-arms and lurching zombies bearing down upon Louen collapsed. An invisible wave of release passed out from the dead necromancer�s body and across the muddy fields. Undead toppled by the dozen, then by the hundred, until nothing was left but a miles-wide charnel pit.
Louen looked down at the twice-dead knights around him as the lost sons of Bretonnia tended their own wounded amidst the corpses. The fury of battle was ebbing away, replaced by a great sadness.
Face grim, Louen took stock of how many good men had been lost, closing their eyes one after another and saying a quick prayer to the Lady for their souls to be reclaimed by the land. Never again, he swore to himself. Bretonnia will be reborn healthy and strong, if it takes one year or a hundred.
As Louen gathered a token from each of his lost knights to return to their loved ones, liquid light drizzled from the wound at his elbow, spattering his surcoat with bright spots of gold and forming small puddles in the mud by his feet. His arm hardly hurt at all, even when he pulled out the rusted sword, and as soon as the blade was gone the wound visibly began to heal.
Shaking his head in disbelief, Louen stood over the largest puddle of the strange substance that flowed in his veins. Movement caught his eye on the ground at his feet, and he looked down in puzzlement at his reflection.
The Lady of the Lake looked up at him from the pool of lifeblood and smiled.



        
            
                
            
        

    
The First Duty



Joshua Reynolds
 
�What is the first duty, young Goetz?�
�To go where we are needed, hochmeister,� Hector Goetz had said promptly. Goetz was a young man, tall and broad in all the right places with the pale, fair features of the Talabheim aristocracy. His hair was shorn close to the scalp, as was proper for one of his station, and his wrists and shoulders were thick with muscle. It had been only three short weeks since he�d won his spurs in his final test � a bloody melee with a band of orcs in the hills near Talabheim.
�And what is the second?�
�To do what must be done!� Goetz had replied, crashing a fist against the embossed twin-tailed comet on his brightly polished cuirass.
And the hochmeister had smiled sadly. Goetz hadn�t realised why at the time.
Now, however, he was beginning to understand.
Armour the colour of brass reflected the light of the burning mill as the horse reared, steel-shod hooves lashing out to connect with brutish skulls. A man howled as a sword sheared through his raised arm, sending both his blade and the hand that wielded it flying off into the smoke. Another warrior staggered as the sword whipped around to chop through its shield and into the skull beyond.
Hector Goetz grunted and ripped his sword free with a surge of muscle as his horse spun, bugling a challenge to the stallion charging to meet them. Goetz, eyes narrowed within his helm, set his horse into motion to meet this newest threat. The rider, a pale-skinned, spade-bearded brute, gave a guttural cry as he swung his heavy, chopping blade wildly.
Goetz twisted to the side as the horses crashed against one another and swung his shield between himself and his opponent�s weapon. As the blade chunked into the surface of the shield, Goetz shifted, pushing the sword away and his opponent off balance. His own blade met the bared surface of the man�s neck in a spray of blood. The head toppled, jaws still champing. Goetz grabbed the reins and turned the horse.
With a rending crash, the mill wheel collapsed into the Talabec, taking part of the mill with it. His attention diverted, the young knight barely managed to avoid the stroke of the axe that was aimed at his hip.
Goetz threw himself from his saddle, crashing to the ground with a clatter. Rolling to his feet, he stumbled back as the axe chopped towards him.
It was a crude thing, battered and beaten into a rough approximation of shape. Despite its crudity it was still dangerous and Goetz bent backwards as it looped past his visor. Its wielder wore the stink of death like a cloak, and his grunt of effort as he regained his balance was bestial.
He swung the axe up again and brought it crashing down on Goetz�s shield. The ill-treated blade shivered and splintered, and Goetz swept it aside without thought as he drove his sword point-first into the man�s belly. The man folded up over the blade and dropped, screaming.
Goetz wrenched his weapon free and stepped back, fighting a surge of nausea as his opponent thrashed on the ground.
�Sir Hector, look out!�
Goetz ducked as a hammer pummelled the air inches away from the back of his skull. He reversed his blade and stabbed it back into his attacker. The man wailed and slid off the blade as Goetz turned. Breathing shallowly, he looked around. �Thank you, Captain Hoffman,� he said.
�Think nothing of it, Sir Hector.� Dressed in the crimson and gold finery of an officer in the Talabecland militia, now smudged and fouled with soot, Captain Hoffman leaned on his sword and spat. �All dead, curse the luck.�
�All�� Goetz pushed up his visor and looked around. Bodies lay scattered everywhere around the burning mill. �No! No!� he said. Then, more quietly, �Too late.� He stabbed his sword into the dirt to clean it. �Again, too late.� He looked at the other man. �Call your men together, Captain Hoffman. We need to put this fire out and check for��
�Let it burn,� a rough voice interjected. Goetz turned. A man clad in the tanned leathers and rough pelts of a forester gestured towards the fire with his blood-stained hatchet. �Let it burn. There won�t be any survivors and no sense wasting the effort. Not when we could be putting it to better uses.�
�You don�t know that!� Hoffman snarled, wiping sweat and soot off of his brow. He looked at Goetz. �Sir Hector, we have to at least try!�
Goetz hesitated but then regretfully shook his head as he looked at the crumbling mill. �No. No, Lothar is correct. Let it burn out.� He spat, trying to clear his mouth of the taste of smoke. �They�re all dead.�
Just like last time. Just like every time. Every person they had come to save, every person in every isolated mill and farmstead between the river and Volgen. �It was just wishful thinking, I suppose.�
He forced himself to breathe and planted his sword point first into the ground. Prayer wasn�t something he was normally comfortable with, being from the aristocracy. He knelt and bowed his head, murmuring a swift prayer to Myrmidia, the patron-goddess of the Order of the Blazing Sun. It seemed fitting that he ask the Goddess of Battle to take in the souls of those slain in such a manner. Six times he had done such, and this time made him feel no better than the first.
If anything, he felt worse.
A shadow fell over him, and he broke off and looked up at Lothar. Yellow, square teeth surfaced in a mocking grin from beneath the man�s thick beard. �Begging your pardon, sir knight, but when you�re finished, there�s doings afoot.�
Goetz rose stiffly, armour creaking. �What is it?� he said.
�Something you ought to see,� the forester said, crooking a finger. �Since you�re here and all and in charge, so you are.�
Goetz sheathed his sword with a touch more force than was necessary and, squashing the flare of indignation that the man�s impertinent tone had brought up, followed him. The hochmeister had warned him that the foresters were an unruly lot, and impatient with rank.
Not at all like the stiffly formal militiamen that had accompanied Goetz from Volgen. Captain Hoffman was a stickler for the rules and formalities that he likely had little enough opportunity to use in a town like Volgen. Goetz joined Lothar and the captain in examining the body of one of the men he�d killed.
�First time we�ve been able to catch the devils at their work,� Hoffman said. �Too bad we didn�t get them alive.�
�They�ll talk all the same,� Lothar said, dropping easily to his haunches.
The contorted body was well-illuminated by the light of the flames. He wore cast-off leathers and rags of chainmail that had proven more decorative than protective in the end. Lothar grunted and used the blade of his hatchet to rip open the man�s filthy tunic. He grimaced at what was revealed and made a sign in the air.
�Witch�s mark,� he said, looking up at Goetz. �Sure as I�m alive.�
�A tattoo,� Hoffman said, slapping his leather gloves into his palm. �A bit of peasant crudity. It proves nothing.�
�It proves what we�ve been saying is all,� Lothar said, cramming his helmet back on his head. �Even a lack-wit townie like you should be able to see that. These men are devil-spawn!�
�Insulting a superior officer?� Hoffman said, his eyes narrowing. �A man can get the lash for that.�
�True. But who would you get to wield it?� Lothar said, grinning in an unfriendly fashion. The two men had been at each other�s throats since they�d set out from Volgen. The foresters were nominally under the command of the local militia commander, but in reality they were completely autonomous. They functioned as scouts most of the time, but rarely responded when the Imperial Levy was called, unless it was a case like this. Most local authorities turned a blind eye � the foresters were far too useful, given that Talabecland was mostly forest and hills.
Regardless, it was a constant point of friction with Hoffman. �There�s no need to bother Sir Hector with your suspicions,� Hoffman said harshly, his face pinched and disapproving. �Get your men back here.�
�Why?� Lothar snorted.
�Why, to bury the dead of course!� Hoffman said incredulously.
�A waste of time. The rest of them can�t have gone far! Not if these�� He waved a hand at the dead men, ��were still here!�
�Far enough,� Goetz murmured, glancing over his shoulder and casting a glare at the dark stretch of forest that loomed just beyond the wide trade-bridge that connected the mill to the far shore. Running beneath it, the River Talabec marked the boundary of Talabecland.
The others had followed his gaze. Lothar unconsciously made a gesture that Goetz recognised as the sign of Taal. Goetz frowned. While the Empire had a state religion, the old faiths lingered here on the fringes. Being himself a worshipper of one of those faiths, Goetz said nothing. Hoffman, however, had no such compunctions.
�Taalist filth,� the militia commander said when he caught sight of the forester�s gesture.
�No, they�re the filth,� Lothar said, jerking a thumb at the body.
�Trust one to know another,� Hoffman spat. �For all I know, you�re in with these��
�Enough,� Goetz interjected sharply. He�d been playing mediator between the two since they�d left Volgen and it was beginning to grate on his nerves. �Enough. Hoffman is correct. It is our duty to see to the bodies.�
Lothar snorted insolently. �Begging your pardon then, sir knight, and I�ll gather my men.� Without waiting for a reply, Lothar stumped off. Hoffman grunted.
�The impertinence of the man.� He looked at Goetz. �Pardon my familiarity, sir knight, but that man is a��
�Yes. But good at his job, I�m told,� Goetz said. �And these are no ordinary brigands, captain.�
�The foresters see devils in every shadow,� Hoffman said dismissively. He turned away and began bellowing orders to his men.
�Maybe,� Goetz said. He reached up and touched the stylised twin-tailed comet on his breastplate, a gesture he�d found comfort in since his days as a novice in the Order.
In truth, Goetz didn�t feel much different now, despite winning his spurs. He was a Knight according to the hochmeister and according to the Order�s laws, but he didn�t feel like one. Not truly, not in the way he�d hoped. He wasn�t really sure what he�d expected � a new sense of competence, perhaps. Wisdom, maybe. Instead, things seemed even more complex than when he�d been a novice, and him no more able to figure out the what and the where of it all.
�We go where we are needed and do what must be done,� he said to himself as he knelt beside the body, examining the man and the mark that Lothar had been so interested in. The mark wasn�t a tattoo, Hoffman�s assertions to the contrary. Instead it was a gouge in the flesh. A brand, and a fairly recent one. Ragged scratches in the flesh that seemed to undulate as Goetz looked at them closely. He blinked and looked away, unable to fully grasp the shape of it.
A Chaos mark, sure enough. Though of what variety he could not say. Nor, in truth, did he wish to know. That it was what it was, was enough for him. It defined his enemy.
He turned and looked at the river again. On the other side of it was Middenland. And the Drakwald.
A slight shudder ran through him as he contemplated the dark trees. As a breeze caught the distant branches, they seemed to reach for him.
�Sir Knight!�
Goetz looked up as Lothar hurried forward. The forester waved a hand. �Come! We found a survivor!�
Goetz sprang to his feet as quickly as his armour would allow and hurried after the forester. Excitement hummed through him. They had never found a survivor before. Indeed, this was the first time they had even come to grips with any of the foe.
Hoffman hurried after him, face drawn. �An evening for firsts,� he murmured.
�My thoughts exactly, captain.�
The survivor proved to be a woman. Middle-aged, with wild hair and blank features. Her hands and feet were bloody and she was covered in newly-blossomed bruises and black filth. She sat hunched on the ground, hands dangling over her knees, body pressed up against the rough wood of the outhouse.
�My men found her inside,� Lothar said as Goetz and Hoffman came up. �She was hiding in the jakes. She�s a bit ripe.�
Goetz looked down at the woman. Her eyes were unfocused and staring at nothing in particular. A stab of pity cut through him and he dropped to one knee. Carefully, he reached for her. Her scream, when it came, was unexpected, and he nearly fell in surprise.
The scream faded into whimpers as she huddled away from him and pressed her face to the wood. Her bloody fingers clawed at the outhouse and Goetz lunged for her. �Help me!� he snapped. �Grab her arms!�
Lothar and Hoffman started forward, but the woman gave a sobbing howl and flung herself into Goetz�s arms. He rocked back, eyes wide. She clung to him with terrified strength and he arose awkwardly, one arm around her.
�I � what do we�� Goetz began.
�Give her a smack,� Lothar said harshly. �It�s the only way we�ll get anything worthwhile out of her.�
�She�s been through a great deal,� Hoffman said. �A sympathetic hand might do better than the rude shake a forester�s woman gets.�
Lothar glared at the other man, but nodded stiffly. Hoffman crouched beside the woman and began to murmur to her, softly stroking her hair. Just as Lothar began to grumble impatiently, one of his men signalled him.
�Lothar! Tracks!� Lothar looked at Goetz, who looked at Hoffman.
�I�ll take her,� Hoffman said softly. Goetz gratefully peeled the woman off and turned her towards the other man. Then he followed Lothar, who was already hurrying towards his men. The forester who�d called them, a young man with coiling scars on both cheeks, squatted and tapped his fingertips against the ash-coated grass. �Hoof-prints, looks like. And feet.�
�Not big enough for horses,� Lothar muttered, dropping to his haunches. �And something else. Shoes.�
�Shoes?�
�Home-made. Too small for a man, likely a woman.� He traced a mark and looked up at Goetz. �See?�
�Yes?� Goetz said, though he didn�t really. �Meaning?�
Lothar looked at the other forester, then back at Goetz. �Means more survivors than just her,� he said, jerking his chin at Hoffman and the woman. He locked eyes with Goetz. �Means we might also have been wrong before.�
�You mean survivors from the other attacks?�
�I mean that this might not have been a pillaging expedition,� Lothar said flatly, clutching his medallion. The other foresters murmured and Goetz swallowed. �We have to follow them.�
He looked back at the woman, and then the body of the man he�d killed. �They were looking for her, weren�t they?� he said.
�Most likely. If she broke away
� Lothar tapped the ground with his fingers. �These hoof-prints, though, are a puzzlement.�
�Scrub ponies perhaps,� Hoffman said, striding up. The militia commander sniffed. �Hardly expect bandits to be riding warhorses, now can we?� He looked at Goetz. �My men are making the woman comfortable. If we can get her back to Volgen, perhaps��
�Not horses of any stripe, I don�t think,� Lothar interrupted, rising. �Wrong shape.�
�Oh? And you�re an expert on horseflesh then? Stolen many, have we?� Hoffman said.
�Enough to know these aren�t horse-tracks,� Lothar said, glaring at the other man. His gaze swivelled to Goetz.
�What are they?� the knight said.
�Beast-kin.�
Hoffman snorted. �Preposterous. They�ve never come this far south.�
�The tracks go over the river. Our missing folk went with them.�
Goetz looked at the trees on the opposite bank. The Drakwald wasn�t simply a collection of trees, like the Great Forest. It was home to nightmares: men with the heads of beasts, witches and heretics. A prickle of latent childhood fear caressed his spine and he brushed it aside. �Then we will go after them.�
�Sir Hector, I must protest,� Hoffman said. �We are a Talabecland Levy. We�ll be out of our jurisdiction!�
�Only if they catch us,� Lothar said.
�And if they do, I�ll make sure you�re the first up the gallows-stairs,� Hoffman said. �We should return to Garndorf or Werder and send an official inquiry. The Middenlanders have experience with this sort of thing.�
�Daemons, you mean,� Lothar said, snickering.
Hoffman whirled on him. �No. Organised bandit activity,� he said through gritted teeth. He looked back at Goetz. �My men are not equipped for��
�They have supplies and weapons. Good enough, I should think,� Lothar said.
�For your illiterate band of half-savages, possibly. But my men are soldiers,� Hoffman shot back.
�Under my command,� Goetz said quietly. �As are the foresters.� The two men fell silent, looking at him. It was a tense moment, and not the first such. He looked at Lothar. �Can you catch them?�
Lothar spat. �Yes.�
�Then we go. Lothar, find that trail. If these raiders have captives, they�re likely moving slow. Meaning we can catch them. And when we do
� Goetz clenched a fist. �Middenland be damned.�
Lothar gave a snarl and Hoffman banged a fist against his breastplate. As the dark of the night wore into the fiery orange of morning the party moved across the Talabec.
The bridge was old and sturdy. Dwarf-work, it was said, with vast blocks of smooth stone bestriding the waters. There were several like it, the length of the Talabec and on the Stir. Goetz had always admired them, admired the craftsmanship that went into them. Part of him wished that he could have built bridges instead of learning the art of the blade. He thought perhaps bridge builders had happier lives, on the whole.
The river was deceptively calm as it flowed beneath the bridge. Goetz knew that it could spring from docile placidity to roaring viciousness in moments. The Talabec brought trade, but it also brought death.
Most thought that was a fair swap. Goetz wasn�t sure, but then he wasn�t a merchant. His father was, and a fine one, but a trade in trade had never been Goetz�s fate.
They left the bridge behind and moved slowly into the trees, on foot. Hoffman�s troops, all thirty of them, formed into two ranks, halberdiers and crossbowmen clad in cuirasses and greaves that clanked and clattered softly as they marched in disciplined formation. Lothar�s foresters ranged ahead, fifteen shadowy shapes threading through the close-set trees like ghosts.
The foresters were hard to figure out. Goetz knew that they weren�t truly soldiers, being more in the manner of thief-takers or road-wardens. It made them hard to trust. There was no guarantee that they would stay in a fight, rather than simply fading away. And he was down two men, to boot.
They had sent the woman back to Werder, the closest town, along with two of Hoffman�s men. She�d ridden off on Goetz�s horse, something which had brought a pang to Goetz, and he briefly wished he�d kept his mount. The Order normally fought mounted, but in situations like these Knights were expected to fight on foot so as to be more effective. Too, a lone man on a horse was easy to pick off. The flesh between Goetz�s shoulder blades crawled at the thought.
He didn�t fear death, as such. But he was afraid of dying badly. Of being unable to fight back against his death. Arrows were a bad way to die. Then, in his darker moments, he thought that perhaps there was no good way to die, regardless of what the Order taught.
The pace was slow, but steady. Occasionally one of the foresters would drift back to report, but not often. Goetz took the lead, mindful of the honour of the Order. The Drakwald didn�t seem to care about either his honour or the men he was in charge of, however.
Overgrown roots rose like the humps of sea-serpents through the dark soil and the trees became bloated and massive the further away from the farm they drew. Unconsciously, the militia clustered together, their previously pristine order decaying into a stumbling mass of men. Nervous murmurs rippled through the ranks as the sunlight was strangled to the merest drizzle by the thick branches that spread overhead.
Hoffman stilled his men with a look. Goetz stopped and turned. The men were sweating and listless, as if the trees were sucking the life out of them. Some of that was exhaustion � the militia wasn�t used to being pushed this hard, having mostly performed only garrison duties � the rest was what? Fear? Nervousness, maybe.
The Drakwald had a well-deserved reputation, even outside the borders of Middenland. It had inspired more than one nightmare in the children of Talabheim. Why should the children of Volgen, living far closer as they did, be any different? Birds croaked and cawed to each other in the trees, and several times Goetz had caught himself wondering whether or not those cries meant something other than the obvious. He forced himself to release the hilt of his sword as he caught the looks he was getting.
�No need to be nervous, Sir Hector,� Hoffman murmured.
Goetz glanced at him. �Knights do not get nervous,� he said stiffly. �We merely anticipate the worst.�
Hoffman smiled. �You�re a bit young to be a knight, if you�ll pardon the familiarity.�
Goetz chuckled. �My father saw to it that I started my training early. My brother
disappointed his expectations, and the honour of the family had to be considered.� Goetz fell silent, realizing that he�d said more than he intended.
His brother Caspar had been pledged to the Order, but had refused the honour in the most vociferous terms possible. Caspar had been headstrong and single-minded, much like their father, and his obsessions had taken precedence over familial obligations.
�Goetz is not a common Talabecland name,� Hoffman said, changing the subject.
�My family came from Solland originally,� Goetz said, rubbing the comet on his cuirass. �Before the � ah.� He made a gesture.
�Yes,� Hoffman said. Solland�s sad fate was well known, and many great families of Talabecland, Ostermark and Wissenland could trace their origins to that doomed province, their ancestors having fled the orcish invasion that ravaged the province beyond recovery.
Mention of Solland brought Caspar to the forefront of Goetz�s thoughts once more. Even as a child, his older brother had been obsessed with the history of Solland, even going so far as to joining a hare-brained expedition to find the lost Solland Crown, despite his father�s protests. Caspar and his expedition had vanished in the maelstrom of the recent northern invasion. Goetz shook his head, banishing the dark thoughts.
�I wanted to be an artisan. Or a scribe,� Goetz said. Hoffman raised his eyebrows and Goetz nodded at the unspoken question. �Oh yes. I excelled in the arts of engineering. My tutors saw a great future for me, and the Order�s engineers agreed, though the exact nature of my future projects differed. Instead of bridges and walls, I�ll now construct devices to demolish such structures.� The last bit was said sadly. Goetz shook himself. �Funny how things work out, in the end.�
�Speaking of funny,� Hoffman said and leaned close. �I haven�t seen those damned foresters in awhile.�
�Then you weren�t looking close enough,� Lothar grunted, slipping out from between the trees. He whipped off his helmet and ran a hand through his hair.
�Have you found the trail?� Goetz said, fighting to keep the eagerness out of his voice. �Have you found them?�
�In and out,� Lothar said. �Comes and goes. The forest � bah. They�ve got them some woodcraft, sure enough.�
�Better than yours?�
Lothar grinned. �No one is better than us.�
�Then why haven�t you found them yet?� Hoffman snapped. �They can�t have gone far, and we�ve been at this for hours! If anyone noticed us coming over the river��
�Hunts like this can take days,� Lothar said mildly. His eyes hardened. �And the more noise you make, the harder it is, so it is.�
�You�re blaming me?� Hoffman said incredulously.
�I � hsst.� Lothar raised a hand. He cocked his head.
�What?� Goetz said, looking at Hoffman.
�Hear that?� Lothar said, turning. He made a sound like a bird call. It was answered from deeper within the trees. Goetz�s nape prickled. He heard it now. It was a bone-deep sensation, echoing from everywhere and nowhere. He had felt it before, but dismissed it as the background noise of the forest, or perhaps the echo of the river.
�What is that?� Hoffman said.
�I don�t know,� Lothar said. He looked at Goetz. �We�ve been hearing it off and on since we came into the woods.� His face was grim.
�And you�re just thinking now to inform us?� Hoffman spat. �Have you been leading us in circles all of this time?� He swung an arm out. �My men are exhausted. They�ve been marching all day!� Hoffman frowned. �Or is that what you intended?�
�What are you accusing me of?� Lothar said, his eyes narrowing dangerously.
�I�ve heard the stories of what the Taalists got up to before the light of Sigmar was brought to these regions. Worse than the worshippers of the Wolf-God! Burn any men alive in wooden cages lately?� Hoffman said, fingering the pommel of his sword.
�No. Are you volunteering?� Lothar said, clutching his medallion.
�You�d like that, wouldn�t you, you savage?� Hoffman said. �I know what you foresters get up to, you know. You�re half-bandit yourselves, helping yourself to the odd merchant�s goods! Oh yes, I have those reports memorised!�
Goetz blinked and looked at Lothar. The forester shifted uncomfortably. Then, he lunged forward, stabbing a finger into Hoffman�s polished breastplate. �And if you tight-fisted city-rats bothered to pay us for spilling our blood to keep you safe��
�Not doing a good job of that lately,� one of the nearby militiamen barked. A forester turned and drove a fist across the speaker�s jaw, dropping him like a bag of rocks. Another trooper came to his comrade�s aid and several foresters drifted out of the trees, faces set.
Hoffman�s knuckles were white on his sword-hilt. �Admit it! You�ve been leading us in circles! What is it? Trying to give your comrades time to get away?� he bellowed in his best parade-ground voice. �I bet they didn�t even come into the Drakwald! Just more stories, like your witch-marks and hoof-prints!� Behind him, crossbows were hastily readied by the militiamen as several foresters surreptitiously readied their bows.
�Comrades?� Lothar roared. �You think we�d have any dealings with witches or beastmen?�
�You knew an awful lot about those marks�� Hoffman began. Lothar growled and snatched his hatchet out of his belt even as Hoffman made to pull his sword.
�Enough!� Goetz shouted, even as he silently winced at the way his voice cracked. He drew his sword and planted it in the ground, point-first. �Enough.�
All eyes turned towards him. He took a breath and thought of building bridges, even if they were only metaphorical. �We are all on the same side here. We are all servants of the Empire, all soldiers in the Emperor�s service.� He let his gaze sweep across the gathered men. �If any of you wish it to be otherwise, you may leave. Otherwise you will stop this foolishness.�
Lothar lowered his hatchet and stepped back. �I�ll not serve with this man. Not a moment longer,� he grunted, gesturing to Hoffman. �We are loyal soldiers, but we cannot do our job with these plodders following us!�
�Perhaps there�s another way of going about this,� Goetz said, raising a hand and stretching it between them before Hoffman could reply. �We could set up a permanent camp and let your foresters find our opponents
drive them towards us perhaps? Or failing that, find them and report back to us?�
Lothar scrubbed his chin. �Could work.�
Goetz nodded. �We�ll set up here then.� The forester grunted and then headed back into the woods without a backwards glance.
�Nicely done,� Hoffman said, after a moment.
�Yes,� Goetz said. He looked around at the trees, feeling slightly repulsed. He had never felt that way about a forest before. He was sweating beneath his armour, despite the oncoming chill of night. The sun was setting, and shadows were bunching thickly beneath the trees. �Would you have killed him?� he said, after a moment.
�Better to ask him whether he would have killed me, I think,� Hoffman replied grudgingly. �The foresters aren�t to be trusted, Sir Hector. They are thieves, poachers and worse.�
�Then why sanction them?�
�Set a thief to catch a thief,� Hoffman said, shrugging. �This wouldn�t be the first time that a group of them has decided to go over the fence.� Around them, the militia began setting up a temporary camp, moving with practiced precision.
�You believe this is the case now?� Goetz said softly.
Hoffman looked at him. �I know that Lothar and his men have never respected Imperial authority. And I know that Lothar himself used to rob coaches on the Emperor�s Road.�
Goetz shook his head. �I didn�t know that.�
�There are a lot of things you don�t know, sir,� Hoffman said, turning away. �Get those defensive hedges up!� he shouted as two of his men unrolled a length of flat leather pierced with wooden stakes that pointed outward. The hedge hung at chest height around the circumference of the camp, and was nearly invisible to the eye of anyone creeping up on them. That was the thought anyway. Goetz examined the hedges with an engineer�s eye, finding the design to be brutally simplistic. He had no doubts as to their effectiveness, however.
�Steichen! Get a fire going!� Hoffman continued, jabbing a finger at the man in question. He turned to Goetz. �A few minutes, and we�ll be ready for whatever troubles those damnable foresters are bringing down on our heads. Whenever they do so. If they do so.�
�Yes.� Goetz looked around. �Perhaps you were right, Captain. Perhaps we shouldn�t have attempted this.� He sighed. �I�ll be honest with you
I�m a bit new to this sort of thing.�
Hoffman smiled and his features softened. �You�re doing fine, Sir Hector. Even that ill-mannered brute Lothar believes so, I�d wager. And, if I might be frank, better a commander who fears he knows nothing than one who thinks he knows everything.� Hoffman sighed. �Not what I would have picked for a first duty though, I must say.�
�We of the Order go where we are needed, Captain.�
�True enough, sir. True enough.� Hoffman sniffed. �And now we�re needed here.�
For a moment, Goetz wondered whether or not that was true. Then, he wondered whether that was what the future held for him now that he had won his spurs. Was this merely the first out of an unending series of duties, going from horror to horror, upholding the honour of the Order of the Blazing Sun until, at last, he met an enemy that he could not beat? He pushed aside that grim thought and tried to concentrate on his surroundings. �Go where needed, do what must be done,� he said to himself.
The night wore on, and the sound seemed to grow with it, rising in tempo. Mixed in with the vast beat was the deep thudding of distant drums. Goetz paced the line like a tiger in a cage, his nerves screaming warnings that his brain fought to ignore. He heard the men on picket duty snap at one another in irritation, and Hoffman�s mood grew fouler.
It was the drums that were doing it. Why hadn�t Lothar returned yet? Surely it was easy enough to find where the noise was emanating from. Goetz busied himself with his sword, swiping a whetstone across the length of the blade.
As he honed the edge of his sword, he wondered why the men � no, the creatures � they were pursuing had even come into Talabecland. A matter of chance? Or something else?
What if Hoffman was right? The whetstone skittered to a stop. Goetz closed his eyes. What if the creatures had come because they were invited? Invited by the very men he had sent out to find them?
The scream, when it came, was brief. Goetz shot to his feet. A sentry staggered back into the defensive line, clutching at the thin shape that protruded from his throat. Before Goetz�s horrified eyes, he collapsed over the line, gurgling.
A moment later, arrows cut the air with a steady rattle-hiss, piercing the gloom of the trees. Men fell screaming, and Goetz spun, his sword flashing as it split an arrow into splinters. Another struck his pauldron, rocking him.
�That devil Lothar has betrayed us!� Hoffman howled as men sprouted feathered shafts and died. Goetz swung around, trying to spot their attackers. It didn�t make sense! Was Hoffman right?
A militiaman screamed as one of his fellows put a crossbow bolt into his back by accident. Halberds flashed as men turned on one another, trapped as they were by their own defensive perimeter. Goetz watched in shock as his men began to tear one another apart. Shaking himself, he turned, only to come face to face with a demon�s mask.
The soldier shrieked like a bird of prey and lunged for the knight, driving a dagger towards his face. Goetz reacted on instinct, swatting the blade aside with the flat of his sword and then slashing the edge across the man�s belly as he stumbled, off-balance.
�No! Sigmar�s Oath, no!� he said, as the militiaman fell, his shrieks becoming animal whines of pain. He writhed on the ground, trying to hold his belly together and spat vile oaths at Goetz, each one striking him like the blow of a hammer. Pale and shaken, he stumbled back, unable to look at the dying man.
�Traitors,� Goetz murmured. He had heard the stories and the whispered rumours, but he�d never expected to face it himself. Lothar had been right. He�d been right all along. Goetz looked for Hoffman. He had to get the men under control. To retreat. They could come back later, with more men. He caught sight of Hoffman, defending himself from a screaming militiaman. Goetz swung past him and drove his blade into the man�s shoulder, dropping him.
�Hoffman! We need to�� he began. The sword danced across the buckles of his breastplate, scoring the armour and driving a spike of pain into his side. Goetz�s arm swung down, trapping the blade. He jerked forward, ripping the weapon out of its owner�s hands and turned, letting it fall. His eye widened. �Captain?� he said.
Otto Hoffman didn�t answer, instead lunging for the knight, his fist cracking against the latter�s breastplate. Goetz staggered. Another blow caused him to stumble back. Hoffman snatched up his sword and then came again, lunging smoothly. Goetz parried the blow, stunned by the inhuman strength the militia commander displayed.
�Hoffman! Captain! What are you doing?�
�Fool,� Hoffman grunted, baring his teeth. �You walked right into it, didn�t you?�
Goetz didn�t bother to reply. Instead he lashed out with a foot and kicked the man in the knee. Hoffman wobbled, and Goetz brought his sword down on the man�s neck. Blood spurted, and Hoffman squealed. His sword licked out as he clamped a hand onto the gouting wound. Goetz jerked back as the sword-point carved a line across his throat-guard. The sword in the militia commander�s hand darted out again and again, snake-swift. Goetz parried desperately as Hoffman shuffled in pursuit.
�Die,� Hoffman gurgled.
�You first,� someone called out. A bow string twanged and Hoffman froze as an arrow sprouted from between his eyes. He croaked, the sword falling from his fingers. Then he toppled. Goetz leaned on his sword, breathing heavily.
�Lothar?� he said, blinking sweat out of his eyes.
�I never liked him much,� the forester said, stalking out of the trees. �Now I know why.� He paused to spit on Hoffman�s body, then looked at Goetz. �You fought well, sir knight.�
�What � what��
�We ambushed the ambushers. Came up behind them and cut their throats,� Lothar said, jerking a thumb across his throat. He gestured to Hoffman. �Didn�t expect that, though.�
�Expect what?�
�This,� Lothar said, dropping to his haunches and grabbing Hoffman�s head. He pulled the dead man�s gorget aside and exposed the eerily familiar brand on his flesh. He bared his teeth in a vicious grin. �It was a trap.�
�For who?� Goetz said.
�You. Us. Anybody.� Lothar let Hoffman�s body flop back down and stood. �Looks like about half of them were in on it with Hoffman. Likely intended to capture or kill the other half. And you.�
�Why?�
�Something�s going on out here, in the deep woods. Hear the drums?�
�Yes,� Goetz said absently, staring down out the body.
�Happens sometimes, when the moons are up and fat. Drums deep in the trees, and hoof-marks in the loam.� Lothar spat. �Didn�t realise it until I saw them back at the mill. Only one reason the twisted folk take ours
�
�Sacrifices,� Goetz said. �Sigmar�s Hammer. He said something about a celebration.� He looked at Lothar. �Where are they?�
�Waiting for these to join them,� Lothar said, kicking the body. �And for them in the forest who set off the ambush.� He shook his head. �Wondered why them in the city were slow about going for help.�
Goetz grimaced. �They�re in the town. A cult
Myrmidia preserve them.�
�Not many, likely. Volgen isn�t that big. Those here in the forest worry me more,� the forester said. �Those and them they took.� He looked at Goetz. �What are your orders, sir knight?�
Goetz hesitated. Of the thirty men in the militia, only eight or so remained standing. And they looked as out of sorts as he felt. Confused, wounded and on the verge of running for safety. This wasn�t their land, and the temptation to leave was likely great. He licked his lips. �If we headed back,� he said, not quite asking.
�Then whatever them drums mean will be done and over, and them as sounding them will be gone.�
Goetz closed his eyes. The faces of the dead swam up out of his memories to meet him. He thought of the people they�d been unable to save, and the one they had, though likely too late for her own mind. His eyes opened. �We go where we are needed and we do what we must.�
Lothar nodded brusquely. He shouted orders to his men as Goetz faced the remaining members of the militia. They watched him warily. �You can�t make us do this,� one said. �You can�t.�
�Twenty-four men stand better odds than sixteen,� Goetz said. He used his sword to prod a body. �They led you into a slaughter. Would you have others suffer the same fate?� he said gently. He touched the comet on his cuirass. �We go where we are needed,� he said, trying to capture the hochmeister�s cadence.
None of them looked at him. He sighed. �I�m going. Come with us or not.� He started towards the foresters. He did not turn around when he heard the militiamen fall in behind him.
They moved swiftly through the forest, following the pounding sound. It rose and fell, and the ache in Goetz�s head grew. It was spiritually painful, like a soreness in his soul. It pulsed like a blister or a bad tooth, growing worse the closer they got to wherever they were going.
He had fallen into a rhythm when Lothar suddenly broke it with a hard jerk on his arm. �Stop!� the forester hissed. He made a sharp motion and the men sank to the ground. He pulled Goetz with him as he crawled forward through the heavy brush towards a strange, flickering brightness that seemed to seep between the trees.
Below them, at the bottom of a slope, beasts danced beneath the dark pines, pawing the soil around a crackling fire and braying out abominable hymns. Mingled amongst the brute forms of the beasts were the smaller shapes of men and women. All were naked, save for unpleasant sigils daubed onto their flesh by means of primitive dyes and paints.
The shriek of crude pipes slithered beneath the trees, their rhythms carrying the gathered throng into berserk ecstasy as the dance sped up. The flames curled higher, turning an unhealthy hue, casting a weird light over the proceedings as man and beast engaged in unholy practices. As vile as it was, however, Goetz couldn�t look away from the foul spectacle, no matter how much he might wish to.
What drew his eye, however, was something infinitely worse than the dancers. Something fouler even than the worst thing he could have expected.
�Taal,� Lothar whispered, his voice hoarse and his eyes wide. �What is it?�
�Something that doesn�t belong here,� Goetz said, running his fingers across the double-tailed comet embossed on his breastplate. And it was. A vast scar in the earth near the bonfire, it was like a scab of blackened dirt. Whatever it was, it had pushed aside trees and rocks in its haste to reach the surface and now it sat like a pustule ready to burst. There was a stink about it, worse than anything Goetz had smelled before, even in a greenskin camp. And from its pearly surface came the aching hum that had plagued them all since they�d entered the forest.
As he and the forester watched, a burly creature with a leprous stag�s head shoved a squalling man into the milky surface of the foul bubble. He sank in with a shriek, his struggles seemingly pulling him deeper. A moan arose from the huddled group of victims, and snarling beastmen reached in among them to find the next sacrifice.
Lothar half-rose, a curse on his lips. Goetz grabbed his arm. �No. Get your men into position.� Lothar stared at him incredulously. Goetz licked his lips and looked back at the fire. It seemed to play tricks on his eyes, showing him first this many gathered around it, then fewer. He tasted bile in the back of his throat. He spat and continued. �There are too many of them. More than twice our number. Your foresters will soften them up. How quickly can your men get into position?� he asked.
�Quick enough,� Lothar said. He patted his bow. �What will you do?�
�A quick charge might be enough to scatter them. At least long enough for us to save the prisoners.�
�If it�s not?�
Goetz swallowed. �Then run. As fast and as far as you can.�
Lothar nodded and clapped a hand to Goetz�s shoulder. Then he crawled back towards his men. Goetz waited, listening to the dim crackle of the fire and trying to ignore the throb of the thing in the clearing. He did not look at it, or dwell upon it.
He knew little of the things of Chaos, but he knew enough. It would have to be fire. That was the only way to be sure.
Behind him, he heard the trill of a bird. Seconds later, the air was heavy with the hiss of arrows and crossbow bolts. Down below, things screamed in pain. With a shout, Goetz rose to his feet and charged down the slope.
He met a thin creature coming the opposite way, its goatish face twisted in an almost comic expression of shock. Goetz didn�t stop, instead letting his sword take the thing in the neck. Its head flopped free as he landed in the clearing. For a moment, he stood alone as the shock of the sudden barrage of arrows wore off. From behind him, he heard a shout of �Talabecland!� and then he heard nothing but the clash of steel.
The battle was a confused mess of darting shapes and screaming voices. Goetz blundered towards the fire, sweeping his sword out with instinctive skill. He lopped off an offending sword-hand and kicked something with too many limbs away. As screaming faces drew too close, the arrows of the foresters swept them aside.
Goetz ducked and grabbed up a burning brand from the bonfire and turned towards the pestilent mass. It had to be fire. He charged forward, swinging the brand in preparation to throw it.
Something struck him across the back, nearly knocking him back into the fire and slapping the air from his lungs. Flat on his belly, Goetz tried to breathe. He coughed as a raw, animal scent invaded the confines of his helmet. His eyes opened, and he looked up into a face out of nightmare.
The beastman was an ugly thing, all muscle and fang and claw. Piecemeal armoured plates strung together with twine and less savoury things clung to its bulky frame, less protection than decoration. Stag-horns curled up from its flat skull and back in on themselves. Dark eyes glared balefully at him from beneath heavy brows, and snaggle teeth snapped together in a deer�s mouth, its foul breath misting in the cold air as it grunted querulously. Using his sword as a crutch, Goetz levered himself to his knees and stifled a groan. His body felt like a bag of broken sticks.
He shook his head, trying to clear it. He could hear the gentle rumble of the river in the distance, somewhere past the crooked, close-set pines of the forest. The beastman pawed the ground and snorted. Some of them, it was said, could speak. This one showed no such inclination. Instead, it lunged clumsily, swinging its crude axe towards Goetz.
Still on one knee, Goetz guided the blow aside with a twist of his wrist, and countered with his own weak thrust. The beastman stumbled back with an annoyed bleat as his sword sliced a patch of rusty mail from its cuirass. It was larger than the others, larger than Goetz himself by more inches than he cared to consider. Its axe was so much hammered scrap, but no less dangerous for that. It was strong too. Muscles like smooth stones moved under its porous, hairy hide as it swung the blade up again and brought it down towards Goetz�s head. He caught the blow on his sword and grunted at the weight. Equal parts adrenaline and terror helped him surge to his feet, shoving the creature back. Weapons locked, they strained against one another. Goetz blinked as the weird runes scratched into the creature�s axe-blade seemed to squirm beneath his gaze. Its smell, like a slaughterhouse on a hot day, bit into his sinuses and made it hard to breath. Goetz kicked out, catching the creature�s knee. It howled and staggered, and they broke apart.
Steady on his feet now, Goetz stepped back, raising his sword. The beastman clutched its weapon in both hands and gave a throaty snarl. Teeth bared, it bulled towards him. Despite his guard, the edge of the axe skidded across Goetz�s breastplate, dislodging the ornaments of his order and the ribbons of purity he wore in order to announce his status as a novice of the Order of the Blazing Sun. Sparks flew as northern iron met Imperial steel, and Goetz found himself momentarily off balance. The beastman was quick to capitalise. It crashed against him, clawed hand scrabbling at his helm, trying to shove his head back to expose his throat even as it flailed at him awkwardly with its axe.
Smashing the hilt of his sword against its skull, Goetz thrust his forearm against its throat and forced the snapping jaws away from him. They fell, locked together, and rolled across the ground, struggling. Goetz lost hold of his sword, but managed to snatch his dagger from his belt. He drove it into the beastman�s side, angling the blade up, aiming for the heart, his old fencing teacher�s admonitions ringing in his mind. The beastman squealed in pain and clawed at him. He closed his eyes and forced the blade in deeper, ignoring the crunch of bone and the hot wet foulness that gushed suddenly over his gauntlet.
The creature�s struggles grew weaker and weaker until they stopped completely. It expired with a whimper, its limbs flopping down with a relieving finality. Breathing heavily, Goetz pushed the dead weight off of himself and stared up at the stars dancing between the talon-like branches of the pines. The sky seemed to spin.
Grimacing, he climbed to his feet and snatched up his fallen brand. Staggering, he moved towards the mass, which seemed to quiver at his approach. The stink grew heavier, almost solid. He caught a glimpse of bones scattered around it, and in the light of the fire he though he saw something floating within. Something that turned in its bloated womb to look at him with eyes like open wounds.
Deep in the woods, something was being born. Something horrible and beautiful. A whisper of sound caressed his ears, and a lovely voice spoke to him, making promises and predictions. A sweet smell, like sugar on ice tickled his nose, and he hesitated.
What had he been doing? What�
�Sir knight!� Lothar roared, lunging past him with his hatchet. The forester struck the thing with the weapon and the hum screamed forth, bringing blood to Goetz�s ears and nose and he bit into his tongue. Screams rose from behind him, but he ignored them, ignored Lothar, ignored it all and concentrated on shoving the burning brand into the sticky foulness. The flames caught quickly and he fell back, coughing as the hum rose to a shrill shrieking whine that seemed to shake the entire clearing.
The promises were gone, swept away by the begging, the pleading notes that sank insidiously into his brain. He slashed at the quivering burning mass with berserk abandon, ignoring the ichors that splashed him and ate into his armour. Ignoring the shrieks that tore at his soul.
The whine faded as he turned away and fell to his knees, leaning on his sword. Goetz looked tiredly at the surviving captives, who squatted in a huddle nearby. They all looked unharmed, save for exhaustion and fear.
�You�re safe,� he croaked. �We�ve come to take you home. Lothar, get�� He turned, spotting Lothar�s body lying nearby, his sightless eyes locked on the stars above. Goetz paused, but only for a moment. He pushed himself to his feet and began to rasp orders to his surviving troops.
They would burn the dead. Better than interring them in the foul earth of this place. As he watched his men get to work, Goetz sat wearily on a charred stump. He finally understood why the hochmeister had smiled so sadly that day. There were some bridges that needed burning and some walls that needed shattering, but the cost of doing so was always going to be high.
�We go where we are needed. We do what must be done,� Goetz whispered, as he watched bodies get thrown on the pyre and thought of bridges, and the men who built them.



        
            
                
            
        

    
THE GODS DEMAND
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The gates burst open with a thunderous groan and Hergig�s doom was sealed. For twenty-two days the capitol of Hochland had stood firm against its besiegers, but no more. The gates fell, ripped from their dwarf-forged hinges by the mutated strength of the immense porcine nightmares that had crashed into them. Squealing and snorting, the barn-sized monsters charged into the city, their claws striking sparks from cobbled streets which shuddered beneath their heavy tread, and behind them came the warherd of Gorthor the Beastlord.
Braying and howling, the beastmen poured into the city like a living tide of filth. Of shapes and hues that only a madman could conceive of, they hefted rust-riddled weapons and slammed them against crude shields daubed in the blood and fluids of defeated foes. The heads of orcs and men hung from their savage standards and they hurled themselves forward like a force of nature, hard and wild and unstoppable. As they entered the foregate square, however, the men of Hochland were waiting for them with lowered spears.
The first rank of beasts impaled themselves on the spears, weighing the weapons down enough for the ranks behind to pounce with undiminished vigour upon the spearmen. Soldiers died as the creatures fell upon them and the survivors were slowly pushed back along the square.
�Hold! Hold position!� Mikael Ludendorf, Elector of Hochland, bellowed as he brained a beastman with his Runefang, Goblin-Bane. Wrenching the strangely humming weapon loose of the pulped bovine skull, he grabbed the nearest soldier and shook the bloody sword beneath the man�s nose. �I said stay where you are, damn you!�
The spearman blanched and scrambled backwards, joining the rest of his unit as they retreated in ragged order in defiance of Ludendorf�s order. Ludendorf turned even as another gor bounded towards him on swift hooves, a crude polearm clutched in its claws. Shrieking like a dying horse, it sprang at him. The Elector Count bent out of the path of the weapon and chopped the creature near in half, dropping it to the blood-soaked ground, where it twitched pitifully for a moment before going stiff.
�This is my city,� he said, spitting on the body. �Mine!� Then he turned to face the rest of the horde as it closed in. He shook his sword. �Mine!� he yelled. Fully-armoured and covered in the blood of his enemies, as well as some of his own, Ludendorf stood between his retreating troops and the invaders and pointed at the closest of the approaching beastmen with his brain-encrusted sword. Like all Runefangs, it was not an elegant weapon, being instead the truest essence of a sword and in that it suited its wielder well. �Who�s first?� he roared.
The beastmen hesitated. Snarls ripped across the ten-foot space between them, and spears jabbed the oppressive air. Red eyes glared at him as hooves pawed at the ground. The closest beast shifted awkwardly, coming closer then sidling back. For a moment, just a moment, the Elector held them at bay with only his own stubborn refusal to give ground.
He locked eyes with one of the larger gors. It had antlers a stag would have been proud of and teeth that were the envy of panthers everywhere. �You, you look like a likely brute. You first,� he said eagerly.
The big beast charged towards him with a snort. It had an old sword, the tip long since sheared off, and it swung it with more enthusiasm than skill. Ludendorf�s battered shield came up, deflecting the blow, and he jabbed his sword into the creature�s protruding belly hard enough to pierce a kidney. It screamed and reared back, leaving itself open for his follow-through. His blow caught it in the throat and it toppled backwards, gagging.
Standing over his dying opponent, Ludendorf slammed his sword into the face of his shield, fighting to hide a wince. His arm had gone numb from the force of his opponent�s blow. At the sound, the beastmen shrank back. At the rear of the crowd, he heard the snarls of the chieftains as they tried to restore the wild momentum of moments before.
�Hergig is mine!� he roared. �This city � this province � is mine!�
�No,� a deep voice snarled. �It is Gorthor�s.� A heavy shape shoved through the ranks of beasts, sending them sprawling as it moved to face Ludendorf. The Elector Count took an unconscious step back as the being known as the Beastlord stepped into view.
The creature made for an impressive sight. As big as any three of the largest members of his warherd, he was a creature of slab-like muscle and bloated girth, with hands like spades and hooves like anvils. Tattoos and intricate brands covered his hairy flesh, creating a pattern that seemed to shift with every movement. In one huge hand was the daemon-weapon known as Impaler � a spear with a head of black iron wrought with screaming sigils.
�It is all Gorthor�s,� the Beastlord said, eyes alight with un-beastlike intelligence. �Every scrap of ground, every chunk of stone; it is all mine. The gods have sworn it.�
�Your gods, not mine, animal,� Ludendorf spat. He motioned with his sword. �Come on then; dance with me, you overgrown mooncalf.�
Gorthor chuckled wetly, the sound echoing oddly from the creature�s malformed throat. �Why? You are dead, and Gorthor does not fight the dead.�
Ludendorf grimaced, his face twisting with hate. �I�m not dead. Not by a long shot.� He cast a hot-eyed glare at the rabble behind Gorthor. �I�ll kill all of you. I�ll choke with your own blood. I�ll take your heads and mount them on my ramparts!� Flecks of foam gathered at the corners of his mouth as he cursed them. Some of the creatures cringed at the raw fury in the man�s voice. Gorthor, however, was unimpressed.
The Beastlord struck the street with the butt of his spear. �What ramparts, man-chief? Do you mean these ramparts here?� He swung his brawny arms out to indicate the walls behind him. �These ramparts are Gorthor�s!� As if to emphasise his point, flocks of shrieking harpies landed on the walls and more spun lazily through the smoke-filled air, drawn by the scent of blood and slaughter. �This city belongs to the gods now, man-chief. We will raze it stone by stone and crush your skulls beneath our hooves as we dance in celebration.� Gorthor made a fist. �Bow to the will of the gods, man-chief. Gorthor has no mercy, but they might.�
Ludendorf made an animal sound in his throat and he started forward, murder in his eyes. Gorthor bared sharp fangs and raised Impaler. Before either warrior could do much more, however, a rifle shot rang out, shattering the stillness of the square. Gorthor stumbled back, roaring in consternation as a bullet from a long-rifle kissed the skin on his snout, drawing a bead of blood to mark its wake. His warriors set up an enraged cacophony and stormed forward, swirling around Ludendorf as harpies sought out the hidden marksman and pulled him from his perch. The unfortunate man�s screams turned shrill as the winged beasts tore him apart and showered the square with his blood and the broken remains of his weapon. Below, the Elector Count hewed about him with Goblin-Bane, and after a few tense seconds, managed to cut his way free and stumble away from the beasts that had sought to pull him down.
Blood in his eyes, ears ringing with the sounds of steel on steel and the stamping and shrieking of his enemies, Ludendorf raised his sword. Beneath his feet, the street trembled as something heavy approached. �Rally to me! Up Hochland!� he shouted. �Count�s Own, to me!�
�Here, my Count,� shouted a welcome voice. Ludendorf swiped at his eyes and saw the familiar figure of Aric Krumholtz, the Elector�s Hound, and Ludendorf�s cousin. He was a lean, lupine shape swathed in red and green livery and intricately engraved armour of the best manufacture. One gauntleted hand was clasped around the hilt of the Butcher�s Blade, the weapon that came with the title. It was a brutal thing, a sword forged in Sigmar�s time, or just before. There was no subtlety to the blade; it was meant to chop and tear flesh and little else. Behind him came the Count�s Own; the heavily armoured swordsmen, clad in half-plate and perfumed clothing, with the hard eyes of veteran soldiers. Each carried a two-handed sword that was worth more than the entirety of a common militia-man�s wage. The phalanx of Greatswords trotted forward and surrounded their Count even as the street began to shake beneath the hooves of the oncoming beastmen.
�You took your time,� Ludendorf said, chuckling harshly as Krumholtz stepped around him and blocked a blow that would have brought the Count to his knees. The Butcher�s Blade sang out, its saw-edged length gutting the bulge-bellied beastman and hurling it back into its fellows.
�Couldn�t let you have all the fun, now could I, Mikael?� Krumholtz said. �Besides, if you hadn�t decided to take them all on yourself, I wouldn�t have had to come pull your fat out of the fire.�
�Rank impertinence,� Ludendorf said, using Krumholtz�s half-cape to wipe the blood out of his face. �Remind me to execute you after this is over.�
�You mean if we win?� Krumholtz said, taking off a gor�s head with a looping cut. Even as it fell, more pressed forward, driven into the narrow street by their chieftains� exhortations.
�There�s no if. I�ll not be driven from my city by a band of animals. Not after all this,� Ludendorf growled. �Form up you lazy bastards!� he continued, glaring at the Greatswords, who were pressed close and finding it hard to wield their weapons in the packed confines of the melee. �Prepare to scythe this city clean of those cloven-footed barbarians
�
�You should fall back, Mikael,� Krumholtz said. �Get to safety. We�ll handle this.�
�Fall back? You mean retreat?� Ludendorf grimaced. �No. Ludendorfs don�t retreat.�
�Then make a strategic advance to the rear,� Krumholtz said tersely. He grunted as a crude axe shaved a ribbon of merit from his cuirass. Ludendorf grabbed his cousin�s sleeve and yanked him back, impaling his attacker on Goblin-Bane.
�Maybe you should be the one to go, eh?� Ludendorf said, yanking his weapon free. �Not me though. I want that beast�s head on my wall!� he growled, gesturing towards where he�d last seen Gorthor. �I want his horns for drinking cups and his teeth to adorn my daughter�s necklace! And Sigmar curse me if I won�t have them!� He started forward, but stopped dead as the street�s trembling became a shudder. �What in the name of��
The Minotaurs tore through the ranks of beastmen, scattering their smaller cousins or trampling them underfoot entirely as they hacked at friends, foes and even the city itself with their great axes. They were massive brutes; each one was a veritable ambulatory hill of muscle, hair, fangs and horns.
Ludendorf�s heart went cold. �Minotaurs,� he hissed.
�Sigmar preserve us,� Krumholtz grunted. �And Myrmidia defend us. We need to fall back. Get to the guns!�
The Greatswords began to retreat.
�Stay where you are!� Ludendorf barked, glaring around him, holding the men in place. �We hold them here. Form up!�
�Mikael�!� Krumholtz began, but there was no time to argue. The Minotaurs drew closer and their snorts seemed to rattle the teeth in every soldier�s head as the Count�s Own stepped forward to meet the stampede, led by their Elector.
A stone-headed maul thudded down, showering the Count with chips of cobble and he stumbled aside, slicing his sword into a titan elbow. Malformed bone snapped and the Minotaur bellowed as it turned. It reached for him with its good hand, leaving itself open for the swords of his men. The creature staggered and swatted at its attackers as Ludendorf swept his sword across the backs of its jointed ankles. His arms shuddered in their sockets, but more bones snapped and popped and the creature fell face down as the Runefang chewed through its twisted flesh. Greatswords rose and fell and the monster�s groans ceased. Ludendorf spun away and slammed his shield into the clacking beak of a bird-headed beastman, knocking it head over heels.
�That�s one down,� he said to Krumholtz. The Elector�s Hound, his face painted with blood, shook his head and pointed.
�And there are far too many to go, Mikael!� Krumholtz said. Two more of the Minotaurs waded through the Greatswords, slapping the life out of any man who got in their path. One lowered its head and charged. Krumholtz shouldered Ludendorf aside and brought the Butcher�s Blade down between the curling horns, dropping the beast in its tracks. But even as he hauled at the weapon, trying to yank it loose, the second Minotaur was on him.
Ludendorf�s sword interposed itself between his advisor�s neck and the axe. The Elector grunted as his arms shivered in their sockets and went numb. The Minotaur roared and forced him down to his knees. Hot drool dripped from its maw and spilled across his face, burning him. Ludendorf whipped his sword aside and skidded between the creature�s legs as it bent forwards, off-balance. Rising to his feet, he opened its back to the spine and the monster slumped with a strangled shriek. Ludendorf grabbed one of its thrashing horns and twisted, forcing the wounded beast to expose its hairy throat. Arms screaming with strain, he cut the Minotaur�s throat and stepped over it, shivering with fatigue. �Aric?�
�I�m fine. Fall back,� Krumholtz snarled, lunging past the body of the monster and shoving Ludendorf back. �Fall back now!�
�How dare you�� Ludendorf began, until he caught sight of what lay beyond his cousin. The Count�s Own were down and dead to a man, and the warherd was advancing over them. Rage thrummed through him and he made to face the beasts, but Krumholtz slapped him.
�No! Move, Mikael. They died because you didn�t know when to run! Go!� Hurrying him along, Krumholtz forced the Elector to turn and stagger away, out of the blood-soaked court. Behind them came the hunting cries of Chaos hounds and the louder, more terrible cries of the monsters who had cracked the gate. The air above the city was filled with greasy smoke and shrieking harpies.
Stones hurtled from the rooftops as the citizens of Hergig joined the fray and more than one beast dropped to the street, skull cracked open. But not enough. A grotesque hound sprang at the Elector as he stumbled and landed on his back. �Mikael!� Krumholtz shouted, grabbing the animal�s greasy fur.
�Get off of me!� Ludendorf howled, shrugging the growling beast off and grabbing its throat. Face going red with effort, he strangled the Chaos hound as it kicked and thrashed, whining. More hounds closed in and Krumholtz killed two, putting the rest of the pack to flight. Ludendorf hurled the body of the dog at a wall and screamed in frustration as the scent of smoke reached him. �They�re burning my city! Damn it, Aric, let me��
�Get yourself killed? No! Go, you bloody-minded fool!� Krumholtz snapped. �Just up this street. Let�s� Look out!�
The street groaned as one of the barn-sized monsters charged towards them, its horns and spikes cutting vast trenches in the walls and buildings that rose to either side of the street. Krumholtz grabbed Ludendorf and threw him to the ground as artillery pieces � field cannon and organ guns � entrenched in the surrounding townhouses, coaching houses and stables at the other end of the street opened up. Men in Hochland�s livery reached out to grab the stumbling Count and pulled he and his cousin out of the line of fire. The bounding monster fell, its brains turned to sludge by a cannon ball. Its massive body slid down the street, blocking it and preventing the beastmen that had followed it from reaching their prey.
Ludendorf turned and pulled himself free of his men�s hands. �Fire again! Pulverise them!� he spat. �We can�t let them remain within our walls!� He turned, wild-eyed. �Form up! Spearmen to the van! We��
As the Elector roared out orders, Krumholtz caught him by his fancy gorget and drove a knee up into his groin. Ludendorf sagged, wheezing. �Stop it,� Krumholtz said. He turned. �Bosche! Heinreich! Muller! We need to pull back towards the palace. Begin fortifying this street. We�ll block the streets where they�re the most narrow and form a choke point. Organise a spear-wall and bowmen to defend the builders
I want a proper Tilean hedgehog by Myrmidia�s brass bits and I want it now! Bors! Commandeer some wagons from the palace walls! They�ll work well enough to begin ferrying survivors to safety!�
�You
you hit me,� Ludendorf wheezed, getting to his feet.
Krumholtz looked at him. �For your own good. We�re falling back.�
�No, we can beat them,� Ludendorf said. �We can drive them out!�
�They outnumber us fifteen to one, cousin,� Krumholtz said tiredly. �They�ve taken the walls and they don�t care about losses. Look around you,� he continued. Ludendorf did, albeit reluctantly. The battle-madness that had clouded his eyes faded and he saw the exhaustion and fear that was on every face, and the loose way that weapons were clutched. Hochland had fought hard, but his army was on its last legs. He looked down at the Runefang in his hand and felt the trembling weakness in his own limbs.
Ludendorf�s mouth writhed as a single bitter word escaped his lips. �Retreat,� he said hoarsely.
Gorthor the Beastlord stood in his chariot and watched as his warriors streamed back towards the walls and away from the inner city, battered and bloodied. He snorted in satisfaction. They had taken the outer defences of the town as well as a number of prisoners, as he�d hoped, despite a surprising amount of continued resistance. Even better, he had divested himself of his more fractious followers in the process.
In one stroke he had weakened both the enemy to the front and the enemy within. He knew that he was not alone in recognising that fact. Surly chieftains glared at him from their own chariots. He had insisted that they stay behind, not wanting to waste their lives, merely those of their warriors. He grinned, black lips peeling back from yellow fangs. The expression caused a brief spurt of pain to cross his snout where the bullet had touched him. Annoyed, he rubbed the still drizzling wound. His spear quivered in sympathy and he glanced at it.
The blade of Impaler was sunken haft-deep into a bucket of blood that sat beside him on his chariot. It was crafted out of a giant�s skull and every so often it trembled like a sleeping predator, twitching in its dreams of savagery and mutilation. The blade craved blood and it was whispered by many among the herd that if that craving was not quenched, that Impaler would squirm through the dirt like a horrible serpent, seeking what prey it could find among the warherd. He drew the spear from its rest and ran a thumb along the blade. It pulsed in his grip, eager to taste the blood of the man called Ludendorf, even as was Gorthor himself.
Ludendorf. He sounded out the confusing syllables in his head, relishing their taste. A worthy enough foe, as men went. The man would have made a good beast, had he been born under different stars. Gorthor shook the thought aside. �The city is ours,� he grunted, looking at Wormwhite, where the albino shaman was crouched with the other wonder-workers. They huddled and muttered and hissed. Wormwhite, as their spokesman, was shoved forward and he hopped towards Gorthor. Like all the rest, he was more a prisoner than an advisor, kept close at hand to interpret the dark dreams which sometimes blistered Gorthor�s consciousness with painful visions of the future.
�No! Walls still stand,� Wormwhite whined. �Gods say attack again!� He gestured towards the sloping walls that surrounded the inner keep of the city, where the Elector�s palace sat.
�Do they?� Gorthor rumbled, leaning on Impaler. The spear squirmed in his grip, hungry for death. �Why do they want me to do this?� he said, fixing a baleful gaze on the shaman. Wormwhite cringed. �What is there that is not here? Death? Gorthor has built cairns of skulls along the length of the man-track!� He leaned over the edge of his chariot, his teeth clicking together in a frustrated snap at the air. His nostrils flared at the scent of blood and fear. �They are trapped! Why waste warriors?�
�Gods demand!� Wormwhite said, slinking back. The others murmured encouragement. So too did the chieftains. Gorthor growled in frustration.
�Gods demand,� he grunted, and shook his head. Black claws scratched at his wounded snout as he considered his options. The gods demanded much
at times, too much.
Visions wracked him suddenly, causing his body to shudder and his jaws to snap convulsively. When the warp was upon him, it was all he could do to keep his body from ripping itself apart. Every hair tingled and stood out from his body like a razor-spike as Wormwhite and the others gathered close, their nostrils quivering as they scented the strange magics spilling off of him. He longed to drive them back, scavengers that they were, but he could only hunch forward and yelp in agony as the images ripped across his mind�s eye. Ghost-memories of the future, where blighted trees of copper and meat burst through undulating, moaning soil and pale things danced continuously to the mad piping of chaotic minstrels. That was the future that Gorthor was charged with bringing to fruition, and though he saw no sign of his people there, he was determined to fulfil that destiny all the same.
Breathing heavily as the warp-spasm passed, he leaned on his spear. Amidst the screaming cacophony of the vision he had seen flashes of beasts wandering the ruins of Hergig drunk and careless, and of an avalanche of brass and steel horses falling upon them. Was that what the gods wanted? For his mighty herd-of-herds to be cut to pieces as it squatted drunk in the ruins?
His scouts had reported that forces were mobilising to the north and south. The Drakwald was being razed and while his army yet swelled, it was a tenuous thing holding it together. His people had no taste for prolonged conflict of this kind, and more and more of them would give in to the urge to attack the so-far so-solid walls of the Elector�s palace, or, even worse, they would slink away, glutted on the loot of the city.
Wolfenburg had been easy compared to this. Taken by surprise, the defenders had fallen back from the main gate and from there they�d slowly lost the town. With nowhere to run and nowhere to hide, they�d been easy prey. But this was more difficult. The battle with the humans on the forest road had blunted his momentum and given them time to fortify and make ready. The lands around Hergig had been turned into a killing ground, full of traps and obstacles. Speed had been his primary weapon, and now it was lost. He glanced to the side at his chieftains � they traded looks among each other, grumbling and gripping weapons that might, at any minute, be turned against him. Even the blessings of the Dark Gods could only protect him from so much.
Idly he stroked the tattoos and brands that criss-crossed his hairy flesh, tracing them with one blunt finger. Each mark had been earned in battle with one enemy or another
there, the memory of his battle with a chaos-giant as a youngling. Now he had a half-dozen of the beasts serving him. There, where the razor-fingers of one of the brides of the Goat with a Thousand Lovers had caressed him before she�d tried to devour him. Her sisters danced now at his beck and call. And had he not slain a mighty Black Orc warlord only weeks before, and set an army of the creatures to flight? In each battle, one common factor � he�d known the gods were watching over him. But now, now he wasn�t so sure.
Every rudimentary strategic instinct the Beastlord possessed had screamed at him to ignore the walled city of Hergig and continue on, even as they now pleaded that he ignore the palace. But the gods he served demanded that the sack of this town be complete. Thus, it must be done
but it would be done well. Experience had taught Gorthor there was always a weak point in any defence
a crumbling wall, a fire-weakened gate, loose stones, something. Anything. Like the bared throat of a defeated enemy, the weak point could be torn out and the battle won in one swift blow. He just had to find it. �Prisoners?� he grunted.
�Many-many,� Wormwhite said, holding up his claws. �Not good though. Not many live long.�
�Show me,� Gorthor snarled, slamming the butt of his spear against the chariot base.
A few minutes later a captive screamed shrilly as he was dragged before Gorthor, blood staining his red and green livery. Arms stretched to the point of dislocation between the fists of a Minotaur, he hung awkwardly. His legs were shredded masses of meat and malformed hounds pulled at them hard enough to cause the Minotaur to stumble. With a grunt, a goat-headed gor chieftain slapped the dogs aside with the flat of his axe and kicked the stubborn ones into submission with his hooves. Then he grabbed the dying man�s chin and jerked his head up.
�Whrrr?� the gor rumbled, placing the notched edge of the axe against a hairless cheek. �Whrrr?�
The man sucked in a breath as if to answer and then, with a shudder that wracked his ruined frame, he went limp, his eyes rolling to the white. The gor shook him, puzzled. Then, with a roar, he swept the corpse�s head from its broken shoulders. The head bounced along the filth-covered ground, pursued by the snapping hounds. The gor spun and shook his axe at Gorthor�s chariot.
Gorthor stroked Impaler like a beloved pet as he eyed the body with something that might have been consternation. Another captive dead was one less who could tell Gorthor what he needed to know. He made a disgusted noise and turned to Wormwhite, crouching nearby. �Weak, Wormwhite,� he grunted.
�Men are weak,� the shaman replied, bovine lips curling back from the stumps of black, broken teeth. Wormwhite�s eyes narrowed shrewdly. �I talk, yes?�
�Dd!� the gor trumpeted, stomping a hoof onto a cobble, splintering it. He waved his axe at the shaman, spattering the latter�s ratty cloak with blood. �No tlk!�
�Talk,� the shaman said. He looked at Gorthor.
�Yes,� Gorthor snorted. �Talk.�
Nodding, the shaman hopped towards the body. Grabbing a hound by the scruff of its neck he yanked it up and pried the gnawed skull out of its jaws and flung the beast aside. �Make talk easy. Not dead long.�
With that, he drove two stiffened talons into the ragged neck stump and swung the head around to face the herdstone Gorthor had commanded raised two weeks previous, on their first night encamped before Hergig�s walls. Muttering, the shaman raised the head and held it as a chill mist seeped from the surface of the herdstone and crept towards him. The tendrils of mist found the stump of the head and began to fill it. Wormwhite jerked his fingers free and let the head drop. Only it didn�t. Instead, it hung supported by the clammy mist, and slowly it rose, turning the head around. Mist seeped from the punctured eyes and dripped from the slack lips and Wormwhite howled and capered.
�Ask it,� Gorthor grunted.
�Where is weakness?� Wormwhite shrilled, dancing around the column of mist and the bobbing head.
The mouth moved loosely, as if it were being manipulated by stiff fingers. �N-nor-north wuh-wall



stones
luh-loose
� it said in a voice like a whisper of air. Wormwhite cackled and jerked his hand. The mist abruptly retreated and the head fell with a thump. The hounds leapt on it in a snarling pile as the shaman turned back to his chieftain.
�North wall,� Wormwhite said, stamping a hoof. �Lead attack, crush the hairless,� he continued, his eyes blazing. The gathered warriors of the herd rumbled in assent, and weapons clattered.
Gorthor�s lips twitched. �Attack when I say, Wormwhite. Not before,� the Beastlord snorted with false laziness. His dark eyes fixed on the shaman and then passed across the muzzles of the half-dozen wargors who made up his inner circle. The gor who had been questioning the dead human was one of their number, a brute named Crushhoof who shook his axe at Gorthor in a vaguely threatening manner. �Ttack now!� he snarled. �Gds wnt t�ttack!�
�I speak for gods,� Gorthor said, shifting on his throne. �Not you, Crushhoof.�
Crushhoof reared back and brayed loudly, foam flying from his jaws. He pawed the ground and his warriors howled and rattled their spears. �Ttack! Ttack! Ttack!� they shrieked in unison. Other herds picked up the chant and Gorthor suddenly thrust himself up out of his seat. Silence fell.
Crushhoof glared up at him, his gaze challenging. It had been coming for a long time now, and Gorthor wasn�t surprised. Crushhoof swung his axe through the air and grunted �Defy gods?�
�Said before, gods speak through me,� Gorthor said slowly. �Challenge, Crushhoof?�
�Chlnge!� Crushhoof cried and bounded up onto the dais, his axe swinging. Gorthor stepped aside with an ease that was surprising for one of his size. As he moved, he grabbed Impaler. Crushhoof reacted quickly, twisting around and slicing at Gorthor. The axe scratched across the surface of Gorthor�s patchwork armour, leaving a trail of sparks.
Impaler slid across his palm smoothly and, almost of its own volition, the blade shot into Crushhoof�s belly. He brayed in shock as Gorthor jerked him into the air. Impaler wriggled deeper into the wound and the tip exploded out through the dying gor�s back.
Blood sloshed down onto Gorthor and he opened his jaws to accept the offering. Then, with a grunt, he tossed the twitching body to the ground, jerking Impaler free in the process. The butt of the spear thudded into the dais and Gorthor glared at his army. One big fist thumped his chest. �I lord here! Gorthor! Not Crushhoof! Not Benthorn or Splaypaw or Doombite! By this spear, Gorthor rules!� he roared and hefted Impaler over his head. The gathered beasts howled in reply.
Krumholtz watched as the first volley of fire-arrows were loosed from the walls of the palace. His soul cringed at the thought of what would happen to any of the city�s citizens who were left out there, crouching in cellars or attics. But he said nothing. Mikael had moved beyond wanting to save the city into wanting to deny it to his enemies in the two days since they�d fallen back to the palace. He shared looks with the other counsellors, all of whom had similar looks on their faces. Worry, mingled with apprehension.
Ludendorf had many virtues, among them a savage zeal that made even battle-hardened priests of Sigmar give way. But his flaws were just as fierce at times, and zeal could become blind stubbornness as easily as courage. It had ever been such with the Ludendorfs; Hochland�s nobility were fiercer than almost any in the Empire. Such was the reason that the position of Elector�s Hound had been created. A second head, one to remain level when the Elector inevitably gave vent to the rages of the blood. Of course, the position�s authority rested on the holder�s ability to get the Elector in question to listen.
�We�ll burn them out like rats,� Ludendorf growled, glaring at the city as new smoke clouds began to billow up to join those created by the fires that the beasts had already started. Nearby, men poured water drawn from the palace�s cistern onto the walls, to ward against the fire. �I�ll not let him have it. Not after all we did to make this place impregnable,� he continued gesturing to the stout walls that surrounded the inner town of Hergig. �We can take back the city from here, Aric, after they�ve been driven out by the fire. We can take back the province. Drive the beasts into the Talabec, even!� He looked down at the cramped courtyard at the huddled groups of civilians and soldiers without really seeing them. Krumholtz watched him rant. None of the other counsellors met his eyes, and he knew it was up to him.
�We can�t hold the city, Mikael,� he began evenly. �The North Wall is unstable and the rest of the keep isn�t much better. We have to retreat, and pull that monster and his herd after us. We can give our people � the people of Hergig � time to flee.� Seeing the look on the Elector�s face, he said, �We would not be abandoning Hergig, Mikael
we are preserving Hochland.�
�Preserving yourself, you mean!� someone yelled from one of the surrounding buildings. Rotten fruit, broken bricks and the contents of bedpans flew at the men on the wall from the surrounding rooftops. At a barked command from Krumholtz, several men peeled off from a group below and hurried into the cramped buildings, kicking in doors and shattering windows along the way. Krumholtz watched as screaming people, starving and frightened, were dragged out of their homes and tossed into the street. Six in all, five of them labourers by their clothing. The sixth was a boy, thin and fragile-looking. He knew that they likely weren�t the hecklers. It didn�t matter. Krumholtz followed the Elector down into the courtyard towards the prisoners.
�Cousin?� Ludendorf said, in the sudden silence.
Krumholtz swallowed and laid a hand on the hilt of the Butcher�s Blade. �My lord Elector?�
�Do your duty,� Ludenhof said.
The Butcher�s Blade sprang from its sheath with startling speed and five heads rolled into the gutter. The blade halted above the neck of the sixth, the stroke pulled inches from the boy�s neck. Krumholtz stepped back, his face stony. �Five is an adequate example, I think.�
�Do you?� Ludendorf said, teeth bared. His fingers twitched on the hilt of his Runefang and for a moment, Krumholtz feared he would complete the execution himself. Then his hand flopped limply, draped over the pommel. Ludendorf looked around the courtyard, meeting the hollow stares of his people. �Where would you go, Aric?� he said mildly.
�Talabheim,� someone said. The other counsellors murmured agreement.
Ludendorf smiled. �Say you make it to Talabheim. And then? There�s little chance of the beasts breaching those walls, no, but they can swarm the land unopposed, which is likely what they want. The Drakwald is cancerous as it stands
imagine it in a season, when the beasts have a province to feed on; it will be a bleeding tumour in the gut of our Empire, Aric. One that will take us years to burn clean, if it�s even possible. Civilisation will be reduced to a few mighty cities, isolated and cut off from one another. Is that what you want?�
�No, but��
�Only the preservation of the Empire matters. And that means breaking them here,� Ludendorf said.
�And what about preserving the people of Hochland?�
�There�s an old hunter�s saying
when you and a friend are being chased by a bear, don�t try and outrun it; instead, trip your friend,� Ludendorf said, looking up at the smoke. The shapes of harpies soared out of it, wailing and shrieking. Bows and long-rifles spoke, knocking several of the grotesque shapes out of the air. �While the bear is busy with us, we can gut it and render it impotent.� He looked at Krumholtz. �There is a method to my madness, Aric. It�s not just stubbornness.�
�Are you sure about that?� Krumholtz said, his voice pitched low. �Be honest with me Mikael. Is this pride talking?�
�Don�t presume too much on our kinship, Aric,� Ludendorf said, not looking at him.
�Mikael, Ostland has already fallen. Even if reinforcements were coming, it�s unlikely they�ll reach us in time. Especially not with you burning the city out from under us!� Krumholtz said, his voice growing louder. �But we can save our people now. All we have to do is��
�What? Abandon the capital? Flee into the wilderness?� Ludendorf said. �And just how would you go about that, cousin?�
�We parley,� Krumholtz said. Ludendorf�s face flushed.
�What did you say?�
Krumholtz took a breath. �We parley. That monster out there is many things, but he is not dumb. The more time he takes on us, the greater the likelihood his army will be diminished by desertion, infighting and attack. But if we offer him the city, we could escape! We can escort the survivors out, let them scatter into hiding and then march towards Talabheim to join up with their forces!�
�Just give him the city? My city?� Ludendorf said.
�Better the city than the lives of our people!�
�Their lives are mine to spend as I see fit!� Ludendorf shouted. He gestured to the clumps of huddled survivors. �I would spill every drop of blood in the province to destroy that animal! That beast that dares think to challenge us! And you want to surrender?�
�For Hochland�� Krumholtz began.
�I am Hochland!� Ludendorf roared. His voice echoed through the courtyard.
�No! You are a prideful lunatic!� Krumholtz shouted back, the words leaving his mouth before he realiSed it.
Ludendorf froze. Then, he pointed a shaking hand at Krumholtz. �Give me your sword.�
�What?� Krumholtz blinked. He was suddenly aware of the others pulling away from him, and he felt a sinking sensation deep in his gut.
�Your sword. Give it to me. I�ll not have a coward as my Hound.�
Krumholtz�s face went stiff. �I�m no coward.�
�No? Retreat this, fall back that. Always running, Aric, never holding. Never standing,� Ludendorf hissed. His hands curled into fists. �Run then, Aric. Run right out those gates. Let�s see how far you make it, eh?�
�Mikael
�
The Runefang slid out of its sheath with an evil hiss and Krumholtz stumbled back, reaching unconsciously for his own blade. He stopped himself from drawing it and let his hands fall. �Go,� Ludendorf said. �Go and be damned.�
Krumholtz straightened and unbuckled his sword-belt. �As you wish, my Count.� Without looking at his cousin, he dropped the Butcher�s Blade in the dust and turned away. As he made for the gates, he was aware of the world closing in around him, narrowing his vision to a pinpoint. Outside the gates, damnation waited and capered. At the back of his mind, a tiny voice wondered which was worse, what awaited him outside, or what he�d seen inside.
No one tried to stop him.
No one called him back.
And when he died, no one was watching.
Ludendorf sat in his palace, the Butcher�s Blade resting over his knees, the Runefang sunk into the polished wood of the floor. He heard a distant roar, and knew his cousin was dead. His fury had abated, and there was a bitter taste in his mouth. �You have to understand, Aric,� he said to the empty room. �It�s not pride keeping me here. It�s not.�
He waited for a reply. When none was forthcoming, he closed his eyes. �It�s not,� he said again.
The giant was a malformed thing, with jagged curls of bone bursting through its tortured flesh. It moaned as it uprooted another roof and tossed it aside with a crash. Four of the mammoth beasts worked steadily, pulling down buildings and slamming them into pieces even as hundreds of gors crawled across the shattered timbers, lashing them together. It had taken them three days, and the fire hadn�t helped matters. But Gorthor watched, and was pleased. He had enslaved the giants personally, his crude magics binding their weak minds to his own. Their thoughts fluttered at the edge of his consciousness like moths caught in a storm.
�Waste of time, waste of time,� Wormwhite muttered.
Gorthor tossed a lazy glance at the shaman. �No,� he said. �We will take the town, as the gods want. But we will do it my way. Gorthor�s way.�
�Stupid,� one of the chieftains said. It wasn�t the first time that one of his sub-chieftains had commented on Gorthor�s insistence on building siege towers and battering rams, as opposed to simply forcing the gates in the traditional fashion.
Gorthor grunted and reached out. He grabbed the scruff of the chieftain�s neck and jerked the startled gor into the air. Muscles bulging, Gorthor shook the critic the way a hound shakes a rat and then tossed him into the dirt. �One gate,� Gorthor growled. �One!� He glared at them and gestured at the platforms being built. �Many,� he said. �Cannot crush with only one finger.� He made a fist. �Must use all at once.� His lips quirked and he laughed. �One herd cannot destroy them, but many � all at once?� He looked at them, wondering if the lesson had sunk in. He caught Wormwhite looking at him strangely, and Gorthor glared at the shaman. �Speak, shaman.�
�This is not the way of the gods,� the albino said. He spread his talons and witch-light curled around their tips. �We break, we do not build,� he continued. �The gate is there! We should attack!�
�The gods want the town, Gorthor will give them the town,� Gorthor said matter-of-factly. �But I will not waste warriors to do so!� He thumped a fist on his chariot. �One hole no good. Need many.�
�Bld fr th� bldgd,� another chieftain growled. He slapped his brass-sheathed horn with his axe and set sparks to drifting down. Behind him, the red-stained hair of his followers bristled in eagerness.
�The blood-god wants man-blood, not beast-blood!� Gorthor countered, showing them his teeth. After Crushhoof, Brasshorn was one of the loudest grumblers. And Brasshorn�s Khorngors with him. Eager for blood and skulls and souls, and not very particular about where they came from.
�Blood-god wants all blood,� Wormwhite said pointedly, eliciting snarls of agreement from Brasshorn and his followers. �Gods demand our blood, Beastlord. Demand man-blood! Demand we dance on the cities of men and crush skulls beneath our hooves! Crush, not create! Burn, not build! Smash, not speak!� Wormwhite�s voice grew ever shriller and Gorthor�s hackles rose. The other shamans joined in, uttering warbling denunciations of his procrastination.
Gorthor had never feared the ire of the wonder-workers. As a blessed child of the gods, he had known that their magic was as nothing to his. But now, now he could feel the warp dancing along the edge of each prickled hair and he made his decision a moment later.
Wormwhite�s skull made a wet sound as Impaler passed through it and nailed the slop of his brains to a wall. Silence fell, as it had earlier with Crushhoof�s demise. Gorthor could feel the rage of the gods in his nerve-endings, but he ignored it and jerked Impaler free, brandishing it at his advisors. �Gods will have blood
seas and messes of it! But Gorthor will deliver that blood! Gorthor will deliver it his way! In his time!�
He looked around, noting with satisfaction that none dared meet his gaze. He stamped a hoof and bounded aboard his chariot. �And Gorthor says that time is now!� he roared, waving his spear over his head. A spasm threatened him, but he forced it aside. He would listen to the gods after. After! Now was only for doing what they demanded.
His chariot rumbled forward, picking up speed as the tuskagors pulling it snorted and chewed the ground with their hooves. The giants stomped past, easily outdistancing the chariots as they slammed the crude bridges down across the wall. And waiting there below were eager gors, carrying improvised scaling ladders and battering rams. They streamed like ants through the streets, some of them surrounding the gates of the inner palace even as one of the giants, peppered with hundreds of arrows, slumped against the weakened wall that Wormwhite�s necromancy had indicated and sent it tottering.
Something flashed behind Gorthor�s eyes as he squatted in the back of his chariot, waving Impaler. Visions of brass horsemen, cutting through his ranks. He shook it off. No. No, it wouldn�t be that way! The gods were watching him. He was doing as they asked! They would protect him as they had always done! He roared and clutched Impaler in both hands, shaking it high as his chariot thundered towards the gates of the palace. A giant was already there, tearing at the door even as oil burned its skin and belching guns found its eyes. It screamed piteously as it fell, taking the great wooden doors with it and only stopped when the iron-bound wheels of Gorthor�s chariot pulped its skull.
The last defenders of Hergig were waiting there for Gorthor and he roared as his chariot crashed into them. Impaler flashed out, lopping off limbs and piercing bodies, staining the stones red. Men fell beneath his wheels and were gored by his tuskagors. More chariots followed him, filling the wide avenue with a rolling wall of spiked death.
And then, in one moment, it all went terribly wrong.
When the horns sounded, Gorthor knew at once what his visions had been trying to tell him, and he felt a brittle sensation that might have been the laughter of the Dark Gods. Beneath his feet, the ground trembled. There were new smells on the wind and he looked up, peering back along the trail of destruction he had left in his wake. Over the heads of struggling combatants, he saw a gleam of something that might have been brass and he heard the blare of coronets. His visions returned, blasting over and through him and a chill coursed down his spine.
Horsemen clad in burnished plate charged towards him, their steeds grinding his warriors into the street as they rode on. Gorthor speared the first to reach him, hauling the man off of his horse. He swung the body of the brass man into the air and tossed it aside in a burst of furious strength. The fear that had seized him upon sighting the warrior faded into confusion. Was this what the gods had been trying to tell him? Was this what they had wanted? He snorted and turned away from the crumpled body. His warriors were locked in combat with the men and the city was burning. His nostrils flared and another spasm passed through him. He thought of Wormwhite�s dead eyes and bit back a snarl.
No, he was blessed. Blessed! Hergig would be his, gods or no. More trumpets blared out and burnt his ears. He spun and watched in consternation as the defenders of Hergig fell upon his forces through the holes he�d made in their defences. The new arrivals crashed into the packed ranks of beastmen, carving through them with ease as the children of Chaos panicked, caught between the hammer and the anvil. Gorthor snarled in rage. He had to rally his troops. He had to re-order them, to pull them back and prepare to meet this new threat. He leapt from his chariot and clambered up a nearby statue with simian agility. Holding Impaler aloft, he issued desperate commands. The armoured shapes of his chieftains and Bestigors responded, cutting a path to him, but too late.
Even as the cream of his warherd assembled, the rest of it began to melt away, caught as they were in the pincers of the two forces. He could hear laughter in his head and knew at once that an ending was here.
The gods had demanded a sacrifice. He had thought it was this town, but he had been mistaken. Or perhaps blind. Those beloved of the gods were often the ones they called home soonest, and the thought filled him with berserk rage. Frothing at the mouth, his mind filled with the mocking laughter of the Dark Gods, Gorthor lifted Impaler and looked towards the palace. His fangs ground together and he dropped off of the statue. Stones buckled beneath his feet and he straightened. Impaler raised, he began to run and his herd followed suit.
The gods demanded blood. And though they had turned from him, Gorthor would deliver it nonetheless.
Ludendorf drew the Butcher�s Blade with one hand and Goblin-Bane with the other. Today, at the last, he would be his own Hound. He hadn�t bothered to find another, and no one had volunteered.
He didn�t blame them. On some level, Ludendorf wondered if he were truly ruthless, or simply mad. Had he sent his cousin to death and doom for causing dissension where none could be tolerated, or for simply speaking the truth?
�Aric,� he said softly, examining the Butcher�s Blade in the weak light of day. �Why couldn�t you for once have just listened?� His gaze slid to Goblin-Bane and he sighed. The Runefang of Hochland seemed to purr as he made a tentative pass through the air with it. A weapon passed down from father to son, it lusted for battle with a passion that matched his own. It craved death, and spells of murder had been beaten into its substance during its forging. It longed to split the Beastlord�s skull, and he longed to let it. �Soon enough,� he murmured.
He smiled grimly as he heard the strident ululation of the coronets of the Order of the Blazing Sun. When his men had reported that the knights had arrived, smashing into the rear of the army intent on breaching his gates, he�d scarcely credited it. Now he could hear battle being joined all around him as beast met man in the tangled streets before the palace, even as the walls crumbled beneath the onslaught of the giants.
The arrival of the knights was a sign that he�d been right. That Sigmar had wanted him to hold this place, to keep it from the claws of Chaos. His god had tasked him, and he fulfilled that task, though he�d been opposed at every turn. And now
now came the reward. He grinned and rotated his wrist, loosening up his sword-arm. He�d have the beast�s head on a pike, and toast to it every year on the anniversary of Aric�s death. His cousin would appreciate that, he was sure.
�Of course you would. Least you could do for betraying me,� he said, looking at the Butcher�s Blade again. It felt wrong to hold it in his hand, but he was determined that it should shed some blood. He needed his cousin�s sword at his side now more than ever. Aric had always been there for him in life, and it was only fitting he be there in death as well.
�Plus, you�d hate to miss out on a fight like this, eh?� he said out loud. If he noticed the looks some of his men gave him, he gave no sign. They hated him now, if they hadn�t before. But they loved him too. Better a ruthless man than a weak one, in times like these. Better a madman than a coward, that�s what they whispered in the ranks when they thought he wasn�t listening.
Beasts bounded through the shattered North Wall, bugling cries of challenge. He�d known they�d get in one way or another, and had fortified the inner keep with whatever had been available. Spearmen and handgunners crouched behind overturned wagons and at a shouted command men rolled uncorked barrels of black powder towards the shattered walls. Trails of fire followed them. Explosions rocked the courtyard, filling the air with smoke, rock and bloody body parts. A giant howled in agony as its legs disintegrated in an explosion and it toppled into the courtyard. It squirmed, trying to push itself upright until a dozen spears pierced its skull.
Ludendorf laughed as the stink of roasting beast-flesh reached him. He would take back his city, or wipe it off the map in the attempt, no matter the cost. His laughter faded as he looked down at the Butcher�s Blade. Frowning, he tightened his grip on the hilt. �No pity. No remorse,� he grunted. He clashed his swords together. �Kill them all!� he roared, and his men hastened to do the deed.
Handguns barked and arrows hissed, thudding into hairy flesh. Creatures howled and screamed as they slipped on their own blood in their haste to close with their foes. His remaining soldiers attacked with renewed courage, yelling out praises to the Emperor and Sigmar. And if no one shouted his name, Ludendorf didn�t care. So long as they fought, he was satisfied.
Beastmen, having managed to avoid his troops, charged up the stairs of the palace towards him. The Butcher�s Blade caught one on the side of the head, killing it instantly. He blocked a spear-point with Goblin-Bane and buried his cousin�s sword in the beastman�s belly, pinning it to one of the ornamental pillars that lined the doors to the palace. Pulling it loose, he met the next, blocking its axe with both swords.
With a grunt he swept his blades apart, cutting the head off of the axe. As the beastman reeled back in shock, Ludendorf kicked it down the stairs where several spearmen were waiting. �Finish it off and join the others,� he said, shaking blood off of his sword. The spears rose and fell, cutting off the creature�s squalls.
He stepped down the stairs and strode through the smoke after his troops, eager to get to grips with the beasts. A moment later, his eagerness was swept aside by surprise as a spear took the man nearest him, pinning the unfortunate soldier to a wall in a shower of brick dust and blood. Ludendorf turned and saw a familiar shape and his lips skinned back from his teeth in a fierce snarl.
Gorthor jerked his spear loose from the brick and swung it over his head like an axe. �Ludendorf!� Gorthor bellowed.
�Gorthor!� Ludendorf barked, gesturing with his swords. �We were interrupted earlier, animal! Decided to fight the dead after all?�
Gorthor shrieked like a wildcat and the Beastlord began to shake, his whole body rippling with spasms. The Butcher�s Blade looped out, only to be caught with a wet slap in the Beastlord�s palm. Gorthor jerked the weapon out of Ludendorf�s grip and backhanded him, sending him skidding across the cobbles. Ludendorf coughed as he rolled to a stop. He knew his ribs were likely broken and he felt like a punctured water-skin.
�The gods demand your heart, man-chief!� Gorthor said, stamping forward. His warriors made to surge towards the downed Count, and the Beastlord twisted, gutting the closest. �No! Gorthor�s prey!� he snorted, glaring at his men. The beasts drew back, their weapons clattering against their shields in a dull rhythm. Gorthor shook himself, satisfied that none would interfere.
Ludendorf coughed and pushed himself to his feet. He was the only man in the courtyard, surrounded by a ring of beasts. There were soldiers on the walls, but they were too far away to save him, if he had even wanted such. He braced himself on his Runefang and waited, grinning madly. �Gorthor�s prey, eh? Bit off more than you could chew this time, didn�t you?� he spat, laughing. �You�re caught in a trap of your own making, you stupid animal. And now, like every other animal, you�re wasting time fighting instead of fleeing.�
�Like you,� Gorthor rumbled, eyes blazing. Ludendorf�s laughter choked off and the Elector raised his sword, stung.
�Shut up,� he said. �Shut up and fight, filth. Let the gods decide who�s the fool here.�
Gorthor gave a howl and Impaler glided forward. Ludendorf spun around it, Goblin-Bane chopping through one of his opponent�s horns. Gorthor turned, roaring, and Impaler shot out, nearly taking the head off of his attacker. Ludendorf dodged to the side and his blade flickered out again, eliciting another agonised shriek from Gorthor.
�This is my city! My territory! And it�s your death-ground, cur,� Ludendorf said, lunging smoothly despite the ache in his chest. The tip of his blade burned like fire as it slid over Gorthor�s leg and the Beastlord stepped back instinctively. He backpedalled, weaving a wall between himself and that cursed sword. It dove at him like a snake, biting and ripping faster than he could see and its every touch caused him torment. �Hergig is mine! Hochland is mine! And I�ll kill any who try and take it from me!� cried Ludendorf.
Frenziedly, Gorthor lashed out, flailing at his opponent with Impaler, battering the warrior off of his feet. The man slipped on the bloody cobbles and lost his balance completely. Desperately, he tried to haul himself away from Gorthor, who drove one wide hoof into his chest, denting his cuirass and pinning him to the ground. Impaler�s blade swept to the side, cutting armour and flesh with a sizzle. Ludendorf screamed in agony as his belly split open like an overripe melon.
�Gorthor�s now,� the Beastlord grunted, kicking him and sending the dying man rolling across the courtyard. The beastmen set up a cacophony of triumphant screeches and barks and Gorthor, breathing heavily, raised his weapon in triumph.
His eyes filled with blood, and his ears filled with the sound of his own heart stuttering, Ludendorf clambered to his feet. His intestines draped loose over the restraining arm he had clamped across his belly and his fingers tangled in the clasps of his armour. He barely had the strength to grip his sword as he stumbled towards the broad beast shape raising its hell-weapon over its head.
With all his remaining strength, he swept his sword out across the beastman�s broad back. Bone blistered at the touch of the Runefang and Gorthor shrieked like a wounded goat. A hairy fist caught the Elector on the side of the head and the ground raced up to meet him. The beastman rose up over him, favouring his side, blood mingling with the foam dripping from his jaws. His body shuddered, as if gripped by fever.
�Die!� Gorthor growled. Impaler lived up to its name, nailing Ludendorf to the ground. Muscles bulging, Gorthor jerked spear and man up and raised them up towards the sky. �Die for the gods!� Gorthor howled.
Ludendorf, his teeth stained red, grabbed the haft of the daemon-weapon even as it squirmed in his guts. �You first,� he rasped, jerking himself down the weapon�s length. Agony clouded his vision and his sword-arm felt like lead as it dropped down.
A moment later, Gorthor�s head flew free of his thick neck. Ludendorf fell, his sword sliding from his grip.
The great form of the Beastlord staggered four steps and sank to its knees, neck-stump spraying blood even as it toppled. The spear clattered away, the ugly runes decorating its surface dimming. Mikael Ludendorf crawled towards the head of the Beastlord and clutched it as somewhere, triumphant notes were blown from a hundred horns. The beasts ran then, leaving the two chieftains alone in the courtyard.
Ludendorf, dying, stared into the glassy eyes of Gorthor. His lips moved, shaping one word, but no sound came out. Beneath his body, he felt the stones of Hergig tremble as the knights of the Blazing Sun drove the beasts from his city. He heard the cheers as his people celebrated.
When he died, no one was watching.



        
            
                
            
        

    
The Last Charge



Andy Hoare
 
At the close of the first millennium after the unification of fair Bretonnia, in the year the men of the Empire measure 1974, the coastal regions of the Old World and far beyond were laid waste by a fell scion of Naggaroth, the beastlord named Rakarth. How many thousands were slain by his monstrous hosts is not written, for few who witnessed his attacks lived to tell the tale. Port after port, city after city was crushed beneath the clawed feet of the vile abominations the beastlord herded into battle, those not devoured by his war hydras and black dragons enslaved and dragged screaming back to the Land of Chill.
Rakarth�s age of destruction culminated in an unprecedented attack upon the fair land of Bretonnia, beloved by the Lady and defended by the stoutest of hearts. Heed the tale of the city of Brionne, beloved of Duke Corentin
 
The city of Brionne slumbered fitfully beneath a night sky that seethed with ghostly luminescence. On nights such as these, so the Daughters of the Grail warned, the wastes far to the north of Bretonnia howled with the raw power of forbidden sorceries. The lights, so they said, meant that killers were abroad, men and other, darker creatures, roaming far and wide in search of slaughter.
The people of Brionne knew not to look upwards at the boiling energies, nor to meet the gaze of the eyes that glowered from the actinic depths. They knew from the stories told to them as children not to heed the lies uttered by the unreal lips that formed in the roiling, lambent clouds of balefire. Far better, the people of Brionne knew, to lock the bedchamber doors, shutter the windows, snuff out the candles and take what mortal comfort they could beneath the sheets. And well they might, for none could know for sure if the world would still be standing when dawn came.
But one man refused to take to his bed. Corentin, celebrated, among other titles, as the Paladin of Maelys, the Marcher-Lord of the Silver Plain, Defender of Fort Adeline, Champion of Gaelle�s Virtue and Duke of Brionne, refused to be cowed by what he regarded as nothing more than an unusual storm. Even as violet-hued illumination flickered and pulsed outside his castle walls, Corentin stalked the dusty, candle-lit passages, long past the hour when any servant or courtier would be about to attend him. Wearing but his breeches and his sword belt, Corentin approached the inner sanctum of his castle, the Grail Shrine deep within its stone heart. Pausing to appreciate the solidity of the centuries-old, oak doors, he set a hand upon each handle, bowed his head, and entered.
The shrine was lit by golden light, cast by filigreed lanterns that had never been allowed to burn out since the day the city of Brionne had been founded. In the half-light, Corentin saw the familiar scenes carved in stone across every surface. Miniature architecture, impossible to render in true scale, reared overhead, populating the shrine with fantastically intricate tabernacle palaces. Tomb chests lined the walls, topped by stone effigies of long-dead knights in saintly repose, every one of them kin to the duke.
Corentin drew to a halt before the high stone altar, upon which was mounted a golden cup with deep, twinkling rubies mounted on its flanks. The vessel glowed with a light that was nothing to do with the lanterns all about, for it shone from within the very metal of this holy relic of times long gone. Even after so many years in service to Bretonnia, Duke Corentin was humbled before the symbol of all that he and his fellow knights fought for. It was not the grail, of course, but a grail, one of many sacred embodiments of the land and the people who dwelled within its borders.
The duke drew his gleaming sword and grunted as he went down upon one knee before the altar, the sword set before him point down. He was a powerfully built man, but he was far from young. In his youth he had been lithe and agile, in his majority as solid as an ox. Now, his muscle was softening and his former vigour deserting him, a little more each day. But still, he refused to cower like lesser men, regardless of what powers might be abroad this strange night.
When finally he was down, his good knee pressed hard into the cold flag stone of the chapel floor, Corentin looked upwards towards the grail. How many times had he done so, he pondered? How many battles had he begun by entreating the Lady of the Lake for victory? Dozens, he mused. Scores. Perhaps even hundreds. Truth be told, the battles Corentin had fought had started to blur into one another, as if his whole life had been but one long, bloody war against the innumerable enemies of Bretonnia. He supposed it had been, but he knew it must soon come to an end.
�Not yet,� Corentin said, his voice low and gruff, and somehow out of place in the sanctity of the grail shrine. The lanterns cast dancing light across the intricate architecture, the stone effigy of one of his ancestors seeming almost to stir as the light and shadow shifted across its surface. �Let not the glory of service be done yet
�
The lanterns flickered once more, and the duke felt the air stir about him. It was as if a gust from the chill night without had found its way through the winding passages, through the heavy oak doors, and into this most holy sanctum at the heart of his castle.
A heavy sense of foreboding settled over Corentin�s heart. The duke feared no enemy, whether man, beast or abomination, for he had faced all in battle and cut them down with equal contempt. Rather, he knew dread, the notion that soon he might be forced by the advance of years to put up his lance once and for all, and to surrender himself to infirmity or senility. Anger waxed inside him as that thought took hold, and he grit his teeth in denial.
�No,� he growled, his voice far too loud for his surroundings. �I implore you
�
The light upon the altar redoubled, and through eyes misted with tears, Duke Corentin watched in stunned awe as the grail flared into pure, white illumination. Faith and adoration swelled within his chest as he knew that the Lady heeded his words and that, in some manner, she was here with him now, inside the chapel.
Knowing that the Lady of the Lake would hear him, Duke Corentin aloud spoke his heart�s most secret desire.
�Lady,� he implored, his head filling with visions of past battles. �Grant me one last, glorious moment. One last foe to banish in your name. One last battle to fight before the night draws in and claims me.�
The lanterns flickered once again, and the chapel grew chill. The cold seeped through the very stones, and into Corentin�s body.
�Grant me an enemy to face,� he pleaded, the clamour of battle audible, if faint, over the crackle of the candles burning in the lanterns.
Screwing his eyes tightly shut as he bowed his head in abject supplication to the Lady, Duke Corentin felt the air stir at his back and he knew without doubt that another had entered the shrine. A scent met his nostrils, a rich and intoxicating mix of heady perfume and untouched skin.
�My lord,� a sweet, lyrical voice sounded from behind him. �Do not ask this.�
A stab of anger flared in the duke�s heart, but it was dulled by the presence at his back. He lifted his head and opened his eyes, immediately averting his face from the blazing white light streaming from the altar.
�Who
?� he stammered, scarcely daring to dream that he might be in the presence of
 
�I am not her, my lord,� the voice said, and Corentin detected a familiar accent, if one made lilting by an alien manner. �Please,� she insisted. �Face me, my lord.�
The duke did as he was bid, rising on legs made unsteady by more than just age. Before him stood a woman, or a girl, he could not tell which for her features were truly ageless. Quite beyond that, her face was all but impossible to fully perceive, as if its details would be forgotten seconds after looking away, and so he dared not risk doing so. He recognised her as a damsel, a Daughter of the Grail, one of the blessed handmaidens of the Lady of the Lake, and as such a prophetess, miracle wielder and holy woman beyond compare. To the people of Bretonnia, such women � for no male ever returned having been called to serve the Lady � were but a step away from their patron deity, and their words were those of the Lady herself.
�Then who?� the duke stammered, unable to comprehend how this stranger had walked into the shrine at the very heart of his castle. �Who are
�
�I come in answer to your prayer,� the damsel said, starting towards the altar. As she walked, the long, girded, white shift that was all she wore ghosted behind her as a gossamer mist evaporating in the morning sun. He averted his eyes as her soft form was silhouetted through material made transparent by the silver glare. At the altar, she turned to look back upon him.
But the gaze that shone from her ageless eyes was ill matched with the gentleness of her body. Of a sudden, those eyes were fathomless and dreadful, regarding Duke Corentin as a god standing in judgement over a mortal soul.
�You would answer my prayer?� he said, scarcely able to believe that it could be true. �You would grant me one last glory before I die?�
The damsel did not answer straight away, but turned her face towards the shining grail, her long, dark hair stirring as if caught in a gentle breeze. Her fathomless eyes stared unblinking into the white light, before she turned to regard him once more.
�I come not to grant your heart�s desire,� she stated. �But I would warn you of the consequences of what you crave so.�
�Consequences, my lady?� the duke replied. �I care not for consequences. I have fought every foe this cruel world has set before me,� he continued. �I have defeated them all. What warning have you for me?�
The ghost of a smile touched the damsel�s delicate lips, and she regarded the proud duke as if he were some boastful, callow and inexperienced youth bragging of the glory he would win upon the field of battle. Her eyes softened, and in an instant the dreadful power that had shone from them was gone, replaced by mortal, and very human, sorrow.
�I can offer you no counsel, my lord,� she said. �For the Lady knows that you, above all others, are truly wise in matters of war and state. But any man would be wiser still to know what not to ask.�
Frustrated, the duke replied, �Mock me not, my lady, for I am not one for riddles like those who treat with the fey. Am I to have that which I so desire?�
The damsel sighed, and replied, �Would you have your prayer answered, my lord, even if it spelled your doom?�
�I would.�
�Then you shall have it. You shall have that which you most desire.�
That night, Duke Corentin dreamed such dreams as no man could imagine. He relived every one of the battles he had fought over a lifetime of war. For a while, he was back at the Deliverance of Quenelles, following Master Joffre on that first, mad charge into the greenskin horde. Then he was bearing the standard at the Siege of Trantio, then cutting down the traitors as they turned against the River Tarano, the crossing suddenly impossible thanks to the blessings of the Lady. Then it was Castle Darkheart, the sight of the dead rising before the King�s lines striking dread into his old heart just as it had three decades earlier. Deep in the Irrana Mountains, Duke Corentin had saved Carcassonne from the largest Skaven swarm witnessed in living memory, though the lord of that dukedom had uttered scarcely a word of thanks.
For what seemed like hours, the battles flashed and boiled through feverish dreams, most blurring together, others standing out above the rest. The Battle of the Lagoon of Tears; the Siege of the ruined fortress of Vorag; the ill-fated Errantry War that scoured the Plain of Bones but in the process lost the king�s war banner. Battles against every foe known to man, and some of which man had no knowledge, came to him. Barbarous greenskins, cruel dark elves, the savage and blasphemous men of the north, the pernicious mercenary-princes of Tilea and the petty barons of the Border Princes. All of these foes and more he had faced upon the field of battle, and whatever foul magics or cunning stratagems they had employed, Corentin knew that every one of them could bleed, and therefore die. And all the while, the blessed presence of the Lady of the Lake stood by, just beyond perception, watching over the bold deeds performed in her name and that of her land and all its people.
The duke awoke with a start, the silken sheets damp and cold with sweat. His bedchamber was dark, the candles long burned down, but the wan light of dawn edged the heavy shutters on the lancet windows. The clamour of war still echoing in his ears as the dreams receded, Corentin rose from his bed and crossed the stone floor to the windows. Opening the shutters, he looked out across the city of Brionne, his heart filled with the foreshadowing of something dreadful.
The morning sun was barely over the horizon, and its golden rays turned the pale sandstone of the city�s soaring spires into shining needles made of glowing precious metal. From his window, the duke looked down upon the densely clustered rooftops, which were punctuated by dozens upon dozens of the impossibly delicate spires, the sharp conical roof of each one adorned with long pennants that fluttered in the morning breeze blowing in from the Great Ocean. Corentin�s gaze followed the towers as they marched towards the distant city walls, a sea mist making the most distant ghostly pale in the morning air. Beyond the high walls, the sea was barely visible at all, and the horizon all but invisible.
A flash of nightmare strobed across the duke�s mind, a spectre from the fevered dreams that had haunted him throughout the night. He heard once more the distant roar of some mighty wyrm-lord from the dawn of time, and pictured its writhing form skewered upon his blessed lance. The roar grew louder, resounding not from the mists of time and nightmare, he realised, but from those creeping in from the Great Ocean. His breath catching in his throat and his blood freezing in his veins, the duke realised that the fog was not the remnants of the nighttime sea mist, yet to burn off in the morning sun. It was, in fact, a fresh mist, its tendrils creeping in from the ocean, writhing and questing like the tentacles of some vast, sea-spawned kraken
 
�To arms!� Duke Corentin thundered from his bedchamber window as he leaned outwards over his castle. �Muster the household!� he shouted into the marshalling yard below as the low droning of some ancient horror blared from the creeping fog. �Call out the militia!�
�War is come!� he bellowed, his blood pumping with a heady cocktail of battle lust and horror. Let them come, he prayed as he turned at the sound of his attendants entering the bedchamber. Whoever they may be, let them come, and know the cold taste of Bretonnian steel.
�The elves of Naggaroth,� said Duke Corentin�s chancellor as the two men stood atop the walls of Brionne, the city�s army mustered at the ramparts. The duke was resplendent in his ornate battle armour, its every plate burnished to a silvered finish and adorned with golden grail and fleur-de-lys icons. Nearby attendants bore his helm, his lance and his shield, while a groom in the yard below struggled to control his mighty steed.
The duke did not need telling just who this foe was or where they had come from. He had faced them many times and knew well their cruel ways. Indeed, the fine lattice of scars etched into the flesh of his belly told of the cruelties the dark elves, as they were known, were wont to inflict upon those they captured in battle. Those who had tortured Corentin in the aftermath of the Battle of the Deeping Moon had paid gravely for their sins, the duke turning the tables upon them having escaped captivity and returned with a vengeful army.
The enemy had come from the sea, stalking from the creeping ocean mists to surround the walled city of Brionne. That mist lingered still, and the dark form of a Black Ark loomed in the distance like an iceberg made of solid rock or a mountainous island thrown up by the sea overnight. From the cavernous sea-docks of the vast city-ship, hundreds of landing vessels had delivered thousands upon thousands of dark elves to the shore, the black-clad warriors forming into regiments and taking position on the plains surrounding the city. For miles all about, the lands were covered with the dark, serrated forms of the dark elf cohorts, vile banners snapping in the breeze and shrill horns blaring.
But the ranks of warriors were just one part of the host and, though the most numerous, far from the most terrible. Corsairs, kraken-skin cloaks lending them the aspect of devils from the deep marched beside grim executioners, their faces covered and their cruel glaives poised to enact the most wanton of mutilations. Witch elves capered, their bare flesh smeared with the blood of the victims sacrificed to their blasphemous gods, that victory might be theirs. Formations of riders moved in around the flanks to cut off any hope that the city might get a messenger out, some upon steeds as black as night, others riding the reptilian cold ones, their vile stink carried on the wind for miles.
Yet still, it was not even these terrible foes that the duke looked to as he regarded the army of the dark elves that had voyaged from the Land of Chill to lay siege to his fair city. Rather, it was the mighty beasts that towered over the ranks that drew his eye and filled his old, warrior�s heart with awe. Never before had Duke Corentin seen such a number or range of abominations, even when facing the twisted hordes of the northmen. War hydras stamped and snorted as bold handlers struggled to keep each of the many-headed beasts� fanged maws from attacking nearby warriors or one another. A constant plume of black smoke boiled upwards from the beasts, each of their heads belching great gouts of roiling flame as their necks twisted and darted to and fro. The beasts� hide was as grey as stone, and the duke knew from bitter experience that it was every bit as hard and as cold. Scanning the horde grimly, he attempted to estimate the numbers of such beasts the dark elves were herding into battle against his city. He lost count after three dozen, the ranks of the beasts swelled by fresh arrivals before he could gain their measure.
A shrill cry, akin to the call of some vile carrion bird, split the air, and the duke�s lip curled in disgust as he located its source. The smoke-wreathed sky overhead was slowly filling with darting shapes which might at first be easily mistaken for vultures or other such creatures drawn to the plain by the promise of freshly-slain carcasses to pick clean in the aftermath of battle. But as they dove and wheeled, it became clear that these were no natural creatures, nor even birds or any other beast. They were harpies, creatures of which the cautionary tales of the Bretonnian knighthood had much to say. Though curved and comely from a distance, the harpies were far removed from the feminine form they wore. Each was a creature as debased as vermin, incapable or any thoughts or deeds other than the most animalistic. They cared only for the tearing of raw flesh between needle-sharp teeth, and were said to be the servants of some vile dark elf god no virtuous knight would demean himself to name.
With a motion like a shoal of darting fish spooked by the approach of a far larger predator, the harpies scattered across the sky and were gone. From banks of mist, made grey by the smoke belching from the gullets of the hydras, came a sinuous black form upon pinions as dark as night. Duke Corentin�s heart thundered as he took in a sight he had not seen in decades. It was a dragon, one of the ebon-scaled wyrms which it was said that the most cruel-hearted and despicable of dark elf lords could command to bear them into battle. Clearly such a tale held something of the truth, for a figure was visible mounted upon the black dragon�s back, a banner snapping in the cold wind behind.
A ripple of fear swept up and down the defenders manning the mighty walls of Brionne, and Duke Corentin tore his eyes from the sight of the ebon beast wheeling through the clouds and looked down upon his men. The ramparts of the rearing curtain walls curved about the extent of the city, towers topped with mighty war machines punctuating them at regular intervals. The ramparts were manned by hundreds upon hundreds of warriors, the squires of the household and the men of the city militia. The former were semi-professional soldiers, trained and drilled to defend their fair nation against foes such as these and equipped with padded armour, shields and a variety of weapons from longbows to billhooks. The latter were only called to fight when sufficiently dire circumstances allowed no alternative, for they were in the main peasants and villains who would only fight when cornered by the enemy or forced to do so by the sergeants. The peasants bore what weapons they themselves could muster, those from the fields about Brionne armed with scythes staffs, those from the city with iron or wooden tools and cudgels.
�Hold,� Duke Corentin ordered, his powerful voice clearly audible to hundreds of his troops. Men turned their faces from the limitless horde of malice sweeping steadily across the plains and the nightmare creatures swooping high overhead, to regard their lord and master. The duke looked from face to face of those nearest to him, and it struck him then that he knew not one of the men looking back at him. In years long gone, he had taken pride in knowing the sergeants and captains under his command. The faces of the best of those men flashed through his memory before, sadness welling inside, he recalled how each had fallen in battle. So many brave, virtuous warriors had died at his command, he reflected, and here were more on the cusp of doing so. Forcing the ghosts of long lost companions-in-arms from his mind, Duke Corentin addressed his army from his vantage point high atop the wall tower.
�Men of Bretonnia!� he shouted, the assembled ranks falling to respectful silence as he spoke. �Our fair city of Brionne is this day threatened by the most despicable of enemies. But shall we submit?�
Turning his head towards the enemy, Duke Corentin hawked, and spat a great gobbet of spittle over the ramparts towards the enemy. The nearest ranks erupted in approbation, cheering their liege�s bold gesture of defiance. Soon, the rallying cry was taken up by those too far along the wall to have witnessed the gesture, and then by every warrior upon the ramparts of Brionne.
None saw that the cold breeze blowing in off of the sea had whipped up moments after the duke had spat into it, and blown the gobbet straight back into his face.
The Dark Elf army continued to deploy upon the plains surrounding Brionne, and by early evening the noose was fully tightened. Numerous messengers had been dispatched to carry word of the invasion, but none who remained had any way of knowing if they had broken through the dark elf lines. Duke Corentin had seen, many years ago, dark elf scouts and assassins, and so he doubted that any man could have stolen through if such creatures were abroad. Nonetheless, he offered pious entreaties to the Lady of the Lake that word might somehow reach the dukedom�s outlying towns and castles, and an army might be gathered to drive the vile dark elves back into the sea.
As the sky darkened, with the approach of night as much as the smoke of numerous burned offerings sent up by the enemy�s sorceresses, a dread silence descended upon attacker and defender alike. All throughout the afternoon, the duke�s knights had marshalled behind the city�s main gates, ready to sally forth against the foe when Corentin judged the moment right. These bold men had barely been able to contain their eagerness to charge through the gates and smite the enemy to ruin. Yet now, even they fell quiet and sullen. Standing upon his tower, looking down at the vast army spread out across the plain between the city and the sea, Duke Corentin felt it too.
The skies darkened still further as clouds the colour of livid bruises boiled in from the horizon. The black dragon appeared once more, diving from the heart of those clouds to swoop in towards the walls, the multitude of war hydras far below roaring as it passed over them. Where before, the appearance of the dragon had caused a murmur of fear to spread along the walls, now Duke Corentin heard terrified outbursts, even sobbing from the ranks. Though the sergeants bellowed for silence and order, the fact was unmistakable. The winged, stygian fiend was death and doom embodied, and men withered before it.
Yet, the duke knew differently. Decades of experience had taught him that such beasts were only tamed, or dominated, by some manner of being an order of magnitude stronger, in will if not in muscle. He knew that, as fearful as the ebon wyrm undoubtedly was, the figure upon its back must be far more terrible to command such a creature.
As if to confirm his thoughts, the dragon swept in closer still, until it was close enough for the defenders to see its rider clearly. Mounted in a saddle lined with human skin, the duke and his men saw a warrior-lord clad from head to toe in jet-black armour worked into the most cruelly delicate forms by the hand of a master far superior to any mortal artificer. The dark elf lord�s tall helm covered his features, but none could miss the balefire light shining from the eyes like coals in the night. In one hand, the lord bore a long, coiling whip, which snaked and writhed as if possessed of some terrible inner vitality, while in his other hand he bore a shield adorned with the fell runes of forbidden magics.
In an instant, the dragon was soaring over the city�s walls, though it made no assault upon the defenders. The peasants of the militia cried out in terror, and many dropped to their knees and covered their heads as if doing so would save them from the beast�s scrutiny. A handful threw themselves from the ramparts in terror, the fortunate tumbling down flights of stone steps to the landings below, the unfortunate meeting the ground in the courtyard with a sickening crunch.
Duke Corentin refused to show but the slightest degree of fear as the huge beast soared overhead, the lung-searing, eye-watering reek of venomous gasses thick in its wake. Instead, he stood tall, meeting the coal-eyed lord�s gaze, an example to every man who looked on.
Within seconds, the dragon had passed overhead and was banking over the city, turning high above the rooftops and spires with a dreadful, stately elegance upon wings that, when fully extended, spanned fifty feet or more. With a burst of black gas from flaring nostrils, the beast completed its turn and the air was filled with the sharp crack of the rider�s long whip.
Extending its powerful hind legs and spreading wicked talons as long as a man�s arm, the dragon swooped down upon one of the nearest of the spires rearing high above the city�s rooftops. The spire was needle thin and over two hundred feet tall. Its pinnacle was a tiled roof, and numerous small turrets extended from its flanks, pennants, bearing the black axe on white field heraldry of the duke�s line, waving proudly. The beast descended upon the roof, hind legs first, its frontal claws closing around the finial in an impact that sent roof tiles plummeting to the ground below and the turrets to quake as if they too would fall away. A second great moan of despair went up from the assembled defenders and townspeople in the streets below could be seen fleeing as shattered tiles and detached masonry rained down upon them.
Lowering its glowering head upon its sinuous neck, the black dragon shifted its weight and settled onto its perch. The dark elf lord seated upon his saddle regarded the defenders of Brionne with palpable disdain, his balefire gaze sweeping the ranks before settling upon the duke.
For long moments, the only sound was that of the sergeants bullying their men to order, and then that too faded. To the duke, it was as if he and this vile intruder into his realm were the only two warriors present, his vision narrowing as he met the smouldering eyes of the dark elf lord. The Bretonnians followed a particular form in matters of conducting a siege, a form that Corentin had never strayed from, and never would. That form required that the invader name his terms and that the defender heard them before hostilities were joined. For a moment, the duke wondered if the dark elf would observe such traditions, if he had even heard of them, before the enemy lord spoke.
�Heed my words, human,� the dark elf lord spoke, his voice like burning coals stirred in a grate. �For you are not worthy to hear them twice.�
The duke bit back an angry rejoinder, determined to observe the proper form despite his foe�s girding. His only response was a low grinding of his teeth and a narrowing of his eyes.
�I am Rakarth,� the dark elf announced, his hateful voice boastful and haughty, �Called Beastlord.� Though tempted to quash his enemy�s pride by claiming never to have heard the name, Duke Corentin bit his tongue. Quite aside from the dishonourable nature of such a reply, it would have been a lie. He knew the name of the Beastlord Rakarth well, as did all of those who dwelled along the coasts of the Old World. How could they not, for this fell being was said to have laid waste to countless towns and ports, from Norsca in the far north to the Bay of Corsairs in the south. Not for nothing was he called �Beastlord�, as the horde of roaring, smoke-spouting abominations below testified. It was said of Rakarth that in his dungeons he held at least one example of every predatory beast that ever lived, and his ceaseless crossbreeding had led to some of the very worst crimes against nature ever seen in the world.
And it seemed that Duke Corentin was not the only man present to recognise the name of this foe. A wave of despair swept through the defenders, countless men dropping to their knees even as the sergeants set about such cowards with cudgels and whips in an effort to get them back on their feet. Through the corner of his eye, the duke detected movement in the courtyard far below, and knew that the warhorses of his knights, the best trained mounts in all the land, if not the world, were barely holding at bay the terror this being and his fell mount radiated in palpable waves.
�You shall render unto me one in five of your people,� the Beastlord continued. �In equal number male and female, and of fighting age and fitness. This you shall do by sunrise tomorrow, or face the wrath of the host of Naggaroth!�
�What say you, human?� asked the dark elf.
Duke Corentin folded his arms across his broad chest, and angled his head to fix the enemy lord with a gaze of utter disgust. His armour rang as he moved, and he longed to draw his mighty sword and engage this arrogant monster in honourable combat. Yet he could not, at least not yet. His gorge rose as he considered the insult implicit in such a demand, but he fought to control himself, keeping his voice level when he eventually answered.
�I say,� he replied, projecting in voice with such force that hundreds, perhaps thousands of his warriors would hear it and take heart. �Leave my lands now, elf, while still you are able.�
The black dragon shifted its weight upon the spire�s pinnacle as if it perceived the insult to its master, displacing yet more roof tiles and stones. The defenders upon the walls remained silent, thousands of them steeling their hearts and daring to look upon the enemy lord to hear his reply.
That reply was long moments in the coming, the silence stretching out for what felt like ten times as long. Duke Corentin fought the ever-growing urge to draw his blade and to order every war machine in the city to open fire upon the beast, yet he fought it down with a nigh superhuman effort.
Finally, the dark elf lord spoke. �Then all shall die.�
With that, the lord cracked his long, steel whip against the flanks of his mount, drawing a roar from the dragon, which vented roiling clouds of noxious gas into the air through its flaring nostrils. The beast spread its wings to their fullest stretch and flexed its hind legs, bracing to propel itself high into the air. Almost as if in slow motion, the ebon wyrm beat its wings while pushing back and up with its hugely muscled legs. The two hundred foot tower upon which the beast had perched finally gave way, the peaked conical roof shattering into a thousand roof tiles and the entire top half of the spire seemed to bend as a branch in the wind. As the dragon lifted off, the destruction worked its way down the spire, sandstone blocks working their way loose in a rapidly growing cascade. Moments later, the tower collapsed, slowly at first but with mounting speed as gravity asserted itself. At the last, the tower fell across three streets far below, obliterating a score of townhouses in a single instant and sending up a dense cloud of billowing grey dust.
One last battle, Duke Corentin said to himself. One last foe to defeat
 
As the sun set on what many feared would be the first day of a months-long siege of the fair city of Brionne, the duke began planning the defence. The manning of the walls was the first priority, and Corentin ensured that the most experienced companies of his household�s squires were stationed at vital points, bolstering positions manned by the less experienced, poorly disciplined, peasant militias. There were a thousand details of logistics to attend to, for the numerous war machines mounted upon the wall towers required constant manning, maintenance and supply. The thousands of archers manning the ramparts would have to be rotated in their duty, and the braziers from which they would light their flaming arrows kept burning. All of this the duke oversaw despite the cold bitterness threatening to consume him, for, ultimately, there was little glory in any of it. Ultimately, it was not the work of a knight of Bretonnia.
�My lord,� said Corentin�s chancellor from behind him as he stood upon the highest tower on the wall, looking west across the night-shrouded enemy camp. �Will you not take wine?�
Corentin lingered a moment, the plains before him seething with enemy activity. Numerous sounds of unspecified and unidentifiable cruelty drifted up from the enemy camp, mingled with the ever present baying of all manner of monstrous beasts. Hundreds of campfires dotted the land as the far as the eye could see, forming a nigh-continuous ring of fire all about the city, orange cinders drifting upwards on the riotous thermals. At least, the duke hoped they were campfires. He knew from first hand experience that many were likely to be braziers, the searing coals within used to heat the very cruellest implements of torture.
�No, Erwen,� the duke replied. �I must offer prayer to our lady. Leave me.�
When Erwen did not leave as he was bid, Duke Corentin turned to regard his chief counsellor. For an instant, he failed to recognise the individual stood before him, a part of him expecting to see old Winoc. Then he shook his head as memory reasserted itself. Winoc had fallen at the height of the War of the Giant�s Skull, an ogre�s cleaver having taken both of his legs in a single swing.
�My lord?� said Erwin, concern writ large across his patrician features.
�Speak your mind plainly, man,� Duke Corentin demanded, reaching out a hand to steady himself against the crenellated rampart. By the Lady, he was tired
�My lord,� the chancellor began uncertainly, before ploughing on. �You must rest, we feel��
�Who?� Corentin demanded, drawing himself to his full height despite the weight of the full plate armour he had worn all day. �Who says what of me? Speak!�
�Your knights, sir,� Erwin continued, �Your companions, your guardians and your peers. All feel that��
�My peers?� the duke raged, one hand gripping the pommel of his sword. �I have no peers! All of them have fallen, all of them have given their lives in service to the land and to the Lady!�
�Yes, my lord,� the chancellor said, his arms held out in placation. �But you must rest, for tomorrow
� He let the sentence trail away.
�Tomorrow?� said Duke Corentin, knowing now what he must do. Pushing the chancellor away, he spun to face the west and the enemy encamped on the plain before his beloved city. With a ringing of steel, he drew his sword and brandished it before him, before turning it point down with a single motion, and setting it to rest tip-first upon the stone floor. Bracing himself upon his weapon, the duke went down upon one knee as he had the night before in the grail chapel, and he bowed his head in prayer.
�Go,� the duke ordered through gritted teeth. �I order you
go.�
Six hours later, the sun was rising and Duke Corentin�s armour glistened with dew. Slowly, he became aware that he had been locked in prayer throughout the long, cold hours of the night, and that the city was stirring all about him. Opening gummy eyes, he realised that so too was the camp before the city walls, thousands of cruel invaders busying themselves with preparations for the inevitable battle.
Grunting, the duke braced himself against his sword, and pulled himself upright. Pain shot through his every joint and he staggered to bring himself to his full height. Attendants, who had been lurking out of his field of vision, rushed to him. He thrust out his free arm to push them away.
�Back!� he barked, consumed with anger and frustration. �I have a battle to win
Erwen?�
�My lord?� his chancellor said as he appeared nearby, bent almost double in genuflection.
�Order my war steed made ready!� the duke bellowed, flashes of long gone battles strobing across his mind�s eye once again. �Gather the knights and prepare to open the gates!�
�My lord, I cannot
� Erwen started, before stuttering to a halt, his eyes impossibly wide in his hawkish face. The duke regarded his chancellor with confusion for a moment, before turning as he followed the man�s gaze. High above the invaders� camp, the black dragon soared directly towards the tower on which the duke and his attendants stood.
With an incoherent roar of denial and pain, the duke drew his mighty sword, its blade flashing in the morning sun. Bracing his legs wide, he raised the sword that had served him so well over so many campaigns, and waited as the dark elf lord approached.
The sound of the oncoming black dragon was as a storm descending from an otherwise clear sky, the beating of its wings a savage, deafening roar. Erwen and the other attendants were buffeted to the stone floor as the huge beast passed directly overhead, but Duke Corentin strained every sinew in his body to remain upright. He yielded to no man, and especially not to an elf.
�Then this is your answer, old man?� the dark elf called out as his mount banked over the wall and began a majestic return to the invaders� lines. �This is the fate you choose?�
�Aye, vile one!� Duke Corentin bellowed in answer. �This is my answer!�
With a final expulsion of reeking, poisonous gasses from its nostrils, the black dragon was away, and every war machine in range opened fire upon it. The chances of even the best crewed trebuchet striking a flying target, least of all one moving rapidly in the opposite direction, was remote at best, but one huge stone projectile did sail dangerously close to the dragon, causing a roar of approval to sound from the massed ranks of defenders upon the city walls. But the cheer was short lived, for even as the black dragon receded into the distance, the countless war hydras upon the plain started forward, the ground actually trembling so heavy and concentrated was their tread.
�Get every company to the walls,� the duke barked to an attendant, and the man departed at speed to pass the order on. In moments, the thousands of warriors defending the ramparts were being reinforced by streams of additional defenders streaming up the stone steps. �Attendants,� he shouted. �Where is my steed?�
Now the walls themselves trembled to the approach of the massed hydras, yet the duke cared more for the readiness of his own mount. Losing patience, he made for the top of the flight of steps that led down the tower and into the courtyard far below where his knights had marshalled, but was interrupted as Sir Peirrick, the greatest knight of his household, emerged.
�My lord,� the knight greeted the duke as he bowed his head and struck a mailed fist across his armoured chest in respectful greeting. �I am told��
�Peirrick,� said Corentin. �Good. Is my steed ready? Are the knights marshalled?�
�No, my duke,� the knight set his bearded face in a grim mask, his intense eyes betraying his concern.
�Then see to it, man!� the duke bellowed, flinging an arm wide in a gesture that took in the vast monstrous horde stampeding across the plain towards the wall. �We have but minutes, and I would sally forth before it is too late!�
His face betraying his utter horror, Sir Peirrick stood resolute as his liege made to push past him towards the stairs. �No, my lord,� he said with conviction. �Your knights shall do as you bid, but you shall not lead them.�
The duke recoiled as if the knight had struck him across the face. Draining of colour, he fought for words to express his outrage.
�Let others shoulder this burden,� the knight pleaded, though his mind was clearly decided. �Your place is here, my lord, commanding the defence of your city.�
�My place is leading the charge against the horde of filth even now bearing down upon my realm!� Duke Corentin thundered. �And yours is upon one knee, or else following my banner!�
�No, my duke,� Sir Peirrick said coldly, barring the duke�s way. �We shall not allow you to take to the field this day, nor any other henceforth, though every one of us would willingly give his life upon your word.�
The duke bit back a cry of anguish, and looked past the knight to his chief advisor who waited off to one side. Erwen nodded sadly, and it was clear that he felt compelled to agree with Peirrick. The thunder of the approaching host of hydras grew ever louder, so that the duke barely heard his own reply.
�Then go,� he bellowed over the roaring of dozens of monsters. �Lady deliver us all.�
The charge of the knights of Brionne was a feat of epic glory. Hundreds of mounted warriors formed up into squadrons and streamed through the gates and sally ports of the city walls, fluttering pennants and proud banners boldly displaying the heraldry of countless knightly households. Their armour gleamed in the rising sun and their lances were as densely formed as an impenetrable forest. Those lances lowered as the squadrons spread out, forming a thunderous wave of steel and colour as it raced headlong towards the onrushing dark elf beasts.
Seeing this new enemy, the beast handlers cracked their whips and drove their charges forward in a frenzy of bestial savagery. Locking eyes upon their foe, the countless beasts roared in challenge, the air filled with deafening screeches and cries. The Hydras vented thick clouds of noxious fumes and the morning light was tainted with a creeping, stinking fog that threatened to strike man and horse down before battle was even joined.
Yet still, the two waves came on. The knights drove through the billowing clouds of poison, and truly the blessing of the Lady was upon them for not one fell to its effects. The hydras redoubled their charge in response, and seconds later, the two waves slammed into one another.
At the very point of impact, steel-tipped lances drove into stone-hard flesh, even the hides of the monstrous creatures unable to withstand weapons anointed in the holy waters of the font of the Lady. Black blood arced into the air and spattered across shields and armour as beasts fell, yet moments later, the true battle began.
Those beasts not slain outright fought back with snapping maws atop writhing, serpentine necks. Each creature bore five such necks and five sets of ferocious jaws, and only upon the decapitation of the fifth were they finally slain. Bold knights were cut in two by heads that darted in from all quarters, or torn apart as rival heads affixed to the same body fought jealously over the kill. Lances cast aside, the knights hacked and stabbed with blessed swords, and soon the fight was a desperate struggle for life and death.
From his vantage point atop his tower, Duke Corentin raged. His heart ached to be down there, upon the field of battle, leading his brave knights against the countless beasts that assailed his city. Yet, he could see what most down there could not, and he knew deep within his soul that Sir Peirrick had been correct. The knights were being slaughtered, their numbers simply too few to repel the monstrous host. With a pang of sadness, he saw that Peirrick had known this all along, and in his love for his duke had saved him from a fate he was simply too aged and too tired to repel.
Yet, Duke Corentin raged, what right had the young knight to determine the fate of his master? Why should he not meet his end in one final, hopeless charge against such a foe?
Because he had a city to defend, he knew. Thousands of warriors and many times more defenceless innocents relied upon him, for no other would deliver them from the invading host that was even now charging en masse towards the city walls.
The air filled with the blaring horns and shrill, cruel war cries of the foe as the war hydras cut down the last of the bravest knights Duke Corentin had ever had the honour to see in battle. The beasts surged onwards, crushing the remains of the knights into the churned plain, the bright colours of their banners and shields smeared with mud and gore, and the once gleaming steel of their armour and swords dulled with filth. Roaring their bestial victory cries, the beasts came on, closing on the walls even as the hosts of dark elves behind them began their march.
Nothing would stop the beasts, Duke Corentin knew as they reached the walls. Claws and teeth ground into the fair masonry, hauling down brickwork set there centuries before. The tower upon which the duke and his attendants stood shook violently, and the defenders upon the walls fought to keep their footing as more and more of the huge creatures clawed their way upwards, great chunks of masonry discarded in their wake. Flaming arrows arced downwards like screaming comets, burying themselves in beast flesh and causing the hydras to screech in deafening pain, yet still the enemy came on.
A wave of panic passed up and down the wall as a sickening impact caused great cracks to spread throughout its fabric. A beast so large that it carried a howdah bristling with spears upon its back had joined the fray, stampeding its way through the press of monstrous bodies to slam headlong into the walls. Even as the defenders concentrated their flaming arrows upon this new, terrible enemy, the hydra dug its claws into the crumbling wall and began to haul itself upwards.
Only the insane could stand in the face of such a monster. Even as it climbed, it gouted great clouds of black gas up towards the ramparts. Men fell, their skin blistered and their eyes bulging, as five heads reared above the ramparts upon writhing necks. Each darted and snapped, and with every attack a man was snatched from his place at the wall, tossed into the air and swallowed whole by a gaping maw. That was all the remaining defenders could take, and those on the neighbouring sections broke in terror, fleeing from the inevitable.
In an instant, the defending army broke. Men streamed from the walls down flights of steps so choked with bodies that dozens fell screaming to their deaths below. With a sound like a mountain collapsing, an entire section of the walls crumbled, the towers on either side toppling downwards and slaying hundreds in the process. Through the billowing mushroom cloud over the huge breach, the black dragon of the Beastlord Rakarth soared, the beat of the massive wings parting the rising dust so that Duke Corentin could see his foe clearly. As the first of the war hydras pressed in through what the duke knew was only the first breach in his fair city�s walls, the host of dark elves pressed in behind, and soon the cruel enemy was spilling forth into the rubble-strewn courtyard and streets beyond.
�Attendants,� the duke ordered, his voice grim and resolute. �Arm me.�
None could argue, for there was clearly nothing to be gained or saved from doing so. With silent reverence, the duke�s attendants presented him with his lance, set his shield upon one arm and his helmet upon his head. Though the panoply of war had never felt so heavy, Duke Corentin bore the weight as he bore his duty to the land and the Lady. He descended the stairwell of the tower and emerged into the courtyard before the city�s main gates. The area was strewn with rubble cast from the walls above, and cowards were fleeing in all directions, except towards the foe. Screams rent the air, those of the monsters now rampaging through his city, and those of the first of his people to be overtaken by the cruel dark elves. Even now, as he pulled himself up into the saddle of his war horse, his beloved subjects were being dragged screaming back to the Black Ark waiting out in the sea. He cast the tragedy from his mind as he set his steed in motion, the gates parting before him though he could not see who did so.
As the portal yawned open, blinding light spilled through, light so white and so pure that the duke knew it was natural. Time slowed to a leaden crawl as his steed passed through the gate, its speed building as it bore him onwards. There beyond the gate was the enemy, the dark elf host laying siege to Brionne, the greenskin horde at Quenelle, the heretics at Trantio, the unquiet dead at Castle Darkheart, the stinking swarm of Skaven spewing through the pass in the Irrana Mountains
 
One last enemy, the duke�s heart sang. One last battle. One last, glorious charge before death finally claimed him.



        
            
                
            
        

    

The Rat Catcher’s Tail



Richard Ford
 
The candle he kept by his bedside had long since burnt out and Hugo’s room was bathed in blackness. The shutters over his windows kept out any encroaching moonlight, the double bolts serving to lock him fast within his mansion fortress.
He listened through the darkness, straining his ears for any sound. His eyes were wide as he peered over the top of his fine-stitched Estalian sheets, but could see nothing through the gloom.
There it was again, as it had come every night for the past week - the incessant scratching and pattering of tiny feet. Hugo could no longer deny the fact that it was slowly beginning to drive him insane. They were in the walls, under the floorboards, crawling across the attic, and Hugo was powerless to stop them. He had spent the past two days crawling around his own home with nothing but a sputtering candle for illumination, waiting behind half-closed doors for sound of the vermin’s passing. When he heard it he would burst in, walking cane in hand, but the snuffling, chittering, furry beasts were nowhere in sight.
Would he have no peace?
Hugo Kressler was known throughout Talabheim as a well-respected, and very wealthy, merchant. His business had seen emperors come and go, had survived Chaos incursions and peasant uprisings.
When he had accrued enough wealth, Hugo had commissioned the building of the largest private property in the Manor District and on its completion he could not have been happier. It was a triumph of architecture, sporting wood panelling bought in from Ostland, lancet archways carved by dwarf masons, and boasting the latest security guaranteed by the Locksmith’s Guild of Altdorf. Above all it satisfied Hugo’s requirements for total privacy. For two years he had been ecstatically happy in his new abode, walking his hallways and admiring the works of art from Tilea and Bretonnia, sampling his vast wine cellar and counting his hard-earned coin.
Now all that was falling apart.
He had not slept for days and his usually voracious appetite had all but vanished. Hugo was now a wan shadow of his former self, a bag of saggy flesh with red-rimmed eyes that stared from beneath an unkempt mass of shaggy grey hair. It was like being a prisoner in his own home. He dare not leave for fear of what state his beloved mansion would be in when he returned. What would the pink-eyed beasts do to his belongings in his absence? The filth they would leave behind, the teeth marks… the droppings!
Wrenching back his sheets, Hugo leapt out of bed. He blindly felt around for his bedside candle and the single match he kept on the dresser in case he was caught short during the night. With the candle lit he strode across his bedroom, one hand shading the precious illumination. He opened the bedroom door and stepped out into the wide, panelled corridor.
All the while the noise from within the walls seemed to get louder, the rodents seeming to mock him, knowing they were winning, knowing that Hugo’s wits would soon be frayed to nothing.
‘I know you can hear me!’ he screamed, his voice echoing along the pitch-black corridor. ‘You won’t win. Mark me! Do you know who you’re dealing with? I’m Hugo Kressler, the most powerful merchant in Talabheim!’
As if in answer, the rats fell silent.
Hugo stood in the dark, watching… waiting.
Nothing.
With a sigh of relief he stumbled back to his bed, climbing within the fine, smooth sheets and pulling them up to his chin. Within seconds the gentle mercy of sleep overcame him.
Hugo was running.
He found it curious - normally when he ran in dreams it was as though he were wading through thick treacle, his legs sluggish and listless no matter how he willed them to move. Now however he was speeding along, scurrying even, moving with all the stealth and snap of a wild animal. At first this thrilled him, his heart pounding like a taxman at the door, but soon he realised the reason for his alacrity… he was being chased!
Something was after him, something big and mean and casting a long black shadow, and no matter how he tried to escape it he could not. He jinked left and right, over and under obstacles, but still he could not shake off his pursuer. It was a losing battle, the hunter was gaining, Hugo could hear its pounding feet at his back, and the stink of its hot breath…
He awoke, breathless and panting. His fine satin sheets were drenched, his silken nightgown clinging to his clammy flesh.
This would not stand - awake he was tormented by invaders in his home, asleep he was plagued by night terrors. He had to do something, had to rid himself of these torturous vermin.
Hugo leapt from his bed, flinging open his door and tramping through the corridors of his house, which were slowly brightening in the dawn light. In the porch he donned his boar-skin greatcoat and the boots made especially for him from Arabyan horsehide, then ventured out into the chill morning air.
The streets of Talabheim were all but deserted this early in the day, particularly in the Manor District. It was inhabited by the city’s great and good, and only their footmen and domestics would be out of bed at this ungodly hour. Consequently, when he stepped onto the Avenue of Heroes and headed west to his destination, Hugo had only an endless row of posturing statues to keep him company.
As he stamped through the streets they gradually became busier, and when he moved into the district known as Guildrow the bare cobbled road had become a hive of bustling activity. The Guildrow was a hub for Talabheim’s industry, with blacksmiths and brewers, tinkers and tanners all going about their business. It was here that Hugo would find what he was looking for.
Eventually he located it and with renewed vigour Hugo marched to the front door of the trapmaker’s shop. The lintel had been painted black, and written on it in faded white script was the legend:Gerhardt Moller - Master of Traps, as appointed by Helmut Feuerbach, Elector Count of Talabecland. This on its own filled Hugo with some relief as he rapped on the door. Moller would clearly have the answer to the twitching, scurrying, defecating problem that was assailing his home.
At first there was no answer, but after several successive, and steadily more frantic, knockings at the door it was hauled open. The man Hugo could only assume was the ‘master’ trapmaker stood staring from within the gloom, his hair dishevelled, his body encased in a tattered, furry robe of indeterminate origin.
‘What?’ said Moller gruffly, clearly none too impressed at being disturbed at this hour of the morning.
‘I have a problem,’ Hugo replied, a little more desperately than he had intended.
‘Clearly,’ said Moller, looking Hugo up and down. ‘You’d best come in then.’ He pushed open the door, allowing Hugo to step into the gloomy interior of the shop.
Once inside, his eyes slowly adjusted, revealing the dusty wares on sale. All manner of grim and dangerous-looking equipment lined the walls: spiked cages, leghold-and bear-traps, manacles of varying length and thickness, weighted nets and snares.
‘What is it you’re after, then?’ asked Moller. ‘Bear? Wolf? Boar? I’ll assume it’s game since you certainly don’t look the bounty hunting type.’
‘Erm, no,’ Hugo replied. ‘It’s… well, it’s, erm… rats!’
Moller narrowed his eyes, staring across the dark room with clear disdain. ‘Rats?’
‘Yes, I’m plagued by the filthy degenerate vermin. I need traps, and plenty of them.’
Moller shook his head, grumbling to himself as he entered a back room. Hugo could hear banging and clattering as the man searched through a mass of clutter until he eventually found what he was looking for. He returned with a small wooden box which he dropped on the shop counter with a disconsolate shrug. Peering in, Hugo could see a collection of jumbled garbage, some of it recognisable as trap components, but mostly it was a box full of broken wood and rusted metal hinges.
‘Is that it?’ Hugo said. ‘On your door it says Master of Traps!’
Moller frowned, grasping the box. ‘Now look here - I’ve crafted traps for elector counts in four provinces, hunters come to me from as far as Nordland. If you don’t want-‘
‘No, no. I’ll take it,’ said Hugo in a panic, producing a purse from inside his coat. ‘Here, for your trouble.’ He placed four shiny gold crowns on the counter.
Moller seemed to instantly brighten, clapping his hand over the coins and sliding them into his meaty palm.
Hugo grabbed the box and was about to leave when Moller held up his hand.
‘I’ve got something else might help,’ he said. ‘If you’re interested.’
Hugo nodded, unsure whether to trust the wry smile on Moller’s face. The trapmaker disappeared into the back room once more, but this time there was no sound of clattering. What Hugo heard was far worse, as though Moller were wrestling with some kind of foul daemonic creature. He reappeared seconds later, holding a large object with a tattered piece of sacking draped over the top. Once he had slammed it down on the counter he jumped back, as though the object might explode in his face. Hugo could hear a frenzied gnashing and spluttering emanating from beneath the sack, and he too retreated to a safe distance.
‘This,’ said Moller, grasping the cloth between the fingers of his outstretched hand, ‘is Gertrude!’
He whipped away the sack to reveal a cage beneath. Hugo couldn’t tell what the sight within it filled him with more: fear or revulsion. Gertrude was the sorriest looking excuse for a cat he had ever seen - all gnashing teeth and mangy fur. She attacked the cage with a frenzy to rival any Norscan, howling like a banshee all the while.
‘Best ratter in the Taalbaston, although she does have some… issues. Yours for only five crowns.’
Hugo stared as the cat tried to chew her way out of the mesh cage, her chipped yellow teeth grinding against the metal.
‘No thanks,’ he replied. ‘The traps will do for now.’
‘Suit yourself,’ said Moller. ‘But if you change your mind, you can always come back.’
‘Of course,’ Hugo said, backing out into the street, and closing the shop door behind him. ‘I’ll be back - right after I’ve flashed my fruits at the Emperor’s Parade.’
It took him hours to disentangle the mess of traps Moller had sold him. Some had broken hinges, some brittle bases, others were rusted beyond use, but eventually Hugo managed to salvage over a dozen usable rat traps.
After much planning, he located them strategically throughout his house then carefully baited each one with Grossreiche Blue - the most pungent cheese he owned. As he carefully secured the clasp on the last one, Hugo giggled at his visions of an unwary quarry wandering up, summoned by the tantalising aroma, only to have its neck snapped as it tried to take a bite.
Still chortling to himself, Hugo retreated to his bedchamber, snuffed out the candle and jumped into bed.
In the morning, Hugo was awoken to brilliant sunlight invading the slats in his Cathayan blinds. He could remember no nightmares; in fact his sleep had been so sound he couldn’t remember dreaming at all.
With a spring in his step he crossed his room and flung open the door, eager to see the carnage his traps had wrought. He padded, barefoot, to the end of the corridor then gingerly peered around the corner. Hugo had never had the strongest of stomachs, and despite the inevitable joy he knew it would bring, he was still reluctant to view a splattered rat’s corpse.
But there was nothing there - no trap, no Grossreiche Blue, and definitely no dead rat.
Hugo stared for several seconds. He was certain he had placed one of the traps right on that spot, but there was nothing. Scratching his head, he moved on to the next trap.
Perhaps he was mistaken, he thought as he moved through the house, perhaps his frenzied eagerness to eliminate the vermin had confused him and fuddled his mind. It was perfectly possible, he was under a lot of strain after all, but when he reached the location of the next trap he let out an audible yelp. That one had also disappeared!
With rising panic, Hugo rushed through the mansion, his feet slapping against the bare floorboards as he hurried to view each carefully-planned spot in which he had left his baited traps. Every one was missing, with not even a crumb of cheese left to mark where they had been.
His heart was beating now, slamming against his ribcage, the blood pumping audibly in his ears. The pressure in his head felt as though it would smash through his skull, releasing his frustration in a black gout of fetid steam.
‘I know what you’re up to!’ Hugo screamed, his voice echoing through the chambers and corridors of his mansion. ‘You’re trying to send me mad! Well it won’t work! Do you hear me? I’m Hugo Kressler, the greatest merchant of Talabheim, and I won’t be beaten by scavenging pests!’
At that he raced down the stairs, this time not bothering to don his greatcoat or boots before hurrying into the morning air.
Hugo returned two hours later. He tramped up the garden path bearing a heavy package, made all the more cumbersome by the gnashing, whining, spitting creature that was secreted within its wire mesh confines. On any other day his entrepreneurial nature would have compelled him to haggle with Moller over the price, but this was not a day for bartering - besides, five crowns had seemed like a bargain under the circumstances.
The front door slammed open as Hugo entered, a maniacal grin on his face.
‘I’m back!’ he screamed. ‘And I’ve brought a friend with me!’
After placing the cage down in the centre of the reception hall he removed the sack that covered it, eager to release Gertrude on his unsuspecting houseguests. On seeing the raging whirlwind of fur and claws though, Hugo had second thoughts. Perhaps he should try and bond with Gertrude first, at least enough to stop her trying to claw his throat out.
He raced to the pantry, sniffing the pail of milk that sat within. It was a bit on the sour side, but he doubted Gertrude would notice - by the looks of her she’d not been offered anything this fresh for months.
Pouring some of the milk into a saucer he returned to the entrance hall and placed it in front of the cage.
‘How about a little peace offering?’ he said, sliding back the bolt.
In response, Gertrude calmed a little, seemingly mesmerised by the promise of milk.
Hugo swung the cage door open and backed away, leaving the saucer between him and the cat. She padded forwards with a sniff, then tentatively lapped up a mouthful. To Hugo’s relief, his souring milk appeared to Gertrude’s liking and she finished off the saucer with gusto, then sat back with a satisfied purr.
‘There,’ he said, taking a step forwards to pat her head. ‘You’re not all that bad after all, are you?’
His hand didn’t reach within a foot of her before she screeched, clawing at him, yowling her hatred and attacking with unrestrained fury.
Hugo fled, sprinting up his staircase pursued by the angry cat all the way back to his bedchamber. He just managed to slam the door before Gertrude inflicted any further harm, and slid the bolt across just in case.
It was several hours before he mustered the courage to open his door, peering out into the dark corridor beyond. When he saw there was no wicked, hissing cat waiting for him, he let out a sigh of relief and stepped out into the passage.
His bare foot squelched down on something soft and unctuous. It oozed between his toes, unleashing the most horrendous odour Hugo had ever had the misfortune to experience.
He didn’t have to look down to know that Gertrude had left him a gift reflecting just what she thought of him.
Well, she didn’t have to like him, did she - she just had to do what he’d bought her for!
Hugo hopped to his nightstand, removed the doily that sat atop it and wiped the pungent cat crap from his foot, then went in search of Gertrude.
After checking the ground floor and finding no trace of the cat or her prey, Hugo moved to the first floor. As he reached the top landing he cringed as he saw fresh claw marks on his fine oak banister. He clenched his teeth against the fury, and moved towards the stair for the second floor, only to slip and stumble on a warm puddle of what could only be cat piss.
Hugo clenched his fists, moving to the foot of the stairwell and dragging his sodden foot along his embroidered Kislevite rug. It was then there pealed forth a horrendous sound the like of which he had never heard before. It was a tortured crowing, as though some wild animal were braying its last in agonising pain, and he was suddenly frozen to the spot by the sound.
Steeling himself, Hugo moved up the stairs onto the second-storey corridor. A number of doors led off into his various guestrooms and the sound seemed to be emanating from within one of them. It was louder now, and clearly coming from the first room on the right. Hugo grasped the door handle, girding his loins as he pushed open the door, squinting as he entered lest the sight be too much for his delicate sensibilities.
Gertrude let out another shattering howl, and Hugo’s jaw dropped open at the sight. The cat lay in the middle of the room, her fur in tattered pieces, and clasped to her body, from the tip of her tail to the ends of her ears, were Hugo’s missing rat traps.
What could have done this? What foul creature could overcome Gertrude so? What fiendish jester was taunting him in such a manner?
The answer was clear - these rats were revealing themselves as a force to be reckoned with!
‘Bastards!’ Hugo cried. ‘You may have won this battle, but the war isn’t over yet!’
With Gertrude safely de-trapped and placed in her cage, Hugo left his mansion once more. This time he had the wherewithal to dress himself, albeit shabbily, before he set out onto the darkening streets.
The Frog and Trumpet was one of the more upper-class drinking establishments of Talabheim, being situated in the affluent Manor District and with a clientele to match. Although Hugo received a curious look from the doorman as he walked in, his face was well-known enough to secure him entry despite his drab appearance.
Dergen Henschnapf was sitting in his usual spot by the fire, supping his schnapps and listening to the well-versed lute player secreted in one corner of the drinking house. When Hugo slumped into the grand leather chair opposite, Dergen peered curiously over his half-moon spectacles, barely recognising his old friend.
‘I have a problem,’ Hugo said, his eyes wide and desperate.
‘Clearly,’ Dergen replied.
‘Why does everyone keep saying that? Anyway, you have to help me, I have nowhere else to turn.’
Dergen took another sip of schnapps before giving Hugo his Do go on, I’m listening look.
‘I have rats. In my house. They’re everywhere,’ Hugo said before glancing around furtively, as though admitting he had rats in public might be more of a social faux pas than turning up at the Frog and Trumpet looking like a pauper’s dog.
Dergen said nothing, merely altering his expression to What would you like me to do about it.
‘You have connections,’ said Hugo, growing ever more desperate, unable to keep his voice below a hoarse whisper. ‘You move in those kind of circles.’
Dergen raised an eyebrow. ‘What exactly are you suggesting?’ he replied.
‘Do I have to spell it out? You know people in the extermination business.’
Now it was Dergen’s turn to glance furtively before sitting up and moving closer to Hugo.
‘I have contacts, yes, but they’re not skilled in exterminating the kind of vermin you’re talking about.’
‘You must know someone, Dergen. There must be something you can do, I’m at my wits end!’
Dergen reclined in his chair, deep in thought. Then he nodded, a sly smile crossing his lips. ‘Actually I do know someone who may be able to help. Owes me a favour, and he’s skilled in just this line of work.’
‘Really?’ Hugo’s face brightened. ‘You do?’
‘Yes. You can find him in the Ten-Tailed Cat. Just ask for Boris, the barman will know who you mean.’
Hugo suddenly glared with indignation. ‘You expect me to go to the Ten-Tailed Cat? I’m Hugo Kressler, the most powerful merchant-‘
‘-in all Talabheim. Yes, I’ve heard it before Hugo, but I’m guessing the rats in your house don’t care about that. And let’s face it, you hardly look too powerful or merchant-like for the Ten Tailed Cat right now, do you? In fact, dressed as you are I’m guessing you’ll fit right in.’
Hugo glanced down at his apparel, then ran a trembling hand through his straw-like mop of hair.
‘Well, I’ve been under a lot of stress,’ he said.
‘All the more reason for you to hurry along,’ replied Dergen, waving Hugo towards the door.
Hugo could only nod, thanking his old friend and rushing from the Frog and Trumpet before anyone else could see him in such a dishevelled condition.
The docks stank of rotting fish and ale, mixed in with the sickly-sweet aroma of cheap perfume wafting from a gaggle of preening harlots. None of them bothered to give Hugo a second glance as he made his way through the shadows towards the Ten-Tailed Cat.
A muted din of conversation emanated from the confines of the alehouse and, as Hugo approached, the door was suddenly flung open, allowing a drink-addled patron to stumble out into the night. The raucous interior was revealed in all its insalubrious glory; a heady mix of dirty laughter and thick pipe smoke.
Hugo hesitated at the threshold. What had he been reduced to? Sneaking through the dark of Talabheim’s most woe-begotten streets to mix with the patrons of the city’s foulest dives. But he was here for a reason… a quest some might say. Even the heroes of legend had to reach their lowest ebb before rising to victory. This was merely another step on his path to defeating the enemy in his home.
Raising his chin, Hugo strode forwards, opening the door to the Ten-Tailed Cat and walking in as though he owned the place. Immediately, several sets of mean, hard-bitten eyes turned his way, and any confidence he may have summoned immediately vanished.
Dropping his head to avoid eye contact with anyone, Hugo made a dash for the bar. It turned into a weird kind of dance as he jinked and dodged to avoid touching any of the hulking, brutish patrons in his path, but eventually he made it in one piece. He squeezed between two grimy dockers and signalled the barman. Over the din of the alehouse he explained he was looking for Boris, and with a nonchalant nod of the head, the round-faced barman signalled towards a booth in one dank corner.
As Hugo approached he saw that Boris was a hulking figure, his head encased in a tight leather skullcap, his bare arms bulging with thick, corded muscle. He nursed a large pewter tankard into which he stared with a strange melancholy and, despite his rough exterior, Boris looked as out of place amongst the boisterous carousers of the Ten-Tailed Cat as Hugo felt.
‘Erm, Boris?’ Hugo asked as he reached the booth. The man seemed to brighten at Hugo’s approach, nodding and offering the bench opposite. ‘You’ve been recommended to me by Dergen Henschnapf as a man who might be able to eradicate a certain pest problem I currently have,’ said Hugo, taking the proffered seat.
Boris frowned, suddenly deep in thought. ‘Can’t say as I recognise the name,’ he replied in a rumbling voice. ‘But my memory’s not been all it was since I got retired from sewer duty.’
‘Retired? Does that mean you’re no longer in the business?’
‘Depends what the problem is.’
Hugo glanced around, but it was clear the rest of the alehouse was too busy with its own revelry to care about his problems. ‘I have… rats. In my house,’ he whispered over the din.
‘Have you tried traps?’ asked Boris.
‘Of course I’ve tried bloody traps,’ Hugo snapped with immediate regret. ‘I mean, yes. But these ones are clever, devious… cunning.’
Boris smiled knowingly. ‘Ah. You’ll be needing an expert then.’
Of course I will, that’s why I’m in this stinking fleapit! was what Hugo wanted to say, but he merely nodded in reply, keeping his lip firmly buttoned.
‘Well, you’ve come to the right man,’ Boris continued. ‘I’m the best rat catcher in the city. Let me know the address, I’ll pick up some supplies and be right round.’
Hugo felt a sudden rush of elation. ‘Excellent,’ he replied.
He gave Boris the details of his mansion, along with easy instructions on how to find it, then stood to leave. Before he could escape the cloying confines of the Ten-Tailed Cat, though, he paused, curiosity getting the better of him.
‘You say you were retired from sewer duty? What exactly happened?’
Boris smiled, gripping the leather skullcap and pulling it from his head to reveal a gristly stump where his right ear should have been. ‘Big ‘un took my ear off. Made a right bloody mess it did. Don’t worry though, I took the bugger’s own ear right back.’ With that he reached into his hide jerkin and pulled out a chain, on the end of which dangled what was clearly the ear of a cow.
Hugo began to wonder whether this was a good idea - Boris was plainly unhinged, but then he guessed most rat catchers were.
‘How come losing your ear meant you had to retire?’ he asked, not really wanting to hear the answer.
‘Oh, it’s not because of this. Me ear wasn’t all the big ‘un took.’ With that, Boris heaved himself out from behind the table, to reveal a chipped and weathered wooden leg, which he patted affectionately.
‘A rat took your leg?’ said Hugo in astonishment.
‘Like I said; it was a big ‘un.’
Hugo could only smile, staring down in bewilderment. A rat took his ear and his leg? The man was clearly out of his gourd. Was this the kind of person he wanted running riot through his house - his beautiful home? Some nutter with delusions of monstrous rats that could tear you limb from limb?
The answer was obvious.
‘On second thoughts,’ Hugo said, trying to smile through his discomfort. ‘I’ve just remembered I may have double booked. Yes, that’s right, I have someone else on the job, so there’s really no need for you to trouble yourself. Anyway, must dash.’
With that he stumbled away from the booth, turning to push his way through the crowd, this time not caring who he nudged and shoved out of the way to escape the madhouse.
Once out in the street he breathed in the fetid air, sucking it into his lungs in relief.
The Ten-Tailed Cat indeed! What was Dergen thinking to recommend such a place, and such a man? Once this whole business was over, Hugo was sure he would be having stern words with his old friend regarding his recommendations, and with the sound of the bawdy house ringing in his ears he made his way back home.
That night, Hugo dreamed again.
He was running flat out, his tiny heart fluttering like a hummingbird’s wing, his feet tapping against the hard ground in a staccato beat. The hunter was after him once more, pounding the earth in his wake, chasing him down, relentless and indomitable. Still Hugo dare not look back, dare not look upon the beast on his trail, so determined was he to avoid his fate.
But he could not.
No matter how fast or how far he ran it was still there, always there, breathing down his neck, slavering at the mouth in anticipation of the catch.
Hugo suddenly stumbled, losing his footing, falling, rolling. In an instant he was back on his feet, ready to move once more but that single mistake was enough for the hunter to gain on its prey.
Strong hands, iron hard and huge, grasped him tight, digging their fingers into his flesh, lifting him, raising him towards that infernal maw…
Hugo screamed himself awake, his eyes wide, staring into the blackness of his bedchamber. He panted in the dark, feeling every bit the helpless child. It was all he could do not to cry out for his mother. Once he realised he was alone, and there was no dark hellish beast after him, he let out a laboured sigh of relief. It was only then he realised he was sitting in a damp patch of his own urine.
With a low moan of resignation, Hugo donned his clothes, his boots and his greatcoat. It was a long walk back to the Ten-Tailed Cat, and he didn’t want to catch his death in the night chill.
When Boris knocked at the door of the mansion the next day, Hugo almost fell over himself in his eagerness to open it. The rat catcher stood there with a huge grin on his face, stinking of stale booze and pipe smoke.
‘Come in,’ said Hugo, stepping aside as Boris clunked forwards on his wooden leg. The sturdy appendage clacked against the polished wood floor of the entrance hall and Hugo winced at the prospect of having to call in the polishers to retouch and varnish it.
Boris gawped in astonishment at the interior of the opulent mansion, the grin never leaving his face. ‘Nice place you’ve got,’ he said.
Hugo didn’t reply, he was too busy staring at the paraphernalia Boris was carrying. Some of it was clearly designed for a purpose - two cages, a snare and various traps dangled from the thick belt at Boris’s waist - but there were other items that Hugo did not recognise.
‘What’s that?’ he said, pointing at the wooden barrel under the crook of Boris’s arm.
‘Rat poison,’ Boris replied. ‘Got to be careful though, it’s very potent.’
‘And that?’ Hugo pointed at the huge steel-headed maul strapped to the rat catcher’s back.
‘Oh, that’s for the big ‘uns I mentioned before. You can never be too careful in this game. Anyway, shall we get to it?’ Without invitation Boris moved into the mansion, placing his cages down, securing his snares and traps, all the while sniffing the air and muttering to himself about ‘infestations’ and ‘soon having this all sewn up’.
Hugo could only look on with trepidation as the gigantic rat catcher stomped through his beautiful house, exuding his unique aroma and making a mess of his floorboards.
‘Right, all done,’ Boris said finally. ‘Just got to lay the poison and we’re all finished. Of course, you might want to wait outside while I put it down, it doesn’t half hum.’
‘Are you sure this is strictly necessary?’ Hugo said, looking around his home with growing concern.
‘Course I am. Poison’s the best way to flush ‘em out. Then the fun starts.’ Boris patted the head of his maul affectionately.
Hugo nodded uncertainly and made to leave, but he paused at the doorway, a portentous feeling of dread filling the pit of his stomach like corked wine. With one last glance around his magnificent entrance hall, he retreated to the safety of the garden.
Boris appeared some time later, trailing the contents of his barrel over the threshold of the doorway and out into the garden. Hugo could only look on in confusion. With the poison laid, Boris place the barrel down on the lawn and turned, a self-satisfied smile on his broad features.
‘Now the fun starts,’ he said. ‘Once we’ve flushed ‘em out of course.’
The burly rat catcher took something from his pocket, and knelt down at the end of the trail of poison. Hugo heard a clinking sound as Boris ministered to the trail of powder on the ground.
The trail of black powder.
Hugo was suddenly gripped with a panic. He dashed forwards, about to ask what in the hells Boris was doing, when a flaring sound and the stink of phosphor suddenly struck the air.
‘No!’ was all he could manage to scream as Boris lit the powder trail with a strike of his flint. It ignited, sending a blazing spark along the garden path towards the house. Hugo chased it, vainly trying to catch the burning trail before it ran rampant through his house and set light to the floorboards, but he was not fast enough. Once in the hallway he saw that the powder trail ran of in several different directions - up the stairs, into the parlour, down into the cellar - setting the floor alight in a flickering trail as it went. Flames began to spread throughout the house, and Hugo ran forwards, stamping vainly at the blackening floorboards in an attempt to rescue his home.
Boris walked in after him, and Hugo glared up with unrestrained hatred. ‘What have you done, you imbecile? You told me it was rat poison!’
‘It is,’ replied Boris, a hurt expression on his face. ‘Rats can’t stand it - they likes it even less when you set fire to it. It’s the best thing for flushing them out - look!’
With that he pointed towards the cellar entrance as a horde of rats suddenly scurried out of the dank pit to safety.
Boris grinned, unslinging the maul from his back and rushing forwards with an expression of pure glee on his dumb features. The maul came down with an audible swipe, smashing one of the rats to sludge and knocking a huge hole in the floorboards.
‘I told you it would work,’ he yelled as he went about decimating the rat swarm, crushing them to a bloody pulp, along with the polished floor of the entrance hall.
More rats began to flood from various parts of the house, rushing down the stairs in a squeaking, scurrying mass in their eagerness to escape the flames. Boris was waiting, the delight he derived from his work seeming to increase with every sweeping blow of his maul.
Hugo couldn’t just stand by and watch as his house was demolished. In a panic, he ran to the cupboard under the stairs, ignoring the swarm of rats that billowed from it, and grabbed a bucket. He rushed out into the garden, filling the bucket with pond water and a few unlucky fish, then rushed back inside to quench the flames that were threatening to set fire to his embroidered Bretonnian drapery.
The mansion’s systematic destruction went on for almost an hour, with Boris stomping along the best he could on his wooden leg, swinging his maul with abandon at the fleeing rats, as Hugo gradually emptied his stagnant pond onto the spreading flames. In the end he managed to put out the fires before his house was completely gutted, but meanwhile Boris had managed to lay waste to almost every room. Smashed furniture and squashed rats littered every floor, and as Hugo surveyed the carnage a tear rolled down one cheek. Boris stood in the entrance hall, or what remained of it, gasping for air, a satisfied grin on his face.
‘Well,’ he said cheerily. ‘This was a good start, don’t you think?’
At first Hugo couldn’t speak, so griefstricken was he over the destruction of his home and the precious contents within it. Artworks he had collected over decades had been smashed to shards and the fine decor was blackened by smoke and flame. As he looked at Boris with that idiot’s grin on his face, his grief suddenly turned to anger.
‘A good start?’ he growled. ‘A good bloody start? Are you insane, you brainless oaf? Look what you’ve done to my house! Get out! Get out now and take that thing with you!’ Hugo pointed accusatorially at the huge maul in Boris’s hand that had wreaked so much destruction in the house.
Boris could only look back with a hurt expression. ‘I was only trying to help,’ he said dejectedly, before turning and limping off into the evening air.
Hugo watched him go, making sure he was well off the boundary of his property before he slumped down on what remained of his grand staircase and wept.
The next day, Hugo Kressler found himself in Kreiger’s Gunsmiths of Wehrmunch Strasse. He had at first intended to purchase a pistol, one of the finely crafted matchlocks that Herr Krieger was so famous for, but after browsing for several moments he espied something much more suitable. Hugo had never fired a blunderbuss before, nor a matchlock pistol for that matter, but he guessed the wide spread of its shot would make it much a more suitable firearm for a novice such as himself.
Once back home, he loaded the weapon, dressed himself in his finest regalia, or at least what he could salvage from his partially singed armoire, and sat on the edge of his bed.
At the time of purchasing it, Hugo hadn’t quite decided whether he would use the weapon to defend himself from the remaining rats in his house, or if it was to blow his own head from his shoulders. Now it came down to it, he still couldn’t make up his mind. He sat for almost an hour, glaring at the blunderbuss, cocked and ready for action by his side.
But Hugo knew deep down in his tiny withered heart that he couldn’t do it. It would take a braver man than he to take his own life; he simply didn’t have the courage for it. And so, saying a little prayer to thank Shallya for her mercy and guidance, he placed the blunderbuss by his bed, laid down still fully clothed, and cried himself to sleep.
An explosion rocked Hugo’s mansion to its very foundations and at first, as he awoke bleary-eyed and terrified, he thought his newly acquired blunderbuss had suddenly gone off of its own accord. He quickly realised something far more sinister was afoot, as the sound of falling masonry echoed from beyond the door of his bedchamber.
Hugo rose from his bed, having the wherewithal to grab the loaded blunderbuss before venturing out to investigate the calamity. He did not have to move very far along the corridor before he saw what the source of the noise was. A huge crater had suddenly appeared in the middle of the mansion. Two floors had collapsed into a deep hole which, from the look of the passages that led off from it, was some kind of mine shaft.
Possible causes for this started to swirl around Hugo’s head. Had this been here all the time? Was it part of the ancient sewer system? Were dwarf prospectors digging beneath his house? Before he could begin to think of the litigious consequences for the guilty parties involved, something moved along the shadows of the corridor. As he stared, dumbfounded, a stooped and filthy figure slowly emerged from the dark and Hugo realised that those responsible for the crater were not dwarfs.
It was four feet tall with clawed hands and feet. Filthy robes covered it from the neck down and they stank of putrescence and muddy earth. But it was the face that most filled Hugo with terror - a rat’s face, with red, baleful eyes and monstrous incisors that clacked together hungrily.
He didn’t even think, raising the blunderbuss in his numb hands, and as the creature rushed towards him he pulled the trigger. The blunderbuss roared, bucking in his hands and knocking him flat on his backside. A spray of white-hot buckshot blasted from the barrel, destroying the creature’s bestial face in a splatter of crimson gore.
Gingerly, Hugo pulled himself back to his feet, staring down at the filthy animal’s corpse.
‘Ha!’ he bellowed. ‘Not so clever now are you!’
As if in answer, something pulled itself from the pit in the centre of Hugo’s mansion - something huge and hairy. Its muscles were thick, its flesh covered in a thick, shaggy down, its hands like clawed shovels, built for tunnelling through solid earth. It too bore the face of a rat, but this was no diminutive drone like the last; this was a beast, nine feet tall and monstrous to behold.
It glared at Hugo, anger burning in its tiny eyes, and as it approached Hugo noticed that one of its huge ears was missing. Despite the necessity for flight in this situation, Hugo found his feet simply would not move, and all he could do was stare as the creature approached, its foetid breath washing over him, inducing the need for him to vomit. He could only close his eyes, and await his inevitable fate.
‘Oi!’
The deep cry echoed through the cavern that now made up most of Hugo’s home. The massive rat creature craned its neck to see who dared to disturb its feasting. Hugo, too, glanced towards the entrance of the mansion to see a burly figure framed in the doorway.
‘I told you there’d be big ‘uns,’ shouted Boris hefting his maul. ‘Remember me?’ he said cheerily. Then a sudden dark intent fell across his visage as he limped forwards on his wooden leg.
The monstrous fiend roared, and Hugo was all but forgotten as it leapt down from the balcony to land in front of the rat catcher. It swept its shovel-like hand toward Boris, but despite his peg leg he was nimble enough to avoid it, slamming his maul down on the creature’s clawed foot. It roared in pain, hopping back as Boris advanced.
‘I’ve been after you for ages,’ he said, slamming the maul forwards again. There was an audible crack as the maul struck the creature’s knee and it fell forwards, foundering in what remained of the entrance hall. Hugo could only watch agog as Boris set about the creature with gusto, smashing it with the hammer as it tried its best to avoid the solid blows that rained down, cracking its bones and smashing its limbs.
In the end it teetered at the edge of the huge crater, beaten and bloody, and with a final mighty swing Boris smashed it back into the black pit from whence it came.
Hugo’s knees knocked together, his body wracked by a convulsive spasm, but he still managed to descend from the first floor, avoiding the crater that had opened in the middle of his house, to fall at the rat catcher’s knees.
‘Thank you, thank you, thank you,’ was all he managed to say as he clung to Boris’s wooden leg.
‘All right fella,’ Boris replied, clearly embarrassed. ‘No need to make a scene.’
When Boris finally managed to extricate himself from Hugo’s unrestrained display of gratitude he glanced down into the pit and frowned.
‘Ah,’ he said, pointing into the crater. ‘There’s your problem. Weirdstone!’
Hugo looked down, and running along the side of the shaft beneath his house was a seam of glittering black ore.
‘That’s most likely what they were after,’ Boris continued. ‘It draws ‘em like flies to sh… well, you know what I mean? If you’re planning on staying here, make sure you get that removed.’
‘Yes, yes, I’ll do that,’ Hugo replied, still trying to take in what had just happened.
‘Anyway, must be off. Lads’ll never believe me down the Cat when I tell ‘em what I’ve just done.’
With one last grin, Boris swung the maul over his shoulder, and sauntered out of the mansion, his wooden leg clicking against the ground as he went.
Hugo watched as he left, standing amidst the ruin of his house. ‘Thank you,’ was all he could think to say.
He was running, always running, in perpetual motion, legs pumping, breath coming in quick rasps. On it came in pursuit, on his heels, keeping pace, smelling his scent, dogging his trail.
This time he was slower, or was his pursuer just faster? Either way it caught him quickly, those iron hands grasping him in a solid embrace, squeezing the air from his lungs, raising him high.
He turned, looking at the hunter for the first time, seeing it glaring down at him with hate in its beady eyes, and he recognised that face, those bedraggled features. It was the face of Hugo Kressler.
In terror he squeaked, squirming for freedom, lashing his pink tail, twitching his whiskers…
Hugo’s eyes blinked open and he panted for breath. He was wrapped up in a tangle of sheets that held his arms and legs tight. With some difficulty he unravelled himself from the stark white bedding and sat up, breathing a sigh of relief.
All was well, he told himself, the rats were gone - there was nothing to fear.
He rose with a smile, suddenly remembering that it was to be a good day. He had commissioned Gepetto Montalban himself, the most famous architect in the province, to oversee the mansion’s renovations. The Guild of Miners had sent a dozen men to remove the strange glittering ore from beneath the cellar, and he had even started to put weight back on.
A smile crossed Hugo’s lips as he walked to the window, opening the shutters and looking out onto Talabheim. It wasn’t the most aesthetic of cities, it was certainly no Praag or Luccini, but it was still his city.
Glancing down he noticed the small black statuette that sat at his bedside, the first new piece of art Hugo had commissioned. It was in the shape of a hammer, in honour of Boris, and was crafted from the glittering black ore that had run beneath his house. Yes, Boris had warned him about it, and he had heeded that warning and had the glittering ore removed - but what harm could one little statuette do?
Taking a deep breath he turned, ready to break his fast heartily and sate the ravenous appetite he had recently developed, when the statuette suddenly fell from the table. Hugo stared down at it curiously. He was two feet away, how had he managed to knock it from the nightstand?
Then he saw it, just from the corner of his eye, something behind him, something long and sinuous.
He turned, looking down to see with horror that it was protruding from beneath his nightgown, twisting and writhing of its own accord, an appendage that had seemingly grown overnight - a long pink rat’s tail.
Hugo opened his mouth wide and squeaked in terror…



        
            
                
            
        

    
The Talon of Khorne



Frank Cavallo
Fog drifted through the fjord, the sickly mist swallowing the Norscan shore in the first rays of dawn and shrouding the jetties and the little boats moored among the rocky inlets. Haze crept up over craggy scrublands, spreading ghostly fingers through the dying forest of bare pines that hugged the coastline.
A scattering of hardscrabble dwellings clung to the rough terrain, overlooking the harbour. Dozens of stone huts topped with weak thatch huddled in the lee of the hillside, dominated by a long-house of roughly-hewn granite blocks and moss-stained oak.
The village of Volfskul roused from its slumber in slow, halting steps. Grey-bearded fishermen emerged first; half-starved old men who�d weathered the night upon the wind-scoured rocks along the coast, guarding their nearly-empty hardfiskur racks from prowling, mangy wolf packs or the scavenging of scrawny sea-birds.
Maidens in tattered, flea-infested shrouds doused the thin torches while older women beat the soot from mammoth-hide blankets, stained with dark patches by generations of household midwifery. Looking out from their doorways, watching the unforgiving hills vanish under the grey, they were the first to notice when the Norscan morning turned foul.
It began with the wind.
A gust rippled through the fog, cascading down from the icy peaks that towered above the village. But it was not a frozen gale. The air smouldered, crackling with cinders.
Another fitful blast followed, and then a third, each howling more loudly than the last.
The villagers abandoned their chores at the first sign of trouble, whispering prayers to the dark gods. But they had little chance to steel themselves against the rising tide.
The morning mist churned, congealing into filthy, dark smog. Brimstone fumes thickened into a rank stench that choked every hint of nature from the air. Lightning tore across the suddenly-roiling sky in blood-red streaks, the crimson flashes casting eerie shadows upon the rocks; shades that seemed to slink and slither of their own accord.
Thunder shook the heavens above and the ground underfoot. It soon gave way to a heavier rumble, a quaking of the earth: the clatter of iron on stone, the din of hooves stomping forwards like a living storm.
Tugging on his mother�s mammoth-hide cloak, a young boy cried out in fear, his innocent voice signalling the arrival of their doom. All eyes followed the boy�s call, turning to the hill pass that wound down from the crags of Broken-Axe Peak, to see a phalanx of faceless, armoured horsemen galloping out from the swirling haze.
At its head there rode a giant among giants, the Chaos warrior that legend knew as Ruaddon. Man and steed alike thundered forth in a nightmarish cacophony that announced him as no herald could ever have.
Like his men, mounted on thick-necked warhorses adorned in iron-studded armour, he betrayed little hint of mortal weakness. His pauldrons and gauntlets boasted wicked rows of iron spikes, and brass and gold engravings were splashed across his hell-forged cuirass with ruinous scrawls, some obscured by the dents and slashes of old battles. A helm crowned with twisted daemon horns and a ghostly circlet of bleached human skulls announced his profane intent.
Behind him the lances and raised battleaxes of his men mixed with wooden pikes bearing tusk-framed battle flags, towering above them in a moving forest of ivory and sharpened steel.
Ruaddon slowed his pace as the black cadre fell into a double column, two-score strong; a malevolent parade that drew the attention of everyone in the village.
Lifting his crimson visor to reveal a face twisted with scars and permanent stitches, Ruaddon looked out upon the townsfolk, who now assembled as if in silent welcome
or protest. Though a bane to any land upon whose soil they trod, the black riders did not provoke so much as a flinch from the steely-eyed villagers of Volfskul. The Norscans held their ground even as more dark warriors streamed down from the hill pass to fill the centre of the village, their mounts growling and belching vile odours as they followed Ruaddon�s lead.
They did not flee, or seek cover. Instead they stood outside the doorways of every humble structure. Some clenched bone totems to their hearts. Others scrawled runes in charcoal and blood upon their pale flesh. A scattering of men, some limping or hobbling on gnarled canes, intermingled with them.
Aside from those few weakened elders, there was not a man between fifteen and fifty summers among them.
Frost-blue eyes met Ruaddon�s gaze at every turn, looking back at him with a fearless resolve. Even the children returned his soulless stare, silent and defiant. For a long moment everything fell still.
Once he had scanned the place, Ruaddon raised his arm � as if in response, a final gust of hot, volcanic wind broke the momentary respite. It came with a deeper howling, a predator�s roar.
It was only as the feral echo died away that a final rider emerged out of the reeking black fog. The other horsemen moved aside as he rode forth, clearing a path for their master: the Chaos lord Vhorgath, Bane of the North.
Seated high upon a snarling black battle-stallion, he wore armour forged in the most ghastly baroque fashion � daemonic skulls glowered from his every joint, and bronze barbs sparkled along the edge of his steel plate. Like Ruaddon, his face was bared to the cold Norscan dawn, but his was a cadaverous complexion of bloodless skin, as white as whalebone. He grew neither hair nor whiskers and his deep-set eyes burned violet under a heavy brow. The flesh of his throat seemed fused to the steel of his gorget; man and armour merged into one.
He declared himself in a peculiar baritone, every word echoing as though chanted by the whispers of a phantom chorus.
�I am Vhorgath.�
When the mere sound of his name produced no reply, no reaction at all from the townsfolk, he studied them more closely, and like his lieutenant he soon noted the absence of any healthy men.
�We have come under the banners of the dark gods, not to bring sword and flame to this place, but glory,� he continued. �A new army is forming, a horde that will spread the shadow of the daemon-lords upon the world once more. The name of your tribe has long been a scourge to the weaklings of the southlands. For centuries the deeds of the sons of Ironpelt have been sung by the light of bonfires in halls across the north.
�But among you I see no warriors, no men to wield the axes and hammers of Chaos that so many legends recall. For months we have scoured these forsaken lands, where snow falls even in summer, yet no sign of such greatness has revealed itself to us.�
Again, he was met with stony silence. Nothing but the relentless stares of a hundred gaunt women and their emaciated young, steady and seemingly without hint of fear.
He motioned to Ruaddon, who had taken up his usual place beside the great warlord.
�Choose one,� he said.
The hulking warrior grinned to himself, and wasted no time. Ruaddon scanned the gathered masses and settled upon the nearest thing to an able-bodied man he could find � an aged but barrel-chested individual whose beard still clung to reddish strands among the grey. Spurring his steed onwards, Ruaddon sidled up to the man, reached down and clamped his fist around his throat.
Again he faced no resistance, as he lifted the man and brought him before Vhorgath.
The Chaos lord smiled cruelly as he looked over the old man. Though his face swelled and flushed as Ruaddon held him, he stared back with no less tenacity. Vhorgath addressed him directly, his voice even more threatening in a whisper than in a shout.
�Your lands are empty, Norscan � all of the other settlements have been abandoned. Tell me where your legendary Ironpelt warriors are. Now.�
The old man struggled to breathe, summoning every ounce of strength he could muster before responding.
�If it is warriors you seek then there is
nothing for you here,� he choked. �All of our men have
taken to the long-ships to raid the
southern kingdoms.�
�So it appears,� Vhorgath replied. �What I want to know is
why?�
�Why?� the man wheezed.
�I�m no fool. This is not the raiding season. Tribes across Norsca are already preparing for the winter. The long-ships are back in port, the menfolk fill their beds beside their wives. But not in your lands.�
The man nodded, as best he could with Ruaddon�s fist clenched around his throat.
�The



plague
� he managed, just as the light faded from his eyes.
Vhorgath nodded to Ruaddon, who let go of the unconscious old man. His limp body fell into the dirt, and a woman scrambled to tend to him, kneeling beside his head.
She looked up to the towering figures of Vhorgath and his lieutenant, her face twisted with anger.
�He spoke the truth,� she said. �It came with the last spring thaw. A fever that spread through our entire tribe in one cycle of the whitemoon. All of our lands suffered. Offerings to Neiglen did nothing to stop it.�
Vhorgath narrowed his eyes. �But something must have, unless I converse here with a village of ghosts,� he growled.
�As the summer faded a great sacrifice was made, a terrible rite that gave the Plague-Lord the best of our tribe, maidens and warriors alike. Only then did the fever leave us. Now we are few. Our herds are nearly gone, our people are weak. Our men did no raiding all summer, and it was only in these last few days, when they should have been returning to us, that those who remain sailed away. Our survival depends on what they can bring back to us.�
�So the great tribe of Ironpelt dies with the whimper of pox and not the clamour of battle,� said Ruaddon, some of the nearby warriors laughing mockingly. �A pity.�
�We have nothing for you,� she wailed, still cradling the old man in her lap. �Fight your war without us.�
Vhorgath stared down at her, saying nothing.
�Do you fail to understand me, or do you still disbelieve what your own cursed eyes see?� she demanded.
The Chaos lord looked away as if in frustration, or merely boredom. �I believe you,� he said. �I believe every word.�
�Then begone. Take your foul beasts and go back the way you came. Leave these lands forever,� she said.
Vhorgath turned back, his eyes flashing like a hawk.
�That sounds like a command,� he said. �Perhaps my senses do fail me, so long have we been in this forsaken land.�
He turned to his second. �Ruaddon, did it not sound to you as though this wench commanded me?�
The armoured giant looked to his master. He�d seen that gaze before. It always heralded violence, and pain. �That it did, my lord,� he said.
�How amusing.�
Vhorgath turned away from the rebellious woman, addressing all the gathered folk of Volfskul. �Since you do not possess the resource we seek, you are worthless to me. And so we will indeed leave you.�
The villagers looked to one another, uncertainly. Vhorgath looked once more to Ruaddon.
�Knights, scour the village,� he said, loud enough for all to hear. �Take whatever you wish, whatever you can find. Tear down every wall if you must but take anything of value left in this pathetic place. We will leave them whatever remains.�
Vhorgath sneered at the woman, turning away as he left Ruaddon to carry out his orders. He looked out towards the open seas for a moment, before spurring his mount.
A cry of defiance halted him.
It came from behind, the angry yelp of a woman. Another followed, and another. As Vhorgath turned, Ruaddon saw an arrow whistle past his head, so close that the feather fletching cut across his master�s bare cheek.
In an instant the once-passive Norscans had sprung into action. Leaping from every direction, they pounced like a wolf pack. Armed with whatever they could grab � wood-axes, pitchforks and scythes � screeching women and grim-faced old men leapt upon the black riders from all sides. Even maidens and young boys came at them, hurling rocks and striking at the horses� legs.
�So, the spirit of Ironpelt is not quite dead after all,� Ruaddon shouted. �Though it soon will be!�
Scores of villagers came at the Chaos warriors, jumping from behind shuttered doors, and leaping out from bales of damp straw. The townsfolk outnumbered them, but Vhorgath rose up in his saddle at the scent of blood on the wind.
�Feast upon these barbarians, brothers! Bring your swords to bear! Let them quench their thirst with weak Norscan blood!�
The men did not need to be told. The black warriors responded with vigour, setting about them with blade and burning torch.
Ruaddon managed to fall in next to his master as the Norscans raged in a frenzy of blades and screams. Safe for the moment behind the iron wall of his warriors� defensive circle, he reared on his mount to survey the scene.
The Norscans surged, women and children tearing and slashing at the Chaos warriors with the kind of feral ardor known only among the half-savage tribes of the North. The peasants tore at horses and shields, clawing with their bare hands as the village around them erupted in flames.
Ruaddon howled as he rode out into the heart of the swarm, slashing with his great two-handed sword. Blood and entrails and broken limbs rained down as villagers fell at his every stroke. He bounded through the thick of the fray, killing anew with each step.
Still the crowd swarmed about them, defiant.
Old men, drooling and frothing like rabid dogs, seized his saddle and stirrups, their grip as tenacious as the cold stare in their eyes. He saw one of his comrades pulled from his horse, dragged beneath the press of bodies, sucked into a living riptide. To Ruaddon�s horror, the Norscans tore the screaming warrior apart.
Ruaddon rallied his men. Calling them into formation around him, he led the black riders forth in a merciless counter-attack. Fanning out across the entire expanse of Volfskul, they stomped in lumbering, monstrous strides atop their armoured beasts, hoping to split the mob and drive them across the blood-soaked tundra like rats before a flood. Even so, the Norscans held their ground for as long as they were able to stand, fighting back with boundless, wild aggression.
But the rampaging Chaos warriors cut them down. Severed heads fell among mangled corpses. Bones shattered. Sharpened steel carved flesh in vicious strokes, one after another. Wails of agony eclipsed the whirl of axes. Those few souls not fortunate enough to die by the blade were thrown down into the muck, the life crushed from their bodies by iron-shod hooves as the behemoth warhorses trampled over fields of ruin.
Volfskul was a village no more. It was a field of butchery. More than an hour after the last war-cry had been silenced, the armoured warriors moved between smouldering ruins and crumbling huts slowly, mindful of any survivors lurking in the debris with murder on their minds.
Ruaddon still sat atop his steed, though others were dismounted and tending to the grisly task Vhorgath had set them. He always ordered, at the close of battle, the sign for which he was known � and loathed � all across the frozen northern realms.
As they had done a hundred times before, the warriors used their blades to sharpen the ends of charred timbers, this time the remains of the village long-house. Having readied the pikes, they rammed them through decapitated corpses, throat first. Then they lifted the gruesome poles, jammed the severed heads atop them and drove the opposite ends into the ground, elevating a horrific parody of the human form: beaten, broken cadavers suspended upside-down, their displaced heads crowning their final disgrace.
They would remain there, to rot and feed the scavenger birds until their bones fell away. Until then, any who came upon the savagery would see the dreadful signature of Vhorgath, etched into the landscape in blood and ravaged flesh.
Stalking the far side of the ruins for yet more bodies for his men to defile, Ruaddon caught a glimmer of movement beneath a pile of rubble. The jumble of crumbled stone and burnt wood was heaped beside a half-standing wall, deep enough to hide a person
As he approached, a hand pushed through the wreckage. A figure followed � cloaked and slight of build, it crawled from the ruins as though hatching from an egg.
�Hold, Norscan rat!� Ruaddon called out.
The command went unheeded. Instead the small figure jumped from the rubble and darted across a smoke-filtered alley.
Giving chase, Ruaddon cornered the refugee at the edge of what had once been the main square. The place lay in ruin just as the remainder of the village, the long-house collapsed into a smoking mess of beams and rubble, flanked by a blood-stained scree slope piled up with the bodies that had not yet been impaled.
Bearing down, Ruaddon called out again. �Hold!�
The other riders filed in behind him. With his prey trapped in the corner between a sheer face of stone and a pair of broken pillars, Ruaddon reined his mount back. He moved closer, his sword pointed at the lone survivor.
The figure was cornered, but not subdued. Trying to escape through the space between the two columns, its hood fell away, and to Ruaddon�s surprise, he found himself facing a young woman. Though she was backed against the crumbling wall, her eyes seethed with a familiar, defiant fury.
The Chaos warrior approached her, now flanked by two riders with their axes still dripping red. An eerie quiet had descended.
�Archers, draw.�
�Ruaddon! Halt your bowmen!� Vhorgath shouted from across the desolation.
The lieutenant turned to see his master approaching. �My lord, she is the last of them. Should we not finish what we have begun?� he replied.
Vhorgath steered his stallion over and dismounted. He stepped between the hulking warrior and the cowering village girl. Ruaddon supposed he�d seen something that interested him.
�Not yet,� Vhorgath said, pointing to the girl. �Look at her. She shows no marks of battle. No blood, no sign of wounds endured or inflicted. This one alone among all of her fellow villagers did not join in the fight against us.�
�Then she is either the smartest of her tribe, or the most cowardly,� Ruaddon sneered.
Vhorgath lifted his sword, using the point of it to probe at the girl, drawing the flat of his massive steel blade along the length of her arm and then pointing it only inches away from her face. She did not flinch.
�It appears she is no coward,� he whispered.
She was ragged and shivering. Her lank blonde hair fell all around the soft features of her face. She was no more than a teenager, but despite Vhorgath�s malevolent appearance, the waif did not quail at the sight of him.
�Who are you, girl?� Vhorgath asked.
�Freya is my name, daughter of the Ironpelt skald Ragnar,� she said.
�The child of a poet? Why don�t you fear me, little one?�
She stared back at the sinister knight with a gaze as cold as his own.
�I fear no man, for my eyes have looked upon the greatest warrior of the Ironpelt tribe. The most fearsome killer ever to sail the seas of the north,� she said.
�Have they now?� he said. �We have ridden across all of the Ironpelt lands, and found not a single man worthy of bearing a sword. Who is this warrior you speak of?�
Freya stared back with a kind of daring pride.
�The Talon of Khorne himself: Scyla Anfingrimm.�
The words brought a pause to Vhorgath and his warriors; a hush of awe among men who had seen the fires of hell itself. For a long moment, no one made a sound. Ruaddon looked to his master, then back at Freya.
�Scyla Anfingrimm?� he finally said, breaking the brief silence. �The ruthless murderer of Black Gulch? The renowned dwarf-slayer?�
�The very same. We know that his name is a curse across the southling lands,� Freya replied.
�Tell us, little girl, where have you seen this most savage of all Norscans?� Vhorgath asked.
�He dwells up in the mountains, on the far side of Broken-Axe Peak, not more than a single day�s journey from here. This village was once his own.�
Ruaddon scoffed, despite the uneasy silence that had fallen over his comrades, but Vhorgath shot him an angry glare.
�You mock the name of Scyla?� he said. �If any man has laid more skulls at the foot of the Blood God�s throne, I have not heard the tale.�
Ruaddon�s incredulity melted, drifting towards annoyance. �Scyla Anfingrimm has not been seen since the slaughter of the gorgers at Undermountain, many years ago,� he answered. �No one knows for certain what became of him.�
�That was some time ago, this much is true,� Vhorgath muttered.
�He could be a broken old man by now, if he still draws breath at all,� Ruaddon said. �And what reason do we have to believe her? Poets are nothing more than liars with silver tongues.�
Vhorgath looked back at Freya.
�My lieutenant is right, little one. Why should we believe you? Why shouldn�t I just kill you and mount you on a pike for the ravens like the rest of your people?�
�You don�t have to believe my words alone. I can take you to him,� she replied. �I promise you, the favour of the Blood God has made him more fearsome now than he has ever been.�
�Intriguing,� Vhorgath said. �Finally, a prize worthy of our time spent in this barren land.�
Ruaddon prickled at his side. �You�re taking this girl at her word?� he protested.
�She speaks the truth in at least one regard,� said Vhorgath. �Scyla Anfingrimm is said to have been a raider without equal among the Norscans, as merciless and cruel as he was powerful. Though I do not know why he no longer raises his axe with the rest of his tribe, I can think of no better addition to our horde.�
�And if she�s lying?�
Vhorgath considered this, and placed a hand upon Ruaddon�s skull-faced pauldron. He directed his answer to Freya.
�If you�re lying, little girl, I�ll give you to Ruaddon. Can you guess what he likes to do to little girls who lie?�
She shook her head.
�You won�t like it.� Ruaddon grinned. �Only after you�ve begged for death, pleading for hours, will I consider cutting your throat.�
Freya stared back at Ruaddon with an insolent glare. Then she turned her icy-blue eyes to Vhorgath, and pointed to the rocky mountain path.
�The trail begins there,� she said.
Vhorgath, Ruaddon and three of their chosen riders formed the delegation which would ride out to meet with Scyla, and in short order Freya led them away from the coastal plains, up to the higher ground beyond the ruins of Volfskul. The rest of the Chaos warriors remained behind to finish the grisly monument to their master�s brutality.
The cold sun climbed in the sky as she ushered them into the skeletal remains of the pine forests. The trees were mostly bare, scattered clumps of brown needles clinging to desiccated branches and winter-ravaged trunks. As promised, the winding trail stretched through the dead woods, bristling on every side with sharp, dry brambles.
After more than an hour the trees began to thin out as the trail took them to an even higher elevation. Rocky, open ground soon prevailed, dotted with patches of yellow grass and thorny brush. Above them they could see the serried peaks of Broken Axe flirting with the clouds, tiers of frozen crags and wind-scourged hills that seemed to vanish in the mist.
Ruaddon held Freya in front of him in his iron saddle, while Vhorgath rode in silence behind them. After some time, as the cold winds eased, the Chaos lord rode up beside them.
�We have followed your directions for hours now,� he said. �How much further is it to Scyla�s haven?�
�Still a while,� she replied.
Ruaddon groaned. He knew that his master grew impatient, but had not yet been brought to ire.
�There are many tales of Scyla�s deeds, sagas my father told to me as soon as I was old enough to understand them,� she offered. �As our journey is long, might you care to hear one?�
Ruaddon clamped a hand on her shoulder, sending a shudder through her slender frame.
�Hold your tongue, girl,� he said. Then he lowered his voice and spoke directly into her ear. �Lest I tear it from your mouth.�
Vhorgath laughed. �Ruaddon likes people to fear him. It�s one of his better qualities, in fact. And while I admit I enjoy the smell of fear as much as he does, I think in this moment anything you can tell us of Scyla Anfingrimm is worth more than the thrill of watching you beg Ruaddon for mercy.�
Freya looked back at him with an uncertain face. Vhorgath answered her with a call to his men.
�Pin back your ears, you motherless wretches,� he said, �and hear of the triumphs of Scyla.�
Freya gathered her grimy robes about her, breathing deep as she readied herself to spin the tale. As ordered, the dark riders listened.
�Back many years, in the waning days of the seventh summer since the Graeling Jarl Grundval Fang-Scar slew his uncle, the usurper Bjarn Baerrok,� she began, �a curse fell upon the folk of the Bay of Blades, and they soon knew a suffering greater than the bane of war or pestil��
�Oh, do get to the point, girl,� Ruaddon bawled, his patience wearing thin. �I already strain to hear you over the whistling of this damnable wind.�
Freya continued, ignoring him. �For a month, no long-ships put into port. The Graeling raiders, ever the scourge of Bretonnia, did not return with the frost-winds of winter, as they had for as many generations as the tribe had dwelt beneath Stoneclaw Mountain. No ships laden with gold sailed in from the cool mists; no dragon-boats carrying slaves in fetters, barrels of mead and bushels of barley to sustain them through the coming storms.
�As fear began to spread like a plague, Grundval sent forth three of his own boats. None returned. So again he dispatched his ships � a half-dozen this time, with his own son Kjarval in command of the greatest of the fleet. But they too vanished, sending back no word even after weeks at sea.�
�What took them?� Ruaddon demanded, keen to know the point of the story.
�It was only as the first blizzards swept over the coast that any sign appeared,� she replied. �A single Graeling sea-wolf warrior washed ashore in the storm, clinging to a raft of shattered hull-timbers.
�Shivering and half-drained from a dozen wounds, he clung to life only long enough to recall the fate of his brothers. They had been ravaged by a beast from the depths, he claimed, or maybe ten beasts, for the tentacles and the claws and the thunderous roars were such that the men of the sea had never seen so fierce a monster. It was said that his eyes widened in a blank, haunted stare as he wheezed his last few breaths, tortured in his final moments by some nightmare memory.
�Now the Graelings knew why their coffers were empty, why their men had not returned: a leviathan menaced the tempest-addled waters of the bay, devouring anything that dared venture across the green waves.�
�A curse from the gods?� Vhorgath said. Ruaddon was perturbed by the concern in his voice.
�They thought so,� Freya said. �Such a horror was worse than any pox the Plague-Lord might send, and no pleas to any of the dark gods could dispel it. The people begged them to withdraw their curse, to send an invading army in its place, so that even the women of Three-Spear Fjord might meet the anger of the shadows in open battle.
�But it was not to be. With all his warriors gone, and the gods refusing to hear his calls, Grundval begged the shaman Ulfthras to employ any rite, even the vilest and most corrupt of the old invocations. Thus did the shaman venture out into the tundra, his white beard soaked in the blood of the thirteen finest Graeling maidens and his lungs swollen with the smoke of ogre bones and ghost-root. There, in the daemon-haunted mist, the shaman communed with the will of Khorne himself, and he returned with the black words of the Blood God. And, indeed, with something more.
�Khorne demanded a champion, a mortal capable of the raw strength and savage heart to slay so fell a beast. And to that dark end, the daemon slaves of the wolf-headed god offered a token � an obsidian tusk on a barbed silver chain. Forged in the fires of Khorne�s own fury and cooled in the bloody sea beneath the Throne of Skulls itself, it would be bestowed upon any man who could slay the leviathan, who would then know the favour of the dark god forevermore.�
Ruaddon groaned just then, grumbling under his breath, loud enough to interrupt Freya�s mellifluous verses once more. For a moment all eyes settled instead upon him where he sat behind her. He placed no credence in the girl�s words, and he cared not who knew it.
�All of their men were gone, and their lands were cut off from the sea,� he growled. �How then did anyone beyond their villages learn of this challenge?�
Vhorgath turned a curious eye to Freya. Her delicate features remained as serene under inquiry as they had in the face of his threats of brutality � Ruaddon�s annoyed query seemed not to trouble her in the least.
�It was exactly because the Graeling settlements were so far removed from other tribes that they were able to do so,� Freya answered. �Grundval�s folk had long cultivated a host of crows, trained from hatchlings to carry messages to the furthest lands of Norsca. These black-winged fliers were dispatched in every direction, spreading word of Khorne�s decree.�
Laughter came from further back in the group at the clever explanation. Ruaddon only grunted. Freya clearly took it as permission to continue.
�Even then, many months passed and the flame of hope continued to fade,� she said. �Riders soon appeared from all over the north realms, and even some from beyond the Norscan barrens answered the call. But all who sailed out to face the beast suffered the same fate. Like every other man who had gone before, none of them were ever seen again.
�Then came Scyla Anfingrimm, son of Thurrik, warlord of the Ironpelt tribe. Though he had not yet seen twenty-five winters, his name and his sword were already known across the Sea of Claws. Indeed, word came late to his ears of the Blood God�s offering, for that was the summer his dragon-ship raided the undead lands of Khemri. It was said that his attacks were so swift and fierce that the mere sight of his sails struck fear even into the undead hearts of that ghostly kingdom.
�Though Grundval warned him of the dangers, Scyla is said to have laughed at the starving Graeling chieftain. Having made even the men without souls shiver in terror, Scyla boasted that no power short of the gods could strike fear into his heart. He took the only ship left in Grundval�s harbour, a rickety old sloop, and set off alone to face the horror of the seas.�
�He sailed into the bay alone,� Vhorgath said, his voice raised for all to hear. �Either quite brave or exceptionally foolish. Much like you, little one.�
Ruaddon laughed then and tugged on Freya�s hair as if to punctuate his master�s words, drawing a gasp from her lips.
�It has long been the highest of praise among the Norscans to say that a raider was so fierce, he would be unafraid to lead his men into the depths of the underworld,� she said, ignoring his touch.
�I have heard that,� Vhorgath replied.
�But they say Scyla was unafraid to sail into the underworld by himself.�
The warriors fell silent once more. Vhorgath waved at her to go on.
�For several days he sailed straight into the fog, and found only empty waves beyond it,� Freya continued. �When the winds died, he rowed on, but still there was nothing but glaciers and brine. Ever fearless, even of the powers behind the shadows, he finally stood in the rickety boat and mocked the gods of Chaos and laughed at their challenge. Silence was his answer, but only for a moment
and then the waters began to churn.�
Abruptly, Freya stopped.
The trail they followed came to an end only a short way ahead, and beyond that there rose a steep climb, a serpentine path leading up into the mist-bathed mountains.
�What is the delay?� Ruaddon asked, his anger piqued once more. �Have you forgotten the rest of the tale or do you require a few moments to invent yet more wild details?�
She pointed at the precipitous slopes ahead. �The remainder of the journey to Scyla�s haven is a perilous climb,� she said, directing her words to Vhorgath. �The horses will be of no use to us. We must continue on foot. Perhaps it is better if I speak no more for now � I do not wish to distract your men while they struggle with the ascent.�
Vhorgath shook his head.
�Little one, my warriors have trampled fields lost beneath the permanent shadow of Chaos, lands so dangerous that every step would kill a feeble child like you. There is nothing you can show or tell me that would bring them to such caution.�
The armoured giants dismounted, Ruaddon pulling Freya roughly from the saddle and bidding her to move ahead of him. They tethered the horses among the dead trees, and she led them onwards, resuming her tale.
�So it was, that at first a scaly tentacle reached up from the murk, wrapping itself around mighty Scyla�s leg. He slashed it to pieces with his greatsword, spilling black blood into the sea. For a moment, he was alone upon the waves once more, standing in victory.
�But only for a moment. From behind him, a second tentacle appeared, and then a third and then more than he could count. His boat creaked and strained under the strangling hold, as he himself fought to remain free of their terrible, deadly grip.
�In the battle he stole a glimpse of the beast, and what he faced was a fearsome monster indeed: a kraken, as in the legends of old, thrashing across the waves with countless thick tentacles tipped with razor-edged claws.
�Though Scyla ripped into it, tearing pieces from its scaly hide with every swing of his blade, the kraken did not slow. In a few moments of blood and howls, the fell beast crushed the boat, dumping Scyla into the cold waves in a wash of splinters and broken timber.�
Vhorgath�s warriors muttered and grunted their amusement as they struggled up the incline, but Ruaddon only frowned. Surely they had not been taken in by this girl�s idiotic fiction? She looked back to them, pausing only briefly in the telling.
�But still Scyla battled. He fought the monster from every piece of flotsam and jetsam upon which he could gain a foothold, swinging his sword left and right
but to no avail.
�Exhausted, his muscles screaming for rest as the waves threatened to drown him before the tentacles could strangle him, Scyla grabbed hold of a rusted hook from his broken vessel. Tied to a frayed length of rope, he slung it across the water and by the favour of the gods he managed to lodge it between the beast�s chitin-armour plates.
�Then he dived beneath the waves. For a long while he held his breath, struggling to stay hidden under the cold sea. Soon, as he had hoped, the mindless creature gave up searching for him, and it began to glide back through the depths. Quiet, steady and still, Scyla let the creature drag him through the frosty brine all night.
�And in time, the beast rewarded his iron stamina. As dawn broke over the Norscan barrens, it hauled itself into a rocky, sheltered cove and clambered up from the depths, and Scyla saw the kraken in all its foul glory. When he��
Ruaddon yanked her tattered cloak from behind, tightening it around her throat and cutting off her words with a choking gasp. The hulking warrior made as if to strike her, but instead let her fall to the icy ground in a breathless tumble.
He sneered and spat at her, and turned away only to find himself face to face with his master, Vhorgath�s eyes burning a sickly violet as he glared at Ruaddon.
Freya lay sprawled in the dirt, stifling sobs and still rubbing her reddened, bare throat. She did not appear inclined to continue her saga any time soon.
�What is the problem, lieutenant?� Vhorgath asked, with a particularly threatening emphasis on his final word.
Ruaddon held his head high. His battle-scarred face was warped with anger.
�I refuse to listen to this drivel any longer,� he said. �No man, no matter how favoured by the gods of Chaos, could do the things she speaks of. Every word of this tale is a lie.�
�It�s not a lie, this is the greatest tale of�� Freya protested, before Ruaddon yanked on her cloak again. This time he held even tighter, cutting off her breath entirely. He did not let go.
�I will keep my own counsel, on what is truth and what is a lie,� Vhorgath hissed. �Release the girl. She dies only when I order it, and not a moment before.�
Ruaddon growled in frustration. He did not comply. Freya�s cheeks began to turn purple as she flailed her arms behind her, desperate to break Ruaddon�s iron grip.
Vhorgath raised his voice. �You defy me.�
Still, Ruaddon did not obey.
Freya struggled to turn her head. A blood vessel burst in the white of her left eye, and she held out her hands in a silent, choked plea.
Vhorgath�s hand closed around the dragon-head pommel of his scimitar. Ruaddon clenched his fists in expectation of combat, but he listened to his master�s words.
�We have been through the wastes of perdition together, old friend. But if I have to raise my blade to you, I will take your head from your neck and make a trophy of your skull,� he seethed.
Still Ruaddon did not relent.
�She�s leading us on a fool�s errand,� he replied, �of that I am certain. The only thing I do not yet know is why.�
�That is my concern,� Vhorgath said. The Chaos lord began to draw his blade, with a slow, inexorable motion.
At the sound of the steel breaking free from the top of the scabbard, Ruaddon finally let Freya loose. She collapsed to the frozen ground, wheezing and quivering as she took laboured lungfuls of the cold mountain air.
�She leads us astray in this barren wilderness!� he said. �Do you not care?�
Vhorgath let his sword slip back into the sheath. Though the pitiful girl looked up to him for aid, he did not offer a hand.
�There is nothing in these hills that can do us harm, nothing in all of Norsca that can threaten us, least of all a girl telling tales,� he said. �As I promised, if Scyla is not where she says, you will have your way with her. After I�ve had mine, of course.�
Vhorgath then turned his attentions back to Freya, still on her knees.
�How much further?� he asked. �Do not test me.�
�Just



ahead



trail leads into a pass
between two peaks,� she said, her voice reduced to a hoarse rasp. �The pass is
narrow. There is room for no more than
two men to walk abreast, perhaps less.�
Vhorgath pointed ahead. Freya evidently understood his meaning, coming to her feet unsteadily and lurching forwards with halting steps.
Taking the lead from his lieutenant, Vhorgath walked beside Freya until they reached the peak of a rocky outcropping. The mountains spread out before them � beyond lay exactly the formation Freya had described.
�This mountain pass is the final gateway,� she said. �Through here you will find Scyla�s hidden refuge.�
�Very well,� Vhorgath said. �Then finish your tale. If the man we seek is not beyond these cliffs, then it will be your last.�
�I�m sorry,� she whispered, still trying to catch her breath. �I don�t remember
�
Vhorgath just stared back at her. Ruaddon unexpectedly offered a reply.
�Scyla looked at the monster by daylight. Let�s have an end to this.�
She nodded. �Yes. Of course. Well, as he let go of his lifeline and huddled in the surf,� she said, �indeed, what he saw astonished him. There was something familiar about the kraken, a glimmer in the eyes of the thing that was not purely wild. It was not entirely a beast. There was something conscious about it, maybe no more than a remnant of its former life.�
�The beast had once been a man?� Vhorgath muttered, as they stepped into the shadows of the pass.
�So it is said,� Freya answered. �The humanity of even the greatest men can break under the weight of Chaos, and they fall into ruin. As you are no doubt aware.�
The hulking warrior narrowed his eyes, but said nothing more.
�Soon the monster vanished, hauling itself into the caverns at the edge of the sea, but now Scyla had a trail to follow,� Freya continued. �He tracked the wake of bones, skulls and blood that it left behind like a daemon-slug, deep into the winding caves. Hiding in the cold shadows, Scyla followed the spawn, stalking it, watching as it settled back into its foul nest at the heart of a black hollow.
�Then, once the beast had rested, it moved out to hunt yet again.�
�And then Scyla brought his blade to bear?� Ruaddon asked, impatiently.
�No, Scyla did not attack,� Freya replied. �Instead he let the monster pass, and while it was gone he secreted himself within its foetid nest, hidden beneath the slimy mass of bones and human detritus. Again he waited.
�This time, when the spawn returned, he let it come to rest. Then he struck. He impaled the monster from below, piercing its foul heart and letting the cold, black blood wash over him.�
�As clever as he was deadly,� Vhorgath said, grinning and flashing his sharpened teeth. �I must meet this man.�
�Soon enough,� Freya replied. �Scyla thus returned in triumph to the Graeling mead hall, carrying the creature�s largest eye on a bone-spear pike. Grateful to him for breaking the foul beast�s grip upon their lands, the Graeling shaman draped the black tusk pendant over his mighty shoulders. From that day forward, he walked the path of a favoured warrior of Khorne.�
Freya�s saga came to a close just as they passed under a natural arch of basalt, striding out into the mountain sun. Beyond, the pass opened into a wide clearing. Ruaddon stepped up, as his men began to file out from the narrow bottleneck.
�What is this?� he demanded, turning to the girl.
There was no keep, no stronghold, no place fit for any man. Though the clearing was broad, nothing lay beyond it. On every side the ground dropped off at the edge of a steep precipice, overlooking a chasm. Scattered across the dirt in every direction was a grisly collection of human debris: the broken blades of swords, axes and spears lay jumbled about beside pieces of armour, smashed and rusting, half-buried in the dust. Fragments of bones, some nothing more than splintered shards, lay scattered in haphazard piles, the meat picked clean as though by vultures.
Freya edged back under the stone arch as Vhorgath and his warriors inspected the desolate scene, growing more impatient with every passing moment. Ruaddon drew his sword and called out to her, alerting the rest of the men with his shout.
�I knew you were lying! There is no champion here!� He turned to his master, pointing with his notched blade. �My lord, let me take her. This has gone on long enough.�
Vhorgath did not answer. Something else stole his attention.
A growl like the deep rumble of a cave bear thundered in the clearing, followed by the dull scrape of claws across dry rock. The Chaos warriors looked all around them, on every side of the chasm walls, but saw nothing. It was Freya who pointed them in the right direction.
Upwards.
Climbing down from the craggy heights above the pass was a stinking, yammering creature. It crept along on reptilian haunches, but the foul beast was no lizard. It was an abomination, a jumble of flayed muscle and scorpion pincers, with a tail ending in a hissing, fang-mouthed asp. The beast�s body was covered in thorny chitin, and around its neck a spiked brass collar glimmered in the weak sunlight. Predatory, feline eyes pulsed with a blood-red fury, glowering from a ruined face.
�What manner of creature is this?� Vhorgath demanded, drawing his scimitar.
It was Ruaddon�s keen eye that spied the answer. Dangling from the monster�s throbbing neck, nearly lost in the forest of wet, bristle-like fur upon its chest, was a barbed silver chain. At the end there hung a long black tusk.
�Scyla,� he whispered.
Freya smirked, taunting them just beyond their reach as the beast Scyla climbed down next to her, blocking the pass, and the only way in or out of the clearing.
�Not one word that passed my lips was a lie,� she said, clearly unafraid of the monster even as it opened its slobbering jaws beside her, revealing a maw lined with dagger-like fangs, scraps of rotten flesh still wedged between them. �Can you not see my beloved Scyla is even more fearsome now than ever he was before?�
�But what
� Vhorgath began. �How did he
?�
Freya ran her hand over Scyla�s gorilla-like shoulders, but the beast never broke its predatory stare.
�Scyla�s passion for the favour of Khorne brought him many gifts from the Blood God. So many indeed that in the wake of his victory at Undermountain
�
�He descended into this,� Ruaddon said.
�That is the reason for his seclusion, the reason none but his own kinsmen have seen him over the years since. He has been warped by the Ruinous Powers into a far more dangerous beast than those he once hunted,� she said.
She stroked Scyla along his haunches. Somehow, whether by sight or by scent, he seemed to recognise her, and nuzzled his immense bulk against her slender form.
�The village you ravaged, my home � it was the last of the Ironpelt tribal lands. Only we have cared for him in the years since.�
�You cared for this?� Ruaddon shrieked.
�Of course. His raids once brought my people honour and riches beyond measure. So now we bring him what he most desires.�
�And what is that?� Vhorgath hissed.
Freya smiled, even as she drew further behind the hulking, salivating creature.
�Stop her! I will hav��
Scyla roared. His serpent-tail whipped around, striking the first warrior like a viper, tearing the man�s throat out in a mess of bloody cartilage. Just as quickly, he snatched up another with his massive pincers, the man�s armour squealing under the strength of his grip.
Before the third could level a blow, the beast snapped his companion cleanly in half, hurling the bisected body over the precipice and leaping forwards with blinding speed. His jaws snapped open and he sank his great fangs into the warrior�s skull.
Ruaddon stared, wide-eyed, as Scyla effortlessly tore the man�s head away from his shoulders in a fountain of gore.
Dropping the mangled corpse, he turned to face Vhorgath and Ruaddon, a sluice of blood and bone fragments drooling from his hairy chin.
�Scyla hungers,� Freya finally said. �He always hungers.�
Ruaddon gripped his sword tightly. �Damn you,� he whispered to his master. �You�ve doomed us both!�
Vhorgath was speechless beside him.
Freya turned her back, not sparing the two men so much as a glance as she walked away. The clamour of desperate battle and the dying screams of Vhorgath and Ruaddon echoed through the mountain pass after her, blending with the feral roars of the beast that was Scyla Anfingrimm.



        
            
                
            
        

    

Virtue’s Reward



Darius Hinks
 
‘In the city of his sisters he will return to us on wings of fire.’
 
- The Cantos of Maccadamnus. Verse CXXVI
 
‘What was that?’ said Frederick with a sniff, plucking a thick clot of blood from his nose.
‘What?’
‘I thought I heard something.’
He leant unsteadily on the shattered doorframe, still weak from the fight, and looked up and down the street. Like most of the city, it had seen better days. The colourful stalls of Hauptmarkt Strasse’s famous market were long gone. All that remained were a few pitiful-looking shreds of awning hanging from the blackened timbers.
‘I can’t hear nuthin’,’ Otto replied from within, straining and huffing as he tried to shift the corpse.
‘Leave that for a minute, you idiot. I heard something.’ He squinted, trying to see through the perpetual gloom, but his head was still spinning from the blow that had shattered his nasal bone and the darkness seemed sickeningly animated. ‘Sigmar,’ he muttered under his breath, ‘Who am I kidding? If there is anything out there, I’d rather not know.’ He lowered his lantern with a shudder. ‘Probably nothing,’ he called out, but the tremor in his voice betrayed him and, as he stepped back into the theatre, Otto eyed him suspiciously.
The impressive bulk of the creature still lay sprawled across the stage with a stream of blood flowing slowly from its monstrous head.
‘Haven’t you moved it yet?’
‘Maybe if you helped,’ gasped Otto as he attempted to turn the body over with a broken rafter.
Frederick ignored the request and shook his head slowly. ‘Have you looked at the thing? Where else could spawn such a horror? Is it man… or beast?’ He knelt to examine it closer. The massive, pockmarked body was vaguely human in shape, but the grotesque head was almost completely bovine. Gnarled horns twisted from beneath its matted scalp and where its feet should have been there were two huge, battered hooves. Frederick studied the body for a few moments in silence, then laughed suddenly, kicking a lifeless arm that jutted out from beneath it. ‘Reinhard may have been a worthless layabout, but I’ve got to give him credit where it’s due. I thought we’d met our match, but he showed it. That blow to the head must have killed it. What a catch!’
Otto turned and grasped him roughly by his jacket, his eyes feverish. ‘If we don’t go soon we’ll be the catch.’ He looked around at the ruined theatre. Rows of charred stalls and boxes reared up all around them, reaching out of the darkness like claws towards the vaulted ceiling of the amphitheatre. The heat of the cataclysm had warped the furniture into a tableau of sinister shapes and Otto had the unnerving feeling that not all of the seats were empty. ‘We need to take what we came for and get out of here, before…’ he paused to scratch nervously at his scalp, ‘well, before anything happens.’
‘All right, all right,’ Frederick replied in a soothing voice, patting Otto gently on the shoulder, ‘let’s shift this brute then.’ They grasped the monster by its broad shoulders. ‘On the count of three: one, two, three.’ There was an exhalation of stale breath as they rolled the beast off the flattened remains of their former partner.
‘That,’ said Frederick, stooping down beside the creature’s face, ‘is beautiful.’
Otto knelt down beside him with a sigh of pleasure and clapped his hands together like a child.
Hanging around the thing’s neck was a stone - about the size of a plum, and glowing faintly with an inner fire. Frederick’s eyes widened as he stretched a trembling hand out towards it. ‘After weeks of crawling around this stinking nightmare of a city, we finally have it. A piece of weirdstone. Can you believe it Otto?’ Then his hand froze, and his voice dropped to a whisper. ‘You must have heard it that time,’ he said, looking back towards the door.
Otto didn’t reply, but nodded his head slowly, and as he followed Frederick out onto the street the colour was draining from his face.
‘There,’ Frederick said with a note of panic in his voice, ‘what’s that?’ As they watched with growing horror, a shadow across the street elongated, split into three and moved slowly towards them.
They readied their weapons and Otto stepped nervously back towards the theatre. ‘What is it?’
As the shadows moved nearer, they gradually solidified until the men saw that they were actually three hooded women - draped with chains and spikes - but women nonetheless. ‘Thank Sigmar,’ said Frederick, exhaling with relief and lowering his sword. He began to laugh. ‘Now what have we found?’
‘Absolution,’ replied the woman nearest to him, and slammed a two-handed warhammer into his face.
Frederick’s head snapped backwards with a click, and he dropped heavily to the ground.
Otto stood, frozen with shook, then howled with pain as a steel whip licked across his face. His eyes ran down his cheeks like tears and an agonising blackness engulfed him.
‘I’ll pray for you,’ said a soft voice in his ear, as a quick blade at his throat finally released him from the City of the Damned.
‘Gutless worms,’ said novice sister Wolff, spitting on one of the dead mercenaries. ‘I won’t pray for them.’
Von Stahl looked over at the young girl. Beneath her hood, her pale aristocratic features could just be seen, and as she rifled through the corpse’s pockets her face was twisted in a sneer of disdain.
‘They barely seem worth the effort,’ - Wolff gave up her search with a sigh - ‘and they don’t have so much as a speck of weirdstone on them.’
‘You didn’t seem to think them so gutless a minute ago,’ said von Stahl quietly.
‘What do you mean by that?’ replied Wolff.
The third woman - novice sister Elsbeth Faust - stifled a laugh.
‘Well, you seemed happy for me and Elsbeth to waste our energies on them, but I couldn’t seem to spot you when the fighting started.’
‘Fight? I’d hardly call that a fight.’ Wolff’s eyes were wide with emotion as she stepped towards von Stahl. ‘If you want to waste yourself on such worthless prey as this’ - she spat on the corpses again - ‘then go ahead, but I haven’t forgotten why we’re here. There is the small matter of a trial to be considered.’ Her face was now almost purple. ‘Anyway, how dare you accuse me of cowardice? Remember your place, wastrel.’
Von Stahl winced at the nickname. Few dared to use it since she’d reached adulthood, but it still had the power to hurt. ‘I’m not accusing you,’ she snapped, wiping the mercenary’s teeth from her warhammer, ‘and I haven’t forgotten the trial. Didn’t you listen to their conversation? They’ve found something’ - she gestured over towards the ruined grandeur of the theatre - ‘over in the Magdeburg Playhouse.’
Stepping into the theatre was like stepping into a fractured mirror of the past. Broken marionettes lay scattered across the stage and faded, peeling faces smiled sadly down from the shattered balconies.
‘I came here as a child,’ said Elsbeth as they picked their way through the wreckage, ‘to hear Giotto Vasari. It was beautiful. I remember-‘
Von Stahl silenced her with a wave of the hand. They carried no torches and the darkness was almost complete, but she thought she could see movement on the stage. As they crept silently through the shadows, each taking a different path through the stalls, von Stahl noticed Wolff nervously lagging behind again and frowned. Is she ready for this, she wondered?
The dusty boards creaked loudly as they stepped out onto the stage, and von Stahl winced at the noise. Then she stooped to examine something. Sprawled before the broken footlights lay the corpse of a man. ‘Look,’ she said, ‘he seems to have been crushed somehow.’ Wolff and Faust crouched next to her. ‘It’s as though a great weight has fallen on him.’ She prodded his chest with a grimace. ‘His bones have been completely destroyed.’
‘It’s another Marienburger,’ whispered Wolff, noting the man’s flamboyant outfit. ‘More gold than sense, the lot of ‘em.’
Von Stahl raised her eyebrows.
‘What?’ replied Wolff, raising her voice a little and blushing again, ‘a blood-tie to Lady Magritte doesn’t lower me to the level of these dandies.’
Von Stahl ignored the petulant tone in her voice, and simply put a finger to her mouth. ‘Look,’ she whispered and gestured to the area of stage next to the body. ‘Something was there. The dust has been disturbed. And all that blood didn’t come from our friend here.’
With a growing sense of unease they rose to their feet - as they all saw a trail of blood that led towards the back of the stage. Wolff tightened her gromril armour and stepped closer to Elsbeth.
‘What did the dandies find, I wonder?’ said von Stahl, throwing back her hood and straining to see through the dark.
Wolff’s voice sounded uneven as she pointed towards the curtains. ‘Is that… what is that?’ In front of the tattered velvet, there was an area of darkness even more intense than the surrounding gloom - a tower of shadow that seemed too solid to be a mere play of the light. For a few seconds no one spoke, as they tried to discern the outline of the large shape.
Slowly, as her eyes grew accustomed to the pitch dark, von Stahl made out a monstrous face, glowering down at them. ‘Sigmar preserve us, it’s-‘
Before she could finish, the stage exploded as a huge beast stepped forward and ripped the floorboards from beneath their feet - hurling the three novices in different directions and sending von Stahl’s hammer flying from her fingers.
Von Stahl landed heavily in the pit, momentarily winded and powerless as the creature lunged towards her. It was fifteen feet tall, covered with matted greasy fur and bore a look of such malevolence that she found it impossible to meet its blazing red eyes.
‘Wolff,’ she gasped, ‘wait,’ but the terrified girl didn’t even look back as she fled from the building. Von Stahl’s heart sank as she realised that she and Elsbeth would have to face the creature alone. She rolled to one side as a hoof the size of a small cart crashed down beside her.
Still incapable of breathing, she staggered away through the tiered stalls, trying to gain herself a few seconds to catch her breath.
To her surprise, the beast didn’t follow, but instead gave out a deafening roar of frustration and grasped desperately at its throat. Elsbeth had climbed up the shreds of curtain and leapt down onto its back, from where she was now proceeding to throttle it with her steel whip.
As the monster careered back and forth, howling with rage at its inability to free itself from Elsbeth’s grip, von Stahl searched desperately amongst the seats for her hammer. It was nowhere to be found and as Elsbeth’s cries for assistance grew more desperate, she realised she would have to find another weapon. She grabbed an ornamental sword from the wall and tested its blade. She cursed - it was nothing but a rusty prop.
‘Blessed Sigmar, help,’ cried Elsbeth as the maddened beast span around the theatre, smashing furiously against the already unstable walls.
Von Stahl had no choice. She could hear the frame of the building groaning each time the beast slammed against it - the whole structure sounded like it was about to come down. Clutching the blunt weapon she rushed to help.
By the time she reached it, the creature was in such a frenzy of rage and asphyxiation that she was afraid she wouldn’t be able to get its attention. Its bestial face had taken on a deep purple hue as Elsbeth’s whip bit deeply into its thick neck. A mixture of spittle and blood ran freely from its gaping jaws. After being repeatedly slammed against the walls of the theatre, Elsbeth looked like a broken doll hanging from beneath the beast’s filthy mane.
Von Stahl cried out to the monster from across the stage, waving her pitiful weapon defiantly at it. It whirled around and rooted her to the spot with a withering stare. With a bellow of rage, it threw its massive frame towards her and von Stahl screamed back in defiance and terror.
As she had hoped, it never reached her. In its anger, it overlooked the hole it had torn through the floorboards and crashed through the stage - skewering itself on the jagged planks with a thunderous howl.
An even greater fury now consumed it. It had sunk waist-deep into the floor and one of the planks was deeply embedded beneath its ribs, pinning it to the spot. However much it howled and thrashed about it couldn’t free itself, and every twist increased the flow of blood from its torso.
Von Stahl dropped weakly to her knees and watched the monster’s fury as it gradually ripped itself to pieces on the jagged planks. Soon, the whole stage was slick with blood and with each lunge its struggles grew weaker. Finally, with a gurgled bark of rage, it fell forward onto its chin and lay still.
Silence descended on the theatre, and for a few moments von Stahl lay motionless on the stage, her eyes closed. Then she sat bolt upright. ‘Elsbeth,’ she said in a hoarse voice. ‘Are you there?’
‘I think so,’ came a weak reply from out of the darkness, ‘although maybe not for much longer.’
Von Stahl climbed to her feet, and trod carefully up to the dead creature. Its chest was still, but just to be sure she took her blunt blade, and with all her strength, thrust it deep into the thing’s throat. ‘Nothing,’ she whispered. ‘Dead.’ Only then, as she was about to walk away, did she notice the stone around its neck. ‘Oh, Sigmar. Weirdstone… and the size of my fist.’
A weak cough reminded her of Elsbeth.
‘We’ve done it,’ she cried, rushing to her fellow novice. ‘We’ve got a piece of the stone. One of us at least has passed the trial.’
‘Not me,’ said Elsbeth, grinning through bloody teeth. ‘I think this is my last performance.’
Von Stahl saw with a jolt that the girl was dying. Her face was almost white from blood-loss, and her body was as twisted and broken as the marionettes that lay around her.
‘Elsbeth,’ said von Stahl, taking her hand. She tried to think of something to say but the words caught in her throat, and she simply hung her head.
‘You have a piece of the stone,’ said Elsbeth, after a few moments, trying to smile through the pain. ‘You’ve passed the test - they’ll let you back into the abbey, and you’ll be ordained as a fully-fledged sister. This is a good day, Virtue. You’ll be a novice no more.’
For a few moments von Stahl was unable to speak. Her fellow sisters were her only family and to watch Elsbeth slipping away before her eyes was almost more than she could bear. ‘I can’t return without Wolff,’ she said eventually, hardly aware of what she was saying but desperate to break the awful silence. ‘I must try and find her. Maybe together we can find a second shard and both pass the trial.’
Elsbeth grabbed von Stahl firmly by the arms and pulled her close. ‘Leave her,’ she hissed. ‘She’s no good! Take the stone and return without her.’
‘I can’t.’
‘You must!’ Elsbeth groaned and dropped back to the floor. ‘She should never have been inducted into the order. Matriarch Ebner was just too scared to offend Lady Magritte, otherwise Wolff wouldn’t even be a novice.’
‘But I can’t just desert her. I can’t just leave her out here - alone in the city.’
‘Take the stone back to the abbey and leave her to her fate. It’s all she deserves. Don’t die a novice like me just to save her worthless hide.’
‘But what of my vows - how can I just desert a fellow sister? I know what she is, but she’s still a member of our order. I can’t just-‘
‘She betrayed us! If she had stayed to fight-‘ Elsbeth’s voice caught with emotion. ‘Well… who knows, but she’s not worth a single drop of your blood.’ She dug her fingers deep into von Stahl’s arm. ‘Promise me you won’t go after her.’
Von Stahl shook her head sadly, but could think of nothing else to say and a short while later, Elsbeth passed away. She prepared the body according to the rituals of her order and laid it out on a makeshift pyre of scenery and curtains. As flames lit up the stage of the Magdeburg Playhouse for the last time, she snapped the stone from around the creature’s neck and dropped it carefully into a small pouch around her own neck. Then, with a final bow to the blazing pyre, she took Elsbeth’s whip and slipped out into the darkness.
Novice sister Wolff grimaced as she crept along the crumbling rooftops. However much she tried, it was impossible to ignore the thick, slightly sweet smell of death. She pulled her hood tighter around her face in an attempt to block out the stench, but Mordheim’s acrid stink had a way of seeping into your skin. She paused, sensing movement in the streets below, and crouched low on the shattered lintel of a long gone window to listen. She picked out a sound, so faint that she thought she had imagined it, but gradually growing louder. It was a kind of undulating wail, drifting up towards her. Music maybe, she thought, or was it screaming? As the minutes passed, she realised that it wasn’t one sound but many, emanating from several different directions. With growing horror, she realised that a symphony of howls and moans was floating towards her out of the dark. She shifted her position slightly and, using her steel whip as leverage, she leant out from the ruined window frame to peer down into the streets below.
The sight that greeted her turned her stomach. As a novice she had ventured into the city before, but only in the company of a matriarch, and never far from the safety of the sisters’ fortress abbey. Until now, she had largely been spared the full horror of Mordheim’s inhabitants, but here they were in all their awful glory. A tightly-packed crowd was shuffling towards her and to Wolff’s amazement it seemed to be some kind of grotesque carnival. The light of hundreds of torches punctuated the narrow, winding streets, and a cacophony of drums, bells and whistles echoed discordantly across the plazas and gardens. ‘What are they?’ she whispered as her pulse quickened with fear. The figures marching towards her were torn from a lunatic’s worst nightmare: she saw men whose faces were in their bellies; men with the bodies of animals; women with serpents for limbs; people whose pulsating viscera lay outside their skins; every possible perversion and permutation of human flesh was crawling and sliding slowly towards her. ‘Blessed Sigmar, save me,’ she said, feeling hot tears forming in her eyes. ‘Save me from the damned.’
She climbed back through the broken window into the remains of a small chapel. ‘What am I to do?’ she said, collapsing to the floor and curling into a foetal position. ‘How can I pass the trial now? Without a piece of weirdstone I can never become a sister,’ - a sickening thrill of adrenaline rushed through her - ‘and I can never return to the abbey.’ Great sobs began to shake her body. ‘Oh, why did von Stahl have to take us into that cursed theatre? She has killed me. She has killed us all.’
She might have lain there, weeping quietly, until the horde of lost souls finally discovered her, but to her dismay she realised that the approaching crowd was not her only problem. Sounds were coming from just below her, within the chapel.
She pressed her ear to the floor to listen. A pompous heavily-accented voice was talking: ‘-to the west?’ it said. ‘What do you expect to find that way? The rat-things came from the quayside, you oaf. Are you really so keen to be more intimately acquainted with them?’
‘We need to go somewhere,’ replied another voice. ‘If we reach the river we might find a merchant’s barge and head south - past the sisters’ rock and out through the South Gate.’
‘Ah, that delightful waterway, the Stir. What a haven of peace and tranquillity that will be. Maybe we could stop for lunch somewhere - perhaps with that wonderfully fragrant family we met in the cemetery, or those quaint creatures we discovered in the Executioner’s Square. Remember, the ones who seemed so interested in our stone?’
At the word ‘stone’, Wolff’s eyes widened.
‘Listen,’ cried the increasingly desperate voice. ‘That mob will be here any minute.’ Wollf realised that he was right, the hideous chorus was growing louder. It could only be a few streets away. ‘If we don’t move now, we’re dead anyway. What choice do we have?’
A note of resignation now filled the first voice. ‘What possessed me to follow you into this festering pit of a city?’
‘But it was your idea, sire. I was just-‘
There was a loud crack, followed by a whimper of pain. ‘Now,’ said the pompous voice, ‘take me to this blessed river, and kindly refrain from speaking. If I could have even a few moments’ respite from your whinging, I might even survive this absurd expedition.’
Wolff heard the sound of equipment being hastily packed and felt a sudden panic. Using all the skills she had developed during her training, she crawled silently across the chapel’s dusty attic and peered carefully down through a hole in the floorboards.
Fortunately, the men had their backs to her. In fact, they were already climbing out through a crumbling window and down onto the street. As she watched them, Wolff could easily identify which figure belonged to which voice. One was a tall, distinguished-looking foreigner, wearing a suit of polished plate armour, a brightly-plumed helmet and a shield bearing a colourful chalice motif. How has he survived more than a day, she thought incredulously, in such a gaudy and noisy outfit?
The other figure seemed little more than a human carthorse. He was squat, ugly, dressed in filthy rags, and laden with dozens of bags and weapons - including, she noted with bemusement, a jousting lance.
As the men dropped from sight, Wolff lowered herself cautiously down into the room they had just vacated. She rushed to the broken window just in time to see the gaily-plumed knight and his servant disappear up an alleyway. She hopped out onto the street, and sped after them. That feathered ponce can’t survive much longer dressed like that, she thought, and the fat one wouldn’t put up much of a fight. If there was some way of separating the two, it would be a simple task to get the stone from the servant.
Images of a triumphant return to the abbey suddenly filled Wolff’s thoughts. Then the sound of the approaching mob interrupted her thoughts and, with a nervous glance over her shoulder, she picked up her pace.
Virtue sped through the dark narrow streets, all sense of caution abandoned as she raced across the gloomy squares and scrambled noisily over the crumbling ruins. The novice did not go unnoticed. As she passed beneath the crooked townhouses, indistinct figures peered down at her through filthy windows, while others shuffled awkwardly from doorways in slow pursuit.
‘Where are you, girl?’ she gasped, finally coming to a stop outside a large fenced garden. Her training had led her this far - a footprint here and a piece of robe there had been enough to signpost Wolff’s route, but now she was at a loss. ‘Where are you heading?’ Shaking her head in frustration she began to clamber up the warped, rusted iron of the garden fence, in the hope a better vantage point might give her some clues.
She tried to clear her thoughts and imagine what her fellow novice might do. The girl’s flight from the theatre had confirmed her cowardice: Elsbeth’s accusations had all been true. So what would she do now? She’ll head back to the monastery, decided Virtue, but which way? With a final heave, she swung her leg over the top of the fence and looked out across the wretched pall of the city. ‘Why has she been heading west?’ she asked, as though the ruins themselves might reply. ‘Why head further into the merchants’ quart…’ She laughed grimly. Mordheim looked more shadow than fact, more like a ghost of a city than real bricks and mortar, but deep in the heart of its dark twisted spires and fallen masonry, she glimpsed light: the dull flickering of water, snaking south, back towards the Rock. Back towards home. ‘Of course,’ she breathed. ‘She’s headed for the Stir.’
The clanking of the knight’s armour was almost as loud as his booming voice, and it was all too easy to follow the pair through the dark side streets of the merchants’ quarter. In just a matter of minutes they had reached the river’s edge. ‘Ah, here we are… the Stir,’ exclaimed the knight, picking his way carefully through the rubble. ‘How picturesque.’
From her vantage point on the roof of an old tavern, Wolff could see the two men as they stepped out onto the quayside. The broad river that lay before them had once teemed with barges, laden with exotic goods from across the Old World, but now it was a pitiful sight. Most of the wharves had crumbled into the ink-black water, and the warehouses and taverns that lined the water’s edge were all empty and dark - shadowy reminders of the city’s former glory. Everything she knew about this foul expanse told her that it was not a place to loiter, and she fidgeted nervously as the knight stamped noisily up and down a wharf, complaining loudly to his servant.
‘Fools,’ she hissed, ‘don’t bring every fiend in the city down on your heads.’ As she crept cautiously towards them however, Wolff realised she wasn’t exactly sure what she did want them to do. Wasn’t she hoping that they would call attention to themselves? If not, how could she get her hands on their stone? Did she dare to face them in open combat? For all his ridiculous posturing, she had a suspicion that the knight would be a fierce opponent. ‘Curse you, von Stahl, for putting me in this position’, she whispered. Still, at least she was alive - it seemed unlikely that her companions could have escaped from that horror in the Magdeburg Playhouse.
As these thoughts played through her head, she barely noticed that she had crept silently out onto the shadowy wharf, and was now only a few feet away from the two men. She stopped with a start, just short of the light of the servant’s lamp.
‘I think we could climb down to the boat,’ she heard him say as he leant out over the water. ‘There are still a few steps left intact.’
The knight dealt his servant a sharp clip to the ear that almost knocked him into the water. ‘You think I’m crawling down there like some kind of navvy?’ He hammered his fist noisily against the metal of his delicately engraved breastplate. ‘This is no bathing suit, Diderot. If I fall into that filth I’ll be picking trout out of my teeth for all eternity. Or whatever monster passes for trout in this city.’
‘But, sire, I’ll help you down. It’s only a few steps and I’ll-‘
The knight dealt him another stinging blow to the ear. ‘Stop speaking!’
The servant looked at his feet and waited in silence as the knight glowered down at his bald pate.
‘Good,’ said the knight after a few moments. ‘Now let’s get down into this dingy. Take my hand, oaf.’
The servant leapt to obey, and carefully began to lower the heavily-armoured knight off the edge of the rickety pier.
A broad smile spread across Wolff’s face as she saw her chance. Drawing a knife from within her robes, she stepped calmly towards the two struggling men.
‘What are you doing?’ cried the knight as his servant suddenly loosed his hand and sent him plummeting towards the water. Diderot’s only reply was a dark bubble of blood that rose from his mouth as he fell backwards onto the wharf.
‘Confound it all,’ said the knight as he crashed through the surface of the Stir and sank like a stone towards the riverbed.
Diderot thrashed around on the rotten wood of the pier, trying to free Wolff’s knife from his back. ‘Witch,’ he gasped, glaring up at her. ‘You don’t know what you’ve done! That was Ambrose of Mousillion!’ To her amazement he began to crawl towards the edge of the pier, with the blade still embedded in his back. ‘He’ll be drowned. We must save him!’
‘Why do you care?’ she asked, laughing, ‘I’ve just freed you from a tyrant, and you’re cursing me. You should thank me.’ She stooped down and yanked her knife from between his shoulder blades. He grew rigid with pain, and then flopped weakly onto the pier. ‘Don’t die,’ she hissed, flipping him over onto his back. ‘Tell me where the stone is.’
The man’s eyes were already glazing over, but he managed to focus on her for a second. ‘Stone?’ he gurgled through a blood-filled mouth. ‘What stone?’
‘Don’t play the fool. I’ve been following you. I know you have a stone - the one you almost lost in the Executioner’s Square, remember?’
Recognition crossed his anguished face. ‘Oh,’ he muttered, ‘that’s what you want.’
‘Yes, you moron, give me the stone!’
The man shook his head defiantly at her for a few seconds, then made a pitiful attempt to throw one of his bags off the pier. It landed just a couple of feet away and Wolff laughed again. She turned away from the dying man and picked it up. As Diderot continued to curse her, she plucked a stone from out of his bag. ‘I’ve done it,’ she said, holding up Diderot’s lamp to examine her prize closer, ‘I’ve got a piece of…’ - she grimaced - ‘what’s this?’ In the light of the lamp, she saw that the stone was a beautiful blood-red ruby. ‘What’s this?’ she exclaimed again, grabbing the servant by his filthy jerkin, but he was dead and the face she was screaming into was already growing cold. She threw him back to the floor with a howl of frustration.
‘Move, you idiot,’ hissed von Stahl as she crept towards the water’s edge. ‘Don’t just stand there, out in the open.’
She had begun to think her skills as a tracker had led her astray, but there was no mistaking the figure on the pier - it was Wolff. The young novice could clearly be seen ranting and shouting at a corpse. Von Stahl grimaced. With every cry and petulant stamp of the foot, Wolff was drawing unwanted attention to herself. The girl was obviously so consumed by rage that she hadn’t noticed the vague, sinister shapes congregating at the foot of the pier.
‘Sweet Sigmar, what are they?’ whispered von Stahl as she slipped carefully out from a doorway. It was hard to see clearly in the dark, but whatever the creatures were, they had a lank, unwholesome appearance that chilled her blood. She remembered Elsbeth’s last words and paused. Should I just leave? she wondered as she watched the figures crawl towards Wolff. No one would know, she thought, clutching the stone around her neck. I could just leave her and take the weirdstone back to the abbey. Relief washed over her as she turned and began to jog back towards the burnt-out warehouses. She betrayed me first, she thought, so why should I die for her?
A hideous scream echoed out across the river and brought her to a halt. She looked back to see that the creatures had now stepped out onto the pier and were forming a loose circle around Wolff, who, having finally seen them, was wailing with terror. Von Stahl made the sign of the hammer. She saw now that they were ratmen: foul oversized rodents, dripping with river slime and wielding long, jagged blades. As she looked on in horror, the largest stepped forward and clubbed the screaming Wolff to the ground with the back of his hand. Von Stahl gasped with revulsion as the creatures crowded hungrily around her fellow novice. With a rush of indignation, she realised that she couldn’t leave anyone to such an awful fate. She began to run back towards the pier.
As she ran she called out to the ratmen, trying to gain Wolff a few seconds to escape. As one, they span towards her with their long yellow teeth bared. Their greasy snouts twitched as they sniffed new blood and several began skulking towards her.
Wolff had regained her senses though, and while their backs were turned, she smashed Diderot’s lamp over the largest of the creatures and then leapt over the edge of the pier.
The lamp’s oil exploded spectacularly over the rodent’s greasy fur and by the time von Stahl had reached the foot of the pier the ratmen were screaming in dismay. The agonies of their leader distracted them completely and by the time they’d remembered von Stahl’s presence, three of them had fallen to her steel whip.
The surviving creatures were in a frenzy of indecision, unsure whether defend themselves against von Stahl, pursue Wolff or help their screaming leader. As they lurched around in confusion, von Stahl’s steel whip continued to lash back and forth, knocking one of them to its knees and sending another two flying into the river.
A glimmer of hope rose in her mind. There were now only three of the creatures left standing - including the largest, who surely couldn’t survive the flames much longer. Then, to her joy, the burning creature leapt from the pier, leaving her with only two remaining opponents.
She readied herself for their attacks, but the loss of their leader had unnerved them and as soon as von Stahl raised her whip for another blow, they turned tail and dived headlong into the river.
She stood for a few moments in dazed incomprehension. The whole fight had only lasted a few seconds and her adrenaline-charged body remained tensed for battle, waiting for another opponent, but none came.
Another scream echoed across the water.
Von Stahl looked over the edge of the pier. Down below, in a small boat, lay Wolff. Looming over her, still steaming and smouldering from the fire, was the largest of the ratmen. Large patches of its fur had been scorched away, and the thing was obviously dazed with pain, but its eyes still burned with bloodlust.
‘Virtue,’ called the novice, as she tried to fend off the hideous creature, ‘for the love of Sigmar, help me.’
The rat pulled a long, ceremonial dagger from out of its robes and began lunging clumsily at Wolff as she wormed this way and that, trying to avoid the blows.
Even in its confused state, Wolff couldn’t evade the creature for long in so small a space, so von Stahl took the only available option and leapt feet-first from the pier.
It was a drop of twelve feet or more and as she landed heavily in the boat, she cried out in pain and fell to her knees. Her left ankle had snapped like an old twig and her foot had folded back at an unnatural angle.
Her heroics were not completely wasted though. The impact of her landing had rocked the boat so violently that the creature fell sprawling onto its face. Simultaneously the two novices clambered onto its smouldering back and began to rain blows down upon it.
‘Thank Sigmar,’ gasped Wolff, as they pummelled the struggling beast. ‘I thought you were dead.’
‘Not yet,’ replied von Stahl, trying to ignore the wrenching agony in her ankle, ‘and we’re halfway to passing the trial.’
Wolff paused, mid-punch. ‘What do you mean?’
Von Stahl smiled and tapped the pouch at her throat. ‘The thing in the theatre wore some interesting jewellery.’
Wolff remained frozen in shock as she tried to take on board the news. ‘You mean you have-‘
The creature suddenly rose to its feet and shrugged them off its back, as easily as if they were children.
Wolff shrieked with fear and began to clamber up the pier’s rotten struts.
Von Stahl tried to follow, but white-hot pain ripped through her ankle and she fell to her knees once more. Then a terrible whistling noise exploded in her left ear and the world went black. When she came to, she was lying on her side with warm blood rushing from the side of her face where the beast had struck her. She looked up to see him raising his ornate dagger over her head.
With her last reserves of strength she rolled out of the way and the dagger plunged harmlessly into the keel of the boat. Then, holding back tears of pain, she clambered to her feet. As the creature struggled to retrieve his blade, she began to climb up the side of the pier.
‘Quick,’ gasped Wolff from above, reaching down to her. ‘Give me your hand.’
With agonising slowness she climbed up the rotten pier. Then, just as she was about to grasp Wolff’s hand, she felt a new pain explode in her leg. She looked down to see the foul creature leering with pleasure at the sight of his cruel blade embedded deeply in her calf. She gave an animal howl of pain.
‘Reach for me,’ cried Wolff desperately, ‘you can still make it.’
Delirious with pain, von Stahl gave one last lunge for Wolff’s hand and finally grasped it.
Wolff gave a powerful tug and dragged her up until she was almost at the top of the pier.
Virtue looked into Wolff’s face and felt a tide of relief rushing over her. ‘Wolff,’ she said, ‘you’ve saved us both.’
‘Well,’ said Wolff with a crooked smile as she plucked the small pouch from around von Stahl’s neck and loosed her hand, ‘maybe not both of us, wastrel.’
‘What?’ stammered von Stahl in confusion, but Wolff would say no more. She simply stood up, dusted herself down and ran back towards the quayside, leaving von Stahl clinging helplessly to the edge of the pier.
Pain and despair washed over her and with a sigh of misery she felt her fingers begin to slip from the damp wood.
Cold, hard fingers pressed painfully into von Stahl’s arms and she awoke.
‘Virtue,’ whispered a voice. ‘It’s time’.
She opened her eyes to see an old woman’s careworn face leaning over her. She recognised the kind rheumy eyes and the steel-grey hair, but she couldn’t place the woman.
‘Who are you?’ she asked croakily.
The old woman laughed gently, and stroked her hair. ‘Who am I, she says! You know who I am, Virtue. Matriarch Margareta Ebner. I practically reared you, child.’
The name triggered a confused jumble of memories in von Stahl’s drowsy mind. A kaleidoscope of violent images filtered through the remnants of her quickly fading dreams and the heavy scent of herbs that filled the room. She looked around in confusion and saw that she was lying in an infirmary. At the foot of the bed there was a small leaded window and beyond it a wide grassy cloister, filled with fountains and fishponds. Hooded figures could be seen, sat alone in quiet contemplation or talking in small groups. She could hardly believe her eyes. It was the Holy Convent. She was home.
‘I was on a trial,’ she said, frowning with concentration.
The Matriarch nodded encouragingly.
‘The trial of Ordination. I had to find a piece of weirdstone to become a fully-fledged sister, or-‘
‘Or be banished from the order,’ said the Matriarch, nodding.
Fear quickened von Stahl’s pulse as she remembered how miserably she had failed. She saw Elsbeth’s pitiful funeral pyre in the Magdeburg Playhouse. She saw Wolff’s cruel mocking eyes as she stole the stone from around her neck and left her to die. Then, with a grimace, she remembered falling back into the boat, and struggling desperately with the rat-creature. She buried her face in her hands and groaned. ‘How am I here? I failed the test. I have no weirdstone. How is that you have allowed me back into the abbey?’
The Matriarch was about to reply, but then paused, distracted by the sound of approaching footsteps. ‘I think you have your first visitor,’ she said.
The door flew open and, to von Stahl’s horror, Wolff burst into the room. Disbelief drained the colour from both girl’s faces and each was momentarily at a loss for words. Then, recovering her composure a little, Wolff flew to von Stahl’s bedside, dropped to her knees and hugged her tightly. ‘Oh, Virtue, can it be true? Have you really returned to us?’
Anger welled up in von Stahl, and she struggled to free herself from the girl’s grip, but Wolff wouldn’t let go. She spoke quickly. ‘I thought you had perished at the hands of that foul creature in the theatre. I never dreamt you were still alive.’
Disgust and hatred filled von Stahl, but she couldn’t manage to interrupt the girl’s torrent of false concern.
‘I have been distraught thinking of you and Elsbeth. If it were not for the comforting words of the High Matriarch, I believe I would have lost my mind with grief.’
At the words ‘High Matriarch’, Wolff looked meaningfully at von Stahl, and squeezed her a little tighter.
The message was clear, and von Stahl’s heart sank. To receive words of comfort from the High Matriarch herself was a reminder of Wolff’s honoured position within the order. As a blood relative of the sisters’ most invaluable patron, Lady Magritte, Wolff had a special place in the High Matriarch’s heart, and if a lowly foundling like von Stahl were to accuse her of treachery, the claims would be dismissed out-of-hand as madness… or heresy.
Realising the futility of her position, von Stahl gave Wolff no reply and simply slumped back weakly into her pillow.
Wolff’s eyes lit up as she saw that she had been understood. Then, assuming once more an expression of concern, she turned to matriarch Ebner and said. ‘But what of the trial? Without a piece of the weirdstone she has failed, and cannot be ordained.’ With the ease of a practiced liar she squeezed a few tears from her eyes. ‘Which must surely mean that she will be banished from the order and sent back,’ she gulped, ‘into the city.’
Von Stahl put a hand to her mouth to stifle a sob. Wolff was right. She had failed, and must now be banished, alone in the City of the Damned. The best she could hope for was a quick death at the hands of whichever of Mordheim’s terrible inhabitants found her first.
‘It seems so cruel,’ said Wolff, forcing more tears from her eyes, ‘that she has managed to return to us only to be sent away again,’ she looked searchingly at Matriarch Ebner, ‘but I presume there is no alternative?’
The old woman looked carefully at Wolff. There was something strange in the girl’s manner, but she couldn’t quite put her finger on it. ‘Well,’ she said, ignoring Wolff, and taking von Stahl’s hand, ‘it seems that Sigmar has his eye on you, Virtue. You must have fought bravely indeed. When sister Schonau plucked you from the river, you were half-gutted. The boat you were drifting in was drenched with blood. Some was yours but luckily there was much more from whatever you had been fighting.’
As the Matriarch spoke, images of the fight returned to von Stahl. She remembered how her rage at Wolff’s betrayal had given her renewed strength. She had fought furiously with the rat-creature as the small boat drifted slowly south down the Stir. With its blade stuck deep in her leg her opponent had found itself unarmed and after a merciless storm of blows from her steel whip, it had finally dived back into the river, leaving her weak and bleeding in the boat.
‘I remember defeating that… that vermin, but then nothing.’ She looked up desperately at the matriarch. ‘And I have no stone. I have failed.’
The old woman rose from her chair, and fetched something from a small table beneath the window. She handed it to von Stahl with a smile. ‘When sister Schonau pulled you from the boat, she had to remove this from your leg.’
Von Stahl looked at the long sacrificial knife. She remembered with a shudder the leer on the creature’s face as it thrust the blade into her leg. Then, a dawning realisation washed over her and she smiled back at the matriarch.
‘What is it?’ demanded Wolff, snatching the blade from her. ‘Just a knife? What’s so special about that?’
Von Stahl continued to smile as she pointed towards a small dark stone embedded the blade’s hilt. ‘Weirdstone,’ she said.
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