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GEHEIMNISNACHT



by William King
 
“Curse all manling coach drivers and all manling women,” muttered Gotrek Gurnisson, adding a curse in Dwarvish.
“You did have to insult the lady Isolde, didn’t you?” said Felix Jaeger peevishly. “As things are, we’re lucky they didn’t just shoot us. If you can call it lucky to be dumped in the Reikwald on Geheimnisnacht Eve.”
“We paid for our passage. We were just as entitled to sit inside as her. The drivers were unmanly cowards,” said Gotrek. “They refused to meet me hand to hand. I would not have minded being spitted on steel, but being blasted with buckshot is no death for a Trollslayer.”
Felix shook his head. He could see that one of his companion’s black moods was coming on. There would be no arguing with him. Felix had other things to worry about. The sun was setting, giving the mist-covered forest a ruddy hue. Long shadows danced eerily and brought to mind too many frightening tales of the horrors to be found under the canopy of trees.
He wiped his nose with the edge of his cloak then pulled the Sudenland wool tight about him. He sniffed and looked at the sky where Morrslieb and Mannslieb, the lesser and greater moons, were already visible. Morrslieb seemed to be giving off a feint greenish glow. It wasn’t a good sign.
“I think I have a fever coming on,” said Felix. The Trollslayer looked up at him and chuckled contemptuously. In the last rays of the dying sun his nose-chain was a bloody arc running from nostril to earlobe.
“Yours is a weak race,” said Gotrek. “The only fever I feel this eve is the battle-fever. It sings in my head.”
He turned and glared out into the darkness of the woods. “Come out, little beastmen,” he bellowed. “I have a gift for you.”
He laughed loudly and ran his thumb along the edge of the blade of his great two-handed axe. Felix saw that it drew blood. Gotrek began to suck his thumb.
“Sigmar preserve us, be quiet! Who knows what lurks out there on a night like this?”
Gotrek glared at him. Felix could see the glint of insane violence appear in his eyes. Instinctively Felix’s hand strayed nearer to the pommel of his sword.
“Give me no orders, manling. I am of the Elder Race and am beholden only to the Kings Under Mountain, exile though I be.”
Felix bowed formally. He was well schooled in the use of the sword. The scars on his face showed that he had fought several duels in his student days. He had once killed a man and so ended a promising academic career. Still he did not relish the thought of fighting the Trollslayer. The tip of Gotrek’s crested hair came only to the level of Felix’s chest but the dwarf outweighed him and his bulk was all muscle. Felix had seen Gotrek use the axe.
The dwarf took the bow as an apology and turned once more to the darkness. “Come out,” he shouted. “I care not if all the powers of evil walk the woods this night. I will face any challenger.”
The dwarf was working himself up to a pitch of fury. During the time of their acquaintance Felix had noticed that the Trollslayer’s long periods of brooding were often followed by brief explosions of rage. It was one of the things about his companion that fascinated Felix.
He knew that Gotrek had become a Trollslayer to atone for some crime. He was sworn to seek death in unequal combat with fearsome monsters. He seemed bitter to the point of madness and yet he kept to his oath.
Perhaps, thought Felix, I too would go mad if I had been driven into exile among strangers not even of my own race. He felt some sympathy for the crazed dwarf. Felix knew what it was like to be driven from home under a cloud. The duel with Wolfgang Krassner had caused quite a scandal.
At that moment however the dwarf seemed bent on getting them both killed, and he wanted no part of it. Felix continued to plod along the road, casting an occasional worried glance at the bright full moons. Behind him the ranting continued.
“Are there no warriors among you? Come feel my axe. She thirsts!” Only a madman would so tempt fate and the dark powers on Geheimnisnacht, Night of Mystery, in the dark reaches of the forest, Felix decided.
He could make out chanting in the flinty, guttural tongue of the Mountain Dwarves, then once more in Reikspiel, he heard: “send me a champion!”
For a second there was silence. Condensation from the clammy mist ran down his brow. Far, far off the sound of galloping horses rang out in the quiet night. What has that maniac done, Felix thought, has he offended one of the Old Powers? Have they sent their daemon riders to carry us off?
Felix stepped off the road. He shuddered as wet leaves fondled his face. They felt like dead men’s fingers. The thunder of hooves came closer, moving with hellish speed along the forest road. Surely only a supernatural being could keep such breakneck pace on the winding forest road? He felt his hand shake as he unsheathed his sword.
I was foolish to follow Gotrek, he thought. Now I’ll never get the poem finished. He could hear the loud neighing of horses, the cracking of a whip and mighty wheels turning.
“Good!” Gotrek roared. His voice drifted from the trail behind. “Good!”
There was a loud bellowing and four huge black horses drawing a black coach hurtled past. Felix saw the wheels bounce as they hit a rut in the road. He could just make out a black-cloaked driver. He shrank back into the bushes.
He heard the sound of feet coming closer. The bushes were pulled aside. Before him stood Gotrek, looking madder and wilder than ever. His crest was matted, brown mud was smeared over his tattooed body and his studded leather jerkin was ripped and torn.
“The snotling-fondlers tried to run me over,” he yelled. “Let’s get after them!”
He turned and headed up the muddy road at a fast trot. Felix noted that Gotrek was singing happily in Khazalid.
Further down the Bogenhafen road they found the Standing Stones Inn. The windows were shuttered and no lights showed. They could hear a neighing from the stables but when they checked there was no coach, black or otherwise, only some skittish ponies and a pedlar’s cart.
“We’ve lost the coach. Might as well get a bed for the night,” said Felix. He looked warily at the small moon, Morrslieb. The sickly green glow was stronger. “I do not like being abroad under this evil light.”
“You are feeble, manling. Cowardly too.”
“They’ll have ale.”
“On the other hand, some of your suggestions are not without merit. Watery though human beer is, of course.”
“Of course,” said Felix. Gotrek failed to spot the note of irony in his voice.
The inn was not fortified but the walls were thick, and when they tried the door they found it was barred. Gotrek began to bang it with the butt of his axe-shaft. There was no response.
“I can smell humans within,” said Gotrek. Felix wondered how he could smell anything over his own stench. Gotrek never washed and his hair was matted with animal fat to keep his red-dyed crest in place.
“They’ll have locked themselves in. Nobody goes abroad on Geheimnisnacht. Unless they’re witches or daemon-lovers.”
“The black coach was abroad,” said Gotrek.
“Its occupants were up to no good. The windows were curtained and the coach bore no crest of arms.”
“My throat is too dry to discuss such details. Come on, open up in there or I’ll take my axe to the door!”
Felix thought he heard movement within. He pressed an ear to the door. He could make out the mutter of voices and what sounded like weeping.
“Unless you want me to chop through your head, manling, I suggest you stand aside,” said Gotrek.
“Just a moment. I say, you inside! Open up! My friend has a very large axe and a very short temper. I suggest you do as he says or lose your door.”
“What was that about short?” said Gotrek touchily.
From behind the door came a thin, quavery cry. “In the name of Sigmar, begone, you daemons of the pit!”
“Right, that’s it,” said Gotrek. “I’ve had enough.”
He drew his axe back in a huge arc. Felix saw the runes of its blade gleam in the Morrslieb light. He leapt aside.
“In the name of Sigmar,” shouted Felix. “You cannot exorcize us. We are simple, weary travellers.”
The axe bit into the door with a chunking sound. Splinters of wood flew from it. Gotrek turned to Felix and grinned evilly up at him. Felix noted the missing teeth.
“Shoddily made, these manling doors,” said Gotrek.
“I suggest you open up while you still have a door,” called Felix.
“Wait,” said the quavering voice. “That door cost me five crowns from Jurgen the Carpenter.”
The door was unlatched. It opened. A tall, thin man with a sad face framed by white hair stood there. He had a stout club in one hand. Behind him stood an old woman who held a saucer that contained a guttering candle.
“You will not need your weapon, sir. We require only a bed for the night,” said Felix.
“And ale,” grunted the dwarf.
“And ale,” agreed Felix.
“Lots of ale,” said Gotrek. Felix looked at the old man and shrugged helplessly.
Inside, the inn had a low common room. The bar was made of planks stretched across two barrels. From the corner three armed men who looked like travelling pedlars watched them warily. They had daggers drawn. The shadows hid their faces but they seemed worried.
The innkeeper hustled them inside and slid the bars back into place. “Can you pay, Herr Doktor?” he asked nervously. Felix could see the man’s adam’s apple moving.
“I am not a professor, I’m a poet,” he said, producing his thin pouch and counting out his few remaining gold coins. “But I can pay.”
“Food,” said Gotrek. “And ale.”
At this the old woman burst into tears. Felix stared at her.
“The hag is discomfited,” said Gotrek.
The old man nodded. “Our Gunter is missing on this of all nights.”
“Get me some ale,” said Gotrek. The innkeeper backed off. Gotrek got up and stumped over to where the pedlars were sitting. They regarded him warily.
“Do any of you know about a black coach drawn by four black horses?” Gotrek asked.
“You have seen the black coach?” asked one of the pedlars. The fear was evident in his voice.
“Seen it? The bloody thing nearly ran me over.” A man gasped. Felix heard the sound of a ladle being dropped. He saw the innkeeper stoop to pick it up and begin refilling the tankard.
“You are lucky then,” said the fattest and most prosperous-looking pedlar. “Some say the coach is driven by daemons. I have heard it passes here on Geheimnisnacht every year. Some say it carries wee children from Altdorf who are sacrificed at the Darkstone Ring.”
Gotrek looked at him interestedly. Felix did not like the way this was developing.
“Surely this is only legend,” he said.
“No sir,” the innkeeper shouted. “Every year we hear the thunder of its passing. Two years ago Gunter looked out and saw it, a black coach just as you describe.”
At the mention of Gunter’s name the old woman began to cry again. The innkeeper brought stew and two great steins of ale.
“Bring beer for my companion too,” said Gotrek. The landlord went off for another stein.
“Who is Gunter?” asked Felix when he returned. There was a wail from the old woman.
“More ale,” said Gotrek. The landlord looked astonished at the empty flagons.
“Take mine,” said Felix. “Now, mein host, who is Gunter?”
“And why does the hag howl at the very mention of his name?” asked Gotrek, wiping his mouth on his mud-encrusted arm.
“Gunter is our son. He went out to chop wood this afternoon. He has not returned.”
“Gunter is a good boy,” said the old woman. “How will we survive without him?”
“Perhaps he is simply lost in the woods?”
“Impossible,” said the innkeeper. “Gunter knows the woods round here like the back of my hand. He should have been home hours ago. I fear the coven has taken him, as a sacrifice.”
“It’s just like Lotte Hauptmann’s daughter, Ingrid,” said the fat pedlar. The innkeeper shot him a dirty look.
“I want no tales told of our son’s betrothed,” he said.
“Let the man speak,” said Gotrek. The pedlar looked at him gratefully.
“The same thing happened last year, in Blutroch, just down the road. Goodwife Hauptmann looked in on her teenage daughter Ingrid just after sunset. She thought she heard banging coming from her daughter’s room. The girl was gone, snatched by who knows what sorcerous power from her bed in a locked house. The next day the hue and cry went up. We found Ingrid. She was covered in bruises and in a terrible state.”
He looked at them to make sure he had their attention. “You asked her what happened?” said Felix.
“Aye, sir. It seems she had been carried off by daemons, wild things of the wood, to Darkstone Ring. There the coven waited with evil creatures from the forests. They made to sacrifice her at the altar but she broke free from her captors and invoked the good name of Sigmar. While they reeled she fled. They pursued her but could not overtake her.”
“That was lucky,” said Felix drily.
“There is no need to mock, Herr Doktor. We made our way to the stones and we did find all sorts of tracks in the disturbed earth. Including those of humans and beasts and cloven-hooved daemons. And a yearling infant gutted like a pig upon the altar.”
“Cloven-hoofed daemons?” asked Gotrek. Felix didn’t like the look of interest in his eye. The pedlar nodded.
“I would not venture up to Darkstone tonight,” said the pedlar. “Not for all the gold in Altdorf.”
“It would be a task fit for a hero,” said Gotrek looking meaningfully at Felix. Felix was shocked.
“Surely you cannot mean…”
“What better task for a Trollslayer than to face these daemons on their sacred night? It would be a mighty death.”
“It would be a stupid death,” muttered Felix.
“What was that?”
“Nothing.”
“You are coming, aren’t you?” said Gotrek menacingly. He was rubbing his thumb along the blade of his axe. Felix noticed it was bleeding again. He nodded.
“An oath is an oath.”
The dwarf slapped him upon the back with such force that he thought his ribs would break. “Sometimes, manling, I think you must have dwarvish blood in you. Not that any of the Elder race would stoop to such a mixed marriage, of course.”
“Of course,” said Felix, glaring at his back.
Felix fumbled in his pack for his mail shirt. He noticed that the innkeeper and his wife and the pedlars were looking at him. Their eyes held something that looked close to awe. Gotrek sat near the fire drinking ale and grumbling in dwarvish.
“You’re not really going with him?” whispered the fat pedlar. Felix nodded.
“Why?”
“He saved my life. I owe him a debt.” Felix thought it best not to mention the circumstances under which Gotrek had saved him.
“I pulled the manling out from under the hooves of the Emperor’s cavalry,” shouted Gotrek.
Felix cursed. The Trollslayer has the hearing of a wild beast as well as the brain of one, he thought, continuing to pull on the mail shirt.
“Aye. The manling thought it clever to put his case to the Emperor with petitions and protest marches. Old Karl-Franz chose to respond, quite sensibly, with cavalry charges.”
The pedlars were starting to back away. “An insurrectionist,” he heard one mutter.
Felix felt his face flush. “It was yet another cruel and unjust tax. A silver piece for every window, indeed. To make it worse all the fat merchants bricked up their windows and the Altdorf militia went around knocking holes in the side of poor folk’s hovels. We were right to speak out.”
“There’s a reward for the capture of insurrectionists,” said the pedlar. “A big reward.”
Felix stared at him. “Of course the Imperial cavalry were no match for my companion’s axe,” he said. “Such carnage. Heads, legs, arms everywhere. He stood on a pile of bodies.”
“They called for archers,” said Gotrek. “We departed down a back alley. Being spitted from afar would have been an unseemly death.”
The fat pedlar looked at his companions then at Gotrek, then at Felix, then back at his companions. “A sensible man keeps out of politics,” he said to the man who had talked of rewards. He looked at Felix. “No offence, sir.” “None taken,” said Felix. “You are absolutely correct.”
“Insurrectionist or no,” said the old woman. “May Sigmar bless you if you bring my little Gunter back.”
“He is not little, Lise,” said the innkeeper. “He is a strapping young man. Still I hope you bring my son back. I am old and I need him to chop the wood and shoe the horses and lift the kegs and…”
“I am touched by your paternal concern, sir,” said Felix. He pulled his leather cap down on his head.
Gotrek got up and looked at him. He hit his chest with one meaty hand. “Armour is for women and girly elves,” he said.
“Perhaps I had best wear it, Gotrek. If I am to return alive with the tale of your deeds as I did, after all, swear to do.”
“You have a point, manling. Remember that is not all you swore to do.”
He turned to the innkeeper. “How will we find the Darkstone Ring?”
Felix felt his mouth go dry. He fought to keep his hands from shaking.
“There is a trail. It runs from the road. I will take you to its start.”
“Good,” said Gotrek. “This is too good an opportunity to miss. Tonight I will atone my sins and stand among the Iron Halls of my fathers. Great Grungni willing.”
He made a peculiar sign over his chest with his clenched right hand. “Come, manling, let us go.”
Felix picked up his pack. At the doorway the old woman stopped him and pressed something into his hand. “Please, sir,” she said. “Take this. It is a charm to Sigmar. It will protect you. My little Gunter wears its twin.”
And much good it’s done him, Felix was about to say but the expression on her face stopped him. It held fear, concern and perhaps hope. He was touched.
“I’ll do my best, Frau.”
Outside, the sky was bright with the green witchlight of the moons. Felix opened his hand. In it was a small iron hammer on a fine-linked chain. He shrugged and hung it round his neck.
Gotrek and the old man were already moving down the road. He had to run to catch up.
“What do you think these are, manling?” said Gotrek, bending close to the ground. Ahead of them the road continued on towards Blutroch and Bogenhafen. Felix leaned on the league marker. This was the edge of the trail. Felix hoped the innkeeper had returned safely home.
“Tracks,” he said. “Going north.”
“Very good, manling. They are coach tracks and they take the trail north to the Darkstone Ring.”
“The black coach?” said Felix.
“I hope so. What a glorious night! All my prayers are answered. A chance to atone and to get revenge on the swine who nearly ran me over.” He cackled gleefully but Felix could sense a change in him. He seemed tense as if suspecting that his hour of destiny were arriving and he would meet it badly. He seemed unusually talkative.
“A coach? Does this coven consist of noblemen, manling? Is your Empire then so corrupt?”
Felix shook his head. “I don’t know. It may have a noble leader. The members are most likely local folk. They say the taint of Chaos runs deep in these out-of-the-way places.”
Gotrek shook his head and for the first time ever he looked dismayed. “I could weep for the folly of your people, manling. To be so corrupted that your rulers could sell themselves over to the powers of darkness, that is a terrible thing.”
“Not all men are so,” said Felix angrily. “True, some seek easy power or fleshly pleasure but they are few. Most people keep the faith. Anyway the Elder Race are not so pure. I have heard tales of armies of dwarfs dedicated to the Ruinous Powers.”
Gotrek gave a low angry growl and spat on the ground. Felix gripped the hilt of his sword tighter. He wondered whether he had pushed the Trollslayer too far.
“You are correct,” said Gotrek, his voice soft and cold. “We do not lightly talk about such things. We have vowed eternal war against the abominations you mention and their dark masters.”
“As have my own people. We have our witch-hunts and our laws.”
Gotrek shook his head. “Your people do not understand. They are soft and decadent and live far from the War. They do not understand the terrible things which gnaw at the roots of the world and seek to undermine us all. Witch-hunts, hah!” He spat on the ground. “Laws! There is only one way to meet the threat of Chaos.”
He brandished his axe meaningfully.
They trudged wearily through the forest. Overhead the moons gleamed feverishly. Morrslieb had become ever brighter till its green glow stained the sky.
Fog had gathered and the terrain they moved through was bleak and wild. Rocks broke through the turf like plague spots breaking through the skin of the world.
Sometimes Felix thought he could hear great wings pass overhead, but when he looked up he could see only the glow in the sky. The fog distorted and spread so that it looked as though they walked along the bed of some infernal sea.
There was a sense of wrongness about this place, he decided. The air tasted foul and the hairs on the nape of his neck constantly prickled. Back when he had been a boy in Altdorf he had sat in his father’s house and watched the sky grow black with menacing clouds. Then had come the most monstrous storm in living memory.
Now he felt the same sense of anticipation. Mighty forces were gathering close to here, he was certain. He felt like an insect crawling over the body of a giant that could at any moment awake and crush him.
Even Gotrek seemed oppressed. He had fallen silent and did not even mumble to himself as he usually did. Now and again he would stop and motion for Felix to stand quiet then he would stand and sniff the air.
Felix could see that his whole body tensed as if he strained with every nerve to catch the slightest trace of something. Then they would move on.
Felix’s muscles all felt tight with tension. He wished he had not come. Surely, he told himself, my obligation to the dwarf does not mean I must face certain death. Perhaps I can slip away in the mist.
He gritted his teeth. He prided himself on being an honourable man, and the debt he owed the dwarf was real. The dwarf had risked his life to save him. Granted, at the time he had not known Gotrek was seeking death, courting it as a man courts a desirable lady. It still left him under an obligation.
He remembered the riotous drunken evening in the taverns of the Maze when they had sworn blood-brothership in that curious dwarven rite and he had agreed to help Gotrek in his quest.
Gotrek wished his name remembered and his deeds recalled. When he had found out that Felix was a poet he had asked Felix to accompany him. At the time, in the warm glow of beery camaraderie, it had seemed a splendid idea. The Trollslayer’s doomed quest had struck Felix as excellent material for an epic poem, one that would make him famous.
Little did I know, he thought, that it would lead to this. Hunting for monsters on Geheimnisnacht. He smiled ironically. It was easy to sing of brave deeds in the taverns and playhalls where horror was a thing conjured by the words of skilled craftsmen. Out here though it was different. His bowels felt loose with fear and the oppressive atmosphere made him want to run screaming.
Still, he consoled himself, this is fit subject matter for a poem. If only I live to write it.
The woods became deeper and more tangled. The trees took on the aspect of twisted uncanny beings. Felix felt as if they watched him. He tried to dismiss the thought as fantasy but the mist and the ghastly moonlight only stimulated his imagination. He felt as if every pool of shadow contained a monster. Felix looked down on the dwarf. Gotrek’s face held a mixture of anticipation and fear. Felix had thought him immune to terror but now he realized it was not so. A ferocious will drove him to seek his doom. Feeling that his own death might be near at hand, Felix asked a question that he had long been afraid to utter.
“Herr Trollslayer, what was it you did that you must atone for? What crime drives you to so punish yourself?”
Gotrek looked up to him, then turned his head to gaze off into the night. Felix watched the cable-like muscles of his neck ripple like serpents as he did so.
“If another man asked me that question I would slaughter him. I make allowances for your youth and ignorance and the friendship rite we have undergone. It would make me a kinslayer. That is a terrible crime. Such crimes we do not talk about.”
Felix had not realized the dwarf was so attached to him. Gotrek looked up at him as if expecting a response.
“I understand,” said Felix.
“Do you, manling? Do you really?” The Trollslayer’s voice was as harsh as stones breaking. Felix smiled ruefully. In that moment he saw the gap that separated man from dwarf. He would never understand their strange taboos, their obsession with oaths and order and pride. He could not see what would drive the Trollslayer to carry out his self-imposed death sentence.
“Your people are too harsh with themselves,” he said.
“Yours are too soft,” the Trollslayer replied. They fell into long silence. Both were startled by a quiet, mad laugh. Felix turned, whipping up his blade into the guard position. Gotrek raised his axe.
Out of the mists something shambled. Once it had been a man, Felix decided. The outline was still there. It was as if some mad god had held the creature close to a daemonic fire until flesh dripped and ran, then had left it to set in a new and abhorrent form.
“This night we will dance,” it said, in a high-pitched voice that held no hint of sanity. “Dance and touch.”
It reached out gently to Felix and stroked his arm. Felix recoiled in horror as fingers like clumps of maggots rose towards his face.
“This night at the stone we will dance and touch and rub.” It made as if to embrace him. It smiled, showing short pointed teeth. Felix stood quietly. He felt like a spectator, distanced from the event that was happening. He pulled back and put the point of his sword against the thing’s chest.
“Come no closer,” he said. The thing smiled. Its mouth seemed to grow wider, it showed more small sharp teeth. Its lips rolled back till the bottom half of the face seemed all wet glistening gum and the jaw sank lower like that of a snake. It pushed forward against the sword till beads of blood glistened on its chest. It gave a gurgling, idiotic laugh.
“Dance and touch and rub and eat,” it said, and with inhuman swiftness it writhed around the sword and leapt for Felix. Swift as it was, the Trollslayer was swifter. In mid-leap his axe caught its neck. The head rolled into the night; a red fountain gushed. This is not happening thought Felix.
“What was that? A daemon?” asked Gotrek. Felix could hear the excitement in his voice.
“I think it was once a man,” said Felix. “One of the tainted ones marked by Chaos. They are abandoned at birth.”
“That one spoke your tongue.”
“Sometimes the taint does not show till they are older. Relatives think they are sick and protect them till they make their way to the woods and vanish.”
“Their kin protect such abominations?”
“It happens. We don’t talk about it. It is hard to turn your back on people you love even if they change.”
The dwarf stared at him disbelievingly, then shook his head.
“Too soft,” he said. “Too soft.”
The air was still. Sometimes Felix thought he sensed presences moving in the trees about him and froze nervously, peering into the mist, searching for moving shadows. The encounter with the tainted one had brought home to him the danger of the situation. He felt within him a great fear and a great anger.
Part of the anger was directed at himself for feeling the fear. He was sick and ashamed. He decided that whatever happened he would not repeat his error, standing like a sheep to be slaughtered.
“What was that?” asked Gotrek. Felix looked at him.
“Can’t you hear it, manling? Listen! It sounds like chanting.” Felix strained to catch the sound but heard nothing.
“We are close, now. Very close.”
They pushed on in silence. As they trudged through the mist Gotrek became ever more cautious and left the trail, using the long grass for cover. Felix joined him.
Now he could hear the chanting. It sounded as though it was coming from scores of throats. Some of the voices were human, some were deep and bestial. There were male voices and female voices mingled with the slow beat of a drum, the clash of cymbals and discordant piping.
Felix could make out one word only, repeated over and over till it was driven into his consciousness. The word was Slaanesh.Felix shuddered.
Slaanesh, dark lord of unspeakable pleasures. It was a name that conjured up the worst depths of depravity. It was whispered in the drug dens and vice houses of Altdorf by those so jaded that they sought pleasures beyond human understanding. It was a name associated with corruption and excess and the dark underbelly of Imperial society. For those who followed Slaanesh no stimulation was too bizarre, no pleasure forbidden.
“The mist covers us,” whispered Felix.
“Hist! Be quiet. We must get closer.”
They crept slowly forward. The long wet grass dragged at Felix’s body, and soon he was damp. Ahead he could see beacons burning in the dark. The scent of blazing wood and cloying sickly-sweet incense filled the air. He looked around, hoping that no latecomer would blunder into them. He felt absurdly exposed.
Inch by inch they crawled forward. Gotrek dragged his battleaxe along behind him and once Felix touched its sharp blade with his fingers. He cut himself and fought back a desire to scream out.
They reached the edge of the long grass and found themselves staring at a crude ring of six obscenely-shaped stones amid which stood a monolithic slab. The stones glowed greenly with the light of some luminous fungus. On top of each was a brazier which gave off clouds of smoke. Beams of pallid, green moonlight illuminated a hellish scene.
Within the ring danced six humans, masked and garbed in long cloaks. The cloaks were thrown back over one shoulder revealing naked bodies, male and female. On one hand the revellers wore finger cymbals which they clashed, in the other they carried switches of birch with which they lashed the dancer in front.
“Ygrak tu amat Slaanesh!” they cried.
Felix could see that some of the bodies were marked by bruises. The dancers seemed to feel no pain. Perhaps it was the narcotic effect of the incense.
Around the stone ring lolled figures of horror. The drummer was a huge man with the head of a stag and cloven hooves. Near him sat a piper with the head of a dog and hands with suckered fingers. A large crowd of tainted women and men writhed on the ground nearby.
Some of their bodies were subtly distorted; men who were tall with thin, pin heads; short fat women with three eyes and three breasts. Others were barely recognizable as once having been human. There were scale-covered man-serpents and wolf-headed furry creatures mingling with things that were all teeth and mouth and other orifices. Felix could barely move. He watched the entire proceeding with mounting fear.
The drums beat faster, the rhythmic chanting increased in pace, the piping became ever louder and more discordant as the dancers became more frenzied, lashing themselves and their companions till bloody weals became visible. Then there was a clash of cymbals and all fell silent.
Felix thought they had been spotted, and he froze. The smoke of the incense filled his nostrils and seemed to amplify all his senses. He felt even more remote and disconnected from reality. There was a pain in his side. He was startled to realize that Gotrek had elbowed him in the ribs. He was pointing to something beyond the stone ring.
Felix struggled to see what loomed in the mist. Then he realized that it was the black coach. In the sudden shocking silence he heard its door swing open. He held his breath and waited to see what would emerge.
A figure seemed to take shape out of the mist. It was tall and masked, and garbed in layered cloaks of many pastel colours. It moved with calm authority and in its arms it carried something swaddled in brocade cloth. Felix looked at Gotrek but he was watching the unfolding scene with fanatical intensity. Felix wondered if the dwarf had lost his nerve at this late hour.
The newcomer stepped forward into the stone circle.
“Amak tu amat Slaanesh!” it cried, raising its bundle on high. Felix could see that it was a child, though whether living or dead he could not tell.
“Ygrak tu amat Slaanesh! Tzarkol taen amat Slaanesh!” The crowd responded ecstatically.
The cloaked man stared out at the surrounding faces, and it seemed to Felix that the stranger gazed straight at him with calm, brown eyes. He wondered if the coven-master knew they were there and was playing with them.
“Amak tu Slaanesh!” He called in a clear voice.
“Amak klessa! Amat Slaanesh!” responded the crowd. It was clear to Felix that some evil ritual had begun.
As the rite progressed the coven-master moved closer to the altar with slow ceremonial steps. Felix felt his mouth go dry. He licked his lips. Gotrek watched the events as if hypnotized.
The child was placed on the altar with a thunderous rumble of drum beats. The six dancers now each stood beside a pillar, legs astride it, clutching at the stone suggestively. As the ritual progressed they ground themselves against the pillars with slow sinuous movements.
From within his robes the master produced a long wavy-bladed knife. Felix wondered whether the dwarf was going to do something. He could hardly bear to watch.
Slowly the knife was raised, high over the cultist’s head. Felix forced himself to look. An ominous presence hovered over the scene. Mist and incense seemed to be clotting together and congealing, and within the cloud Felix thought he could make out a grotesque form writhe and begin to materialize. Felix could bear the tension no longer.
“No!” he shouted.
He and the Trollslayer emerged from the long grass and marched shoulder-to-shoulder towards the stone ring. At first the cultists didn’t seem to notice them, but then the drumming stopped and the chanting faded and the cult-master turned to glare at them, astonished.
For a moment everyone stared. No-one seemed to understand what was happening. The cult-master pointed the knife at them and screamed; “Kill the interlopers!”
The revellers moved forward in a wave. Felix felt something tug at his leg and then a sharp pain. When he looked down he saw a creature half woman, half serpent gnawing at his ankle. He kicked out, pulling his leg free and stabbed down with his sword.
A shock passed up his arm as the blade hit bone. He began to run, following in the wake of Gotrek who was hacking his way towards the altar. The mighty double-bladed axe rose and fell rhythmically and left a trail of red ruin in its path. The cultists seemed drugged and slow to respond but, horrifyingly, they showed no fear. Men and women, tainted and untainted, threw themselves towards the intruders with no thought for their own lives.
Felix hacked and stabbed at anyone who came close. He put his blade under the ribs and into the heart of a dog-faced man who leapt at him. As he tried to tug his blade free a woman with claws and a man with mucous-covered skin leapt on him. Their weight bore him over, knocking the wind from him.
He felt the woman’s talons scratch at his face as he put his foot under her stomach and kicked her off. Blood rolled down into his eyes from the cuts. The man had fallen badly, but leapt to grab his throat. Felix fumbled for his dagger with his left hand while he caught the man’s throat with his right. The man writhed. He was difficult to grip because of his coating of slime. His own hands tightened inexorably on Felix’s throat and he rubbed himself against Felix, panting with pleasure.
Blackness threatened to overcome the poet. Little silver points flared before his eyes. He felt an overwhelming urge to relax and fall forward into the dark. Somewhere far-off he heard Gotrek’s bellowed war-cry. With an effort of will Felix jerked his dagger clear of its scabbard and plunged it into his assailant’s ribs. The creature stiffened and grinned, revealing rows of eel-like teeth. He gave an ecstatic moan even as he died.
“Slaanesh, take me,” he shrieked. “Ah, the pain, the lovely pain!”
Felix pulled himself to his feet as the clawed woman rose to hers. He lashed out with his boot, connected with her jaw. There was a crunch, and she fell backwards. Felix shook his head to clear the blood from his eyes.
The majority of the cultists had concentrated on Gotrek. This had kept Felix alive. The dwarf was trying to hack his way towards the heart of the stone circle. Even as he moved, the press of bodies against him slowed him down. Felix could see that he bled from dozens of small cuts.
Still the ferocious energy of the dwarf was terrible to see. He frothed at the mouth and ranted as he chopped, sending limbs and heads everywhere. He was covered in a filthy matting of gore, but in spite of his sheer ferocity Felix could tell the fight was going against Gotrek. Even as he watched a cloaked reveller hit the dwarf with a club and Gotrek went down under a wave of bodies. So he has met his doom, thought Felix, just as he desired.
Beyond the ruck of the melee the cult-master had regained his composure. Once more he began to chant, and raised the dagger on high. The terrible shape that had been forming from the mist seemed once again to coalesce.
Felix had a premonition that if it took on full substance then he was doomed. He could not fight his way through the bodies that surrounded the Trollslayer. For a long moment he watched the curve-bladed knife reflecting the Morrslieb light.
Then he drew back his own dagger. “Sigmar guide my hand,” he muttered and threw. The blade flew straight and true to the throat of the High Priest, hitting beneath the mask where flesh was exposed. With a gurgle, the cult-master toppled backwards.
A long whine of frustration filled the air and the mist seemed to evaporate. The shape within the mist vanished. The cultists looked up in shock. The tainted ones turned to stare at him. Felix found himself confronted by the mad glare of dozens of unfriendly eyes. He stood immobile and very, very afraid. The silence was deathly.
Then there was an almighty roar and Gotrek emerged from amid the pile of bodies, pummelling about him with ham-sized fists. He reached down and from somewhere picked up his axe. He shortened his grip on the haft and laid about him with its shaft. Felix scooped up his own sword and ran in to join him. They fought until they were back to back.
The cultists, filled with fear at the loss of their leader, began to flee into the night and mist. Soon Felix and Gotrek stood alone under the shadows of the Darkstone Ring.
Gotrek looked at Felix balefully, blood clotted in his crested hair. In the witchlight he looked daemonic. “I am robbed of a mighty death, manling.”
He raised his axe menacingly. Felix wondered if he were still berserk and about to chop him down in spite of their binding oath. Gotrek began to move slowly towards him. Then the dwarf grinned. “It would seem the gods preserve me for a greater doom yet.”
He planted his axe hilt first into the ground and began to laugh till the tears ran down his face. Having exhausted his laughter, he turned to the altar and picked up the infant. “It lives,” he said.
Felix began to inspect the corpses of the cloaked cultists. He unmasked them. The first one was a blonde haired-girl covered in weals and bruises. The second was a young man. He had an amulet in the shape of a hammer hanging mockingly round his neck.
“I don’t think we’ll be going back to the inn,” Felix said sadly.
One local tale tells of an infant found on the steps of the temple of Shallya in Blutroch. It was wrapped in a bloody cloak of Sudenland wool, a pouch of gold lay nearby, and a steel amulet in the shape of a hammer was round its neck. The priestess swore she saw a black coach thundering away in the dawn light.
The natives of Blutroch tell another and darker tale of how Ingrid Hauptman and Gunter, the innkeeper’s son were slain in some horrible sacrifice to the Dark Powers. The road wardens who found the corpses up by the Darkstone Ring agreed it must have been a terrible rite. The bodies looked as if they had been chopped up with an axe.



        
            
                
            
        

    
THE IGNORANT ARMIES



by Jack Yeovil
 
And we are here as on a darkling plain
Swept with confused alarms of struggle and flight,
Where ignorant armies clash by night.
 
- Matthew Arnold, “Dover Beach”
 
Settling Tsarina down, he saw the frozen blood around her hooves. The last blacksmith’s nails had gone too deep. The horse’s ankles weren’t good, and the last three weeks’ ride had been hard on her. She’d barely been worth the price they’d paid for her when she was fresh. Now, she was a dependent. And they couldn’t use dependents.
“There, Tsarina, there,” he said, smoothing the horse’s mane, feeling her fragile warmth through thick hair. Her flesh wouldn’t be warm much longer. Not through another snow, another skirmish, or another day’s ride. As always, Vukotich had been right. When they had bargained successfully with the trader months ago, Johann had suggested calling the pair Tsar and Tsarina in honour of the ruling house of Kislev. The Iron Man, face unreadable under his scars, had snorted and said, “Johann, you don’t give a name to something you may have to eat.”
Vukotich had been in the Northern Forests of Kislev before, as a mercenary in the service of Tsar Radii Bokha, subduing an insubordinate boyar, fending off minor incursions from the Wastes. He had known what he was talking about. This wasn’t the Old World, this was a cruel country. You could see it in the faces of the people, in the iron-hard ground and the slate-coloured sky. In the forests, you could see it in the gallows-trees and the looted graves. Everything had been hacked and scarred into misery. In the hostelries, the songs had been brutal or gloomy, the food was like spiced leather, and all the jokes referred to filthy practices involving the livestock.
In the dusk, Johann saw Vukotich, a spiky shadow in furs, emerging from the trees with an armload of firewood. Stripped of the ice-threaded bark, the wood would burn smokily, but it would burn the night through. Vukotich dumped his load in the centre of the dark brown circle from which he had cleared the snow. What little light was left in the sky had to fight its way down through four-hundred foot trees. They should have made camp an hour ago to be relatively secure by nightfall, but they had been pushing on, Tsarina had been limping, and - just maybe, without consciously working at it - they had wanted to be a temptation to Cicatrice’s tail-draggers. Sigmar knows, Johann thought, it would be sweet to be done with this business.
The horse whinnied, and Johann felt her hot breath on his wrist. He loosened a drawstring, and pulled off his glove, making a fist against the cold. Then he stroked the horse again, twining his fingers in her mane. The beast knew, he could tell. He could see the panic in her clouded eye, but she was too tired, too resigned, to fight back. Tsarina would welcome death. Vukotich stood over man and horse, his hand on his knifehilt.
“Do you want me to do it?”
“No,” said Johann, drawing one of his own knives - a hunter’s pride, one edge honed to razor sharpness, the other serrated like a joiner’s saw. “I named her, I’ll finish her…”
He breathed into Tsarina’s nostrils, soothing the horse with his naked left hand, his gauntleted right bringing up the knife. He looked into her eyes, and felt - imagined he felt? - the animal willing him to be swift. He got a good grip, and drove into Tsarina’s neck, puncturing the major artery. He sawed through muscle and gristle to make sure the job was well done, and then shuffled back on his knees to avoid the spray. He felt the frozen earth through his padded knee-protectors. His britches would be speckled with Tsarina’s red tomorrow. The horse kicked, and emptied fast, the spirit flown forever. Johann made silent prayer to Taal, the God of Nature and Wild Places, one of the few gods he bothered to appease these days. He stood up, and brushed bloody snow from his clothes.
Vukotich knelt, and put his hand in the flow of blood as one might put one’s hand in a mountain stream. Johann had seen him do the like before. It was some superstition of his native land. He knew what the man would say now, “innocent blood”. It was like a little prayer. One of Vukotich’s sayings was “never underestimate the power of innocent blood”. If pressed, the old soldier would invoke the blessed name of Sigmar, and trace the sign of the hammer in the dust. Johann shied away from magic - he had had some bad experiences - but all knew of Sigmar’s harsh benevolence. If there were miracles to be had, only he could be even half-counted upon. But Sigmar’s mercy, Sigmar’s hammer and Sigmar’s muttered name had done nothing for the horse. She was still now. Tsarina was gone, and they had meat for two weeks’ journey in this forest.
Vukotich wiped his hand clean, flexed the fingers as if invigorated, and produced his flint. Johann turned, and saw his companion had constructed a simple pyramid fire, building a tent of logs over a nest of twigs. Dry grass was hard to come by here, but Vukotich could root out mosses and combustible fungi to start a blaze. Vukotich struck his flint, the fire took, and Johann smelled the fresh smell of woodsmoke. His eyes watered as a cloud of smoke wrapped his head, but he kept his place. Best to ignore the discomfort. The smoke column passed, twisting around to reach for the other man. It was an infallible rule of the fire, that it would have to smoke in someone’s face.
“So it’s horse tonight?” asked Vukotich.
“Yes, we’ll have to cure the meat tomorrow if we’re to carry on.”
“Is there any question of that?”
“No,” Johann said, as he always had.
“You wouldn’t lose any honour if you were to return to your estates. They must have gone to ruin since we left. I’ll continue the tracking. I’m too old to change. But you needn’t keep up with it. You could make a life for yourself. You’re the Baron now.”
He had heard the speech before, and many variations on it, almost from the beginning. Never had he seriously considered returning to his ruined home, and never - Johann thought - had Vukotich expected him to. It was part of the game they played, master and servant, pupil and tutor, man of iron and man of meat. In some circumstances, Johann knew, meat breaks less easily than iron.
“Very well.”
Johann set to butchering the horse. It was one of the many skills he wouldn’t have acquired had he been a better shot at a sixteen. If his shaft hadn’t missed the deer and pierced Wolf’s shoulder… If Cicatrice’s band hadn’t chosen to lay waste to the von Mecklenberg estate… If the old Baron had employed more men like Vukotich, and less like Schunzel, his then-steward… If…
But young Johann had been fumble-fingered with a longbow, Cicatrice had realized too well the weakness of the Empire’s outlying fiefdoms, and Schunzel had fussed more over wall-hangings and Bretonnian chefs than battlements and men-at-arms. And now, when he would ordinarily have been currying favour for his family at Karl-Franz’s court in Altdorf, Baron Johann von Mecklenberg was gutting a nag in a clearing dangerously near the frozen top of the world. The Arts of a Nobleman. If he were ever to write a book, that’s the title he would want to use.
Together, they pulled strips off the carcass and hung them on a longsword supported over the fire by two cleft branches. It was black from many previous services, stained by dried-in grease, and could never be used in a polite engagement. Throughout his education, Johann had been taught that weapons were the jewels of a nobleman, and should be treated as a master musician would his instrument, a sorcerer his spells and spices, or a courtesan her face and figure. Now, he knew a sword was a tool for keeping you alive, and that meant filling your insides far more often than it did exposing someone else’s.
“You saw the tracks today?” asked Vukotich.
“Four, more-or-less human, travelling slowly, left behind for us.”
Vukotich nodded. Johann sensed his teacher’s rough pride in him, but knew the old man would never admit it. The schooling was over, this was life…
“They’ll turn soon. If not tonight, then the next night. Two of them are weak. They’ve been on foot from three days into the forest. The skaven is lamed. Pus in his bootprints. If he lives, he’ll lose a foot to the gangrene. They’ll all be tired. They’ll want to get it over with while they still have an advantage.”
“We’re on foot too, now.”
“Yes, but they don’t know that.” In the firelight, Vukotich’s face was a dancing mass of red and black shadows. “Two of them will be broken, given this duty because Cicatrice wants to get rid of them. But since the Middle Mountains, he will have stopped underestimating us. He lost enough raiders in that pass to make him think us more than a nuisance. So, two of them will be good. One of them will be a Champion, or something very like. It’ll be altered. Twisted, but not crippled. It’s something big, something enhanced. Something they think will take care of us.”
His eyes shone with flame. “I’ll watch first.”
Johann was aware of the aching in his back, his legs, the cold that had settled into his bones when they crossed the snowline and would never - he dreaded - depart. How much more would Vukotich, with his many past wounds, with the increasing weight of his years, feel the aches and the chills? The Iron Man never complained, never flagged, but that didn’t mean he had no feeling, no pain. Johann had seen him when he felt unobserved, seen him sag in his saddle, or massage his much-broken left arm. After all, the man couldn’t go on forever. Then what?
What of Cicatrice? What of Wolf?
They ate, chewing the tough meat slowly, and Vukotich mulled some spiced wine. Warm inside at least, Johann climbed into his bedroll in his clothes, pulling the furs about him. He slept with his knife in his hand, and dreamed…
The Baron of Sudenland had two sons, Johann and Wolf. They were fine boys, and would be fine young men. Johann, the older by three years, would be Baron after his father, and an Elector of the Empire. He would be a warrior, a diplomat and a scholar. Wolf, who would be his regent when the business of the Empire took him to Altdorf, would be Johann’s strong right hand. He would be a jurist, a master huntsman and an engineer. Joachim, the old Baron, was proud to have two such sons, who would, upon his death, preserve his lands and bear his responsibilities. And the people of the Barony were pleased they would not have to live under the whims and woes of petty tyrants, as did so many others throughout the Empire. The old Baron was much loved, and his sons would do him honour. New words were made up for old songs, celebrating each achievement of the growing boys.
The old Baron engaged many tutors for his sons; tutors in history and geography, in the sciences, in the ways of the gods, in etiquette and the finer accomplishments, in music and literature, in the skills of war and the demands of peace, even in the rudiments of magic. Among these was a warrior who had served throughout the Old World and beyond. The survivor of numberless campaigns, he never talked of his origins, his upbringing, even of his native land, and he had but one name. Vukotich. The Baron had first met Vukotich on the field of combat, during a border dispute with an unruly neighbour, and had personally captured the mercenary. Neither man spoke of it, but after the battle, Vukotich put aside his profession and swore allegiance only to the House of von Mecklenberg.
The Baron had many homes, many estates, many castles. One summer, he and his retinue chose to spend time in an isolated stronghold at the edge of the Barony. There, in the greenwood, his sons would learn how to hunt game, and win their trophies. This Joachim had done when he was a youth, and this his sons would now do. With pride, the old Baron watched from the towers of his castle as Vukotich took his sons off into the woods, accompanied by Corin the Fletcher, his arms master. Whatever Johann and Wolf killed would grace the Baron’s table that evening.
Wolf was a born huntsman, and was blooded his first day in the woods, bringing down a quail with a single quarrel. He soon became proficient with the longbow, the crossbow, the throwing lance, and all manner of traps and snares. Wolf, it was said partly in jest, was well-named, for he could stalk any beast of the forest. From birds, he progressed to boar and elk. He was equal to them all, and it was said that Wolf might be the first von Mecklenberg in generations to bring home a unicorn, a jabberwock or a manticore as trophies of his prowess in the woods. Corin had discovered that Andreas, one of the stable boys, had once been apprenticed to a taxidermist, and soon had the boy assigned to the preparing and mounting of Wolf’s trophies. Within a month, there were more than enough to fill his corner of the Great Hall of the von Mecklenbergs.
But Johann found the chase not to his taste. Early, he had developed an interest in the animals of the wood, but he couldn’t see them through a hunter’s eyes. Shooting at straw targets, he could best his brother with any weapon; but with a living, breathing creature before him, his hand faltered and his eye was off. He was too moved by the magnificence of a full-grown stag to want to see it dead, beheaded and stuffed, with glass eyes and dusty antlers. Everyone understood, which made it much worse for Johann, who was foolish enough to think compassion a womanish weakness. The old Baron, seeing in Wolf his younger self, nevertheless recognized in Johann the makings of a better man than either of the huntsmen could be. To Vukotich, he confided “Wolf’s delight in the hunt will make him a good regent, but Johann’s instinctive turning-away from killing will make him a great Elector”. But Johann tried to overcome his quirk of the mind. He would not give up eating meat, and he believed he could not honourably eat if he could not hunt in good conscience, so he applied himself.
Still, one day, while out with Wolf, Corin and Vukotich, Johann missed a deer he had a clear shot at, and his arrow slipped through the trees, lodging in his brother’s shoulder. It was a clean, shallow wound and Corin dressed it quickly, but Vukotich was sufficiently cautious to send the boy back to the castle. Johann had felt bad enough then, but later this incident would come to haunt his nights. If his life had a turning point, that careless shaft was it. Afterwards, nothing was as it was supposed to be.
There had always been outlaws, of course. Always been evil men, always been the altered ones. Especially in the forests. There had been raids and battles and bloodshed. There were many areas of the Empire where the servants of the Law dared not venture. And there had been many campaigns against the dark. But there had never been a Champion of Evil like Cicatrice. So named for the livid red weal scratched across his face by the claw of a daemon in the service of Khorne, Lord of Blood, Cicatrice had come out of the Wastes transformed beyond humanity. With his so-called Chaos Knights, Cicatrice had terrorized the Southlands, unfettered in his bloodlust in victory, eluding capture even in defeat. Emperor Karl-Franz himself had placed 50,000 Gold Crowns upon his head, but - though many had tried, and failed to survive the attempt - none had claimed the reward. The songs of his crimes were dark and dramatic, full of blood and fire, and just barely tainted with fascination. For the people of the Empire, used now to the comforts and pettiness of civilization, Cicatrice was an important figure. He was the outcast, a monster to remind them of the things waiting beyond the circle of light.
Cicatrice had seen a weakness in the summer home of the von Mecklenbergs, and mounted a raid that had shocked the Empire. An Elector murdered, his household put to the sword, his castle razed to the ground, his child - and the children of his retinue - stolen away. Never had there been such an atrocity, and rarely since did the other Electors travel anywhere remote without a force of men capable of besting a small army. Hitherto, stealth, poison and treachery had been the favoured weapons of the Night. Cicatrice had changed that. Truly, he was a Chaos Champion, and even the warlords of the Empire credited him as a brilliant strategist. If only because he was still alive and at the head of his Knights twenty years after his first raids, Cicatrice was unique among the servants of evil.
In his dreams, Johann kept being pulled back to that burning castle. He saw his father again, hanging in pieces from trees twenty feet apart. He saw poor, fat, silly Schunzel, the fires in his face and belly still alight. He saw Vukotich, in a rage he had never shown before or since, hacking at a wounded Beastman, screaming questions for which there would be no answers. Then there were the slaughtered horses, the violated servant girls, the unidentifiable corpses. Absurdly, he remembered the tennis lawns - not a scrap of green among the red - with its pile of eyeless heads. A skaven had been left behind, a rat-faced mutant he found among the carcasses of his tutors, sawing off fingers for rings. For the first time, Johann had killed without effort. He had never since hesitated to kill, higher race or beast. He had learned his last lesson.
There was another Elector now, a cousin who called himself Baron, and claimed that Johann had given up his rights to the title by deserting the remnants of the House of von Mecklenberg and setting off on his travels. Johann would not have argued with him. The business of Empire had to continue, and he had other business.
Even with his shoulder wounded, Wolf would have fought.
But he was not among the dead. He was among the missing. At thirteen years of age, he would have interested Cicatrice.
That had been ten years, and inconceivable miles, ago. They had followed Cicatrice’s band in ragged circles around the Empire; up through the Grey Mountains to the borders of Bretonnia, surviving ambushes on the waterfront of Marienburg, then through the Wasteland into the Drak Wald Forest - where Johann and Vukotich had been enslaved for a spell by a mad dwarf with a magic mine - and up through the Middle Mountains - where they had fought off a concerted attack, and lost Corin the Fletcher to a goat-headed monstrosity - into the Forest of Shadows. Then, down into the Great Forest and east through Stirland towards the World’s Edge Mountains where the powers of darkness are paramount, and where they struggled against phantoms that were sent against their minds by powerful enchanters. The seasons came and went, and the slow progress continued. Johann knew they had been close more times than he could count, but always something had intervened. He had forgotten how many ravaged settlements they had passed through, seeing themselves mirrored in the numb rage of the survivors. Cicatrice’s band was unstable, and they had met deserters, cast-offs or defeated would-be champions. Vukotich had more scars now, and Johann wasn’t the youth he had been. Back and forth, up and down, the wandering had progressed across the land, constantly at the edges of the Old World, constantly at the extremes of experience. Johann had seen horrors beyond the imagining of his tutors, had learned not to concern himself with the caprices of the gods, and had survived so far. He had given up expecting to see each day’s dawn, he had almost given up expecting to see Wolf at the end of it.
But still, even to the top of the world, they kept on Cicatrice’s tracks. By day, Johann tried not to think about the past, or the future; by night, he could think of nothing else. He had long since become used to sleeping badly.
The hand on his shoulder shook him awake. He opened his eyes, but didn’t say anything.
“They’ve turned,” said Vukotich, his voice low and urgent, “their stink is in the air.”
Johann slipped out of his bedding, and stood up. The forests were quiet, save for the drip of snow, and the laboured breathing of Vukotich’s horse. The fire had burned to ash, but was still casting a glow. The chill had not left his bones. Ice daggers hung like lanterns from the lower branches of the trees, mysteriously lit from within.
They rolled furs into man-sized humps, covered them with bedding and arranged them near the fire. In the dark, they would pass. Vukotich took his crossbow from his saddle, and selected a quarrel. He checked the sleeping horse Johann couldn’t help but think of as Would-Have-Been-Tsar. Then, they withdrew into the forest.
The wait wasn’t long. Johann’s sense of smell wasn’t as acute as Vukotich’s, but he eventually heard them. His tutor had been right; there were four, and one was limping. The noises stopped. Johann pressed close to a tree-trunk, shrouding himself in its shadow.
There was a sound like the tearing of silk, and the bedding rolls shuddered. Each was pierced with a crossbow bolt where the head would be. They glowed green, and emitted little puffs of fire and smoke. Johann held his lungs. He didn’t want to breathe even a trace of whatever poison that was.
The flares died, and nothing moved in the clearing. Johann gripped the hilt of his sword, while Vukotich brought up his crossbow. He didn’t favour poison, but with his eye he didn’t need to.
Johann heard his heart beating too loud, and fought against all the imagined sounds in his head. Finally, the real sounds came.
A human shape detached itself from the darkness and ventured into the clearing. It limped badly, and its head was elongated, with shining eyes and sharp little teeth. It was the skaven. Piebald, with tatters of clothing over oddments of armour, the ratman was distorted in the emberlight. It stood over the murdered bedrolls, its back to them. It wore the eye-in-the-point-down-pyramid symbol of the Clan Eshin on its ripped blackhide jacket, and the stylized scarface worn by all the followers of Cicatrice. Vukotich put his bolt through the eye. The skaven breathed in sharply, and half-turned. Vukotich’s arrowhead stuck out bloody a few inches from its chest. The ratman went down.
Johann and Vukotich circled away from their spot, until they faced the direction from which the thing had come. There were eyes in the darkness. Vukotich held up three fingers, then two. Three against two. It had been worse before.
Fire exploded above them, as arrows pinned balls of burning rag to trees. The balls exploded, and rained streamers of flame around them. Three figures came into the clearing, tall but shambling. Johann could smell them now. One of them wasn’t alive.
Vukotich put a quarrel through the throat of the creature in the centre, but it still kept walking. It walked to the fire, and Johann saw a rotted ruin of a face. It was leaking dust from its split neck. It had been female, once. Now, it wasn’t a person, it was a puppet. One of the others must have raised it, or been given the reins by the magician who had. Like many of Cicatrice’s Knights, it had a line of red warpaint across its face, echoing its leader’s scar. It moved awkwardly because of its mortal wounds, but that wouldn’t stop it from being deadly.
“We’d better do something about that,” said Vukotich, “before it gives us the Tomb Rot.”
Together, Johann and Vukotich ran forward, and counted coup on the undead woman, whipping it with their swords, taking care not to touch the diseased thing. Johann felt brittle bones breaking inside it. The thing staggered from side to side as it was struck, and stepped onto the embers of the fire. Its tattered shroud caught light, and so did its dessiccated shins. When the flame reached its pockets of rancid flesh, they cooked through with a foul hiss. With an awful keening, the creature became a writhing mass of fire. Johann and Vukotich stepped back, prodding it with swordpoints, staying out of its burning reach.
Its companions came forward now, faces flickering in its dying light. Johann parried a blow, and felt its force ringing throughout his entire body. His opponent was taller by a head, and heavily armoured, but its reactions were slower, and its helmet was distorted by a head that seemed to have expanded inside it. It was an altered of some sort, a human being under the influence of the warpstone, that unclassifiable substance so many Servants of the Night had about them, turning into the physical image of whatever dark desires or fears it had harboured. The changes were part of the bargain made with whatever forces they owed allegiance, Johann knew. He had seen too many barely human things left in Cicatrice’s wake. This thing was plainly in the throes of some fresh alteration. Under its helm, it would be some new monstrosity.
Johann stepped back, and slashed across the creature’s chest, denting its breastplate, caving in the scarface symbol etched into the metal. Suddenly, he felt arms around him, and pain at his back. The burning thing had hugged him. He shook free, smelling his scorched clothing, ignoring the pain, and ducked away from a blow that could have sheared his head from his shoulders. The undead got in the way again, and the Knight reached out with a huge hand. The giant got a grip on its flame-haloed head, and with a grunt crushed it to dust. It fell, useless now, and the Knight returned its attentions to Johann.
Vukotich was grappling close with a toad-faced altered with too many limbs, and green ichor was sizzling in the snow around them as his knife went in and out of the thing’s bloated stomach. It didn’t seem slowed by its many wounds. Vukotich had an arm around its neck, pressing down its inflating ruff.
Johann faced the Knight, and made a few tentative passes at its legs. It was already slow, a few bone-deep cuts would make it slower. He realized that the thing was roaring. Johann wasn’t sure, but it sounded unpleasantly like the laughter of the heroically insane. The altered’s dented breastplate sprung outwards, spiked from within by hard eruptions springing from its mutating body. Whoever it had once been, it was under the warpstone now, progressing far beyond humanity. The Knight screamed its poison mirth, and tugged at its armour. The breastplate came free, and Johann saw the growing spines and plates on its skin. Cicatrice’s face was tattooed on its chest. The helmet stretched outward, cracks appearing in the beaten steel, horns pushing through above the eyeholes like bulbshoots emerging from fertile soil. Johann thrust at the altered’s chest, but his sword was turned aside by the creature’s armoured hide. The Knight wasn’t even bothering to fight back. Johann struck at its neck, and his sword lodged deep. It still laughed at him, and his sword wouldn’t come free. He pulled two knives from his belt, and sunk them into the altered’s body, aiming for the kidneys. The laughter continued, and the Knight began to peel away the ruined sections of his helmet.
Eyes peered at Johann from bone-ridged cavities. There were seven of them, arranged across the Knight’s forehead. Two were real, five were polished glass set in living flesh. Johann prayed to the gods he’d ignored for years. The Knight dislodged Johann’s sword from its neck, and threw it away.
“Hello, Master Johann,” it said, its voice piping and childish, almost charming. “How you’ve grown.”
It was - it had been - Andreas, the von Mecklenberg stable boy, the mounter of trophies. He had found other tutors since Johann had seen him last.
The great hands reached for him, and Johann felt weights on his shoulders. The fingers gripped like blacksmith’s tongs. There was no longer ground under his feet. Johann smelled Andreas’ foul breath, and looked up into his former servant’s mask of expanded flesh. He pulled the knives from the altered’s sides, and sawed away at its stomach and groin with them. He merely cut through altered flesh that grew back as he ravaged it. Andreas pushed him, and he flew twenty feet through the air. He hit a tree, for a moment dreading that his back was broken, then fell. The earth was hard, and he took the fall badly.
Vukotich’s opponent was downed, and the tutor strode towards the Knight, two-handed sword raised. Andreas put out an arm to stop him, and brushed aside the swinging blow. He grapped Vukotich’s wrists with one hand, and forced the Iron Man to his knees. The altered was still laughing. Daemons screeched in his laughter, and murdered children wailed. Andreas pushed Vukotich back, bending him double, shoving his head towards the still-burning remains of the undead, forcing his own sword towards his face. Vukotich struggled back, and Andreas’ huge shoulders heaved as he exerted pressure on the dwarfed human. The sword was fixed between their faces, shuddering as they threw their full strength at each other. The knight shrugged off his back armour, which fell from him, and Johann saw a streak of white down the creature’s mottled and encrusted back.
Ignoring the pain, he ran across the clearing, stepping in the mess Vukotich had made of his toadman, and hurled himself onto Andreas’ back. There, the alterations were not quite complete. He drove his knives in between the Knight’s horny shoulderblades, where a patch of boyish skin remained between the bony plates, and sawed down the line of his spine, going as deep as he could, cutting through ribs. Blood gushed into his face, and at last he felt his thrusts sink into the real, unaltered Andreas, doing some damage.
The laughter stopped, and the altered stood up, trying to shake Johann from his back. Johann gripped Andreas’ waist with his knees, and continued his sawing. His hands were inside now, and he was hacking at random, hoping to puncture what was left of the heart. Something big in Andreas’ torso burst, and he fell writhing to the ground. Johann kept riding him, his hands free now, stabbing where he could. Andreas rolled over, and Johann disengaged himself from the dying Knight. He stood up, and wiped blood out of his eyes.
Andreas lay face-up, red froth on his lips, the light fast going from his face. Johann knelt, and took his head in his hands.
“Andreas,” he said, trying to reach through the Knight of Darkness to the stable lad, “what of Wolf?”
The Knight gathered phlegm in his throat, but let it drip bloodily from his mouth. In the two living eyes, Johann saw something still human. He plucked the glass eyes from the face, and threw them away.
“Andreas, we were friends once. This wasn’t your fault. Wolf. Where’s Wolf? Is he still alive? Where is Cicatrice taking him?”
The dying man smiled crooked. “North,” he gasped, broken bones kniving inside his flesh as he spoke, “to the Wastes, to the Battle. Not far now. The Battle.”
“What battle? Andreas, it’s important. What battle?”
The ghost of the laughter came again. “Baron,” Andreas said, “we were never friends.”
The stable boy was dead.
Vukotich was hurt. The toadman had lost his dagger early in their struggle, and his barbed hands hadn’t proved a threat. But, when cut, he bled poison. The green stuff ate through clothing, discoloured skin, and seeped dangerously into the body. Vukotich had spilled a lot of it on himself. When the morning light penetrated to the clearing, Johann saw the irregular holes in Vukotich’s leggings, and realized his tutor was having trouble standing. He tottered, and fell.
“Leave me,” Vukotich said through clenched teeth. “I’ll slow you down.”
That was what Johann had been taught to do, but he had never been a model pupil. With handfuls of snow, he rubbed at Vukotich’s wounds, working away until most of the poison was gone. He had no idea how deep the blight had sunk into his flesh, and also didn’t know anything about the properties of the toadman’s blood. But if it were fatal, Vukotich would have told him so, in an attempt to get Johann to leave him. He tore a spare shirt into rags, and bandaged where he could. Vukotich was quiet, but winced throughout. Johann didn’t ask him if he were in pain.
With branches, and strips of leather from their fallen enemies’ clothes, Johann made a stretcher which he fixed to Would-Have-Been-Tsar’s halter. It was rough, but padded with furs it sufficed. He helped the unprotesting Vukotich onto the stretcher and wrapped him warmly. The old soldier lay still, gripping a sword as a child grips a favoured toy, his face still stained green in patches.
“We’re going north,” Johann said. “We’ll be out of this forest by night. There’ll be some settlement before the steppes.”
That was true, but didn’t necessarily imply a welcome, a healer and a warm bed. There was a saying, “in the forests, there is no Law; on the Steppe, there are no Gods.” This was still Kislev, but no Tsar reigned here. Beyond the steppes were the Wastes, where the warpstone was the only rule, changing men’s minds and bodies, distorting souls, working its evil on all. It was Cicatrice’s spiritual homeland, and the only surprise was that his trail hadn’t brought them there earlier.
They travelled slowly, and Johann was proved wrong. By nightfall, they were still in the forest. Vukotich slept fitfully as he was dragged, voicing the pains he would never admit to when awake. Would-Have-Been-Tsar plodded on like a machine, but Johann knew the horse wouldn’t outlive the moon. They’d need fresh horses on the steppes if they were to keep up with Cicatrice, and Vukotich would need healing.
The next day, after an undisturbed night’s camp, the trees began thinning, and the gloom lifted. There was even a trace of sun in the dead sky. Johann had seen tracks, had found the spot where Cicatrice had camped - the gutted corpse hanging by its feet from a tree was an obvious signpost - and knew they continued on the right trail. Beneath the corpse, someone had scrawled TURN BACK NOW in the snow in fresh blood. Johann spat at the message.
It took a while to realize how strange this country was. There was no birdsong, and he had long since ceased to notice any animals. At first, he was so relieved not to be constantly on guard against wolf and bear - he had three rakemarks on his back to remind him of an old encounter - that it didn’t occur to him quite how ominous the lack of life was.
The forest finally died. Johann passed through a thick stretch where tree corpses leaned against each other, or rotted where they lay, and emerged onto the barren steppe. It was like passing from night into day. Looking back, he saw the edge of the forest like a wall extending to the horizon on either side. The trees were packed together like the fortifications of a castle, and didn’t seem to fall outward.
If the forest was dead, the steppe was deader. There were scraggy clumps of grass, and areas of naked, frozen earth. The snows had been thin, but still remained here and there. In a hundred years, this would be desert.
In the distance, a trail of grey smoke spiralled up into the empty sky, and something large and ungainly with wings flapped slowly through the air.
“There’s a village ahead, Vukotich.”
They rested a while, and Johann dripped some water - they had been reduced to melting snow - into his tutor’s mouth, then fed the horse. It had been over a month since they’d seen another creature who’d not tried to kill them. Perhaps, by some miracle, there would be some hospitality to be bought at the village. Johann wasn’t too hopeful, but hadn’t developed Vukotich’s automatic distrust. Men still had to earn his enmity.
Vukotich wasn’t speaking, conserving his strength, but Johann could tell his tutor was mending. In him, life was like a seed that lives through the arctic winter to sprout when spring brings a trace of warmth. Twice, Johann had thought him dead and been proved wrong. Cicatrice’s bandits had given him the name Iron Man.
Johann chewed a long strip of Tsarina as he rode towards the smoke, and tried not to think about Andreas, not to think about Wolf. He remembered the stable lad as a cheerful youth, and could not see in him the beginnings of the Chaos Knight. But they had been there. Perhaps it had always rankled with Andreas that he was born to serve, while Johann and Wolf were born to the Barony. The ways of the warpstone were subtle. They could steal into a man’s heart - a child’s heart - and find the resentments, the petty injuries, the flaws, then work on them until the heart was rotten as a worm-holed apple. Then, the outer changes began. In Andreas, in the toad-thing, in the many others they had seen over the years. The goat-headed altered that had killed Corin the Fletcher had once been a simple cleric of Verena, Goddess of Learning and Justice, lured into evil by a desire to glance at the Forbidden Books. Cicatrice himself had been a distant relative of the Prince-Elector of Ostland, posted to the Wastes by a jealous rival during a family feud, changed now beyond recognition.
What could warpstone have done to Wolf? Would his brother remember the unlucky arrow in his shoulder, and greet his rescuers with a murderous attack? Would he even recognize Johann? With each year, the likelihood of his putting up any resistance diminished. Now, most probably, he would have to be rescued against his will. And even then, he might prove too far gone in the ways of darkness to help.
Johann and Vukotich had not discussed the end of their search. It had always been assumed between them that Wolf would be rescued. But just lately, Johann had begun to wonder. He knew that he could never bring himself to raise an arm against his brother, but what of Vukotich? Did the Iron Man feel it would be his duty, if Wolf could not be saved, to put an end to him by the sword? Vukotich had mercy-killed before, in his wars, even along their trail. Would it be so different? And would Johann try to stop him? He suspected that, even wounded, Vukotich was the better duellist.
Something crunched under Would-Have-Been-Tsar’s hooves, jolting Johann out of his unhappy reverie. He looked down. The animal was standing on a clean skeleton, his right foreleg buried in a ribcage that gripped his ankle like a trap. Johann dismounted, and pulled the old bones away. The skeleton was nearly human, but for the horns on the skull and the extra rows of teeth.
They were in the middle of a sea of bones, stretching as far as the horizon. This must be the site of some ancient plague, or some calamitous conflict…
Andreas had spoken of a battle.
Johann got up on the horse, and continued, proceeding slowly. The stretcher dragged through long-undisturbed bones. Some of the skeletons were barely recognizable. Johann shuddered, and kept his eyes on the smoke. He could see now that it was coming from a group of low buildings, more an outpost than a village. But there would be people. What kind of people would live among the detritus of massacre?
When Vukotich awoke, Johann would ask him about the battle. He would know who had fought here, and why. As if it mattered. Some of the skeletons were hundreds of years old, he thought. Their armour and weapons long stolen away, only their useless bones remained.
Then the smell hit him. The smell he’d become used to. The smell of the zombie that had been with Andreas, the smell of all recently-dead things. The stench of decay.
The quality of the dead had changed. These skeletons were clothed with rags of flesh. They were more recently dead, or else preserved by the cold. They didn’t crumble under the horse’s hooves or the trailing edge of Vukotich’s stretcher. It was a bumpy ride. Johann half-turned in the saddle, and saw Vukotich waking up. The stretcher rose over a huddled corpse, dragging it a few feet before leaving it behind. Empty eye sockets looked up, and a second mouth gaped in its throat. One of its arms was a man-length clump of tentacles, now withered like dry seaweed. It had been stripped naked.
“The Battlefield,” said Vukotich.
“What is this place?”
“Evil. We’re close to Cicatrice. This is what he’s come for.”
Vukotich was in pain again. Talking hurt him, Johann knew. The tutor slumped back on his stretcher, breathing hard.
The dead were around them in heaps. Some were obviously fresh-killed. There were birds now. Unclean carrion-pickers, tearing at exposed flesh, pecking out eyes, fighting over scraps. Johann hated the carrion birds. There was nothing worse than living off the slaughtered.
Armies had passed this way, less than a day ago by the looks of some of their leavings. And yet they had been following a band of raiders, not an army. Cicatrice could command only a hundred Knights at his best, and his band was well below strength since their exploits in the Troll Country.
“The gathering,” Vukotich got out, “is here. Cicatrice will be one among many.”
A pack of rats, close together like a writhing carpet, swarmed over a skeleton horse, and swept towards the stretcher. They skittered up over the branches, and fastened on Vukotich’s legs. He waved his sword, and sent them flying away. The cutting edge was red. Johann could see his tutor had been bitten.
“Damn. The plague’ll get me yet.”
“Easy. We’re nearly at the village.”
Vukotich coughed, and shook on his stretcher. He spat pink froth. “By nightfall,” he gasped. “We must be there by nightfall.”
The skies were reddening when they reached the village. It consisted of a scattering of shacks around a central long, low hall. The buildings were all sunken, little more than roofed cellars with slit windows and fortifications. Johann was reminded of the shelters he had seen in lands afflicted by tornadoes and hurricanes.
There were no dead among the buildings. Indeed, the corpses seemed to have been cleared away from a rough circle around the village. There was a hitching rail by the hall. Johann dismounted and tied Would-Have-Been-Tsar to it.
“Yo,” he shouted, “is anyone here?”
Vukotich was awake again, shivering in his wrappings.
Johann shouted again, and a door opened. There was a depression in the earth beside the hall, and the entrance was in it, surrounded by bags of dirt. Two men came out of the hall. Johann touched his sword-hilt until they were in full view. Neither was significantly altered. One, who stayed back near the door, was a beefy, middle-aged man with a leather apron and a gleaming bald pate. The other, who came forward, was scarecrow thin, a wild-haired individual with a tatty mitre perched on his head. He was weighed down with amulets, badges, medals and tokens. Johann recognized the icons of Ulric, Manann, Myrmidua, Taal, Verena, and Ranald. Also, of the Chaos Powers, including the dreaded Khorne; the Gods of Law, Alluminas, Solkan; Grungni, Dwarven God of Mining; Liadriel, Elven God of Song and Wine. The hammer of Sigmar Heldenhammer, Patron Deity of the Empire, was there. No priest could truly bear the talismans of so many disparate, mutually hostile, gods. This was a madman, not a cleric.
Still, it is best to treat the mad with courtesy.
“Johann,” he said, extending his empty hand, “Baron von Mecklenberg.”
The man approached sideways, his gods tinkling as he did, smiling the smile of an imbecile.
“I’m Mischa, the priest.”
They shook hands. Mischa darted away, cautious. Johann noticed he wore the dagger of Khaine, Lord of Murder, as well as the dove of Shallya, Goddess of Healing and Mercy.
“We mean no harm. My friend has been injured.”
“Bring them inside,” barked the bald man. “Now, before nightfall.”
Vukotich had mentioned nightfall. Johann had a bad feeling about that. He had had an unrelishable experience with a certain vampire family in the Black Mountains.
“Come, come,” said Mischa, gesturing to Johann to come inside the hall. He danced a little on one foot, and waved a loose-wristed hand in the air. Johann saw the blood in his eyes, and held back.
He turned to Vukotich, who was struggling to sit up, and helped his friend. The Iron Man was unsteady on his feet, but could stumble towards the hall. Johann supported him. The bald man came out of his hole in the ground, and lifted Vukotich’s other shoulder. Johann sensed strength in him. Between them, while Mischa darted around uselessly, they got Vukotich through the door.
When Mischa was in, the bald man slammed the door behind him, and slid fast a series of heavy bolts. It took Johann a few moments to get used to the semi-darkness inside the hall, but he gathered immediately that there were others inside.
“Darvi,” asked someone, “who are they?”
The bald man let Vukotich sag against Johann, and stepped forward to reply. The interrogator was a dwarf who held himself oddly.
“This one calls himself a Baron. Johann von Mecklenberg. The other hasn’t spoken…”
“Vukotich,” said the Iron Man.
“Vukotich,” said the dwarf, “a good name. And von Mecklenberg. An Elector unless I miss my guess, and I never miss my guess.”
“I’ve abdicated that responsibility, sir,” said Johann. “Who might I be addressing?”
The dwarf came out of the shadows, and Johann saw why his movements were strange.
“Who might you be addressing?” The dwarf chortled, and bowed very carefully, the hilt of the sword shoved through his chest scraping the beaten earth floor. “Why, the Mayor of this nameless township. I’m Kleinzack… the Giant.”
Kleinzack’s sword was held in place by a complicated arrangement of leather straps and buckles. It stuck out a full foot from his back, and seemed honed to razor sharpness. Johann was reminded of the apparatus used by actors to simulate death, two pieces fixed to a body to look like one speared through it.
“I know just what you’re thinking, your excellency. No, this isn’t a trick. It goes all the way through. A miracle I wasn’t killed, of course. The blade passed through without puncturing anything vital, and now I daren’t have it removed for fear the miracle won’t be repeated. You can learn to live with anything, you know.”
“I can believe it, Mr Mayor.”
“You’ve met Mischa, our spiritual adviser. And Darvi, who is the keeper of this inn. Come share our meagre fare, and be introduced to the rest of us. Dirt, take his cloak.”
A hunched young man with limbs that bent the wrong way shuffled out of the shadow at Kleinzack’s order, and took Johann’s cloak from his shoulders, carefully wrapping it as he crept away.
A madman, a cripple, a dwarf… This was truly a peculiar community.
Kleinzack took a lantern, and twisted up the flame. The interior of the hall became visible now. There was a long table, with benches either side. A young woman in the remnant of a dress that mightn’t have been out of place at one of the Tsar’s famous balls passed by the diners, doling out a stew into their bowls. They were as tattered a collection of outcasts as Johann had ever broken bread with.
Kleinzack climbed a throne-shaped chair at the end of the table, and settled his sword into a well-worn notch in the back.
“Sit by me, your excellency. Eat with us.”
Johann took his place, and found himself looking across the table at an incredibly ancient creature - perhaps a woman - who was enthusiastically sawing at a hunk of raw meat with a large knife.
“Katinka doesn’t favour civilized cuisine,” said Kleinzack. “She’s a native of this region, and only eats her meat raw. At least it’s helped her keep her teeth.”
The crone grinned, and Johann saw teeth filed to nasty points. She raised a chunk of flesh to her mouth, and tore into it. Her cheeks were tattooed, the designs crumpled by her wrinkles.
“She’s a healer,” said the dwarf, “later, she will tend to your friend. She can do all manner of things with herbs and the insides of small animals.”
The young woman splashed stew into Johann’s bowl. He smelled spices, and saw vegetables floating in the gravy.
“This is Anna,” the woman curtsied with surprising daintiness, balancing the pot of stew on her generous hip, “she was travelling with a fine gentleman of Praag when he tired of her, and left her for our village as repayment for our hospitality.”
Anna’s eyes shone dully. She had red hair, and would have been quite pretty cleaned up. Of course, Johann realized, he wasn’t himself much used to baths and scents and etiquette. That part of his life was long gone.
“Naturally,” laughed Kleinzack, “we don’t expect such gratitude from all our guests.”
Various diners joined in, and banged their fists on the table as they guffawed. Johann didn’t find the hilarity pleasant, although the stew was excellent. The food was the best he’d tasted in some months, certainly better than smoked horse.
The meal passed without incident. No one asked Johann what his business was, and he refrained from asking anyone how this village came to be in the middle of a battlefield. The villagers were too busy eating, and Mischa the priest made the most conversation, invoking the blessings of a grab-bag of gods upon the night. Again, Johann felt uneasy about that.
Katinka took a look at Vukotich, and produced some herb balms which, when applied, soothed his wounds a little. The Iron Man was asleep again, now, and didn’t seem to be suffering much.
The hall was sub-divided into sleeping chambers. Several of the villagers scuttled off to them when the eating was done, and Johann heard bolts being drawn. Kleinzack produced some foul roots, and proceeded to smoke them. Johann refused his kind offer of a pipe. Anna - who didn’t speak - fussed with the dishes and cutlery, while Darvi drew ale from casks. Dirt shuffled around, keeping out of the way.
“You’re a far from home, Baron von Mecklenberg,” announced Kleinzack, puffing a cloud of vile smoke.
“Yes. I’m searching for my brother.”
“A-ha,” mused the dwarf, sucking at his pipe, “run away from home, has he?”
“Kidnapped by bandits.”
“I see. Bad things, bandits.” He found something funny, and laughed at it. Dirt joined in, but was silenced by a cuff around the head. “How long have you been after these bandits?”
“A long time.”
“Long, eh? That’s bad. You have my sympathy. All the troubled peoples of the world have my sympathy.”
He stroked Dirt’s tangled hair, and the bent boy huddled close to him like a dog to his master.
Something fell out of Dirt’s clothing, and glinted on the floor. Kleinzack’s face clouded, and Johann noticed how quiet everyone else was.
With elaborate off-handedness, Kleinzack downed his pipe and picked up his goblet. He drank. “Dirt,” he said, suavely, “you’ve dropped a bauble. Pick it up and bring it to me.”
The boy froze for a moment, then scuttled to the object. His fingers wouldn’t work, but he finally managed to squeeze the thing between thumb and forefinger. He laid it on the table in front of Kleinzack. It was a ring, with a red stone.
“Hmmn. A nice piece. Silver, I do believe. And a ruby, carved into a skull. Very nice.”
He tossed it to Johann.
“What do you think?”
Johann could hardly bear to handle the thing. It was somehow unpleasant to the touch. Perhaps he had been seeing too many skulls lately. This one was slashed diagonally. It was a familiar scar. Cicatrice was nearby.
“Crude workmanship, but it has a certain vitality, eh? Your excellency doubtless has many finer jewels than this.”
Johann put it down on the table. Kleinzack snapped his fingers, and Anna brought the ring to him. He gazed into its jewel.
“Dirt.” The boy looked up. “Dirt, you evidently want this trinket for your own.” The boy was doubtful. A rope of spittle dangled from his lips. “Very well, you shall have it. Come here.”
Dirt shambled forwards on his knees and elbows, advancing like an insect. He held out his hand, and Kleinzack took it.
“Which finger, I wonder…”
The dwarf jammed the ring onto Dirt’s little finger, then bent it savagely back. Johann heard the snap as the bone went. Dirt looked at his hand, with its finger sticking out at an unfamiliar angle. There was blood on the ruby. He smiled.
Then the din started outside.
Johann had been in enough battles to recognize the noise. The clash of steel on steel, the cries and screams of men in the heat of combat, the unforgettable sound of rent flesh. Outside the village hall, a full-scale war was being fought. It was as if armies had appeared out of the air, and set at each other with the ferocity of wild animals. Johann heard horses neighing in agony, arrows thudding home in wood or meat, shouted commands, oaths. The hall shuddered, as heavy bodies slammed into it. A little dust was dislodged from the beams.
Kleinzack was unperturbed, and continued to drink and smoke with an elaborate pretence of casualness. Anna kept efficiently refilling the dwarfs goblet, but was white under her filth, shaking with barely suppressed terror. Dirt tried to cram himself under a chair, hands pressed over his ears, eyes screwed shut as clams. Darvi glumly stood by his bar, eyes down, peering into his pint-pot. Katinka bared her teeth, apparently giggling, but Johann couldn’t hear her over the cacophony of war. Mischa was in his corner, kneeling before a composite altar to all his gods, begging at random for his own skin.
Outside, one faction charged another. Hooves thundered, cannons boomed, men went down in the mud and died. Johann’s ears hurt. He noticed that Darvi, Katinka and a few of the others had padded wads of rag into their ears. Kleinzack, however, did without; evidently, he was far gone enough to last a night of this.
They were all mad, Johann realized, maddened by this ghost of battle. Could it be like this every night?
He went to Vukotich, and found his friend awake but rigid, staring in the dark. The Iron Man took his hand, and held it tight.
Eventually, incredibly, Johann slept.
He awoke to silence. Rather, to the absence of clamour. His head still rung with the memory of the battle sounds, but outside the hall it was quiet. He felt hung-over, and unrested by his sleep. His teeth were furred, and his muscles ached from sleeping sitting up.
He was alone in the hall with Vukotich. Light streamed in through slit windows. His tutor was still in deep sleep, and Johann had to work hard to slip his hand out of the Iron Man’s grip. His fingers were white, bloodless, and tingled as his circulation crept back.
Puzzled, he went to the door, and found it hanging open. He put a head round it, and saw nothing threatening. Hand on sword, he went outside, and climbed up the steps cut into the earth. The air was still, and smelled of death.
The village stood in the middle of a field of the dead and dying. There were fires burning, carrying on the wind the stink of scorching flesh, and weak voices cried out in unknown tongues. Their meaning was clear, though. Johann had heard the like after many a combat. The wounded, calling for succour, or for a merciful blade.
At the hitching post, he found what was left of Would-Have-Been-Tsar. An intact head still in its bridle, hanging loose from the wood. The rest of the horse was a blasted, blackened and trampled mess, frosted with icy dew. It was mixed in with the limbless remnant of something small. A dwarf or a goblin. It was hard to tell, the head being mashed to a paste in the hardened mud. From now on, Johann would walk.
Ghosts or not, the armies of night left corpses behind. He scanned the flat landscape, finding nothing by the remains of war. Where did they come from? Where did they go? All the dead bore the marks of the warpstone. He could sense no pattern to the battle, as if a multitude of individuals had fought each other for no reason, each striving to kill as many of the others as possible.
That made as much sense as many of the wars he had seen on his travels.
Dirt came from the other side of the hall, his body strapped into the semblance of straightness by leather and metal appliances. He was still a puppet with too many broken strings, but he was upright, even if his head did loll like a hanged man’s, and he was walking as normally as he ever would. Johann noticed his broken finger splinted and bandaged, and wondered if he’d come by his other twisted bones in the same manner. He was carrying a double armful of swords, wrapped in bloody cloth. He smiled, revealing surprisingly white and even teeth, and dropped his burden onto the earth by the hall. The cloth came apart, and Johann saw red on the blades. He had learned about weapons - formally and by experience - and recognized a diversity of killing tools: Tilean duelling epees, Cathay dragon swords, two-handed Norse battle blades, curved scimitars of Araby. Dirt grinned again, proud of his findings, and fussed with the swords, arranging them on the ground, wiping the blood off, bringing out the shine.
Johann left him to his business, and went among the dead.
The villagers were on them like carrion birds, stripping armour and weapons, throwing their booty into large wheelbarrows. He examined one catch, and found rings, a silver flask of some sweet liqueur, an unbloodied silk shirt, a bag of Gold Crowns, a jewel-pommelled axe, a leather breastplate of Elven manufacture, a good pair of Bretonnian boots. Anna was filling this barrow. She worked delicately with the corpses, robbing them as if she were a nurse applying a poultice. As he watched, she slipped the rings from the stiff fingers of a dandified altered, then progressed to his filigreed armour. Without pausing to appreciate the workmanship, she loosed the leather ties on his arm-plates, and pulled them free. His skin was rotten beneath, and had been even before the battle. She eased his dragon-masked helmet from his head, and a knotted rope of silky hair came loose with it. His features were powdered and rouged, but had decaying holes in them. His eyes opened, and his limbs spasmed. With a small, ladylike move, Anna passed a knife under his chin, and he slipped back, blood trickling onto his chest. He sighed away his life, and Anna worked his body armour loose.
Sickened, he turned away, and saw Kleinzack. The dwarf was bundled up in furs, and wore a ridiculous hat. In daylight, the sword through him looked more bizarre than ever.
“Good morning, excellency. I trust you slept well.”
He didn’t reply.
“Ah, but it’s fine to be alive on such a morning.”
Mischa appeared, laden down with more religious tokens - some still wet - and bent low to whisper in Kleinzack’s ear. The Mayor laughed nastily, and slapped the mad priest. Mischa scurried off yelping.
“The gods have made him mad,” said Kleinzack, “that’s why they tolerate his sacrileges.”
Johann shrugged, and the dwarf laughed again. The mirth was begin to grate on him. He was unpleasantly reminded of Andreas’ deathly laughter. Truly, he had fallen among madmen.
Darvi and another man were building corpse fires. They couldn’t hope to burn all the dead, but they were managing to clear the area nearest the hall. Those too big to be carried whole to the blaze were cut up and thrown on like logs. Katinka came to Kleinzack and offered him a bracelet she had found.
“Pretty-pretty,” he cooed, holding the bracelet up so its jewels caught the light. He slipped it over his wrist, and admired it. Katinka hovered, bowed down, waiting for an indulgence. Kleinzack reached up and stroked her ratty hair. She hummed to herself in idiot contentment, and he sharply tweaked her ear. She cried out, and he pushed her away.
“Back to work, hag. The days are short, and the nights are long.” Then, to Johann, “Our work is never done, you see, excellency. Each night there are more. It never ends.”
A hand fell on Johann’s shoulder, and squeezed. He turned. Vukotich was up, a broken lance serving as a staff. His face had kept its greenish look, the scars standing out white and hard, and there was pain behind his eyes. But his grip was still strong. Even hobbling, he radiated strength. He was still the Iron Man who inspired terror even in Cicatrice’s worst.
“This is a Battlefield of Chaos, Johann. This is what Cicatrice has been heading for all along. It’s nearly over. He’ll be close by here, sleeping, with his creatures about him.”
Kleinzack bowed to Vukotich, shifting his sword slightly. “You know about the battle, then?”
“I’ve heard of it,” said Vukotich. “I was near here once, when I was younger. I saw the Knights coming here.”
“For over a thousand years, they’ve been fighting among themselves, proving themselves. All the Champions come here sooner or later, to see if they’ve got what they say they have. And most of them haven’t. Most of them end up like these poor dead fools.”
“And that’s how you live, dwarf,” spat Johann. “Robbing the dead, selling their leavings?”
Kleinzack didn’t seem offended. “Of course. Someone has to. Bodies rot, other things don’t. If it weren’t for us, and for our forebears, this plain would be a mountain of rusting armour by now.”
“They sleep in great underground halls nearby,” said Vukotich, “sleep like the dead. This is an important stage in their development, in their alteration. They lie comatose by day on warpstone slabs, changing form, ridding themselves of the last traces of humanity. And by night, they fight. In small groups, in single combat, at random, they fight. For a full lunar month, they fight. And if they survive, they go back into the world to spread their evil again.”
“And Cicatrice?”
“He’ll be here. Asleep now, as befits a General. We’ll find him, and Wolf with him.”
Vukotich looked tired. From his eyes, Johann could tell it would be over soon, one way or another.
“You,” Vukotich addressed Kleinzack, “carrion crow. Have you found anything bearing this symbol?” He produced a cloak-clasp with the emblem of Cicatrice’s band, the stylized human face deformed by a red lightning bolt in imitation of their leader’s daemon-claw scar. The dwarf held up a hand, and rubbed his thumb against his fingers. Vukotich tossed him the clasp, and he made a great show of examining it as if appraising the workmanship.
“I can perhaps recall some similar item…”
Vukotich produced a coin and cast it at Kleinzack’s feet. The dwarf looked exaggeratedly insulted, and shrugged helplessly. Johann dropped a purse of coins to join the single crown, and Kleinzack smiled.
“It all comes back to me. The scar.” He passed a finger diagonally across his face, kinking a little over his nose. “Very distinctive. Very unusual.”
“It’s an unusual man we’re after.”
“The man whose followers bear this design?”
“Yes. Cicatrice, the bandit.”
Kleinzack laughed again. “I can do better than show you a man who bears the image of this scar…”
The dwarf spun the clasp in the air and caught it.
“… I can show you the man who bears the scar itself.”
A claw grasped Johann’s heart, and squeezed.
“Cicatrice?”
The dwarf nodded, smiling, and held out his open hand. Johann gave him money. Kleinzack made a great pretence of examining his payment, biting into one Gold Crown, leaving shallow marks across the Emperor’s face. He looked at Johann and Vukotich, savouring his momentary power over them.
“Come,” he said, at length, “follow me.”
Vukotich was still slowed by his wounds, but managed to hobble along with the dwarf. Johann felt frustrated by their measured pace as they went their way through the heaps of the dead, out onto the bloody steppe. For ten years, he had been waiting to confront Cicatrice. That scarred face - which he had never seen, but which eternally recurred on his men’s emblem - had haunted his nights. He had never exchanged a blow or a word with the bandit, but Johann knew his history as well as he knew his own, and felt that by following in Cicatrice’s tracks, he had become as close to him as to a brother. A hated brother. Now, he remembered their separate battles. He measured his bested foes against Cicatrice’s, wondering whether he was truly the Chaos Champion’s equal in battle. He supposed he would find out soon enough.
Johann was impatient. Ten years was too long. It was well past time to get this over with.
No. He slowed himself, keeping in step with Vukotich and Kleinzack, helping his tutor over the rougher patches of ground, reining in his unruly imaginings. He would not hasten now. He had stayed alive for this day, kept himself going beyond all human endurance. He would not fumble at the last, and chance Wolf’s life. He found a calm in the centre of his heart, and let it seep through his being. The tightness in his chest eased. He began to see with a deadly clarity.
Almost unconsciously, he checked his weapons. His knives were in their greased sheaths, his sword hung easily from his belt. The blades could be in his hands faster than a human eye could register. After ten years on the trail, he could kill sometimes faster than he could think. It was a habit of which he looked forward to purging himself.
He remembered the initial arrow, brushing the deer’s hide, proceeding with what had seemed like supernatural slowness towards his brother’s shoulder. Johann hadn’t used a longbow since, preferring to concentrate on hand-to-hand iron and steel.
“It’s not much further,” wheezed Kleinzack. The dwarf was out of breath, and his sword shivered each time he filled his lungs. “Just over this ridge.”
The ridge was not a geographical feature, it was an arrangement of dead horsemen and their steeds, cut down by a row of cannons. The third or fourth charge had broken through, but the casualties had been appalling. Johann tried not to think of the ranks upon ranks of flesh underfoot as he helped Vukotich up over the obstacle. Kleinzack swarmed with surprising agility over the cavalry corpses, pulling himself along using belts and saddles as hand-holds.
Darvi and a group of rangy, dead-faced men were hard at work, cutting valuables loose from the bodies with saws and shears. They were working on a pile of felled knights. One man was tugging at a plumed helmet whose owner was still feebly resisting, despite the depth and number of his mortal wounds. This one was in the latter stages of the changes, limbs barely recognizable as human, leathery batwings torn and crumpled benath him, torso swollen up by a breastbone that was thrusting through papery skin like a knifeblade. The tatterdemalion’s head twisted this way and that with the helmet, but finally his robber got a good enough grip and with one determined tug pulled his prize away.
The altered was old, his cheeks sunken and serrated, all his teeth gone save for two yellow tusks that had worn grooves in his lips. His hair was white and sparse, knotted in rat-tails on one side where he had once been partially scalped. And a red scar ran diagonally across his face, kinking a little over the nose.
Their search was over.
But this was not the Cicatrice Johann had pictured. This was a dying misfit, altered beyond practicality, lost even to himself.
“I want to talk to him,” Johann told Kleinzack.
“That’s of no mind to me, your excellency…”
The dwarf wandered off, signalling Darvi and his men to follow. There were still pickings to be had. Something was screaming a few hundred yards away. Kleinzack’s crew ambled towards it, their killing tools ready for use.
Johann and Vukotich stood over the man they had followed for so long. He hardly seemed aware of their presence, being absorbed in the business of dying. Cicatrice was still vaguely trying to stand up, but ankles broken and swollen to the thickness of a normal man’s waist wouldn’t support him. Uncomprehending eyes opened and blinked on his bare shoulders, purposeless tendrils waved languidly in the flow of blood from the rib-deep wound over his heart.
“Cicatrice,” said Johann, feeling the syllables of the name on his tongue, “listen to me…”
The old altered looked up with fast-dimming eyes, and managed a smile. Red treacle oozed from his mouth.
“Cicatrice, I am the Baron von Mecklenberg.”
Cicatrice coughed, somewhere between a sob and a laugh, and turned his head to Johann. For the first time, the hunter and the hunted looked upon each other. Johann saw recognition in Cicatrice’s eyes. The dying monster knew who he was. And he would know what he had come for.
“Wolf. Where’s Wolf?”
Cicatrice raised a six-taloned hand, and pointed down at the earth, then made a general gesture, indicating the whole area.
“Here?” Cicatrice nodded.
“What have you done to him?”
“What… have… I… done to… him!” Cicatrice gathered his voice, and forced the words out. “What have I done to him? Why, my dear Baron, surely you should ask… what has he done to me?”
He held a claw to his opened breast, and dipped it in the blood.
“Wolf fought you? Wounded you?”
The laugh came again - the laugh Johann had been hearing from too many throats since this began - and Cicatrice’s smile became cruel and indignant. Johann could see the shadow of the fearsome warrior chieftan’s face over the shrunken and abused features of this poor creature.
“Wolf has killed me.”
With a certain pride, Johann turned to Vukotich. The Iron Man was an iron statue, his face unreadable. “You see, Vukotich,” he said, “Wolf resisted all these years. Here, in the heart of darkness, Wolf has turned on his captors, and escaped.”
“No,” said Cicatrice, barely able to control his spasming now. These were his last minutes, last seconds… “No, he has not escaped. Wolf now leads my army. For two years now, he has ridden at the head of our columns, planned our raids. I’m an old man. I’ve been tolerated. Until now. Now the Scar is dead, and the Young Wolf will have his time.”
Cicatrice reached into his wound, and pulled at his beating heart, holding it up.
“At least your brother chose to kill me face to face. His blade didn’t come from the back.”
Blood ran through Cicatrice’s talons. His heart puffed up like a toad, and then collapsed. With his last strength, the bandit squeezed out his own life.
On the way back to the village, it was Vukotich who supported Johann, guiding him as an enchanter might one of the raised dead. Suddenly, the thousands of miles he had travelled in the past ten years weighed heavy upon him, as if each were a measure of time not distance. He had been concentrating so hard upon his search, his quest, that he had failed to perceive the shifting circumstances that now rendered the whole endeavour all but meaningless.
Wolf was in no need of rescue. A few days ago, Wolf had sent four creatures to kill his brother. In the last two years, how many traps and schemes had he created? How he must wish him dead!
“It’s not Wolf,” Vukotich said. “Whatever he has become, it’s not Wolf. Your brother died a long time ago, in the woods, in Sudenland. He spilled his innocent blood. What we must find - find and destroy - is like the thing we burned in the forest, a monstrosity using what’s left of his body.”
Johann had no argument.
By the time they were back in the village, the sky was already darkening. Days really were short this far north. Johann heard distant thunder, in the ground, and imagined the hordes stirring from their sleep, examining themselves for new alterations, new improvements.
Would he even recognize Wolf?
Kleinzack was standing before his hall, surrounded by his people. Mischa was chanting, and dancing epileptically, invoking long-dead deities, calling for protection from all manner of perils. The villagers had stowed their day’s prizes, and were preparing for another night of cowering.
Johann would have to stay outside this night, and search through the carnage for his brother, seek to challenge him to mortal combat. He had no doubt that he could survive in the thick of a melee, but he wondered if he could come so close to the creatures of the warpstone, with their roiling auras of evil, without himself beginning the long, slow metamorphosis into monstrosity. If he were to start altering, he thought he could trust Vukotich to stick a spear through him.
A circle noosed around his left ankle, biting into the leather of his boot, and he was pulled off balance. He saw the wire rising out of the earth as it was reeled in. Kleinzack jumped aside as the whirring machine behind him pulled the steel thread in yard by yard. Darvi was working a handle. Johann fell badly, jarring his back, and was dragged too fast across the ground to sit up and free himself. His clothes were abraded, and his sword-hilt dug into the ground like a plough. A net was thrown over him, and he felt a metal-tipped boot impact with his ribs. His arms were tangled in the net, and he felt heavy weights on them. Anna and Katinka were kneeling, pressing him to the ground as they hammered pegs down, pinning the net, limiting his movement.
Twisting his head, he saw Vukotich spinning his broken lance, surrounded by six or seven of Darvi’s brawny corpse-strippers. He gored one through, but his weapon was tugged out of his grip and the circle closed. He went down under it. Later, when they’d avenged their friend with a severe pummelling, they dragged him to the hall and pinned him out beside Johann.
Approaching carefully, Kleinzack and Darvi extracted the weapons from Johann’s sheaths. He tried to resist, but only got another kick for his pains. The dwarf made a great play of examining the sword, appreciating the workmanship, and then taking it away.
All the while, Mischa danced, sprinkling foul-smelling liquid on Johann, daubing arcane symbols on the earth, and reciting from various scrolls of manuscript he kept about his person. Johann gathered he and Vukotich were being laid out to appease the gods. At least, that was what Mischa was telling the villagers.
Eventually, the mad priest stopped, and went inside with the rest of the villagers.
Above the net, the sky was nearly black. The subterranean sounds were louder now, and Johann could feel the earth under him shaking. He tensed all his muscles and exerted as much pull as he could. One of the pegs popped out of the ground, and his right hand was free. He strained again. The pegs were loosening, but it would take time to fight his way out of the net.
Then a shadow fell over him, and he heard the now-familiar laugh. It was Kleinzack.
“Happy now, excellency? You’ll soon see your brother. I’m only sorry I shan’t be here to witness your touching reunion, to see your first embrace after so many years…”
The dwarfs hands were on him, patting pockets for coins.
“Of course, your brother has already paid me well for arranging this little get-together, but I don’t see why I shouldn’t also extract some tribute from you. It’s only fair.”
Kleinzack took the pouches from Johann’s belt, and the amulet with the family crest from his neck. Then he tried to work off the signet ring from his right hand.
Johann grabbed the dwarfs hand, and held tight. Kleinzack thumped him, hard, but was still held. He spat in the dwarfs face and, summoning all his strength, sat up. Pegs burst free - those driven by Anna seemed a shade less well-rooted than those Katinka had seen to - and the net gathered in Johann’s lap as he fought loose of it.
Kleinzack’s gloating smarm had bubbled away, and his face was a mask of terror. He started blubbering, begging for mercy.
The ground was trembling constantly now, and he could hear hooves, the clanking of armour, shouts of defiance, and other, barely human, sounds. A great many creatures were coming this way.
He held Kleinzack at arms’ length. The stubby legs kicked, but the mayor couldn’t reach Johann’s torso. He had adjusted his grip now, and held the dwarf by a fistful of jerkin, just under the protruding hilt of the sword.
“You’ve left me here, unarmed, to die, dwarf.”
Kleinzack didn’t say anything, just drooled. His bowels had let go, and he was dripping.
“You took away my sword. Up here, that’s as much murder as taking away my life.”
There were creatures around them in the darkness, human and otherwise.
“You owe me a sword, Kleinzack. I’ll take yours.”
He threw Kleinzack upwards. The dwarf seemed to hang in the air for a moment, eyes wide with disbelief. Johann reached out and grasped the hilt of the sword in the mayor. The dwarfs weight dragged it down. Kleinzack screamed as the sharp blade shifted in his chest. The point of the sword dug a few inches into the ground. He put a boot on Kleinzack’s belly, and pushed the dwarfs body down the length of the sword. The straps and belts came free, and Kleinzack flailed, the long-ago killing stroke finally accomplishing its purpose.
Johann drew his new sword from its scabbard of flesh, and kicked the dead dwarf away.
The fighting had begun, and the dark was pierced by bright flashes. Fires were started, and creatures hurled themselves against each other. An altered head rolled past Johann’s feet as he cut Vukotich loose from his net. A cannonade exploded close by, and Vukotich took a peppering of shot in one leg. Johann felt blood pouring down his face, from a chip lodged in his forehead, and tried to smear it away.
Nobody was paying particular attention to them, although Johann killed anything that came within a few yards of them, just to make sure. Vukotich took a two-bladed, dagger-topped waraxe from a fallen troll, and split the face of a bear-faced Norse warrior who was hefting a sword at him. As the bearman fell, Johann saw the scarface design on his belt-buckle. He had been one of Cicatrice’s.
No, one of Wolf’s.
Johann and Vukotich fell back against the hall, leaning on the roof. It was a defensible position. Before them, the warriors hacked and slashed at each other, not caring who they wounded. Ribbons of blood flew through the air. The killing continued.
They didn’t have to wait long.
Among the frighteningly random conflict there walked one group who seemed cooler, murderous but purposefully so. They fought their way through the throng towards the hall, towards Johann and Vukotich. There were less than they might have expected - Wolf must have taken bad losses during the last week of fighting by night - but they were death-hardened. Each wore, somewhere about him, the scar.
And one luxuriously-maned, red-eyed, fang-snouted giant wore it as a blood-coloured tattoo across his face.
Wolf.
Wolf growled, low and feral in the back of his throat. Then the growl rose to a snarl, and spittle flew from his lupine snout. Then the snarl ended with a gulped intake of air, and Wolf’s chest swelled. He howled like the animal he had become, baying at the skies. He clutched and unclutched his great, furred fists.
He carried no weapons but the three-inch, razor-edged claws that ended his fingers and toes, and the rows of teeth in his face. Johann guessed that with those natural assets he wouldn’t need to.
Again, Vukotich had been right. There was nothing, that he could see, left of his little brother.
Then the wolf smiled at him, and passed a claw through the air, bidding him come forward.
Wolf’s bandits held back, keeping the rest of the battle away from the area now marked out for the fight to the death.
“Forgive me,” Johann said, as he lashed out with Kleinzack’s sword. Wolf threw up an arm, tendons shifting beneath his pelt, and the swordblow was deflected. The altered Wolf must have iron in his muscle and bone. Johann’s strike had left a graze, which trickled blood, but no more. It should have sheared through, severing the arm.
Wolf moved fast, and Johann had to stumble backwards, losing his footing, to avoid the snipping of the claws. Wolf kicked out with a barbed, bootless foot, and a claw-toe raked across Johann’s stomach, cutting through his layered-leather armour. He pushed upwards as he stood, grabbing Wolf’s ankle with both hands and turning it, off-balancing the creature that had been his brother. Almost immediately, he lost his grip and Wolf was righting himself. He stood like a man, ready to wrestle with the arts they had been taught as boys, but he fought like a beast, who had to use tooth and claw or go hungry tonight.
Vukotich was still leaning against the sloping roof of the hall, breathing heavily. He was watching his pupils, but also wary of Wolf’s comrades, ready to pitch in with an axe if the strangely altered rules of fair combat were breached. Otherwise, he was leaving Johann and Wolf to their struggle.
Johann saw that Wolf had indeed grown with his alterations, finding a shape to fit his name, yet retaining every spark of his intelligence. His eyes were cruel but gleamed with sharpness of mind. The claw-stroke across his face marked him as a leader. He would never have been Baron, but he had proved that he could rise to power by his own designs.
Had Johann not missed his deer, what would Wolf have made of himself? How would his strength, now perverted into monstrosity, have been made manifest? Truly, the division between Hero and Hellspawn is fine, no thicker than a slender arrow…
The cut at his belly had gone deeper than he thought, and he felt his own blood soaking the inside of his clothes. Knots of pain were forming, too, and he tried not to think of the depth of his wounds. He had seen men vainly trying to coil their insides back in, and knew how permanent damage to the vitals was. Wolf showed no sign of hurt, although he had struck him again and again with the edge of Kleinzack’s sword. His brother’s hide was thicker than any armour.
They circled each other, like wrestlers looking for a good hold. He remembered that he had always bested his brother when they were boys. The three years between them gave him the advantage, and Wolf had been shamed only when Johann, hoping to give his brother a taste of victory, had held back and allowed himself to be beaten. Had that experience festered in the captive boy’s mind while the powers of the warpstone were exerted on him? Was that the secret anger that had fuelled his alteration?
Johann bled from the shoulder now, almost the exact spot where he had wounded Wolf so many years ago, and wondered whether that claw-thrust had been a deliberate reminder.
Wolf wore a metal shoulder-piece with the mark of Cicatrice picked out in jewels, covering the site of his long-healed wound. It was one of several for-show scraps of armour adorning his body.
Wolf jabbed again, with a blade-tipped forefinger, and again gored his shoulder. Now, he was sure it was deliberate. Wolf was drawing the fight out, reminding him of the long-ago error that had brought them to this…
He heard a clash and a scream, and glimpsed a tableau behind Wolf. One of the bandits had gone for Vukotich, and was on its knees in front of the Iron Man, axe embedded between its eyes. The axe came free, and Vukotich whirled to take on another attacker. Things were coming to an end, and Wolf’s men were clearing up the side issues.
Wolf dropped to all fours and charged like an animal, his long, still-golden hair streaming behind him. His back arched, and Johann saw the points of his vertebrae thrust against his skin. With a two-handed grip, he sliced into Wolf’s humped back, aiming for the spinal column. Hide peeled, and the sword jarred in his hands. Wolf roared, apparently feeling pain for the first time in the fight. He twisted away, rolling in a ball, and then stood like a man again, and closed with his brother.
Johann’s swordpoint touched his breast, and he froze. Wolf looked at Johann, the sword held between them. Johann had a good grip, and Wolf leaned forward into it. His hairy skin dimpled around the sharp end of the blade, and Johann felt the hilt pushed against his stomach. He could let go of the sword and it would stay between them, held by their bodies. For an instant, the brothers locked eyes, and he knew he was lost. Wolf snarled, strings of saliva hanging from his snout, and coals glowed deep in his blood-filled eyes.
Wolf held his shoulders, and pulled his brother towards him in a killing embrace. The sword should have burst through the skin, and pierced his heart neatly…
Instead, the sword bent. First, it simply strained, and Johann felt the pommel driving painfully into his wounded gut. Then, with an agonizing creak, a natural weakness in the iron was worked on, and the weapon bent as easily as a green branch. Wolf’s snarl continued, and the sword was pulled out of Johann’s hand. It fell away, useless.
Vukotich was still fighting. Three of Wolf’s men were out, but the last two had him pinned to the roof, and were cutting him. The Iron Man was bleeding badly, and his blood had an unhealthy, greenish tinge.
Wolf and Johann grappled with each other, wrestling again. He felt the claws going into his wounded shoulder, digging deep in the flesh. He brought his knee up, and slammed into Wolf’s rock-hard belly. The blow had no effect. He took a handful of Wolf’s hair, and tugged it sharply. A patch came away bloody, but Wolf didn’t flinch. Wolf made a fist, and aimed for Johann’s face. He took the blow on his chin, and reeled back, his head ringing, his vision shaking.
His shoulder was a fiery mass of pain now. And his left knee wasn’t working properly. And he had no weapons save for his hands. And his mind.
Wolf howled, with a note of triumph, and came after him. He was tempted to turn and run. But he wouldn’t get ten feet in the battle anyway. He might as well die by Wolf’s hand as by that of an unknown minion of the night.
He made a hard-edge of his hand, as the monks of Nippon were known to do, and chopped at Wolf’s neck. Wolf moved before the blow could land, and he skinned the leading edge of his hand on the jewelled armour plate.
Wolf screamed, and lashed out clumsily, claws closing in the air a foot to the left of Johann’s face.
That was the reminder he needed. That was the message what was left of his brother had been giving him. He felt the pain in his own shoulder, but ignored it, and took hold of the scarface-marked armour piece.
He wrenched it off, and looked at the patch of untreated, rotted wound beneath. Worms writhed in it, a flash of bone could be seen in the mangled meat. The fur around was grey.
Wolf looked at Johann with the eyes of the boy he had been, and silently begged for it to be over.
Johann found a sword on the ground, bloodied but unbroken. Wolf was down on one knee, as if waiting to be knighted. Johann calculated that he could drive the blade through the old wound, past the shoulderbones, and into his brother’s heart.
The flow of blood from his temple had halted, but there were tears on his face, salt stinging a cut on his cheek.
Johann hefted the sword aloft, and held it point-down above Wolf, ready to thrust deep, ready to finish his quest…
But things changed, and Vukotich was under him, between the brothers, mortally wounded but still moving. Johann had already begun to bring the blade down. It slipped into the Iron Man just below the v of his throat, and slid through flesh and bone.
Incredibly, he stood up. Johann backed off. Wolf was curled up behind Vukotich, cheated of his death. Vukotich turned, and pulled the sword from his neck. He held the weapon against him, point lodged beneath his chin, and then drew it across his body.
He opened himself, and his blood fell upon Wolf. Innocent blood.
There was a coppery smell, and Vukotich glowed with a violet light. He was mumbling at the last, reciting some charm or spell of his homeland, bleeding all over the thing he had once nurtured, taught and loved as a son.
Then he fell sideways, dead.
Johann went to Wolf, reaching for the sword in Vukotich’s already-stiffening hands, and found the source of the violet light. Wolf was glowing, surrounded by a man-shaped cloud of insubstantial mist. The glow pulsated, and the mist grew thicker. Johann couldn’t see his brother through it.
Innocent blood. Never underestimate the power of innocent blood, Vukotich had said.
He tried to touch his brother, but his gloved hand couldn’t penetrate the mist. It was yielding, but refused to break.
An enormous male altered with four-foot antlers charged them, and Johann brought his sword up, scraping the velvet from a tine. The stagman howled, and his face was engorged purple with rushing blood. Johann cut him down expertly, and took on the two twin goblins who followed, tricking them into spearing each other. Then came an octopoid monstrosity with the eyes of a beautiful woman, and a tiny-headed giant with four mace-handed arms. And others, and others.
As if possessed, Johann fought them all. He stood over his cocooned brother, and held off the hordes until morning.
At first light, the battle stopped. It was like a combat sport. An unheard referee had ended the match, and everyone could go home. Johann had been trading blows with an androgynous popinjay who wielded a thin, deadly rapier. When the sun first tainted the sky, the creature sheathed its sword and bowed elaborately to Johann, swishing a ruffled sleeve through the air. All around them, combatants had left off trying to kill each other and were breathing hard. The sudden quiet was unnerving.
Johann looked at his enemy of the moment. There was a disturbing touch of invitation, of frightful promise, in its womanish smile. Its beauty was almost elven, although its neutered but well-muscled form was human.
“Until tonight?” It said, gesturing in the air.
Johann was too exhausted to reply. He simply shook his head, conscious of the blood and sweat falling from his face.
“A pity,” it said. It kissed two fingers, and pressed them to Johann’s lips, then turned and walked away, a gorgeously embroidered cloak swinging from side to side, the buds of horns poking through its girlish hair. Johann wiped the scented blood taste from his mouth. It joined the others, and they trudged wearily away, leaving behind the losers of the night’s conflict. They were tonight’s losers, or the next night’s, or a hundred nights from now and far from this place’s. When you fight for Chaos, you fight with Chaos. And you can’t fight with Chaos and win.
Johann fell to his knees beside Wolf. Vukotich’s corpse was stiff as a statue now, and had suffered much abuse during the course of the night. But his normally hard face had softened. Johann realized just how little he really knew about the man he had lived with, fought alongside, travelled with and eaten with for ten years. At the end, though, Sigmar was with him. And magic had been in his blood. He traced a hammer in the earth.
Wolf’s cocoon had stopped glowing, and was dry and papery now, with thick veins. Johann touched it, and it broke. Wolf was stirring. The unidentifiable matter fell away in dusty scales.
Johann tore it away from his brother’s head.
A thirteen-year-old face appeared.
There were people about now. Anna, Darvi, Dirt, Mischa. The mad priest gave thanks to another dawn. With a single glance, Johann convinced Darvi not to fight him. Dirt bent down by the brothers, and grinned.
“You’re the Mayor now,” Johann told him, “get Katinka. My brother’s been hurt, and needs a poultice.”
There was an arrow wound in Wolf’s shoulder, fresh and clean and bleeding.



        
            
                
            
        

    
THE STAR BOAT



by Steve Baxter
 
“You’re drinking alone?” The stranger’s voice rasped against the friendly hubbub of the tavern.
Erik lowered his tankard and thought it over. Between campaigns, Erik - the one they called Erik the Were - always drank alone. Everyone knew that.
So who was this? He had made enough enemies on his many campaigns. Had one found him now?
The weight of his battle-hardened axe pressed against his thigh. He turned slowly, wiping froth from his moustache.
A rich purple cloak swaddled the stranger. No face could be seen in the hood’s shadows. The stranger stood utterly still, like a lizard.
“Yes, I drink alone,” Erik growled.
“Then let me buy you another.” The stranger reached out a gloved arm.
Erik wrapped the thin wrist in one hand. The stranger spat like a snake and snatched back his arm. Beneath its covering the flesh had been cold.
“I mean no offence.” Trembling, the stranger sat on a precarious stool opposite Erik. He had no drink and he kept his hood over his head. “I know of you,” he hissed, breathing hard. “You are Erik. A mercenary. A fighter whose fame passes far beyond your forsaken Norsca.” Erik caught a glimpse of yellow eyes deep inside the hood. “You have just returned from Araby?”
“Yah. So?”
The stranger shrugged. He indicated the rest of the tavern, half-armoured Norsemen waving money at serving women. “I can see it was a rewarding trip,” the stranger said drily. “But you’re not a man to throw money around, are you?”
Erik remembered Araby…
The sunlight stamped down on fire-hot sand, scalding the blond bodies of the Norsemen. He stood ready with the ulfwerenar, the wolf-kin. The werewolf warriors howled their discomfort.
The metal of his sword burnt his hand. He closed with Arabs whose breath stank of spices and who fought with knives clutched in long teeth; a growl built deep in his throat and he felt his lips stretch around a thrusting jaw; a red mist covered the sun and his teeth sank into dark flesh -
Erik the Were.
His breath rattled in his throat. The stranger was watching him. He forced himself to relax, to loose his grip on his tankard.
“I risk my life for my pay. Why throw it at some fat barman?”
“Very admirable.”
Raucous singing drifted through the crowd.
“Ah.” The stranger cocked his head. “I’m no expert on your aboriginal music, but I can make out the sentiments. Companionship, the bond of death.” Again the shadowed head swivelled at Erik. “And where are your companions, Erik?”
Erik worked his hand around his tankard. “I choose my own company,” he growled.
“Really?” The stranger leaned closer; his sibilant hiss turned to a whisper. “You see, I know why they call you the Were. You have a trace of the ulfwerenar in your veins, but your blood is not pure. You are both wolf and man… but you are neither wolf nor man. Are you?”
“So?”
“I’ve seen your type before. The wolf in you makes you a formidable warrior… the little you dare release. But you are a warrior wary of himself. Eh, Erik? And none of your comrades in arms, human or Were, see you as one of your own. Do they, man-were? How many of them will drink with you now? Is your wolf blood a gift or a curse, Erik?”
Erik slammed one fist on the tabletop. Heads turned. When they met his glare they turned away.
“What do you want?”
“My name is Cotza.” The stranger stood. “I travelled here to find you. I have an assignment for you. A challenge for the great and courageous Erik the Were. A journey to the northern wastes; a search for ancient treasure… I have a room in the tavern called the Dragon’s Tooth. Come at dawn.” Cotza reached into a deep pocket and threw a handful of coins onto the table. “Here,” he said. “Until then, drink and forget your loneliness, man-were.” And he turned and strode out of the tavern, his gait awkward and rolling.
With a snarl of disgust Erik brushed the coins onto the floor.
A little before dawn Erik settled his account and left the tavern. His breath frosting over his beard, he walked through Ragnar’s deserted streets. At the edge of the little town he climbed a small rise.
Pine-clad mountains swept down from behind Erik and pushed ridged fingers into the sea. The stars began to die; frost glistened. The lights of Ragnar and a dozen other small towns glittered in the fjords.
Mist covered the sea, and the mournful sound of a longboat’s dragon horn floated out of the fog. Grumbling voices drifted up to him out of Ragnar. The house of the Husthing - the town council - shouldered its way above the mass of squat buildings, its bell tolling the hour.
It was all very ordinary, human, comforting. Erik shivered and turned away, and looked to the north. Darkness clung like smoke to the northern earth, oblivious to the dawn.
Far to the north lay the great waste. It was a land of night. That lingering dark was the banner of the Chaos Powers.
Something in him stirred. He touched the mat of fur that covered his upper cheek. The cloaked stranger’s words had carried truth. Erik was a solitary man. Others could sense the seeds of Chaos in him, the traces of were-blood, even when the physical signs went unnoticed.
He remembered a child goaded day after day by his fellows - a child who wasn’t like the others, a child who was thickset, hirsute…
That child had never dared to do what he longed to do, to howl and bark and bite into the throats of his tormentors. For what if the wolf refused to subside, what if the wolf overcame the little boy and trapped him somewhere inside?
Erik the Were. A child terrified of himself.
The stranger had seen into his most secret heart. Erik felt exposed, weakened; anger coursed through his thoughts. He pulled his cloak tighter around him and stalked back into town.
He rapped at the door of the Dragon’s Tooth. The innkeeper was fat and bald. He grumbled as he led Erik up to Cotza’s room.
Erik pushed open the door. There was no bed in the room. A large iron bath held water that steamed in the draught from the door. A massive trunk stood open in one corner. On a table a plate was stacked with damp greenery. It looked like seaweed. The dish was garnished with the mashed-up remains of insects.
Cotza stood motionless in the centre of the room, facing Erik. He still wore his purple cloak.
“What are you, Cotza?”
Cotza nodded, the hood’s shadow falling over his chest. “I expected you…”
“No more games.” Erik strode towards him.
Cotza raised thin arms. Erik brushed them aside and grabbed handfuls of cloak. The material was rich and thick, but it parted easily.
Cotza cried out. It sounded like a child weeping. The remnants of the cloak fell away, and Erik stood back and stared.
Cotza resembled a toad stretched upright to stand like a man. His face was mottled, his mouth wide; a white throat bulged. Eyelids like plates slid across yellow eyes. He wore a suit of something like rubber; fine pipes embedded in the suit were wrapped around Cotza’s limbs and torso. From one pipe water was leaking. Blue feathers protruded from the neck of the suit, and china-blue tattoos covered webbed hands.
The great mouth opened and a forked tongue flickered. “You are satisfied, strong man?”
“You’re a Slann.” Erik felt numb, unable to react.
Cotza bent to pick up his torn cloak; Erik saw how his legs hinged outwards like a frog’s. “Obviously I’m a Slann. But not just a Slann.” He stroked the feathers around his neck. “I was once an Eagle Warrior. High rank, too.” He waved Erik to a chair and walked awkwardly to the door, pushed it shut. As he moved Erik saw how the rubber suit showered his face and neck with water.
Erik sat. “But Slann never leave Lustria.”
“Of course not! How bright you are this morning.” The Slann limped to the table and picked up the plate of food. He waved it at Erik. “Breakfast?”
Erik eyed the insects. “No.”
The Slann’s tongue wrapped like a fist around particles of food. Cotza kept talking as he ate, the words coming from the back of his mouth. “There’s no such word as ‘never’, my friend. But it is true that the Slann hardly ever travel. It’s such a fuss.” He waved a webbed thumb at the bath, the rubber suit. “You may know we’re amphibians.”
The word meant nothing to Erik.
“I need to be warm and wet,” said Cotza impatiently. “Your damn country is cold and dry. So I have to carry my own warmth and wetness.” The tongue flicked at the insects. “And you’ve no idea how hard it is for me to get decent service in these taverns.”
“What do you want from me, Cotza?”
“Ah. The man of action. Straight to the point, eh? What do you know of the Slann?”
Erik shrugged. “What I need to know.”
“Which is how to kill them with the least effort, I imagine.” The Slann pushed aside his plate and patted delicately at his lips. “Erik, let me tell you about the Slann. We are the world’s oldest race. Some legends say we built the world, and others besides. We travelled between our worlds in great ships - like longboats among the stars. Do you understand?”
“I understand you’re telling me children’s stories.”
Cotza rolled huge yellow eyes. “Try to let me penetrate your ignorance, Norseman. Our star boats travelled by passing through Warp Gates. There was a Warp Gate on this world, far to the north of Norsca. But on the other side of the Warp Gates was a strange ocean, an ocean ridden with Chaos. The boats sailed this sea to the stars, you see, and Chaos - ah - filled their sails. One day the ocean broke from our control. Contact with other worlds was lost. The Gates became centres of instability and horror. We Slann retreated to Lustria, and degenerated into the barbarism we endure today.”
Erik removed his horned cap, loosened his furs in the steam-laden air. “How do you know this?”
“Legends. The Slann have tales of the past, garbled of course, and so do the Elves.” Cotza’s frog face split into a wide grin. Legs bent, throat working, he looked more toad-like than ever. “There are many legends, and they fit together, like the pieces of a shattered plate. Do you understand?”
“Far to the north of here, across the Sea of Darkness, lies the lost Warp Gate. It is the centre of a region so damaged that no material thing can survive, and around that in turn lie the Chaos Wastes.”
“Now. We will have to penetrate the fringes of the Wastes, travel to places no mortal has seen in hundreds of years - “
Erik reached out and grabbed one skinny shoulder. “Slow down, Slann. What are you talking about?”
The Slann hissed, nodding. “My apologies. I will explain. Please.” Erik relaxed his grip; Cotza rubbed his flesh. “Why venture to such a place? I will tell you. The Elves have a story…”
 
They were the great days of the Slann. The Warp Gate was an arch ten miles high, constructed of the finest obsidian. It loomed over the frozen pole of the world and turned with the planet.
It was the heart of a glittering city. There were stars inside the Gate. Slann traders passed through the Gate in their star boats to a million worlds; a hundred races mingled in the Gateway city.
One day fire billowed out of the Gate. Death and destruction rained over the Gateway city. Cubic miles of ice turned to slush.
Now a landing craft came lurching out of the Gate. Damaged in some unknowable accident, it trailed fire. It flew hundreds of miles before ploughing into the ground.
There were no survivors. The Slann cordoned off the area. The wrecked star boat sank hissing into melted ice.
Slowly the ice froze over. The city was rebuilt. Gradually, over centuries, the incident was forgotten…
 
Erik thought it over. He’d travelled in longboat convoys to the New World often enough to pick up a little navigator’s lore. Yes, the world was round. And it turned like a top around a spindle somewhere to the north. But - other worlds? Star boats?
He stood, gathering up his armoured cap. “I’ve told you, Slann, I’ve no need to hear your children’s tales.”
Cotza hissed. “Of course not. Since no human woman is likely to bear you children of your own. Is that right, were-man?”
Erik turned his back and walked to the door.
“You see,” Cotza said, “the wrecked boat flew far enough south to leave it close enough to reach. It is only a few hundred miles to the north of here, across the Sea of Darkness - on the ragged edge of the Wastes. I intend to find that crashed Slann boat, and I want you to come with me.”
Erik hesitated, turned. “No mortal creature has ever travelled so far north and survived.”
Cotza smiled. “No mortals have taken the precautions we will take.” He looked at the Norseman intently. “Well, Erik?
Will you join me?”
Erik shook his head. “I will not throw away my life for a Slann’s dreams.”
Cotza opened his mouth wide. “Ah, but what dreams do you have, Erik? Are they human or Were? Listen to me. There is nothing for you here. It will be a great adventure. Perhaps we will start a few legends ourselves…”
Erik grinned. “Of course, there’s one small problem.”
“What?”
“How will you find this star boat? The Wastes are large…”
The Slann nodded rapidly. “There is a way. The old Slann made a map, showing the wreck. It was drawn on an indestructible parchment. This map survived the fall of the Slann; it has become a priceless artifact.”
Erik’s interest stirred. “You are moving from fable to fact, Slann. Show me the map.”
Cotza grinned, throat wobbling. “I don’t have it. I’ve never even seen it.”
“Then how - “
“But I know where it is.”
“And?”
“And I want you to steal it for me. Here.” The Slann scuttled to his trunk. He rummaged through a disorderly pile of cloaks, spare pipe suits and food parcels. He drew out a small leather purse, spilled it on the floor before the Norseman.
Erik looked down. Gold coins; scores of them. They bore a scowling frog visage.
“The face of Mazdamundi, Lord of All the Waters of the World Pond,” said Cotza. “Call this an advance. Against unimaginable wealth to come.”
Erik looked up and studied the grinning Slann. “Where?”
Cotza hissed in satisfaction. “Have you ever visited Kislev?”
Erik knew Kislev.
Kislev is in the chill north of the Old World. Its great cities - Urskoy, Praag, the sea port of Erengrad - stand on rivers that drain a continent.
Kislev’s fortune is its trade. Its curse is its location. For Kislev is a buffer between the Old World and the servants of Chaos, who roam the Wastes to the north.
Two hundred years ago, said Cotza, there was an Incursion of Chaos. Thousands of lives were lost. Praag was laid waste. But at last the Champions of Chaos were put to flight. In one famous victory, the Governor of the port of Erengrad defeated a Chaos Prince, seized his booty.
Among the grisly trophies - the severed limbs, the skull fragments - the Governor’s men found a treasure. It was a map, printed on an indestructible parchment…
What Erik needed was a way to get to Erengrad. He found a small whaling boat in Ragnar harbour. Its timbers were stained with blood; a necklace of shark teeth draped the crude dragon’s head at its prow. The corpse of a whale bumped against the hull.
Erik found the boat’s master in a tavern. He was a fat, cheerful Norseman called Bjorn. Over a couple of tankards, bought with Slann money, Bjorn told Erik tales of how the boat worked the Great Western Ocean. Now it was on its way to Erengrad to sell its latest catch. Over more tankards Erik talked his way into a berth.
The lights of Ragnar disappeared into the freezing fog. Bjorn handed Erik a bone-handled knife. “This is a whaler,” he growled. “Not a damn pleasure yacht.”
Erik sighed and stripped off his furs.
There were twenty Norsemen in the crew, all broad and well-muscled. They plastered grease over their faces and hands to keep out the chill winds, and - with Erik - sliced their way into the carcass of the whale.
On the evening of the tenth day Bjorn grabbed Erik’s shoulder. Erik was flensing a man-sized slab of meat; whale epidermis lay at his feet like discarded clothes. He straightened up, the muscles of his shoulders aching as they never had before. He was coated with blood and bits of blubber.
Bjorn pointed. “Erengrad,” he said. “We’ll dock soon.”
Erik grinned at Bjorn, feeling dried blood crackle over his face. “Thanks.”
Bjorn snorted and clapped Erik’s back with one huge hand. “Listen, you earned your passage. If you ever need a job, find me.”
“I need to clean up.”
Bjorn shrugged. “Then dip a bucket over the side. The water’s fresh here; we’re already in the mouth of the Lynsk…”
Erengrad spread around the mouth of its river. Shadowed hills cupped the city to the north. In the gathering twilight Erik could see coach lights gleaming from onion-shaped cupolas.
An island sat like a mile-wide toad in the river mouth. It bristled with docks. A broad bridge arched from the island to the mainland; the bridge stood on wooden piles wider than a man’s height.
The whaling boat nuzzled against one of the piles. Erik saw tough wood coated with seaweed and barnacles. A ladder of rusty iron was stapled to the pile. Erik and the rest of the crew filed up the ladder to the bridge’s road surface. Then, grinning with anticipation, they made their way towards the city.
Carts and coaches of all kinds crowded the bridge; the air was thick with the scent of horses, of tar, fish, fresh-cut timber, with the babble of a dozen tongues. A party of merchants clattered past on a truck piled high with casks of wine and oil. Their sing-song voices drifted over the hubbub; white teeth flashed in dark faces. “Estalians,” Bjorn said, pointing. “From Magritta, maybe.”
“Bjorn, when do you leave?”
“After a day and a night,” Bjorn growled. “At dawn. Long enough to unload and get our credit. You coming?”
“Don’t wait for me.”
Bjorn nodded, showing no curiosity; then, with a backward grin, he melted into the evening crowd.
Erik spent the night quietly, attracting no attention. He hired a room, ate and slept, kept his mind a blank.
The following afternoon he took a walk through the bustling heart of Erengrad. Temple towers loomed over streets of low government buildings. Pale lawyers, clerics, civil servants eyed him curiously.
The palace of the city Governor was a jumble of cupolas and minarets. Effete, Erik decided. It was surrounded by a wall of granite twice Erik’s height. He eyed it speculatively. Then he returned to his room.
Dawn had already touched the sky when he arose. The whaler was due to leave very soon. He imagined the crew drifting out of the taverns, rubbing their eyes and gathering their furs…
He tied a thong of leather around his waist, pushed into it his heavy iron axe and his short sword of beaten bronze. Then he slipped out of the room.
A dozen campaigns had taught Erik how to move his bulk in silence. Now he moved like a shadow through the sleeping streets of Erengrad. He approached the Governor’s palace from its darker side, the western. Outside the palace wall he waited a dozen precious breaths. No movement; only the peal of a bell.
Then he scrambled up and over the wall, fingers digging into crevices in the granite. He landed softly and hurried into shadow.
He was in a rich garden. Loamy flower beds were crisscrossed by gravel paths. The palace itself sat in the heart of the greenery. It looked like a sweetmeat in fancy wrapping, Erik thought in disgust.
Light crept higher into the sky; more bells tolled somewhere outside. There were no guards. Nothing moved.
Erik walked over the silent soil of a flower bed to the palace. The doors were squat and massive, but there was a window at head-height protected only by an iron grill. A moment with the blade of his axe and the grill scraped free. He lowered the grill into a spray of flowers and put his hands on the window ledge -
A footstep like thunder. A growl like a shout in a cavern. A breath on his neck, damp and stinking. Careless, careless -
He whirled, reaching for his sword.
It was a giant, at least three times Erik’s height. The giant thumped a chest the size of a small room. His huge belly was swathed with the skin of three oxen; three boneless ox heads dangled from his hip, mouths gaping.
The giant bent over Erik and thrust forward a moon-like face. Erik peered into filthy nostrils that were wider than his fist. The great mouth opened in pleasure, revealing teeth like flagstones.
The giant clapped huge hands together, pinning Erik’s arms to his sides. Erik felt his ribs grind, his lungs strain. He gripped the handle of his axe with fingers that pounded with trapped blood.
Think, he told himself. Use his strength against him -
The giant grunted and squeezed harder. Silently Erik called to his were blood. His jaw ached as if growing; the muscles of his back grew supple and strong. He fixed his eyes on a particularly corroded tooth. Then he arched his spine backwards, lifted both feet and slammed his heels into the base of the tooth.
The giant stared, as if puzzled. Erik kicked again and again. Enamel crunched beneath his feet. At last the pain found its way to the giant’s brain. He roared. Erik’s skull rattled. The huge fingers relaxed, just slightly; the giant began to straighten up.
Erik braced his feet against a stubble-thick chin and shoved as hard as he could. He flew backwards out of the giant’s grasp; he wrapped his arms about his head before he could hit the palace wall - but, as he’d intended, he passed with a bump through the window frame and rolled into the palace.
He landed on his back in a darkened room. A hand like a side of beef crashed through the window after him. Carpet-roll fingers wriggled; the giant bellowed in frustration.
Erik pushed himself to his feet, ribs grating, and scuttled away from the window. Then he stood stock still, eyes closed, blood rushing in his ears. Gradually the Were subsided.
When his thoughts had cleared of their red tinge he hurried into a corridor. Widely spaced lanterns cast pools of light. He heard raised voices, the clatter of footsteps.
He grinned into the darkness. He hefted the axe in his hand. He had maybe seconds. Working by instinct he ran through the rambling corridors.
He came to a carved doorway. Gold handle. A human guard who stared at him with wide, startled eyes -
A single blow to the windpipe. The man fell, unconscious and silent. There was an ornate lock; a thrust of Erik’s shoulder and he was in the room.
The Governor was dressed. He sat calmly on the edge of his bed, a small, portly, middle-aged man. “I heard the commotion. I’ve expected you, Norseman.”
Erik stared wildly around the walls. Was the map here?
“I have a network of ears,” the little man said mildly. Strands of Norse-blond hair lay over his bare scalp. “I need to know, you see. And there is a whaling crew in town who have been bragging about a mysterious Norseman who buys ale with Slann gold…”
There. In a gold frame, a parchment of china blue. There was a thick red line that looked like the coast of Norsca.
A drumbeat of running footsteps. There was no more time. Erik smashed the frame with a blow of his axe, pulled out the parchment and thrust it into his tunic.
“Norseman!” the Governor snapped. “Do you know what you’re stealing? That map is a trophy of our victory over the Incursion. A memorial to thousands of lost human lives.”
Despite his urgency Erik hesitated. “So?”
“Give it to your Slann master and you betray your race.”
Erik stared at the serious, brave little man. He remembered the seductive words of Cotza: “Outcast, neither man nor Were… what is your loyalty, Erik?”
Erik spat onto the Governor’s thick carpet. Then he turned and ran out of the room.
A party of soldiers to his left. Erik ran right, booted feet pounding on carpet. He came to a kind of crossroads. He paused. The chasing party was closing, waving polished swords. And ahead there was another troop. They saw him and began to run at him.
Erik waited, let them rattle so close he could feel the draught from their waved swords -
- then ducked to the right. The two parties clattered into each other in a jumble of swords and ornate helmets.
He came to a window, kicked out the grill, somersaulted to the garden below. He was in a battered flower bed. The sky was light enough to show traces of blue. The giant lurched towards him, one finger probing at a bloody tooth.
Erik saluted him. Then he sprinted at the wall and took it in a single vault.
He ran across the bridge, dodging early traffic. Breath rasped in his lungs. He risked a look back. Soldiers filled the bridge like a thick fluid; they shouted threats and shoved aside cowering traders.
The little whaling boat had already cast off. It was about twenty paces from the quay. The crew, swearing and bleary-eyed, hauled at rigging. Bjorn saw him and waved. Erik didn’t slow. He sailed off the bridge and smashed into the water a body’s-length short of the boat; two quick strokes and the grinning Norsemen were hauling him over the side.
Soldiers gathered on the bridge. Spears and arrows sailed over the boat and plopped into the water. The Norsemen fished them out and threw them back, spitting insults at the Kislevites.
Erik lay in the bottom of the boat, panting. The smell of whale blood was like a welcome home. Bjorn stood over him, mouth twisted in amusement.
Erik made to speak, but Bjorn waved him to silence. “Tell me later. Haul on this. We’ve got work to do.” And he handed Erik a rope.
Erik sighed and struggled to his feet.
On his return to Ragnar Erik made for Cotza’s lodging.
“Now,” the Slann hissed. “Now we begin.” He drooled over the map, black tongue wriggling. Erik watched for a moment, flesh crawling at the reptilian strangeness of the Slann, remembering the Erengrad Governor’s accusation of betrayal.
Suddenly he was disgusted with himself. He turned to leave.
Cotza rasped: “Wait! Norseman, where are you going?”
“You have your map. I’ve been paid. That’s it.”
The Slann walked up to him, pasted feathers rustling. “But I want you to travel with me. Follow this map; find the ancient treasure.”
“Venture into the Wastes, for an idle frog dream?”
Cotza showed no reaction to the insult. He said smoothly, “I offer you riches.”
“You offer me death.”
The Slann stared into his eyes, white throat working. “I offer you salvation, Erik. A way to face the Wastes… a way to face yourself. Are you afraid of that?”
Anger and disgust boiled in Erik. His fists bunched. The Slann stepped back rapidly.
Erik breathed hard, tried to remain composed. “Cotza,” he spat, “I’ve fought with Slann. You’re like no Slann I’ve ever heard of. Slann are ritualistic. Governed by arcane practices. For a Slann there is no looting; no individual glory. But you - you’re greedy. Ambitious. Selfish. Grasping. Devious.” Erik barked contemptuous laughter. “Almost human… What are you, Cotza?”
Cotza shook his wide head impatiently. “Must all Slann be alike? Are all humans alike? How little of the world you have seen, Norseman. How little you understand.”
Erik studied the quivering Slann for a few more seconds, then turned once more. “Goodbye, Cotza.”
“Norseman! I leave Ragnar in six days. Remember my offer…”
Another murky dawn broke over Ragnar. Erik left his lodgings, holding his furs closed against the chill. He walked through frosted streets towards the harbour.
Ragnar was unusually busy. Lights shone already in the Husthing. Carts clattered along the cobbled roads, grease lanterns making arcs of light in the darkness. Mist billowed from the nostrils of horses.
Erik reached the harbour. All along the waterfront metal clanked, wood thumped, men swore. Light moved over a row of ten longboats. Today Cotza was leaving for the north, and he was creating quite a spectacle.
Erik walked along the rough harbour wall and stood over a longboat and its crew, relishing the familiar sight of their preparations for departure. The boat was at least fifty paces long. It rode high in the brisk waves; as it pitched Erik could see water streaming off the boat’s overlapping timbers. Strands of seaweed clung to iron bolts with heads as big as his fist.
A forest of oars now sprouted from the boat’s sides; shouting sailors dipped them into the grey water. The light caught the boat’s dragon prow. The wooden beast stared into the sea.
A team of mighty warhorses, towering over their human handlers, was led onto one boat. The handlers’ overseer was a bluff, plump Norseman. He cursed his men continually.
He turned at Erik’s approach.
“Bjorn…”
The big Norseman grinned and clapped Erik’s shoulder. “Ah, my mysterious friend! You are joining our crazy voyage with the frog man?”
“I… don’t know yet,” Erik admitted. “But if I do I’ll be glad you’re there.”
Bjorn shook his hand, then returned to his work.
The sky brightened and the square sails of the boats were furled and unfurled. The sails all bore a brilliant sun-symbol.
“The emblem of the Emperor Mazdamundi,” a voice hissed behind Erik. “The ruler of the sun. Shining over these frozen barbarians.”
Erik turned. Cotza stood there in a fresh cloak of purple; he tossed back the hood to reveal a wide grin. Jets around his neck sprayed mist into his face.
“Why the horses?”
“You will see when we land on the coast of the Wastes.” The Slann pulled his hood over his head and walked along the harbour wall. Then he stopped, turned his face to Erik, waiting.
Erik glanced towards Ragnar, his mind a whirl. Not one person on all this stretch of coast, he reflected, would wonder where he was this morning. None would miss him -
“Chaos,” Cotza whispered. “It’s in your blood, Erik. Face it, man. You have no choice.”
Slowly, almost reluctantly, Erik walked after him.
The convoy of longboats pushed cautiously through the ice floes. The fur-clad Norse sailors respectfully mucked out the warhorses, shifted and lashed the tons of cargo. They laughed, joshed and wrestled each other; for the first few days Bjorn’s tongue was rarely idle.
But as they moved further north the men grew subdued. A sheet of darkness fluttered like a flag across the northern sky, even at noon. It was a constant reminder of their destination, and many a blond head turned to that mysterious gloom.
They made landfall on a beach crisp with ice. Erik clambered into the water with the rest. The cold stabbed through the wool and fur that swathed his legs. Swearing, the Norsemen hauled their longboats high up the beach. The warhorses clattered through the wavelets, snorting, utterly fearless.
The coast was a sheet of barren rock. The wall of darkness loomed over the beach, dwarfing the tiny Norse camp.
Using their war axes the Norse broke up one of the longboats and built a series of fires. The flames cast little puddles of light into the hostile darkness. That first night Cotza let them break open casks of mead, and the foreign shore rang with songs of the Norse warrior gods. But, despite the drink, few slept easy.
The next morning Cotza began to reveal his plan. First sweating workers carried bricks from the longboats and began to construct a crude smelting oven. Then, some yards away, another longboat was taken apart and the fat timbers of its keel laid out in a rectangle about twenty paces long. Erik worked with the rest as a framework twice as tall as a man was erected over the rectangle.
Cotza stalked about the site, his flat face poking out from under a woollen cap. His jaw was wreathed in steam. He pointed and hissed instructions to the cursing Norsemen.
After some hours he let the men take a break and began patrolling around the hut-like construction, poking and pulling at joints. At last he seemed satisfied and stood back.
Erik walked up to him. “You are constructing an elegant little house, Slann. What do you intend to do? Grow flowers on the ice?”
The Slann spread his mouth wide in his parody of a grin. “The best is to come, my friend. You are a fighting man. There is a battle formation called the ‘turtle’. Do you know of it?”
Memories returned to Erik. Of a dozen men huddled under a carapace of upheld shields, cutting their way into an enemy horde -
“Yes. I know the turtle.”
“Well, then. This hut is to be our turtle. We will ride inside its shell into the mouth of darkness… all the way to the star treasure. Now, the armour!” He clapped his gloved hands.
Grumbling, the Norsemen got to their feet and began hauling metal plates from the longboats.
Cotza brought a sample of the armour to Erik. It was a helmet. The Norseman turned it over in his hands. It had a lustre like old silver.
“Mithril armour,” hissed Cotza.
“I know what it is. I’ve seen it. Never held a piece before. Too damn expensive.”
Cotza hauled his coat higher around his neck. “Mined by the Dwarfs of the smith-city of Zhufbar. Too hard to work - except by magical means.”
Erik handed back the helmet. “So they say.”
“And shot through with charms against the Powers of Darkness.”
“And on this legend you’re going to gamble our lives?”
Cotza did not reply. Steam puffed from his slit nostrils. Erik turned. The pile of unloaded armour had grown taller than a man. “I’ll say one thing, Slann. You’re not short of resources.”
“As you say, Erik, I am gambling my life. I have no interest in economy.”
Now Cotza’s design became clear. Under the Slann’s direction the Norsemen began to plate the armour over the structure. The mithril was too hard to work or pierce, so they used huge iron clips to staple it to the wood.
The smiths carried ladles of iron from their oven. They poured the iron like toffee into the gaps between the armour plates. Metal dripped to the ground; snow flashed to steam.
Snow was packed over the cooling joints. Then the smiths beat at the hardening metal with massive hammers. Walls of metal began to build up, shining softly in the low polar sunlight. Even the floor of the turtle was lined with armour.
The labour continued for a day and a night.
Erik touched one twinkling wall. The armour had retained its curved forms - here he could recognize a chest plate, there a broad helmet pushing out of the surface. It gave the plating a crusted look oddly reminiscent of a real turtle shell.
He stood there, pulling at his moustache. Then he stepped inside the turtle and began kicking at the mithril plates. Iron seals cracked and plates tumbled to the snow. The Norsemen stood back and watched, bemused. Cotza came stamping into the turtle. “Norseman! What in the name of the Under-Light do you think you’re doing?”
Planting, Erik faced the Slann. “I’m saving your life, frog.”
“By kicking apart my turtle?”
Erik bent and picked up a back-plate. A rough rim of iron clung to it. “Mithril armour might stop the assaults of the Powers. But this pig-iron certainly won’t.” Cotza stared at him, his throat working. “Then what do you suggest?” he rasped.
“Clinker-build.”
“What?”
“Overlap the mithril armour. As we overlap the planks that make up a longboat’s hull. Caulk it with iron, as we caulk our boats with animal hair. Then you will be surrounded by an unbroken shell of mithril.”
For long seconds Cotza’s breath sawed through his nostrils. Then he turned and stamped out of the turtle. He summoned Bjorn. “Do as he says.”
When all but one wall of the turtle had been finished, the warhorses were led in. They were divided into two teams of six and were made to stand on twin belts of thick leather. The belts were crusted with strips of mithril, and they passed in continuous loops over heavy wooden rollers. The horses, stamping and neighing, were tethered into place by a web of leather harnessing.
Erik stared at this arrangement and scratched his head. “I admit to being baffled, Slann. How can the horses draw the turtle if they themselves are carried within it?”
Cotza laughed and patted the nose of one of the huge animals. “You will see, my friend.”
The warhorse peered at him with contempt, and after a few moments the Slann shied away.
Now provisions were lugged into the turtle: lamp grease, furs, tight bales of hay, Cotza’s trunk, food and skins of water. Erik noticed the Slann’s heavy bath being dragged from the boats.
The irreverent Norsemen fixed a longboat’s dragon head to the box-like turtle. Its wooden eyes peered into the mists of the Wastes.
At last Erik took his place with the Slann inside the machine. The last plates were stapled into place. The molten iron caulking filled the turtle with smoke. Erik coughed until Cotza produced a ring of gold about a foot across, which he fixed to an overhead beam. A cool breeze played out of the ring and over Erik’s face. He watched wisps of smoke disappear out of the ring.
“Just a little gimmick,” Cotza murmured.
Now the arctic daylight was shut out. Cotza and Erik lit grease lamps and suspended them around the cabin. In the lamps’ yellow light the turtle seemed an absurdly cosy place, the hulking horses reduced to fireside pets.
Three heavy bangs on the shell. Bjorn, Erik realized, signalling that all was finished.
Cotza opened his mouth wide. “It begins! Now, Erik. The horses!”
He handed a bemused Erik a heavy crop, and together they began to work the horses. The beasts neighed and dipped their heads, but at last their huge hooves began to move, pulling at the leather belts. With a sudden jolt the turtle lurched forward.
“You see it now!” Cotza cried. “The horses drag the belts -
and the belts drag the turtle, inch by inch to our prize - “
Erik heard a cheer from the watching Norsemen. He made out Bjorn’s muffled voice. “I will wait for you here, my mysterious friend. Bring me back a Slaanesh love daemon!” There was ribald laughter.
Excitement growing in him, Erik urged the horses harder. With the sunlight glittering from its enchanted shell the turtle began to crawl northwards.
The warhorses worked tirelessly, apparently not needing sleep. As he fed them Erik patted their great nuzzles and talked to them seriously.
Cotza took a disc from his trunk. He showed it to Erik. It was polished and black, about the size of a dinner plate. The disc was obsidian. It bore a dim representation of a landscape, of piles of grey ice. The picture looked to Erik like an etching, a drawn thing of lines and shading. Then Cotza wiped off the picture with his sleeve and returned the disc to Erik, grinning.
The picture slowly redrew itself. It reminded Erik of watching frost gather on glass. But the view it showed was slightly changed, as if drawn from a different place.
“An obsidian mirror,” the Slann explained. “As used by the great emperor Mazdamundi, to study his empire as if through the eyes of a flying bird. It will serve as a window in the wall of our turtle.”
Erik peered into the murky plate. Silently he promised himself that if it ever looked as if they were about to drive into a crevasse he’d kick a hole in the damn wall and see for himself.
Cotza spread his map over the turtle’s floor and squatted over it, legs folded under him. He pored over the map, comparing details with what he saw in his disc. He used his mirror and map to pick a way through the jumbled landscape. If he wanted to steer the turtle he would goad one team of horses harder; the turtle would swing about with a teeth-jangling scrape.
The polar cold lanced through the thin metal of the turtle’s shell. Erik hung furs over the inside surface of the shell; the furs trapped the horses’ body heat and the temperature became tolerable.
Cotza had Erik set up his metal bath and light a small fire below it. Steam filled the turtle. The horses snorted complainingly and tossed their heads; to Erik’s disgust, Cotza discarded his suit of tubes and stripped to his yellow-grey skin. He squatted happily in the water, his nostrils poking above the surface.
Erik spent long hours working at his muscles, keeping them hard and fast, or resting with his back to the wall of mithril armour. When he slept he wore his weapons.
As they headed further north the sun disappeared from the sky. When the obsidian plate was turned towards the Wastes the sky turned into a thing of whirls and jagged lines.
The warhorses snorted, their huge legs working.
Erik started awake. The turtle rocked, swaying like a drunkard as it crawled on its way. The Slann sat in his bath. He clung to its sides with widespread webbed fingers. His eyes were fixed on Erik. “What is it?”
Erik pressed his ear to the metal wall. He heard voices, like girls laughing teasingly, receding from and approaching the mithril. And there were scents like fine perfumes; he felt blood pool in his loins…
“I would guess it is a welcoming party from Slaanesh,” said Erik drily. “The Pleasure Lord of Darkness.” He stood, rested lightly on the balls of his feet. He relaxed the strapping around his battle-axe.
The heady laughter whirled around the turtle. Erik’s imagination showed him the daemonettes of Slaanesh… their stigmata - the single right breast, the green eyes… and their unbearable beauty. And all the while the subtle scents probed at his mind, stirring his thoughts.
There was a pounding on the shell. It was as if a huge fist were beating against the metal. Cotza screamed. The turtle shook. The warhorses stumbled. Their leader raised his muzzle to the roof and growled like a cat.
And now came another sound: a whirring, a grinding against the metal like a knife-sharpener’s stone.
Cotza whimpered. “That’s a chain-sword. They’re trying to cut their way in.”
Erik stared up at the armour. He grabbed a grease lamp and held it up to the roof, inspecting the seams. “It’s holding,” he breathed.
“For how long?” the Slann cried. He wrapped his huge face in his hands.
“Your Eagle Warrior courage is comforting,” spat Erik.
Cotza stared up at the shuddering roof. “What by the emperor’s teeth are they?”
“Daemonettes, probably,” Erik said, recalling old battles. “They fight as if insane. Perhaps there are Warriors of Chaos, humans who have sold their souls to the Pleasure Lord - “
At that Cotza’s huge eyes flicked away from Erik’s face. His mouth worked and his hands spread once more over the rim of his bath. Erik noticed the sudden reticence. Now, what did that mean? What was his dubious ally hiding?
The pounding, the grinding went on and on, unceasing. But without breaching the mithril. When he was satisfied of that, Erik resumed his seat and closed his eyes.
Erik had survived many a battle. He didn’t let the hammering of Slaanesh daemons, the whimpering of a mysterious Slann, stop a light sleep from stealing over him. But he kept his weapons to hand.
The days in the swaying turtle turned to a blur of noise. Erik chewed meals of dried meat. His dreams were filled with smiling women; their cheeks bore a soft down and their eyes were green -
Cotza moaned continuously. He stirred in his bath, lost in his own erotic nightmares.
Then it stopped. The turtle rocked to stability. The horses stumbled at the suddenness of it, then found their feet. The belts whirred once more over their rollers.
Cotza sat bolt upright in his bath. His skin was grey, slick with slime. Bones showed through limp flesh. “It’s over,” he whispered. “We’re out of the reach of Slaanesh.”
“I’m sure we’d be welcomed back,” Erik said.
“So we’re safe. The mithril worked!” The Slann’s long legs flexed. Then he reached into a pile of supplies and drew out a handful of dried cockroaches. Greedily he shoved the insects into his wide mouth.
Erik watched in disgust. The scents of Slaanesh were gone. But his memories populated the silence outside with other servants of Chaos, with an infinite arsenal of silent death.
Cotza feasted. Erik kept his hands on his weapons.
Their passage became smooth. Ominously so, Erik thought. The days passed rapidly. It grew hot. Sweat steamed from the horses. Erik discarded his furs. He stood beneath the Slann’s air-breathing ring; a breeze still rustled out of it, but for some reason it didn’t refresh him. He wiped sweat from his face, sat again and tried to rest.
Even the Slann complained. “Why should it be hot?” he whined. “It should get colder as we go further north, not hotter.”
Erik smiled. “I told you. Don’t expect experience to be a guide. Not here. Take what comes. And fight it.”
The obsidian mirror showed a land of darkness. Cotza held it to the roof and tried to guide their progress by the stars…
Suddenly he screamed. Erik jerked awake and reached for his weapons -
- and was slammed backwards by a punch in the chest. It could have come from the fist of that Kislevite giant. He felt the wooden floor splinter under him.
He struggled to his feet. There was nothing to see in the flickering light of the grease lamps. But something was smashing its way around the turtle, like an invisible bird. Heaps of supplies were blasted open and scattered around the cabin. The horses reared; their harnesses snapped.
Cotza was picked up bodily, tubes dangling, and slammed face-first against the ceiling. Then he was dropped with a splash into his bath. “Norseman! Help me!”
The lamps blew out. Now the only light came from the fire under Cotza’s bath.
“Erik, what is it?”
Erik struggled to keep his feet. “It’s an elemental. A daemon of the air.”
“Our armour is breached - “
“No.” The elemental shoved past him; he felt a meaty slap to the face. “It’s your breathing ring, Slann. It’s got in that way, bit by bit.”
“Then we’re doomed.”
“What?” Erik staggered to the bath and grabbed the Slann’s shoulders. “What in hell are you talking about, Cotza? You Slann are supposed to be great wizards. Use magic. Fight it off with a spell!”
The Slann struggled out of his grasp and curled into a ball. “I can’t,” he moaned. “I have no magic. Save us, Norseman.”
Erik stared at him, unbelieving. Then the elemental hit him in the back and knocked him flat on his face. The creature pounded at his spine, roaring like a gale. Erik gritted his teeth, arms trembling. He howled, arched his back, pushed the hard pads of his paw-hands into the floor. The fur on his face stood erect.
For a few seconds Were fought elemental. Then the daemon slithered from his back. Erik struggled to his feet, fighting the impulse to snap and howl. He had to control the Were, think clearly, find a way to drive out the elemental…
Cotza’s fire.
Erik grabbed the rim of the metal bath and pulled it off the fire, tipping out the wailing Slann. Then he rummaged through their piles of supplies until he found a block of lamp grease. He pulled the sticky stuff apart and flung it at the fire.
Flame roared up; heat blasted into his face. The Were flinched; the man stood his ground. The Slann scurried into a corner. Smoke poured through the cabin, making Erik’s eyes sting. The horses stamped in complaint. Erik hurled more grease into the blaze.
Hot air blasted up. The atmosphere became a mass of smoke and turbulence. It was as if a second elemental had been released into the cabin.
But this one was controlled by Erik. The elemental slapped at his legs and back. Erik heard it slam into the walls…
But it was weaker. Erik grinned, wiping soot from his face. As he’d hoped the elemental was beginning to lose its cohesion in the disrupted air.
There was a wail that filled the cabin. Then air began to rush out of the breathing ring. In a few seconds it was over.
The fire burned steadily now. Erik, coughing, began to relight the lamps. He found Cotza buried in a pile of furs. Erik poked with one booted toe. “Come out,” he said. “It’s over.”
The Slann uncovered one eye.
“Take down your breathing ring,” Erik growled. “It was the only breach in our defence. And it almost killed us.”
“But we’ll suffocate.”
“We keep it down until we have to. Understand? Now, help me fix this damn mess.”
He walked to the warhorses and began to calm them with firm words.
Cotza hissed like a snake. Erik started awake. Painfully he pulled himself to his feet. His head pounded. In the days since they’d closed off the feed the air in the turtle had become thick and stinking.
Automatically he looked to the horses. The huge beasts laboured at their treadmill, their coats matted with sweat. The Slann was hunched over his obsidian device. His lips popped together, mouthing words unknown to Erik. Then he said quietly: “Erik. We have succeeded.”
Erik strode through the swaying cabin and snatched up the plate. It showed the usual murky scene, a sky of loops and whirls over a formless land. But there was something new, a sharp image about the size of Erik’s thumb.
“It’s the star boat,” breathed Cotza. “See how clear it is? It was designed to travel to other worlds. And so it has survived the centuries of degradation in this forsaken place. It shines in that plate like a pearl in mud - “
The star boat was a spindle, its prow and stern trailing to needle-fine points. Erik judged the boat to be about five times the length of the turtle - perhaps a hundred paces in all. He could see no sails, no oars.
“I can’t see any clinkering,” he said. “And… it seems to be closed over, all around. More like a house than a boat. Why should that be?”
“How would I know?”
“Why would you roof over a boat? Suppose… suppose it was to move under water as well as over it - ” Erik shook his head.
“Or,” said Cotza, “instead of keeping something out, the closed hull was to keep something in.”
“Like what?” Erik said.
“Air? Suppose the ocean this boat sailed is as empty of air as the air is empty of water.”
“That’s crazy.”
Cotza laughed. “The ways of the ancient Slann aren’t going to be comprehensible to us for a long time. Perhaps not ever.”
He took back his obsidian plate and wiped it over. The boat’s image began to slip below them; Cotza had to tilt the obsidian to trap it. “We’re passing over the boat,” he said. “It’s buried in the ice…”
“We’re nearly over it.” Erik hurried to the horses and pulled at their bridles. The turtle shuddered to a halt. Erik gathered armfuls of hay and scattered them at the feet of the panting animals.
Cotza scampered over the floor of the turtle, scanning the buried boat with his obsidian plate and making crude sketches on a parchment. He showed Erik glimpses of detail: plates of buckled metal, panels covered with obscure rectangular designs. “What a treasure!” he crooned.
“Don’t get excited, Slann. We haven’t worked out how to reach it yet.”
Cotza snorted and continued his studying. At last he spread out the results of his labours. It was like a sketch map of the star boat. “Here,” he said, tapping with a thumb. “See how the plates are breached, torn apart? There’s a hole wide enough to let in a man. Even one as broad as you, Norseman,” he added jovially.
Erik studied the map, then paced around the turtle. At length he selected a spot and cleared away clutter from the floor. “The hole’s here,” he said.
“Yes.” The Slann nodded excitedly. He stood and clambered into a purple cloak. “Well, Erik? Let’s see this boat for ourselves.”
Erik touched his weapons. He felt reluctant to breach the protecting mithril shell…
But he’d come a long way for this. And you can only die once. He grinned fiercely, raised one booted leg, and stamped down on the deck.
The wooden flooring splintered and broke up. Then his boot reached the clinkered armour beneath. Iron seals cracked and fractured. Soon two plates were loose enough to prise aside. “That’s enough,” Erik growled, lifting the loosened plates. “Let’s keep the breach small.”
Ice gleamed dully in the hole. Erik probed at it with one finger - and jumped back with a yell as ice flashed to steam. The Slann laughed. “The normal rules don’t work here, remember?” he taunted.
Erik glared; then, with the butt of his battle-axe, pushed at the popping ice until it had all vapourized. Tendrils of steam filled the cabin. The Slann sniffed contentedly.
Under the ice the earth was greyish and dead, like fine sand. Erik used the blade of his axe to scoop it out. Then his blade clanged on something hard, metallic.
Erik looked up. The Slann stared into the hole, tongue wriggling out of his lips. Erik bent into the hole and brushed away the remaining layer of dirt.
The hull-metal of the star boat gleamed like polished bronze. The Slann sat beside Erik and touched it in awe. “It’s perfect, after so many thousands of years,” he whispered. “But look how it’s crumpled.”
Erik searched through the dirt until he reached the breach in the hull. The last few grains of earth fell into a circular patch of darkness. It was about an arm’s length wide. Erik stared into it, saw nothing. “Give me a lantern.”
Cotza brought him a simple candle in a clay bowl. Erik lowered it cautiously into the boat. The flame flickered but burnt on.
“So the air’s not foul,” Cotza hissed.
Erik made out a floor of metal, perhaps ten feet below him. He looked up at Cotza and shrugged. “We can’t learn anything from out here. I’m going in.”
“Let me hold the lamp.”
After checking his weapons Erik swung his feet into the hole. His waist passed through easily, his axe bumping against the lip of the hole. Then he lowered his body until he was dangling from his fingertips.
He let go. His feet hit the metal with a soft thud. He landed at a battle crouch, sword in hand.
Silence. Darkness, broken only by a disc of yellow lamplight above his head. The Slann’s silhouetted head appeared. “Erik?”
“I’m safe. There’s nothing here. Give me the lamp.”
The Slann’s bony arm extended into the boat. Erik reached up, took the lamp, turned with the light in his hand -
A white face loomed at him, jaws wide and gaping. Erik yelled. He grasped his sword and smashed, smashed again -
“Norseman! What is happening?”
Erik stepped back, breathing hard. There was a chair before him, large and fine enough to be a throne. Now it was covered by fragments of smashed bone. Bone dust drifted in the musty air.
“Nothing,” Erik said. “There’s no danger. It was a skeleton, a thing of bones in this seat, facing me.”
The Slann’s nodding head reappeared in the hole. Erik laid his lamp on the floor, then reached into the chair and pulled out a shard of a skull. The head had been large, flat. “What do you think it was?”
“Slann,” said Cotza. “Just like a modern skull - perhaps a little larger, a little finer. No doubt we’ve coarsened since our fall. I think that was a sailor, Erik. A Slann who took this boat to the stars, and who died when the boat ploughed into the ice,” Cotza dangled his flippered feet into the hole and dropped through.
Erik raised the lantern and began to explore. They were in a sharp-edged box about as large as the turtle. Erik looked close but could see no joints between the wall plates.
Another skeleton, intact, sat before a table. The table was encrusted with buttons and slivers of glass. The chair held a pool of dust - perhaps the residue of the Slann’s flesh. Shreds of some ancient material clung to the wide rib cage.
A spindle the size of Erik’s fist hung in the air above the table. Erik looked for wires suspending it, but could see none. “Look at this,” he said. “It’s like… a toy version of the boat. A model.”
Cotza peered, poked with a tentative thumb. There was a spark where he touched, a crack like a gunpowder cap. The Slann leapt back. The little model rocked in the air… and the star boat groaned and shifted around them, like a bear stirring in its sleep. Cotza looked about fearfully; Erik heard himself growl.
The model came to rest. The groaning ceased. Cotza looked at Erik. “You know what this is, don’t you?”
“What?”
“It’s for controlling the boat. It’s like… a rudder. Yes, a rudder. Move the toy and you move the boat. See? Some races have spells which work on the same principle.”
Erik peered doubtfully at the model. “Well, it’s like no rudder I’ve ever seen…”
Now Cotza approached one wall. It was coated with panels of dark glass. Below each panel was a plate covered with a close, unrecognizable script. “Obviously this room is only a small part of the boat,” murmured the Slann.
“So what’s in the rest?”
Cotza shrugged. “Maybe the sails - or whatever it was they used to drive this boat.” He pushed his broad muzzle close to the black glass. “This stuff is obsidian. Come and look…”
There was a picture in the obsidian plate. Erik saw stars. And something round and shining. The world? The Slann said, “I think we’re seeing what the sailors saw on this boat’s last voyage. Erik, it’s true. This boat really did travel between worlds.”
“So maybe this cabin is a kind of observation post,” Erik mused. “Like a look-out posted in the rigging of a longboat.”
The Slann nodded absently. His black tongue shot out and licked wide lips. “I believe there’s more obsidian in this single room than in the whole of Lustria.”
He reached up his right hand.
“Cotza, don’t touch anything. Remember the rudder thing. There might be some kind of protection.”
“I’m a Slann, Norseman,” Cotza said haughtily. “This is my heritage. If we can get this obsidian loose, it alone will make me richer than I could have dreamed. And who knows what else we’ll find…”
The Slann peeled off his right glove and spread webbed fingers.
“Cotza! Don’t - “
Cotza touched obsidian. The cabin filled with fire and thunder.
Erik was hurled against a bulkhead. He felt the skin of his face blister in the sudden heat. His nostrils filled with the scent of scorching - his hair, beard, clothes.
The red glare faded; the noise echoed to stillness. Coughing, wiping tears from dazzled eyes, Erik struggled to his feet.
His weapons were in his hands. Good. He looked around quickly. The grease lamp had blown out, but blood-coloured light leaked from the plate Cotza had touched. Above Erik’s head he could see the hole leading out into the turtle. And, beyond that, he could see stars.
So the explosion had breached the mithril. They were naked to Chaos. Despair closed around his heart. He shook his head. One thing at a time. He looked for Cotza.
The Slann was crumpled into one corner like a wad of rag. He was staring in disbelief at his right arm. It ended in a stump, a few inches below the elbow. Thick blood pumped like a dismal fountain.
Erik had seen such injuries before. He had seconds to save the Slann. He grabbed the edge of the Slann’s robe and tore away a strip. He wrapped the strip around the stump and twisted until he felt the cloth bite to bone. The blood flow slowed, stopped.
Then Erik got to his feet and picked up the Slann, boosted him through the roof and back into the turtle. It was like lifting a child.
Erik jumped, grabbed the lip of the hole with his fingertips, and hauled himself up. The Slann lay limp on the floor, groaning softly. Erik ignored him, looked quickly around the turtle, weapons to hand.
The horses whinnied and stamped. The air in the turtle was cold, damp. A wind like a fist slammed through the breached roof. Erik reached up with one hand and felt around the breach until his fingers closed around a dislodged mithril plate.
Soft fingers brushed his wrist. He ground his teeth and hauled the plate over the hole. The wind died to a whisper. It wasn’t perfect, but it would have to do.
He kicked something in the debris. It was the spindle, the rudder-toy from the star boat; it must have been blown clear in the explosion. He poked it tentatively. There was no reaction. Impulsively he tucked the little model into his shirt.
Now, the Slann. Cotza could still die if the wound wasn’t treated. And Erik was determined that he would stay alive until he provided some answers. He reached for a handful of grease and slapped it over the nearest lamp. A small fire roared up. Then he knelt and pulled the shattered right arm out from under the amphibian’s body. Cotza groaned, stared up at Erik with empty eyes.
Erik thrust the damaged arm into the fire. The Slann’s scream was unearthly. He struggled feebly. Erik held the arm fast until he could see that all the blood vessels had shrivelled closed. He lifted the Slann, who was unconscious at last, into his metal bath, and lit the warming fire beneath it.
Cotza slept for hours. Erik waited until the watery eyes fluttered open once more. Loops of slime clung to the Slann’s eyelids. He turned his head, looking dimly around the turtle. Then his eyes met Erik’s.
“You’re no Slann,” said Erik quietly. “I suspected when you had no magic to ward off the air elemental. Then there’s your character. Your greed. Your ambition. Like no Slann. And you’re a coward; you could never have been an Eagle Warrior. Now I have proof. That obsidian plate would not have harmed a true Slann. It’s time for the truth. What are you, Cotza?”
Cotza dipped his head into the murky water, rubbed at slimy nostrils. Then he said: “I’m human.”
Cotza told Erik that he had been born of a peasant family in northern Bretonnia. He grew to awareness in filth and squalor. Strutting Breton lords ruled the villages with a severity matched only by their corruption and incompetence.
Cotza was a weasel-like boy, weak and resentful, despised by his fellows. His only consolation was the tales of the old men of his village. They would recount fantastic legends of lands and times far distant, and Cotza would sit open-mouthed at the edge of their ruminative circles.
And most of all he loved the tales of the old Slann, with their wonderful machines which could spit fire and fly through the air. In his dreams Cotza was a God-Emperor, studying through obsidian his boundless dominions…
Cotza had reached a bitter manhood when, one overcast day, the sergeants of the army of King Charles rode into the local market square. The colours of their helmets’ plumage shone out against drab mud walls.
The sergeants drew their dandified pistols and gathered the young men, Cotza among them, into a rough platoon. The King, the sergeants said, intended a plundering raid over the border into Estalia. They needed volunteers.
Two men were shot to encourage the rest. Then the peasants were marched away, hands clasped on their heads.
So Cotza found himself recruited into the fyrd - the peasant backup to Charles’ professional troops. He was given a crude heraldic design to sew onto his brown shirt, was supplied with a stubby sword and an axe. He found life in the army of the King brutal and unrewarding. He watched officers strut around the battlefields intriguing against each other and showing off their dazzling standards.
Meanwhile the fyrd was thrust into battle in great disorganized mobs. Peasants died en masse. Cotza was a coward. He hid, ran, earned the contempt of his fellows. But he survived.
There was magic on the battlefield, Cotza learned. While peasants bludgeoned each other in the mud, he watched knights in their enchanted armour ride out and join in battle under magic standards.
He saw strange things. A man suffered grievous wounds to the head, yet fought on. For a few seconds a knight split mysteriously into two copies, baffling his opponents. Massive warriors would inexplicably turn, drop their weapons, and run howling from the field.
And at the centre of it all was a strange figure, a frail-looking old man who could nevertheless walk through a crowded field and have the burliest warrior step aside for him. This was Rufus, a powerful Wizard in the pay of the King. His bony face was masked by a florid beard and he wore a cloak that was stiff with sewn-in runes, shards of bones, bits of shattered blades; habitually he carried faded spell-scrolls stuffed under his arms.
Once he dropped a scroll. It steamed as it lay in the mud. None dared to pick it up for him. Rufus seemed to shimmer as he walked. The aura of power around him was almost tangible. It hurt Cotza to stare too long.
King Charles’ campaign drew to a muddy close. The ragtaggle army headed back over the Breton border. Cotza thought about returning to the village, to a life of poverty and dirt…
They crossed an old battlefield. The rotting bodies of friend and foe filled the air with a fetid stench. The army made camp; Cotza, exhausted, spread his threadbare blanket across the ground, lay down and closed his eyes. But sleep would not come. He wriggled on the hard ground, suffering the curses of his comrades. There was something wrong. The ground was warm beneath him.
Warm?
He waited until the dead of night and then, by starlight, lifted the blanket and scraped aside the mud. Then he sat back and stared, breathing hard. He had found a spell-scroll, dropped and trampled into the dirt, glowing softly like coal burning from within.
Someone groaned in their sleep. Cotza hastily packed the earth back over the scroll and lay down again, heart pounding. This was his chance.
The next morning he made his way to the ornate tent of Rufus, and waited at its entrance until the Wizard emerged. Rufus scowled like thunder. The bits of shattered weapons sewn into his cloak glinted at Cotza like hard eyes. Cotza quailed… but he stood his ground. He told Rufus about the scroll. The Wizard asked him to describe it, and as Cotza did so Rufus’ eyes narrowed thoughtfully and he asked where the scroll was.
Blood pounding, Cotza proposed a deal.
The Wizard mocked his bargaining, eyes burning. But Cotza got his deal. He led Rufus to the scroll. The Wizard lifted it reverently from the ground and returned to his tent, nodding slowly at Cotza as he passed.
It took the Wizard some days to complete his preparations. Then he sent a messenger to summon Cotza to his tent.
Now that the moment was here fear nearly overwhelmed Cotza; but he pushed himself to his feet and followed the messenger, ignoring the curious stares of his fellow peasants. He entered the gloomy interior of the Wizard’s tent. The Wizard was a vague form in the shadows. On a wooden table lay the stinking corpse of a Slann.
Cotza whimpered and almost fell; he felt a shaming warmth spread damply down his legs. But, under Rufus’ directions, he climbed onto the table beside the corpse.
It took three days. The pain was more than Cotza could bear… almost. Then, on the fourth day, he opened new eyes. The world was stained pus-yellow. The Wizard held up a mirror.
A Slann face stared back at Cotza.
“You see, soldiers - even peasant soldiers - share stories, legends, from all over the world,” Cotza told Erik. “I listened to the tales of Elves and Dwarfs, sifted through the rubbish, searched for grains of truth, sought opportunity…”
“I remembered those boyhood tales. I learned that the Slann are the oldest race on the planet. Their powers, though lost, were once the greatest. Then I heard the legend of the star boat. I decided this was my chance. In return for the scroll the Wizard gave me gold… And I asked him to make me a Slann. I would seek out the star boat, take its treasure and power.”
Erik studied the broken amphibian body without pity. “You were so stupid as to desire… this? To be a Slann?”
“It was my childhood dream,” whispered Cotza. “A chance to reach the machines of the ancient Slann. It was a gamble. For the highest stakes - for the chance of power such as no mortal has wielded for five thousand years. Perhaps the power never to die.”
“But you’ve lost,” Erik snapped. “You fooled me, but you couldn’t fool the Slann machinery. Could you?”
Cotza hung his head, nursing his ruined arm. Erik left him. There was no more to be said.
The turtle crawled over the ice like an injured slug. Erik had tightened the horses’ harnesses, goaded them into turning their armoured belts once more. The horses stamped and complained. They were less willing to work together and progress was slow.
The belts moved with a grind. At least one of the wooden rollers was cracked, Erik decided. He tried to fix the loose mithril plates in the roof and floor. But they rattled and slid, and Erik grimly sensed invisible limbs probing into the breached machine.
For the first few days Cotza guided their way with his map and obsidian, but he grew duller and more apathetic. At last he crawled into a pile of furs, dangling his stump of an arm.
The air grew colder. At last frost began to rime the furs suspended over the metal walls. Erik rested with his back to the mithril. Behind the wall he could hear gloating laughter. His own body was a battleground. In his dreams his hands turned to wolf paws which tore into his human face. He awoke sweating despite the cold, the fur on his cheeks and hands erect and itching.
The grease lamps leaked dim patches of light. The turtle became a place of shadows, sinister and huge, no longer a sanctuary. He approached the horses, thinking to feed them. They reared at him, shouting like huge cats, a menacing mass of hooves and ragged manes. Erik stumbled back.
Something stirred under a heap of dirty furs. Erik poked aside the furs with a booted toe. The thing that had been Cotza blinked up at him. He stank of blood and urine. A few blue feathers still clung to his skin.
The fake Slann held up his smashed arm. Something was growing out of the stump. It had a tiny face with a mouth that opened and closed. Cotza stared at it emptily.
Erik pushed the furs over the degenerating creature and returned to his resting place. For a long time he clutched his arms around his body, trying to stop his trembling.
They fell under the sway of Slaanesh once more. And once more the fists of nightmare beat at the shell of the turtle.
This time the roof buckled. Erik clung to a shuddering wall. The horses roared. The Cotza-thing squirmed in his pile of furs, mewling. The turtle was rocked, picked up and dropped; rollers cracked and Erik heard the belts grind the broken wood to splinters. There was a smell of sawdust.
Still the turtle lurched on, its fraying belts spinning. But now Erik heard a sound at first as soft as a heartbeat, a tumble of hooves that grew to a stampede until at last -
- with a crash like thunder one wall of the turtle imploded. Mithril plates shattered and ripped. The last of the lamps went out and the turtle teetered once, twice, tipped sideways.
Erik tumbled, arms wrapped about his head. Furs and filth and grease rained down over him. He caught a glimpse of a huge, wool-covered face, of horns like swords.
The turtle was left on its side, its rollers spinning uselessly. With a massive laugh of victory, the minotaur stomped away across the landscape.
Erik pushed debris from his body and tried to sit up. The riven armour admitted a gloomy light. Remnants of the snapped belts littered the cabin. The warhorses were a dark crowd that fought and bit at their harnesses. Erik heard toughened leather snap like thread. The animals drummed their hooves against the nearest wall until armour plates tumbled like leaves. Then the horses burst through the wall and galloped away.
Erik pushed his way to his feet. Cautiously he worked his way through the debris to the breached shell and peered out.
The turtle lay in a landscape of rocks, of a few stunted trees. The sky was a dim grey. There was a scent, as if a beautiful woman had passed this way—
Nothing moved. And yet Erik sensed inhuman eyes watching, waiting for him. Unprotected he wouldn’t survive more than minutes out there. He needed the mithril.
He found a breastplate and helmet among the debris of one wall; he tied on the breastplate with a strip of leather and jammed the helmet on his head, ignoring the scratching of its pig-iron rim. He searched for shreds of drive belt. Strips of mithril still clung to the bits of frayed leather; Erik wrapped the shreds around his limbs. He fashioned crude mittens and boots. He swathed his face with belt material, leaving only slits for his eyes.
Then - encased in mithril, axe and sword to hand, and with the rudder-toy still lodged inside his shirt - he left the turtle.
A kind of slime coated the machine; it dripped like mucus over Erik. The dragon head had gone. There were teeth marks in the neck stump.
Something called after him. “Erik… Help me.” And another, tiny, voice echoed the first mockingly: “Erik… Erik…”
Cotza was lost. Erik couldn’t help him. He didn’t look back.
The land seemed empty of light. It was neither day nor night. At times the horizon seemed impossibly distant, at times absurdly close, as if the world itself were swelling and subsiding like the chest of a breathing giant.
Erik shook his head. He was on the border of the Wastes themselves. “The rules don’t apply,” he growled to himself. He stumbled on.
Occasionally the lid of clouds would break and Erik could make out the stars. They flickered and wavered, as if seen through tears; but they were there. Erik squinted up at them, searching for the North Star. When he found it he turned his back and limped onwards. South. Always south.
Occasionally he heard rumbling over the horizon, saw flashes of light. The hordes of Slaanesh…?
Erik ran until his lungs rattled in his chest, away from the terror. But there was no sanctuary. Even at the quietest hour, even in the most lifeless wasteland, ghostly fingers clutched at him, prying and probing. He would whirl, weapons ready; but there was nothing there.
They were watching him. Biding their time. Perhaps arguing over the spoils. He shook his head and stamped onwards. He didn’t dare sleep. He knew that if he lost consciousness he would not be allowed to regain it.
The days wore away, and with them his strength. Finally his knees buckled. He slumped to the ground, pressed face down by the weight of his armour. Dust crept over his legs and buried them.
No - From somewhere he found the strength to push himself upright, to drag his calves from the malevolent dirt. Then, with a howl of defiance, he drove one foot ahead of the other.
His howl had been a wolf’s, he realized. He dug his fingers into palms that seemed thicker, more padded, than before. All his life he had battled to retain his humanity. Only on the battlefield had he used his Were power. But now his human strength was draining and the wolf was emerging. Would he die an animal, his mind full of blood and death?
Eyes half-closed, body crusted with scraps of mithril, Erik the Were stumbled on through the deadly landscape.
Dimly he noticed that the land was changing. The trees disappeared and the dust was replaced by a surface that was smooth and yielding. A coarse black grass sprouted from the pitted ground. A tuft of grass wrapped itself around Erik’s foot. He clattered to the ground.
The earth was warm. Body hot. With his ear to the surface Erik could hear a thumping. Like a huge heartbeat. Groggy, disgusted, he tried to rise, push himself away from this ground of flesh. But strands of the black hair-grass wrapped themselves around his ankles and wrists, pinning him.
A face pushed out of the epidermis beneath him. A human face; the face of a boy. Fur sprouted over high cheekbones. The boy cried and stared into Erik’s eyes. “Erik,” he said softly. “Erik…”
Erik struggled against the thongs of hair. The tortured face was his own, as a child.
Now there was a soft growling. The face was lengthening. Whiskers sprouted from the stretching muzzle and a wide mouth grinned, filled with razor teeth. It was the face of a wolf. A female. She licked her lips, flicked her pink tongue at him.
Her body thrust out of the epidermis, wriggled against his. The body was a human woman’s. Erik barked softly, aroused. His armour was in the way; he began to shrug it aside. The lithe body of the female moved beneath him -
“No - ” His voice was a growl.
He ripped free one arm and touched his face. There was a suggestion of a muzzle; the bones of his jaw ached unendurably, as if they were being stretched. “No, no, no - “
The human words seemed to cut through his hot, muddled thoughts. He pulled free his limbs. The hair-grass ripped out by the root. The land bled. He stood erect, breathing hard. It was an effort to keep his balance, not to drop to all fours.
The wolf-face laughed at him; the body writhed. But now Erik could see that the eyes were green, that the body had a single right breast.
The stigmata of Slaanesh. Laughing, the daemon sank once more beneath the surface.
There was a snorting, a clattering of hooves behind him. Erik whirled around.
The warhorses. They ran towards him in a mist of sweat and saliva. Their hooves left little bloody craters in the living earth. Sudden hope filled him. If he could catch, mount one of them…
The horses drew closer, still packed together. Now he could see how the heads and limbs of the horses thrust at random out of the herd. Nostrils flared and eyes rolled as the dozen heads snapped and bit at each other; legs clattered at random into the ground, some broken and dangling.
Erik’s hopes evaporated. He clutched his sword, braced his legs. This was no ally of Erik’s. The herd was a single creature, a bag of dark skin out of which protruded the remnants of the warhorses. The horse-thing was a chimera, a monster of Darkness.
The chimera struggled to a halt just before Erik; the nearer horses tried to rear, and twenty hooves waved at the Norseman. Erik faced it, sword and axe held ready-There was a bulge in the sack of flesh. A reptilian face thrust out towards him. A wide mouth opened. Two arms pushed out, beseeching. “Erik.” The voice was muffled. “For pity’s sake. I am still alive, and sane, inside this thing. Help me!”
“Cotza…”
The horse-thing reared again and advanced, looming over him. And now a face erupted out of the right arm of the buried Cotza-thing, a tiny caricature of Cotza’s. “Erik,” it hissed. “Erik.” It lunged at his throat, snapping like a snake.
Erik smashed at it with his axe. Cotza wailed in agony. A hoof caught Erik’s chest. Armour spun away, gleaming. More hooves rattled over his head, his back.
He lost his axe. He went down, arms over his head. Under the flailing hooves the living ground turned to a bloody pulp. There was a smell of urine and sweat.
He reached deep inside himself, sought all the Were strength in his being. And unleashed it.
With a howl that was at once wolf and human, he rose to his feet and stabbed at the thing above him, thrusting again and again.
There was blood and dirt and pain. Erik crawled away, slumped to the ground, looked back. The chimera still raged. But it was being held from him, pushed back by a dark shape that howled and leapt. Shining teeth ripped throats and gouged eyes.
It was a wolf. For one second it looked at Erik with a kind of understanding. Then it turned, scrambled onto the multiple back of the roaring chimera, and fought on.
Erik struggled to his feet, pulled his tattered armour around him, and staggered away.
The land turned to dust again. Then ice crunched beneath his feet. Erik shivered with the renewed cold. But he rejoiced. It was a natural cold, a sign that he was leaving the shadow of the Wastes.
Day and night resumed their cycle. The stars no longer wavered. Erik dared to sleep, huddled in a blanket of snow.
He reached an empty coast. The frozen sand crackled. A single longboat remained. Bjorn saw him approach, hailed him, came running from the little camp to greet him -
- then hesitated a few paces away. “Erik?” he asked doubtfully.
Erik opened his mouth - then licked his lips, worked his stiff tongue and tried again. “Bjorn. What is it?”
“So it is you,” the Norse overseer said wonderingly. “But you’ve changed…”
He took Erik’s arm and led him to the edge of the sea, bade him stare at his own reflection in a sheet of ice. Erik saw a smooth face, a thin tangle of beard, cheekbones that were low and free of fur. The mark of the wolf had gone.
Erik looked back to the northern shadow… to where his despised Were half had remained to save him from the chimera. Perhaps it fought on even now.
“Come on,” Bjorn said, wrapping an arm around Erik. “Let’s get you to the camp. We’ve got stew and mead… and we’ll set off for Norsca in the morning. I’ll bet you’ve quite a story to tell.”
Norsca… He would return as a hero, and fully human. No longer Erik the Were. Erik the man.
Inside his shirt he could feel the slim form of the model star boat, warm against his skin. A toy for his son one day…
Life stretched ahead of him like a sunlit room.
“Yes,” he told Bjorn. “Quite a story.”


1/cover_image.jpg
Geheimnisnacht

Unknown

=
=4
[a's)
—
—
5






2/cover_image.jpg
The Ignorant Armies

Unknown

)
=2
[a's)
—
—
e
©)

._ 3
Incent-Jaw sl






cover.jpg





3/cover_image.jpg
The Star Boat

Unknown

=
=4
[a's)
—
—
5






