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SMALL MERCY
by Richard Ford
 
The aroma of sour ale hung thick in the oppressive confines of the border inn. The door was closed against the chill autumn wind and a sputtering fire struggled for life in one murky corner. A bright midday sun shone through the grime-stained windows, framing the patrons as they nursed their tankards. A ragged urchin played between their legs; the only source of any sound. For the most part he was ignored, though he would receive the occasional scolding glance if his reverie became too high-pitched.
Swinging his crooked, wooden ‘sword’ wildly the lad sped around the inn, his bare feet clapping against the uneven boards as he pursued his foes, shouting curses and black oaths as they fled.
With an ear-splitting crack that disrupted the room’s muted atmosphere, the inn door burst open. All at once the boy’s game was over as a battered body was flung into the inn, heralded by a snow-whipped gust of air. The pulped figure hit the wooden floor with a moist thud, like a drum being struck with a damp rag. He lay there unmoving, his face a matted mass of beard and clotting crimson, leaking his juices onto the filth-encrusted floorboards. Rusty chains bound his wrists and their reddened appearance suggested that he had been dragged for many miles.
Two bearded men stepped into the inn behind him, wrapped in wolfskin and leather. One of them grabbed the battered body by the hair and dragged it towards the centre of the inn. The second hirsute figure approached the bar.
‘You can’t bring that in here,’ shouted the innkeeper, Boris. The boy had never seen him sound so panicked before.
‘Keep your hair on, barkeep. There are no other Kurgan for a hundred leagues. We caught this one scouting a village further west but they wouldn’t pay the bounty. All we want is a meal and a drink and we’ll be gone.’
Boris frowned, considered their tale and then gave a reluctant shrug. The bounty hunter turned to his companion and nodded. Quickly he tied a rope to the rusted manacles and flung it over the inn’s low rafters, hoisting the body up. There was a harsh creak as the rafters strained against the weight of the sinewy body.
Some of the inn’s patrons dared to creep a little closer as the bounty hunter tied the rope off against the footrail of the bar. The urchin could only stand and stare, having never seen a real corpse before.
As the braver patrons crept forward, there was a sudden expulsion of air, like a thin breeze creeping beneath the jamb of a door. One eye flickered open on the corpse’s face, a bright blue orb against a red mass of hair and gore. The gathering crowd forgot their bravery and stumbled backwards, cries of alarm echoing through the fusty room. Amidst them all, the boy stood, transfixed by the piercing eye. It locked on him, holding him in its grip.
‘He’s still alive,’ shouted Boris. ‘Are you mad?’
‘The elector counts pay twice as much for live captives. Who knows what information he has? He wouldn’t tell us a thing.’ the bounty hunter glanced over at the broken figure strung from the rafter, ‘but the torturers of Ostermark have methods all their own…’
This brought several sniggers from the patrons, who were steadily regaining their nerve.
‘So how did you manage to bring him down alive?’ asked Boris.
‘Well, it certainly wasn’t easy…’ he began. Eager bodies soon surrounded the bounty hunter. In their clamour to hear his story they forgot about the marauder and the waif, who was still held enraptured by the single eye.
The boy took a step forward, his fear overcome by curiosity. The captive opened his mouth as if to speak but only a line of bloody drool oozed out. Looking around, the urchin spied an abandoned tankard. He picked it up, pleased that there was still a drop of pungent ale within. There was a harsh scraping sound as he pulled a chair up in front of the man and climbed onto it, holding the tankard up to the cracked and swollen lips. Alerted by the sharp noise, the bounty hunter, whose companion was still locked in the midst of his tale, glanced up, a look of horror crossing his face.
No sooner had the tankard touched the captive’s lips than the boy was struck on the side of the head. It was an opened-palmed blow and the sound echoed across the inn. The urchin fell, the tankard bouncing off the hard floor beside him and spilling its contents on his ragged jerkin.
‘Idiot boy.’ scolded the bounty hunter. ‘Don’t you know what this is?’ He turned his attention to the captive, who still stared defiantly. The bounty hunter raised his hand again, this time balling a fist. Before his blow could land, the door to the inn burst open for a second time. The horror that spewed in took the patrons and their bounty-hunting visitors completely by surprise.
A mob of bearded devils rushed in, screaming fell curses the urchin could not comprehend. They charged past the prone boy and fell upon the inn’s occupants with unrestrained savagery, swinging their axes, severing heads and slicing limbs with huge swords. Despite the horror before him, the boy could not pull his eyes away as he watched folk he had known all his short life cut asunder by blade and battleaxe. There were grins of ecstasy on the bearded faces, whoops of joy as they dismembered man and woman alike, yet still the boy watched as the carnage raged around him. When it was over he was the only soul left alive amidst a pool of cooling blood and broken bodies.
The savages cut down the captive and sheared his manacles in two, patting him on the shoulder as though they had all just shared some raucous joke. One of the bearded wild-men noticed the lone child, still lying on the floor. He smiled, a friendly, genuine smile, and began to approach, lifting his axe. Before he could move two steps a gore spattered arm grabbed the axe’s shaft. The bearded man looked to his side and into the single, deep-blue eye. He uttered harsh words in his strange language, words of obvious protest, but he was forced to stand down, cowed by the gaping blue orb. One by one the barbarians filed past and left the inn.
Slowly the former captive walked up to the urchin, once again locking him in the enchantment of his gaze. ‘My brothers wish me to end you,’ he said in a thick accent. ‘They believe mercy is a sign of weakness, but I think you can be spared.’
With that he was gone from the confines of the inn. The wind blew through the open door, snow drifting in to cover the steaming body parts. It was a long time before the boy found the will to stand.
The rain beat hard against late summer leaves, but its sound was not enough to drown out the screams of the dying. It was a grim afternoon, the sun hidden behind a grey mask of cloud, the uncharacteristic weather having followed Archaon’s forces down from the wastes. They called it a ‘tactical retreat’, luring the invading armies deeper into the Empire, holding them off long enough for Valten, Huss and Karl-Franz to march their forces forward. It had been more like a complete rout.
Captain Bauer struggled through knee-deep puddles, his armour weighing him down and his greatsword now a hindrance, despite the number of times it had saved his life. His men lay dead around him, alongside the corrupted bodies of their foes. The fact that there were more corpses that belonged to the enemy this day was little consolation.
There was a sudden splashing behind him as a figure hastily approached, racing through the boggy woodland. Bauer turned raising his sword, expecting another foe. Instead, he saw the desperate face of an Imperial archer, his bow long forgotten, his empty quiver bashing feverishly against his leg as he ran headlong through the wood.
Bauer lifted his hand in an unspoken order for the man to stop but he was ignored, the man streaking past without pause. Noise from the direction the archer had come from told Bauer why he was in such a hurry. He lowered the visor of his sallet and tried to position himself on a less saturated area. No sooner had he found a dry patch of ground than two of Archaon’s warriors burst from the shadows with absurd speed. They seemed to disregard the fact that they wore heavy armour, charging forward like unsaddled geldings.
As they moved in, Bauer dodged to the side, narrowly avoiding their ferocious attacks. His own greatsword swept down, bouncing off the nearest spiked shield, which carried an impaled head, a rictus grin spread across its blank face. The warrior kept his guard up, waiting for Bauer’s next attack, whilst his comrade tried to manoeuvre around the flank. Recognising their plan, Bauer staggered backwards, trying to keep both of the fiends in front of him. Seeing that Bauer had spotted their intention they charged forward. Bauer’s sword crashed down a second time against the head-bearing shield. The second warrior was quick to counter and Bauer barely ducked in time as the dark iron sword swept towards him. It struck a tree, showering the back of his head with splinters. He just had time to look up to see a second dark sword sweeping towards his head.
There was a dull ring of steel on iron before the blow could land. General Metzger crashed into the Chaos warriors with a fury that even the most berserk Kurgan could not have matched. The first was taken by surprise, unable to raise his shield in time to catch Metzger’s blow. It smashed into the horned helm, buckling the front plate and crushing the head within. Blood spewed from the neatly sliced metal and the warrior dropped like a felled oak.
Bauer wasted no time and quickly engaged his remaining opponent. The northern invader parried Bauers sword with ease but again Metzger charged in, screaming like a wounded dog, his face a mask of vengeful rage. There could be no defence against the general’s onslaught as his greatsword swooped down from over his right shoulder. The blow shattered the metal shield and severed the arm beneath. Despite the grievous wound the Chaos knight kept on coming, but Metzger was ready. With seemingly divine strength he thrust his greatsword forward, straight through the warrior’s breastplate. Bauer wasted no time, hacking his own greatsword into the blood-spattered shoulder plate. The huge figure dropped to its knees. Metzger wrenched his weapon free and kicked out, knocking the body back into the sodden earth.
Bauer looked to his general, trying to find words of thanks but Metzger did not pause for breath. ‘Rally to me!’ he bellowed, racing towards the sound of fighting further off through the trees. ‘Men of Middenheim! For Todbringer and for Ulric, rally to me!’ Bauer instantly heard the sound of men’s voices carrying through the wood. He quickly followed, adding his own voice to the general’s, urging any survivors to gather to their call.
One by one their men began to appear through the trees, heartened by the sound of their leaders. Within minutes there was a group of thirty Middenheimers tearing through the wood, swordsmen, handgunners and archers alike. Archaon’s troops were not far behind and Bauer knew they would not stop until they had slaughtered every last one of the Imperials. He had already seen them cut down wounded men, hacking them to pieces just for the thrill of seeing their mutilated parts.
Metzger stopped a little way ahead, turning to face the oncoming horde. ‘Keep moving,’ he shouted to his fleeing troops. ‘We will take them on open ground. Remember, you have the fire of Ulric in your bellies. What we do today we do for Middenheim and the glory of Karl-Franz.’ His eyes were twisted in rage and his wild hair and beard made him look more like a Norscan than an Imperial general.
Soon the fleeing troops broke the tree line and ran across an open field. They could hear their heavily armoured pursuers crashing through the undergrowth, every second bringing them nearer. As Bauer raced to join the thin ranks that remained, he suddenly saw something at the top of a nearby hillock. Through the rising dark he could just make out the silhouette of a building.
‘Look.’ Bauer pointed. Metzger turned, his mask of fury suddenly lifting.
‘A keep.’ he suddenly cried. ‘Ranald smiles on us this day!’ With a wave of his huge greatsword the general led the way up the rise towards the looming construction. Bauer waited until all his men were on the move and then took up the rearguard. He glanced over his shoulder towards the edge of the wood, expecting the Northmen to burst onto the field and run them down any second.
It was a struggle to make it up the rise, the way was muddy and damp and several men slipped, sprawling in the filth. More than once Bauer had to pick up a panicked bowman or a pistolier with terror scrawled across his face.
When they eventually made it up the hill and Bauer saw the dereliction of the building, his heart sank. The keep was little more than a shell, long since abandoned to the elements. There was no way this could be made into any kind of defensible stronghold.
Despite the crumbling walls and paltry defences, Metzger began organising his men. By the time Bauer entered within the walls of the keep, the general had ordered his swordsmen into two ranks at the far end of the courtyard. The pistoliers and archers had been ordered to mount the battlements and hide themselves. Bauer instantly saw the sense in Metzger’s plan.
Glancing over his shoulder he could see the horde had broken from the woods and was following the muddy trail left by the Imperials.
‘They come.’ shouted Bauer, rushing forward to join the swordsmen. The walls of the keep would not stop the Chaos warriors, but that was what Metzger was hoping. A large gap in the wall would lead the howling pack straight towards the swordsmen, who were standing as bait on one side. As they charged it was unlikely they would notice the archers and pistoliers crouched on the battlements.
‘On my order.’ said Metzger, his voice echoing within the ruins.
Iron-shod boots broke the silence of the keep as they drew closer. There were two dozen, maybe more, Bauer could not tell.
‘Stand fast men.’ whispered Metzger. ‘We charge on my order.’
With a diabolical howl, the first Northman leapt over the remains of the keep wall. As he raced forward he was closely followed by other iron-clad figures. Their boots pounded against the cracked flagstones as they drew closer, covering the yards with an unholy speed, but still Metzger did not give his order. Twenty yards away… fifteen… ten…
‘Fire!’ screamed the general.
Bauer winced as the sound of pistol fire reverberated around the shell of the keep. Smoke billowed from the battlements as lead shot was propelled towards the onrushing juggernaut. With it, white-feathered arrows flew. Those warriors not felled by pistol shot were impaled, their bodies falling with foot-long shafts standing to attention from their twitching bodies. Bauer could feel the swordsmen behind him itching to press forward, keenly anticipating the order to charge, but Metzger still held his tongue.
Three Chaos warriors charged on, despite the arrows and shot holes peppering their armour. The archers quickly re-knocked and loosed their bows, felling them before they could reach the waiting swordsmen.
More of the enemy poured in. Metzger allowed five more warriors to enter the keep then began to race towards them, bellowing his long-awaited order. Bauer was sure the general had shouted ‘charge’ but it sounded more like a war cry; a feral shriek of rage.
‘At them!’ Bauer added, as he and the swordsmen raced forward.
Before the general could engage, some of the pistoliers had managed to reload, sending their shot into the approaching warriors. Metzger vaulted the falling bodies of two Chaos knights and smashed into the warriors behind them. Realising they would only hit their own men with further fire into the courtyard, the archers and pistoliers leaned over the makeshift battlements of the keep and began to fire down on the Chaos forces approaching up the field.
Bauer rushed forward, flanked by his swordsmen. Metzger had already dropped one of the warriors and was locked in combat with a second, their swords bouncing together as each tried to grind the other down. More warriors poured into the keep and the swordsmen met them, equalling the ferocity of the savage Northers. Bauer dropped his shoulder and rushed at the first black-armoured warrior he could see, barging into his shield. His opponent was knocked back a step, just long enough for Bauer to press forward, lunging to the side of the shield and bringing his sword around in a wide, horizontal arc. The weapon cut through his opponent’s arm at the shoulder and it fell to the ground, still gripping the rusted shield. Bauer hacked once more, this time aiming at the black helmet. A spurt of blood crested upwards as Bauer severed his enemy’s head and he quickly glanced around for his next target.
The swordsmen were more than holding their own against the Chaos forces but Metzger was in trouble. Surrounded by three warriors he was tiring, wearing himself down with each frenzied attack. Bauer bolted forward and by the time he reached his general, one of the three Chaos knights had fallen, a wide gash splitting his breastplate. The other warriors pressed in, one of them scoring a hit and denting Metzger’s vambrace. The general dropped his sword arm, leaving his body open for an attack. Bauer intercepted, taking the brunt of the blow on his spaulder whilst simultaneously spearing the warriors abdomen. As he fell back the warrior grasped Bauer by the lip of his sallet and both of them tumbled to the ground. Quickly, Bauer slipped his head out of the helmet, the warrior still grasping it in dead hands. He turned in time to see Metzger cut down his remaining opponent, a twisted smile shining through his dishevelled beard.
Bauer grabbed his helm and pulled himself to his feet, ready to rejoin the fray. As he stood he saw his swordsmen chopping down the last of their enemies. He dashed to the break in the wall of the keep and saw the rest of Archaon’s warriors retreating into the woods.
General Metzger howled like a baying wolf. ‘For Ulric,’ he cried, his face racked with elation.
Bauer looked from the general to his men. They were bewildered, elated from their victory but physically exhausted. For their sake he hoped the coming night would be brief.
The screams of tormented men rose from the woods. For hours the sound of tortured captives assailed the keep’s terrified defenders.
As his men cowered beneath the weathered buttresses, Bauer stared out across the fields. There was little illumination; a thick layer of cloud covered the gibbous moon. Despite this, Bauer knew the enemy was waiting, could hear their reverie in anticipation of the morning’s slaughter.
‘Tomorrow we will face them.’
The voice made Bauer’s skin tighten. He looked over his shoulder to see Metzger leaning in closer. ‘Fear not, captain. You will have your day.’
Bauer gave no reply, unsure of what answer to give his general, who even now seemed only too eager to face their relentless foe.
‘But we have a defensible position, general. Why leave it?’
‘The enemy we face cares little for the manner of our death, or how long it takes. We have no supplies and the longer we stay, the weaker we will become. Our foe will simply wait. I fear more daemon-serving scum will arrive to aid their brethren long before any allies of our own. Tomorrow we will make our escape or we will die.’
Bauer made no protest; despite the hopelessness of the plan there seemed no alternative.
‘Are you scared Bauer?’ Metzger asked, as though it were a reasonable question.
‘I fear for my men,’ lied Bauer, wishing he could express just how terrified he was.
‘Don’t. This is a fight we must all be a part of. The fate of the Empire rests with us. The men fight for their families, for their homes, they will not falter. And when this is all over they can travel home again and hold their wives and their children and be proud of the glory they have brought themselves.’ Metzger suddenly looked down, as though his thoughts had drifted elsewhere.
Bauer could only imagine what he was thinking. What must have happened in the old general’s past to make him so driven, willing to sacrifice so much to face and defeat the enemy.
The general looked up suddenly, his despondence disappearing as quickly as it had arrived.
‘Tomorrow,’ he growled, a wild glint in his eye. With that he strode off across the wall of the keep.
Bauer watched him go as another screech of pain echoed from within the woods.
‘Pistoliers to the right flank, archers to the left!’
It was a misty morning and the men were exhausted. Bauer could only feel pity for them. All night they had been kept awake by the screams of their comrades and now they were preparing to charge straight into the maw of the beast. Amongst them strode Metzger like a caged tiger, his eagerness to face his fate all too obvious.
‘We will be moving fast so stay close. Sokh is due east of here. We do not stop until we have her in our sights.’
The men mustered together, some fearful, others showing dull-eyed resignation. Bauer’s hands tightened on the grip of his sword as he stared down the hill towards the trees. He could not see the enemy beyond but he knew they were there, eagerly awaiting their prey.
‘Men of the Empire! Men of Middenheim, on me,’ shouted Metzger, lifting his greatsword high and leaping from the protection of the keep.
As one, the ragged group of swordsmen, pistoliers and archers raced down the hill. Bauer could still see no sign of the Chaos horde and all he could hear was the sound of his own men, their panting breath, their feet tramping on the dewy earth.
Metzger was first to storm into the woods, Bauer following close behind. At first there was still no sign of the enemy. Then, one by one, they began to appear, approaching from both flanks. The first few were cut down by arrow and shot, not reaching within ten yards, but then three warriors appeared from the front, barring the way.
‘Lead them on Bauer,’ cried Metzger as he bowled into the wall of pitch-covered armour.
Bauer ran past, this time not thinking of the general, only of himself and his men. If the general wanted to go down fighting then so be it, Bauer would not stop him.
As he charged on Bauer was relieved that he was still followed by his men, they were obeying their orders and not stopping to engage the enemy. He ducked beneath a low branch and, as his head came up again, he almost stopped dead. Up ahead, tied to the branches and bows of trees were the freshly tortured bodies of his captured men. The soldiers behind him gasped, some crying out in anguish, but Bauer was not about to stop. Without breaking a step he continued through the woodland charnel house.
They ran for a mile or more, Bauer occasionally glancing over his shoulder to make sure he was still being followed, until eventually he found himself leaving the corpse-strewn wood. In front was a thick mist but it was open ground. Sokh could not be far away!
‘Gorag, kas’at naza!’ The words pealed from the mist ahead. Bauer stopped, holding up an arm to halt his men. An archer stopped at Bauer’s shoulder, straining forward, his eyes trying desperately to penetrate the grey wall. With a hiss, a black-shafted arrow shot from the fog, embedding itself in the archers throat. He fell forward without a sound.
Ahead, the mist suddenly swirled and lifted. From beneath his visor, Bauer could see two ranks of warriors; dark sentinels from his deepest nightmares. At the front was their massive chieftain, one horn missing from his huge helmet. With his armour and the bearskin that adorned his shoulders he was at least seven feet tall and almost as wide.
‘Greg’oz karas’nak,’ he bellowed and his warriors began to spread themselves wide, blocking Bauer’s escape route.
He was suddenly overcome. Everything Metzger had said suddenly made sense. Better to die with sword in hand than cowering in fear.
Bauer ran forward, straight at the massive warrior. His first strike was clumsy but powerful, aimed straight at the chieftain’s head. With a lazy swipe of his arm the Northman’s own sword swept up to parry. Before Bauer could bring his weapon about, Archaon’s captain had countered, easily swinging his sword back and landing a stinging blow against Bauer’s head.
The sallet spun off into the mist as Bauer crashed to the ground. He was dazed, his sword lying on the grass several feet away, blood seeping from his ears. The chieftain towered above him, raising his sword. Bauer stared up defiantly, ready to take the final blow.
Slowly, the chieftain lowered his weapon. Bauer could hear his men behind, shuffling, uncertain of what to do.
Reaching up with one massive, mailed fist the chieftain gripped the single horn of his helmet and lifted it from his head. He stared down at Bauer with a single, piercing blue eye.
Bauer recognised it immediately. It was not the same face he had seen in the tavern those long years ago, it was now infinitely more corrupted, but the eye was unmistakable.
Slowly a smile spread across the chieftain’s twisted face. He held out his hand to Bauer, mouth opening as though to speak.
The misty air was cut by a bellow of rage as Metzger charged forward, greatsword raised. The chieftain had just enough time to hoist his own sword before the blow fell. Their weapons clashed and became locked together as Imperial general and Chaos chieftain stared at each other over crossed blades.
Metzger suddenly swung his greatsword around, twisting his opponent’s weapon from his grip and sending it spinning away. The chieftain swiftly grabbed the blade of the sword with one hand and Metzger’s wrist with the other. Metzger in turn grabbed his blade and pushed it forward towards the chieftain’s head. They wrestled for several perilous seconds, their men watching spellbound. Slowly the blade drew closer to the chieftain’s face as Metzger began to win their contest of strength.
A sudden smile spread on the twisted face, the single blue eye brightening. The chieftain opened his mouth wide and bit down on the blade. As his yellow teeth gnashed against the solid, Middenland steel, the blade began to buckle. Corrosive blood poured from the chieftain’s gums, causing the blade to hiss and melt.
Growling like a wounded animal, Metzger wrenched the damaged greatsword aside, pulling the chieftain over. Both fell to the ground and Bauer, still dazed, could only watch as they wrestled like two starving bears, fighting over rotten scraps.
In turn, each seemed to take the edge over the other - pounding, biting and clawing - until eventually Metzger was on top of the huge warrior, one arm and one knee pinned his adversary to the ground. Without hesitating he smashed his armoured fist into the grinning face. Again and again the fist flew down, smashing teeth and bone and pulping the shining blue eye. Metzger was like a smith at the anvil, hammering his enemy’s head into mush.
When there was nothing left to hit, Metzger stood, panting from the exertion.
The remaining Chaos warriors, seeing their leader bested, looked at one another uncertainly. Several brandished their weapons threateningly while others took a pace backwards. A pistolier suddenly raised his weapon and fired, his round immediately joined by a volley of arrows and burning shot. Faced by such a sudden onslaught the warriors began to flee, retreating into the dense mist.
Bauer managed to rise to his feet and approach the general who was staring at the body at his feet.
‘General?’ said Bauer, reaching out a hand towards Metzger’s shoulder.
The general turned before Bauer could touch him and took a purposeful step forward. ‘Traitor!’ he hissed, smashing his gore-encrusted fist into his captain’s face.
Bauer was unconscious before he hit the ground.
The oak’s thick branch groaned in protest against the rope tied to it. In turn, the rope seemed to creak in complaint about the body that hung below. Bauer, swinging gently in the breeze, did not complain - his tongue was too swollen in his head and his last gasping breath was long gone.
One of the pistoliers approached warily, glancing about him, unsure of whether the invaders would spring from the trees at any moment.
‘General?’ he said quietly, ‘are we to leave now?’
General Metzger stared upwards, sorrow tainting his wrinkled brow.
‘Yes,’ he replied. ‘We should not tarry here.’
‘Was it really necessary to hang the captain?’ asked the soldier, instantly regretting his candid question.
Metzger looked down at the handgunner, sorrow still marking his face.
‘Should I so obviously show truck with the followers of the Ruinous Powers, I would expect the same mercy.’ He clapped the pistolier on the shoulder, the flame returning to his eyes. ‘Now come. Sokh is at least a day away and there are still enemies abroad.’
As they set off eastwards the pistolier took one last look towards Bauer’s swinging body. Silently, he prayed to Shallya that the northern daemons never showed him any mercy.




        
            
                
            
        

    


IN THE SERVICE OF SIGMAR
by Adam Troke
 
The beginning of the end.
 
Lukas lowered his shoulder and threw his weight against the doorway. The force of his body shattered the rusted lock which held the door closed and bent the hinges apart in an instant, causing Lukas to stumble, drawn on by his own momentum. He fell out of the stinking apothecary and into the alley beyond. The first dim rays of morning shone onto his face, chasing away the darkness and the horror that lay behind him. Gasping for breath, he tugged sharply at the rope that secured his burden, a white-faced and injured man who staggered a few paces behind him. He cast his eyes over the group assembled before him in the morning mist.
A dozen soldiers, clad in black leathers and armed with brightly polished halberds formed a defensive line between Lukas and three other figures all of which the young warrior recognised. The first was Rosabella, cradling her injured arm, her face drawn and her brow beaded with sweat despite the cool of the morning.
Next in the group was Henckler. Kriesmann Henckler, Templar of the Cult of Sigmar, a witch hunter. Short, barely five feet if Lukas’s eye was any judge, with the kind of fat that a man has when he eats far too much and exercises far too little. His hair was thin and receded, as if he was losing the battle to remain thatched. He stood hunched behind the warriors, apparently ill at ease, regardless of his halberd-armed protectors and unassailable status. The third figure towered over the rest like a warrior from legend. Tall and strong, with a nose hooked like a hunting hawk, Constantin Brandaur was the very embodiment of a knight, the Grand Master of the Order of the Hammer. Lukas looked at him and his heart soared. Brandaur was here, his work was done.
‘Take him into custody.’ murmured the witch hunter, pointing a finger at the battered figure that Lukas held bound.
At Henckler’s command, half of the halberd-armed warriors pressed forwards, seized him from Lukas and dragged him away by the rope. A thousand pleas and excuses bubbled forth from his cracked and bruised lips. He scrabbled and clawed at the muck and litter coating the alley floor, pulling desperately against the rope, terror widening his eyes and giving him a burst of desperate courage. Indifferent to his pathetic supplications, the soldiers silenced his new-found protests of innocence with a balled fist to the guts. They had heard it all hundreds of times before and they certainly had no interest in the lies of another heretic damned to die, not this early in the morning.
Breaking away from the templar master and Rosabella, Henckler stepped towards Lukas, his beady eyes glinting. With a gesture he waved the young warrior over to him, and Lukas obeyed at once, eager to please his employer and be done with the night’s business. They paused in the shelter of a boarded-up doorway, huddling conspiratorially in its lee. With a small cough to clear his throat the witch hunter spoke again.
‘Lukas, my boy,’ he said, keeping his voice low. ‘You managed your errand then?’ It was not a question that needed an answer, and Lukas stayed his tongue until comment was required. ‘There are things I need to ask you about tonight, Lukas.’ The man’s voice was quiet and intense, and his eyes glistened eagerly. Licking his fat lips to moisten them, he continued. ‘I need to know everything that happened, every detail. What happened to the…’ he groped for a word, his mouth working silently for a moment, ‘the product, where it ended up? How you were able to slay the enemy. Any wounds you suffered. Tell me boy, tell me everything.’
Lukas swallowed hard, and nodded, running a gloved hand through his hair before clearing his throat and beginning, omitting no detail.
 
Be honest in all your dealings, though it may cost you your life.
 
It was freezing cold, and dangerously dark in the alleyway, as Lukas Atzwig slowly picked his way through the altquarter towards his target. Tall and strong, with smartly cropped blond hair and a handsome face that bore only a few scars and no pockmarks, Lukas was an imposing figure. Clad in black and brown leathers, with a sword at his side and a knife in his boot he was well protected for the night’s work. The small box was in his left hand, leaving his right free to protect himself if the need arose. The crunch and squelch of detritus beneath his feet and the scuttling of small, creeping things were the only sounds. Even the shrieks and cries that punctuated any normal Altdorf night seemed curiously absent as Lukas picked his way from one alleyway to the next.
The instructions were simple enough, he reasoned, stepping over a deep pool of stinking liquid. Gain entry by making use of their abhorrent secret sign. Traverse their foul underground domain, and locate Garramond Kerr. Capture him and slay his accomplices. Bring the ‘product’ back to the witch hunter, and leave everything within as it was found, to facilitate his investigations.
Lukas Atzwig was a squire in the Order of the Hammer and danger held little fear for him now - he had seen far too much. For seven years he had served Gotthard Jaeger with enthusiasm and dedication, but the old knight had fallen in battle at Middenheim, hewn down by a servant of Chaos, leaving Lukas masterless and totally at the mercy of the order. And merciful though it was, the order could not merely elevate someone of low birth such as Lukas to a full knight, merely because his master had died - such an act would be at odds with the noble lineage of the order and make mockery of its heritage. Constantin Brandaur had explained this to him in hushed tones the day that Gotthard had fallen. If there was anything he could have done, he would have. The grand master assured him of that.
Since then Lukas had excelled himself, fighting at the side of the other squires in the great battles in the north fought by the order, slaying warriors of Chaos with a skill and zeal that all could see. Now, weeks later, as Lukas crept towards his goal, he could see that Brandaur had been true to his word, and this task would see him right. He would become a full knight of the order. He could feel it.
Constantin Brandaur and Kriesmann Henckler had met with him that morning in a strangely clandestine meeting held in the private chambers of the grand master himself. The presence of the witch hunter had put him ill at ease for a moment, for Lukas had heard of squires and even knights succumbing to the madness of Chaos, especially since the war in the north. As the meeting had progressed, though, the sense of concern had been replaced with elation - this was Lukas’s chance. Henckler the witch hunter had outlined his need for Lukas in his plans, explaining how a vile cult was gnawing at the underbelly of Altdorf and a man of subtlety and skill was needed to bring it to its knees. Henckler had planned for another to complete this errand, but an ill fate had befallen him, and with time running short he had turned to his old friend, Constantin. In turn, the grand master recommended Lukas, who was both brave and cunning enough to complete the task, and in exchange for his cooperation, offered him that which he most wanted: a place within the Order of the Hammer, as a full knight. Lukas reasoned that fate had conspired to give him this rare chance to prove himself before Sigmar and earn the right to stand beside his brother knights.
The wall of the shop was pitted and dirty, and paint was peeling from the stone in patches. Checking the worn and faded sign hanging from the old shop front, Lukas made sure he was in the correct place, before raising his hand to beat against the door of the dilapidated apothecary’s, just as he had been told to do. Three taps fast, then three slow - the correct way to gain the attention of those within. He waited only a moment, his breath clouding around him in the cold air, before the small peephole in the door slid open. A pair of eyes, the left one milky with blindness, glared at him from within before harshly demanding his business.
‘I’m here to see the master.’ he answered simply, being sure to keep to the script as he had been told it. The eyes staring at him gave no sign of recognition, and Lukas almost faltered, before continuing. ‘I’ve brought the product.’ he said slowly, to avoid mistakes, ‘and I have not been followed.’
The figure behind the door still didn’t acknowledge him, just stared at him with open hostility. If it was meant to be intimidating to the young warrior though, the door guard was disappointed; Lukas had spent hours on parade under the gaze of men far better and more imposing than the dishevelled miscreant glaring through the peephole. After what felt like an age, the eyes moved away from the doorway to be replaced with a small wooden hammer of Sigmar, apparently worn and well-used.
‘What make you of this?’ asked a gruff voice. ‘What of Sigmar’s hammer?’
Lukas felt a small panic rise in his chest as he knew what was required of him. Fighting against the feelings of betrayal and dishonesty that boiled within his breast, he coughed once for effect before spitting directly at the hammer. The spittle splashed across its surface and dribbled down its length to drip onto the ledge of the peephole. Lukas felt his cheeks flush at the sight of what he had done, but steeled himself against it, clenching his fists. With any luck his face was already red from the cold. The hammer was withdrawn and the peephole slid shut with a snap. He could hear the bolts being drawn inside, and moments later the alleyway was flooded with light.
‘In,’ said the voice that had spoken before.
Lukas obeyed, stepping into the light, blinking as his eyes adjusted from the gloom outside. The small room was clearly once an apothecary’s just as the sign outside suggested. Wooden counters were littered with broken vials and bottles of green, brown and clear glass.
As well as the door ward, a scrawny looking fellow of average height with long, greasy black hair, there were three others in the room. Another man, this one of impressive bulk, lurked on the other side of one of the counters, his finger on the trigger of a crossbow, pointed directly at Lukas. The crossbowman had the look of a fighter gone to fat, his muscles sagged and wasted from lack of proper use. The next was a woman, although only a second glance revealed it, her short brown hair was unevenly shaped into a bowl cut and her muscular frame was far from feminine. In her hand was a short sword, and more so than any of the others, she looked fit to use it. Her face was thin and her eyes were sunk deep into her skull, like someone who had gone too long without good sleep. She chewed continually, her eyes never wavering from Lukas as he looked around.
The fourth figure, and the final one to catch his eye, was a good looking woman, made all the more so by her ugly companions. Her plaited hair was the colour of a newly minted coin, and her smooth, clear skin set her above the others at a glance. A few hot meals and Lukas reasoned she might not look too bad at all. Reluctantly he pulled his eyes away from her; he had no time for such distractions now.
‘Drop your sword.’ said the first of the two women, the unfortunate-looking one, motioning at him with her own weapon. Her voice was harsh and her words were clipped and short. ‘Do it now, or else.’
Lukas hesitated only a moment before complying, unbuckling his sword belt and letting it fall gently to the wooden floor with a muffled thud. He stood stock still as they looked him over with unveiled malice.
‘Check him out, Bella.’ she commanded. The more attractive of the two women came forward and roughly searched him, her hands sifting through pockets without any pause for thought. She made a show of taking a handful of coins from him and pocketed them with a wink that drew chuckles from her accomplices.
‘That’s all he’s got.’ said the searcher, motioning to the sword before picking it up and stepping away, back behind one of the counters.
‘Come on then, let’s not keep him waiting.’ said the woman, curling a dirty finger and motioning for Lukas to follow her. And with that she turned on her heel, pulling aside a filthy curtain to reveal a hole roughly smashed into the interior wall that led into a dimly lit passageway. Bella followed her, then the man with the milky eye. The crossbow-armed thug waited till last, motioning for Lukas to walk ahead of him.
‘Got to keep you where I can see you.’ he said, patting his crossbow knowingly. ‘Any time I want to use this, you’re dead.’ He chuckled to himself, enjoying his little joke.
‘I doubt that.’ answered Lukas, before pressing on into the gloom behind the others, leaving Crossbowman to bring up the rear.
 
Protect the innocent, though it may cost you your life.
 
The group disappeared down a dimly lit corridor where the occasional candle guttered on the walls, impaled on bent and rusty nails rather than proper holders. The grimy corridor, barely tall enough for Lukas to stand upright, led slowly downwards and eventually into an open sewer. The rank odour assailed his nose and drew bile to his throat. If the others noticed the stench they did not show it though, so Lukas pressed on, choking back the urge to vomit.
The group continued in the murky gloom for a hundred paces more, before halting. Lukas could hear metal scraping against stone for a moment, and the sound of someone grunting with effort. Then they pressed forwards again, stooping to duck through a hole in the stonework.
As his eyes adjusted, Lukas realised he was in a large room, the ceiling only just high enough for him to stand upright in. It was barely light enough to see, but despite the darkness, Lukas felt his heart leap to his throat.
The walls of the room were lined with cages made of rusting bars of thick iron. In all, there were thirty cages, perhaps forty and each one of them was occupied. Lukas stumbled forwards unbidden, his eyes wide, trying to take in the details, but scared to do so.
Huddled in the first cage he looked in was a bundle of rags, about the size of a large dog. It twitched occasionally, moaning in a soft, mournful voice. Lukas stooped to get a better look, and wished he hadn’t. A small child, perhaps a girl, looked up at him from under the rags that covered her. Her eyes were pools of pain and suffering, her face was plastered with muck and great streaks of snot were gathered under her nose from too much crying. She lay on the cold stone in amongst her own waste, powerless against the iron bars that contained her. In all his life Lukas had never seen such a pitiful sight. He felt fire burning behind his eyes, and blinked hard to extinguish it, moving on to the next cage and the next. One after another they revealed similar horrors. Girls and boys, none older than fifteen or sixteen, in squalid prisons. The sounds of weeping and pleading had got louder since Lukas had begun to pay interest.
‘Help us,’ one voice piped up, a boy by the sound of it. ‘Please sir, for Sigmar’s sake, help us.’ Lukas turned away, glaring at Kerr’s accomplices.
‘What is the meaning of this?’ he barked, feeling his anger rising within him. It felt good, and he let it loose, his body shaking imperceptibly as his fury filled him. ‘What the hell is this place?’
The others, who had been watching him with indifference, now gave him their full attention. The crossbow was pointed at his heart once again.
‘Is there some problem?’ asked the man with the milky eye. ‘I thought we were all of the same persuasion.’ His hand went to the dagger on his belt, although he tried to keep his voice level.
‘What are these children doing here?’ Lukas blurted, having to raise his voice to be heard above the pleas for help, which were getting louder and more frequent with each passing moment.
‘They’re for the trade.’ Bella said, her voice calm and clear. ‘That’s why they’re here. The master trades them for the stuff. You know.’ She looked at him, her own eyes wide and imploring.
‘It’s disgusting.’ said Lukas, his mind reeling, desperately trying to find a way to free these poor children.
‘It’s part of the plan. You knew about the plan before you came here,Lukas. Don’t get on your high horse now.’ Beside her the others bristled, obviously considering taking action against Lukas now that he was creating a scene. Lukas was silent though. Bella had said his name.
Henckler had told him that he had an agent on the inside, and that, when the time was right, the agent would make themself known to him. With a sinking feeling, he realised that Bella was that agent. He was endangering her as well as himself and the mission.
‘Right.’ he said, shrugging and hoping that was an end to it.
With no more than a nod, they made to leave the room, pushing open a heavy wooden door, studded with bolts and reinforced with strips of iron. In the corridor beyond they passed three hunched figures stalking lithely the other way. They were stunted and small, covered in tattered robes with hoods pulled over their heads to mask their faces. Lukas couldn’t help but stare. Each held, in gnarled, malformed hands, great lengths of chain. Their odour was so strong that it overpowered the lingering stench of the sewer. Lukas paused for a moment once they were past, and turned back, looking into the cage room. It was dark and ill lit, but he was sure he saw the hooded figures opening the cage doors. The pleas from within the room rose in volume, until Crossbowman slammed the door shut.
 
Meet your foe face-on, and slay him in Sigmar’s name.
 
They traversed the corridors again for perhaps a minute more, Lukas taking the time to gather his thoughts and steel himself against the horrors that he had seen. A deep sense of shame had settled in his guts.
A piercing scream of pain pulled him from his reverie and back into the damp corridor, standing before yet another doorway. There was a dullwhooshing sound and another scream and then silence.
The woman at the front pushed the door open and stepped inside, followed by Bella and Milky-eye. Lukas followed next, bracing himself against whatever was within. In his wildest imaginings he would never have expected what he saw.
The chamber was neat and tidy. Work desks sat at right-angles with quills and inks and mountains of parchment on each. Carefully stacked tools sat on benches, with tubes, coils and all manner of devices used by the engineers of the Empire. Lukas absorbed all of this in an instant, turning his gaze on the wild-eyed figure holding a handgun.
Or what looked like one. It was longer than any arquebus he had seen, longer even than a Hochland long-rifle and wider too. It had pipes and coils protruding from it at various points along it, several of them leading from it to an enormous metal contraption a few feet away. Like a boiler in a steam baths, or a vast oven in a bakery, it consisted of a series of furnaces and huge copper globes, each with a small dial attached to it. A series of levers was at one end, extending from a large iron box, and the whole thing was a maze of trembling pipes and riveted metal. It was vast and complicated. Whatever else Garramond Kerr was, there was no doubt he was a genius.
Kerr held the gun in shaking hands, elated. He matched the description Henckler had given Lukas perfectly: tall and thin, with grey hair and a bushy moustache. He wore a thick leather apron and sturdy leather gloves to protect him, probably from the weapon he held, the barrel of which hissed and steamed, dripping a thick viscous liquid to bubble and spit on the stone floor.
His target had been a bound figure tied to a stake against the opposite wall. The figure, now dead, steamed and dissolved before Lukas’s eyes. Even the bones of his body were eaten away and the rock wall behind him showed signs of disintegration too. Lukas shuddered as he realised that another victim was bound and gagged beside the first. The figure wore plates of steel, looted from the Imperial army by the look of them, more armour than a common footman ever wore. With a sinking feeling, Lukas realised that some of the bubbling liquid pooling at the feet of the first victim had been armour just like it. His mind shuddered at the devastation a weapon like that could wreak on armoured knights.
As Lukas recoiled inwardly, Kerr discussed something animatedly with the hooded figure beside him. Just like the hooded figures from the cage room, this creature was hunched and small. This one, however, was clearly inhuman. A hairy pink tail protruded from beneath the hem of its filthy robes, and a dirty, pox-marked nose extended from it’s hood. Aratman. Lukas’s master had told him of them. Vile servants of Chaos, a cancer on the Empire. Enemies of Sigmar.
The ratman and Kerr gesticulated wildly at the next waiting victim, who shuddered in terror, struggling against his restraints.
‘Works, it does.’ the rat creature shrieked, pointing at the smouldering mush to make his point. ‘Pay now. Pay now, man thing.’ Its voice was high-pitched, and sounded strange coming from a creature that was not a human. The sound of it made Lukas feel sick. Kerr seemed to be deflecting whatever payment was demanded, for he offered to demonstrate the weapon again enthusiastically, the strain of the situation evident in his eyes. ‘Pay now.’ reinforced the ratman one more time.
This time, a shadow detached itself from the corner of the room - another ratman, this one clad in black, its weapon bared and menacing. Its inhuman features were undisguised like the first. It only came to Lukas’s chest in height, but it exuded an aura of danger unlike anyone else in the room.
Backed into a corner, Kerr turned to Lukas and the others who had just entered the room.
‘Do you have the product?’ he asked, his voice shaking and unsure. His eyes scanned the group, before settling on Lukas. ‘Do you have the warpstone?’
‘Yes.’ Lukas answered stepping forward, brandishing the small wooden box. ‘Yes, sir.’
‘Good, good boy. Bring it here then.’ he enthused, apparently greatly relieved.
Lukas stepped forward, flanked by Milky-eyed-man. As he approached, his mind reeled, looking for a way to recover his weapon from Bella.
‘Give me box, man thing.’ the lead ratman demanded, its gnarled claws outstretched. ‘Now.’
Lukas smiled thinly, and unclasped the box for the first time, opened the lid and revealed the dully glowing green stones within. Warpstone. The eyes of the rat, murky black orbs, stared hungrily at the box’s contents. With a twitch it stepped forward, grasping for it, but Lukas slammed it shut with asnap.
Dropping the small wooden container, Lukas reached down across to Milky-eye and gripped the dagger sheathed at his waist. It was about a foot and a half long and razor sharp, and as Lukas drew it from the sheath he shoved the man hard, causing him to stumble and fall away. Turning back to the ratman, he saw its eyes widen in disbelief as he rammed the knife hard at its throat. Lukas acted so fast that the creature had no time to act and the blade pierced its throat to the hilt. Blood bubbled to the surface instantly, and the ratman gurgled, spitting crimson.
As swiftly as he had struck, he drew the blade out again in a fountain of gore, spinning on his heel to face the other ratman, which in turn was lashing out at him, its own wicked dagger raised high. Its attack was cut short by a burst of intense green light that severed it at the waist and blasted one of the work benches apart. Kerr was screaming and ranting, and had fired in his panic. The second ratman fell smouldering to the floor in two halves. The smell of sulphur and burning flesh filled the room.
Not giving the mad engineer a chance to fire again, Lukas attacked him instead, swinging the dagger upwards. Hatred drove Lukas on and the dagger came up, slashing through two of the coils running from the gun and up into Kerr’s hand. The engineer shrieked in pain and horror as three of his fingers were severed. Involuntarily, he dropped the gun and fell in a mewling heap on the floor, cradling his hand as blood pumped steadily from the stumps where his fingers had been.
His main targets dealt with, Lukas turned back to Kerr’s enforcers, who were finally beginning to lurch into action. Crossbowman was first, firing the bolt with trembling fingers. Lukas winced as the shot flew wide, striking something behind him with a wet thud. As the man dropped his crossbow and struggled to unhook a club from his belt, Lukas rushed at him, knife ready. Milky-eye intercepted him, punching him hard on the shoulder and caused him to stumble, then turned to face his attacker. As Lukas fought for his balance he could see Bella and the other woman drawing their own weapons.
Panic galvanised Lukas into action again and he mashed his fist into his assailant’s face, smashing his nose with the force of the blow. Milky-eye fell away with a shriek. Crossbowman had his club out and ready and swung hard at Lukas. The young squire ducked back as he had been trained to do, before stepping in as the weight of the club forced his opponent to over swing. Crossbowman bellowed in pain as Lukas stabbed the dagger into his guts. Blood flooded out from the wound making the handle slick, and Lukas lost his hold on it as the bulky fighter collapsed, screaming, to the floor.
Panicking, without a weapon in his hand, Lukas spun around to see Bella fighting furiously with the other woman. Both displayed excellent skills with their weapons. Bella was faster, ducking and weaving with her rapier, while the other was stronger and took great swings, any of which could have beheaded her opponent.
A blow to the side of his face sent Lukas reeling, bringing him back to the fight in an explosion of stars. He fell to one knee, his ears ringing from the blow. Milky-eye had picked up a wrench from one of the work stations and was wielding it like a cudgel. Lukas blocked the next blow with his forearm, a flash of pain exploding as the metal object struck him hard. Before his attacker could strike again though, Lukas powered forward into him. The man was far smaller, so Lukas simply tackled him by the waist to the floor and landed heavily on top of him. Both men scrabbled, fists punching and legs kicking as Lukas pulled himself up, sitting astride his foe and pinning his arms down with his knees. Milky-eye howled as Lukas threw his first punch and broke the man’s jaw. His second cracked his cheekbone and on the third, Milky-eye lost consciousness. Lukas punched him half a dozen more times for good measure before staggering back to his feet. His body ached from his minor injuries.
Kerr still lay cradling his arm, while behind him his machine was juddering ominously, thick greenish smoke spewing from the pipes that Lukas had severed. Checking Kerr wasn’t going anywhere, Lukas turned back to his enemies. Bella stood over the other woman, who was clearly dead, and wiped blood from her rapier with a length of cloth. Crossbowman had foolishly pulled the knife from his own belly and now vainly tried to stop himself bleeding to death, thick red fluid bubbling from between his fingers. Milky-eye looked dead. Either way though, he was in no state to fight back. Both the ratmen had expired too. The leader had finished twitching some time ago, and lay still.
Turning to Bella, Lukas made a small bow, a friendly guesture, and spoke.
‘Lukas Atzwig, at your service,’ he said, wiping his sweaty forehead with his sleeve.
‘Rosabella Wolfe, at yours,’ she replied, taking off his sword from around her waist before passing it back to him. The machine near Kerr was vibrating furiously, the copper pipes chiming as they clanged against one another. All the dials were at red. ‘We need to get him out of here,’ she added, moving towards Kerr.
Lukas looked down, putting his sword belt back on. He was almost done buckling it when the shot rang out. Lukas looked up, to see Bella stumble away from Kerr, clutching her arm.
‘Get away from me!’ the engineer shrieked, his face red. ‘I’m trying to save the city!’ He brandished the pistol at Lukas menacingly, but he could see at a glance it had only one barrel. In two steps he was beside the engineer. Lukas kicked him hard, first in the hand, sending the weapon skittering away, then again in the groin, the chest and the face. Kerr whimpered and lay still, bruised and defeated.
‘Are you injured?’ Lukas asked, turning to Rosabella, who cradled her arm gingerly.
‘I’m fine,’ she lied, eyeing the machine behind them. ‘But we need to get out of here. Fast.’
‘Agreed,’ said Atzwig, turning back to the engineer. ‘If you can go on ahead and meet up with Henckler, I’ll bring him.’ Even as he spoke he was pulling off the man’s leather glove to reveal the bloody stumps of his fingers. Kerr moaned in pain, but didn’t resist.
‘All right,’ she agreed, after a moment’s thought before heading for the door. ‘Can you remember the way?’ she asked, looking back. Lukas nodded once, and she was gone.
Lukas removed his gloves and got back to work. It took him a minute or two to improvise a bandage and wrap Kerr’s bleeding hand in it, and in that time the engineer came around again. He ranted about his precious machine, about his work that had been ruined. He shrieked about the worthlessness of the hammer-god that watched over the Empire, and how only science could save it from Chaos. Lukas cuffed him sharply around the head for his blasphemy, and he fell quiet again.
Next, Lukas scoured the room for the box he had dropped, gathering up the oddly glowing green rocks and carefully placing them back into the wooden case. The machine was spewing thick green vapours now, and Lukas choked as he worked. Once done, he wedged the box into his belt and looked for a rope. In the end he had to settle for the one that bound the second victim to the stake. A bolt protruded from his eye socket and Lukas avoided looking at it as he worked. He fashioned a noose and lassoed Kerr. By now the engineer was pleading with him, urging Lukas to allow him to save his precious machine. Lukas cuffed him again, so Kerr changed tack, insisting that they flee instead. The machine, he warned, would explode unless they did.
Scalding liquid that burned like fire began to spray from the machine as rivets and bolts shook loose. Both Lukas and Kerr were sprayed by a fine green mist that itched and stung as they fled the room. They had barely slammed the door behind them before they were flung from their feet as the giant machine exploded, the booming echo deafening them both for a time.
 
The End of the End.
 
Henckler smiled as Lukas finished explaining his tale, and patted him gingerly on the shoulder with a gloved hand. Lukas couldn’t help but feel sullied by his part in the mission, despite its obvious success. At a wave from Henckler, Brandaur approached, his eyes tired.
‘Wait here,’ Hencker cautioned Lukas, before turning away to speak to the templar master. In whispered tones they conversed. Although Lukas could not hear what was said in detail, he heard his name mentioned and felt a nagging doubt enter his mind.
Eventually Henckler turned back to him, his ruddy jowls shaking from side to side as he shook his head. Behind him Brandaur walked away, disappearing into the morning mist.
Lukas felt a cold knot of fear tighten in his belly.
‘Lukas, you did well,’ Henckler said, his voice quiet and low, ‘but you have allowed yourself to become contaminated with the stuff of Chaos.’ He gestured to Lukas’s hands, filthy where he had forgotten to put his gloves back on. ‘We cannot risk you spreading that taint to others.’
Lukas felt his world spinning as the witch hunter spoke. He felt light-headed and sick. ‘What?’ he asked, confused. ‘I did everything you asked. Everything, witch hunter.’
‘I know.’ was the reply, cold and hard. ‘And Sigmar will love you for it. But I cannot let you contaminate others. There were risks involved, Lukas. We told you there were risks. The threat of contamination is too great.’ He shrugged, jamming his hands into the large pockets of his warm coat.
‘But you promised me a place in the order. You swore on it.’ Lukas was shaking, fear and uncertainty rising in his breast, taking control of him. ‘What will happen to me now?’
‘Nothing,’ replied Henckler, drawing an ornate duelling pistol from within his pocket. ‘Nothing at all.’
He fired.
Lukas fell back against the door as the ball took him in the forehead, blasting through his skull and pulping his brain. He slumped to the floor.
Henckler stalked away from Lukas’s cooling body, past the guards who moved to gather it up, to where Rosabella Wolfe stood shaking, her hand against her mouth. With eyes as hard as steel he looked at her, measuring her carefully.
‘You are quite certain that you weren’t contaminated by the warpstone yourself, aren’t you?’, he asked, no hint of a smile on his face.
Rosabella nodded once. And together they turned, stalked away into the alley and left the soldiers to gather the body for burning.




        
            
                
            
        

    


SON OF THE EMPIRE
by Robert Allan
 
Sweet Shallya, goddess of mercy, grant me your
protection.
Fair goddess, I beseech you, protect the innocent.
Deliver them from suffering and harm.
Noble goddess, Shine the light of your purity into the
eyes of the unholy.
Forgiving goddess, lend your strength to mine and your
ears to my plea.
Beneficent goddess, mother of clemency, mother of
healing, mother of serenity, I call upon you now.
Mercy begets purity.
 
The last echoes of the voice floated away on the warm forest breeze. He blinked, and then gasped.
The Marauder warband filled the edge of the clearing like a filthy stain, the mere sight of them causing the bile to rise in his stomach.
The Northmen were huge. Slab-muscled brutes clad in filthy blood-soaked rags and furs, bronzed armour plating and studded leather straps, they were a sight to sober the hardest of souls. They stood amongst an ominous thicket of rusting pikes, bloodstained spears and barbed swords. Lurid banners of stained cloth and leathered flesh flapped in the breeze. Banners dedicated to the Ruinous Powers, daubed with symbols that hurt the eyes and sickened the stomachs of the untainted.
Four of the heretics were mounted atop hulking dark equine creatures with frothing mouths and baleful red eyes, while at their side a pack of huge snarling hounds strained at the greased chains holding them at bay. Each creature was much larger than a man and covered in thick, stinking fur, matted and stained with human blood. They howled and roared, straining to be unleashed upon the cowering children, the scent of innocence driving the evil creatures wild.
The children.
He glanced behind him and a row of silent faces met his gaze, innocent and pure. The young children and the priestess stood huddled before the small wooden hospice, its whitewashed walls gleaming beneath the leafy canopy. The children wailed and trembled, hiding their faces in the folds of the woman’s discoloured robes. Her piercing eyes glinted as she returned his gaze, speaking of a burning, determined drive that greatly belied her pox-ridden form.
‘You would save us, brave warrior?’ she called, her broken voice tinged with pain.
He shook his head and turned back to face the warband once more, fingers tightening around the shaft of his spear. The banner tied around the shaft flapped in the warm breeze, the fabled panther of Araby stitched into the fine material seeming to buck and thrash, eager to tear into the enemy.
‘Heretics.’ he snarled, his eyes burning with rage.
Much to his astonishment the gathered Chaos warriors ignored him, a reaction that served only to further stoke the anger within his noble heart. Some of the fiends laughed and joked amongst themselves, almost as if heedless to the Knight Panther’s presence. Others jostled and snarled, ogling the innocents behind him with eager, malicious eyes.
Still, they made no attempt to advance. They were gathered as if waiting for something.
Waiting for him.
‘The prayer,’ the young woman whispered behind him, almost as if sensing his confusion. He glanced back at the small gathering of innocents, his mind reeling.
‘I prayed for you, my lord. It was Shallya who brought you here. I prayed for salvation. I asked the goddess to provide and she answered.’
She lifted her head and threw a nod at the Chaos warriors.
‘They do not see you as I do. They are blinded to the presence of one so just.’
Ulgoth drew his head back as he heard this, confusion screaming like a banshee in his mind. He turned his attention towards the gathered heretics once more, his eyes narrowing.
The Marauders continued to communicate raucously between themselves, utterly unconcerned by his presence.
‘Shallya is beneficence incarnate, lord,’ the priestess continued, sensing his confusion. ‘She is able to quell the darkest of souls, if only for a short time.’ She bowed her head slowly, almost as if the gesture caused her physical pain. ‘I prayed for a light to banish the darkness. You are that light.’
He shook his head, his teeth bared. He found himself relaxing a little in the presence of the Chaos worshippers, his hard muscles loosening a little, though his anger and revulsion remained. The words of the priestess continued to whisper through his psyche.
It was Shallya who brought you here. They do not see you as I do. She is able to quell the darkest of souls.
You are that light.
His felt his face tighten as his senses came flooding back, almost as if triggered by the mention of holy Shallya, Goddess of Mercy.
‘I…’
He paused, unable to tear his eyes away from the gathered filth. Thrown, disorientated, his heart continued to beat hard within his chest.
‘I am Ulgoth, Knight Panther. Champion of the Empire.’ He finally uttered, introducing himself to the lady as any gallant knight would.
The Shallyan priestess smiled weakly as she heard this and she nodded, her red eyes narrowing with pain as she did so. ‘Ulgoth, Champion of the Empire.’ she echoed with a weak smile, her voice wavering now. The children around her, clearly terrified of the situation, squealed and pressed themselves closer into the folds of her simple sackcloth vestments. Quietly, gently, she whispered reassurances to the infants, her inaudible words seeming to calm them almost instantly.
‘I am Reya, lord.’ the young woman continued, holding them tight to her breast. ‘I am a servant of Shallya, a healer of the sick. I run this simple hospice in order to treat the child victims of the red pox here in the border regions.
The pox has a hold on these borderlands, sir knight. Shallya has granted me the power to heal the young, though every act of mercy must be made through sacrifice. My own state of health is that sacrifice. I am dying.’
Ulgoth found himself backing away at the very mention of the red pox, recoiling in the presence of the blighted woman. Behind him, the Marauders began to grow agitated, almost impatient.
‘Hurry, sire,’ he heard Reya wail, her thin voiced strained and broken. ‘I fear the effects of the prayer may begin to subside at any time. I fear the darkness may return.’
His face tightened. The particulars of his current predicament no longer mattered. He understood now, the realisation slowly seeping into his mind. Somehow Shallya had guided him to this place of terror and bloodshed, this forest on the northern borders of the Empire. He had a purpose here, this much was clear.
It was enough.
‘Fear not, my lady. Shallya’s choice was a wise one. This scum will not have their way with you or your charges while ever I draw breath.’
He could feel the righteous fury begin to rise from deep within him like a living thing now, an avatar of wrath and revulsion that bound his soul to the gods. Every last one of the foul filth before him would feel the wrath of Ulgoth.
He could hear the rabble now, laughing and joking amongst themselves, mocking him with their ignorance. He would make them pay.
‘What is it? Has your interest in the priestess bitch waned now you’ve looked upon her pox-ridden form?’ He shuddered as he heard this, his head turning slowly to face the gathered enemy.
The warrior responsible was a huge brute, his massive frame wrapped in the pelts of beastmen and the leathered skins of human enemies. His head was a mass of shaggy greying hair, the matted tresses hanging about his scar-laced face in braids and lank knots.
His single remaining eye glistened as he noticed Ulgoth’s striding reaction, the cruel smile spread across his lips widening. The others about him roared their approval as they heard this, a cacophony of jeers and whooping laughter rising up across the throng once again, a reaction that served only to goad the barbarian on to express further obscenities.
‘Ah, perhaps the female is not to your taste, blighted or otherwise!’ the colossus barked, his blackened teeth bared in a malicious grin. ‘Perhaps you no longer desire mortal flesh! I sense it now! I sense you truckle to the touch of the daemon, yes?’ The rest of the mob erupted once more in cacophonous laughter.
Ulgoth shuddered with rage, his face reddening. To be insulted by a disciple of the Ruinous Powers was an insult no loyal warrior of the Empire could bring himself to bear. He started forward, his fingers tightening around the hilt of the spear once more. A few of those before him seemed to notice this as he neared, their malicious smiles beginning to fade, replaced by expressions of curious uncertainty.
He did not care, for now the Righteous Fury was upon him.
The knight broke into a run and thrust his arm back, a scream of absolute and utter rage shaking his taut, muscled features. He threw his armoured fist forward and flung the spear, driving it into the neck of the profane steed with such unrestrained force that the animal reared back, screaming and baying.
The warrior fell to the floor as the creature smashed down into the Marauders behind, scattering those it did not crush. The shrill of singing metal being drawn cleaved the air as Ulgoth strode over the downed warrior, roaring and bellowing like a madman as he drew his own sword. He fell to one knee and swung his blade around and down into the Marauder’s fur-lined chest, both hands tight around the hilt. Shouts and cries of shocked surprise rose up from the rest of the throng as they observed the death of their comrade, followed a heartbeat later by a collective roar of guttural anger.
The debased berserkers began to realise what was happening as if for the first time. A sudden surge of hostile movement passed through the Northmen as they responded to the unexpected threat, shock slowly but surely replacing anger.
Ulgoth rose, his eyes wide and terrible, his sweat-beaded face quivering with righteous rage. He thrust his arm out and began to turn on his heel slowly, his sword held out before him in a clear gesture of threat, his silvered plate armour glistening with the blood of the heretic.
‘Hear me, scum! Your rampage is at an end. You will no longer plague the forests of the Empire. I am Ulgoth, Knight Panther, warrior of the Inner Circle. By Sigmar, I swear I will see each and every one of you whoresons wet my blade before the setting of the sun!’
The Marauders howled as they heard this, driven almost to madness by the anger burning within their dark hearts. A sea of rusted pike heads surged forward to meet him, clattering and shaking as they drove forward.
Ulgoth swept his shield out before him and batted the weapons aside, following a heartbeat later with his singing blade. A number of pike heads clattered and fell away, severed by the keen edge. He dug his heels into the ground as he felt a number of the bladed spars slam into the thick plate of his suit, though he did not worry. Such magnificent armour was proof against these corrupt, rusting weapons.
He countered again, driving the pikemen back amid a storm of wide sweeping lunges. Northmen screamed and fell, some bisected cleanly, others clutching opened bellies or bleeding stumps. Heads rolled and throats gurgled and within moments Ulgoth found himself standing at the centre of a small clearing, a scattering of bloodied bodies strewn around him.
A sea of scarred, filth-laden faces stared back, bloodshot eyes wide with shock, throats closed with disbelief. He raised his shield to his chest and thrust his sword out before him, his wild eyes finding each face in turn.
‘Sigmar Himself steels my soul! Myrmidia guides my hand! Mighty Ulric stokes the fires of my rage! The gods themselves lend their strength to me, filth! Who will be the next to test my mettle? Who will be the next to throw themselves upon my blade?’
The clattering of hooves began to echo through the forest as the horsemen began to encircle the scene, their coarse cries drifting through the surrounding trees as they overcame their shock. He flinched and grunted as a brace of hissing arrows sailed towards him and raised his shield, halting their progress with a splintering of wood.
Before him the two huge brute handlers snarled unintelligibly and cast the heavy chains to the floor, staggering back as they loosed the baying hounds.
The great slavering beasts did not advance. They howled and whined, hesitant to attack. Their bestial eyes flashed with wild fear as they regarded the gallant knight. Again and again they started forward, only to turn aside, whimpering and whining in fearful confusion.
The pack masters spat obscenities and drew their cruel barbed lashes across the horde of matted fur, incensed by their hesitance.
Ulgoth lunged forward and into them, suffering no such ambivalence. His bright blade flashed from left to right as he hacked his way through bestial flesh, each swing felling another beast. The hounds retaliated albeit hesitantly, vice-like jaws snapping and clawed paws swiping at the warrior, though their efforts were as nothing. The creatures paled before the knight, falling like leaves before the wind.
He turned briefly to see the priestess watching, still rooted to the spot. Her mouth moved swiftly and silently as if in whispered prayer, her efforts no doubt responsible for the confusion of the canine beasts. He promised himself that he would not allow her efforts time to fail.
He spun on his heel and swept his sword before him, taking the heads of the two handlers with one almighty blow. Even as the bodies fell to their knees amid a spray of blood he felt a number of treacherous arrows slam into him, the unexpected assault snatching his breath but for a moment. Hot fingers of pain stabbed into his chest and shoulder where the vicious projectiles had managed to penetrate his armour.
He would not fall. He would not falter. It was the cries and whoops of insane bloodlust rising up around him that steeled his resolve and kept him on his feet.
He looked up to see a wall of screaming, howling malice sprinting towards him, a storm of howling feral hatred. Chaos berserkers, insane with bloodlust, a bloodlust fuelled by the shuddering standard flapping in the breeze behind them.
Ulgoth’s eyes left the charging horde for a moment as he looked upon that debased and wicked thing, its roiling leathered surface alive with smouldering malice.
The seven hollering abominations descended upon him in the centre of the glade, a storm of spiked flails and bladed chains, spittle-lined mouths and tattooed bodies. The stink of sweat and blood burned his nostrils as he braced himself, ready to repel the attackers.
Behind him the priestess began to mutter softly beneath her breath, her words lost amid the tumult. It was as if the breeze itself sang to him, the very breath of Shallya passing through his body, and he lifted his eyes as the terrible howling abated almost instantly.
He watched with astonishment as the insane warriors faltered, their mouths closing slowly, their lurching advance grinding to a halt. They came to a standstill as one as a wave of calm swept over them, soil and leaf-mulch dancing around their feet, the fire in their eyes suddenly dimmed.
Chains clanged and blades rattled as they hit the floor, the fingers that had held them loosening. Bare chests still heaved, almost as if the black hearts within had not yet come to realise the sudden arrest of their efforts. The priestess, Reya. This was her doing, it had to be.
He snarled and lunged for the swaying berserkers, lifting his blooded sword high above his head to bring it down into the meaty shoulder of the nearest warrior. The man screamed as the blade bit deep into his flesh, his escaping blood painting Ulgoth’s exotic furs red as the blow drove him to his knees.
The death of their comrade seemed to stir the mystified warriors and they started to tense, their glazed eyes blinking.
Ulgoth pulled his blade free and felled another berserker with a swift turn, sending his scarred, bearded head spinning away amongst the others.
Somewhere behind him he felt the sacrilegious powers of the standard flare and intensify, sending a fresh wave of burning rage through the stunned madmen. The wave of boiling anger passed through him and he shuddered, recognising the insidious touch of the Ruinous Powers.
The Chaos warriors howled and convulsed, invigorated anew. A swift and powerful blow smashed against his shield, followed by another and another. He turned and countered, parting a hand and its weapon from the wrist of the owner.
His ears began to ring with the maddened whoops and cries of the warriors as another blow landed heavily upon his shield, smashing the thick painted wood to splinters. He drove the remnants of the disintegrating wood into the bare neck of the attacker and then cried out as something large and heavy smashed the golden feline helm from his head. He was faltering again but he would not fail his gods.
A red rage descended over Ulgoth’s eyes, a boiling and palpable anger that roared in his ears and shook his punished body. He was only dimly aware of the deep vibration of his breastbone as he unleashed a scream of utter fury, the terrible sound no more than white noise in his own ears.
He started forward into the storm of shifting flesh, swinging his sword around his head in a wide arc. Scraps of lank fur and body matter enveloped him as he advanced, using his own armoured forearm to parry the blows of the snarling warriors. His bare face was a rictus of fury, his teeth bared, his eyes wide and lost.
‘Misbelievers! Heretics! Morr shall find your tainted souls waiting bloodied at his gates!’
He lost himself then for a moment, his eyes dimming as the rage building within him was unleashed. Screams of pain assailed his ears as he lunged on, striking and turning, swinging his sword about him in a wild, indiscriminate storm of retaliation. Blows rained against his armour and yet he was barely aware of them, lost as he was in undiluted rage.
The next thing he felt was the ground at his back, driving the breath from his lungs. The wet remains of the lunatic warriors lay scattered about him, little more than twisted and leaking sacks of angular flesh, broken, bloodied and done. As the anger began to drain away he became aware of his injuries, the dull pain gradually increasing as the buzzing in his ears dissipated.
Cries of disbelief rose up from the surviving Marauders, sounds that even now seemed distant and detached. A veil of blackness began to descend over his eyes, the bright sunlight streaming through the canopy dimming with the passing of each heartbeat. No matter how hard he tried, he found himself unable to lift even his head, let alone the sword still clutched in his hand.
The ground beneath him shook under the weight of the circling steeds, their bewildered riders still seemingly unsure of what to do next, hooves and dark sinuous legs flashing past his fading vision.
Beneficent goddess, healing mother, I call to you once more. Lend your strength to this punished knight. Dull his pain and wash away his fatigue. Breathe life into his ravaged form once more so that he may continue to champion your cause.
He flinched. Somewhere deep in his mind he could hear Reya’s sweet voice once again, as soft and soothing as music and yet stronger than any other sound about him.
As she continued to pray he could feel the effects of her incantation begin to wash over his aching form like a warm treacle, dimming the pain that wracked his body. His blood became fire in his veins, a charged surge of invigorating warmth that seemed to ignite every muscle at once. He swore that he could feel the embrace of the goddess herself around him. Arms that were tender and yet stronger than any he had ever felt enveloped him and picked him up, lifting his buckled, blood-flecked form up from its prone position and onto its feet.
He opened his eyes and bared his teeth as he looked out upon the face of the astonished Marauder, the warrior’s rusted axe barely an inch from his face. The mounted heretic reeled back in shock as Ulgoth raised his sword, thrust his arm forward and impaled him for his troubles, this sudden attack causing the shocked animal beneath him to rear up and throw the skewered body to the ground.
‘Not one of you shall escape my wrath!’ he raged, ignoring the brace of arrows that struck him even as he pulled his blade free.
‘You will all answer to me! You had better pray to Shallya to grant you the mercy that I cannot!’
He watched as the panicked Marauders hauled at the reins, bringing their steeds about. Even as the standard bearer and the two archers made to leave he plucked the fallen axe from the hand of the dead warrior beneath him and hurled it, striking one of the unfortunate archers from the saddle.
‘Your fates were sealed the moment you made war on the Empire! You will not escape retribution!’
Sword in hand he grabbed the reins of the black mount and hauled himself up onto its back, ignoring the pain that had begun to wrack his body once more. He heaved the creature around and dug his heels into its flanks, unstoppable now.
Within moments he had caught up with the archer and, his eyes fixed upon the blasphemous standard before him, he spun the sword in his hand and drove it through the man’s neck as he passed, leaving the blade and its victim behind.
‘Run to the ends of the world if you must, servant of filth! I will be at your heel!’
The surviving Marauder glanced behind him and gasped, his scarred face slackening. He turned back and began to shout and holler at his mount, urging it to pick up speed, the banner furled and laid across his shoulder.
Rider and mount had advanced no more than a few strides into the trees when something landed behind him, its cold, crushing weight pressed against his back.
Armoured fingers closed around his neck and he cried out, snatching at the sword fastened to his waist. Cold armoured fingers closed around his mouth, wet with blood.
A red mist descended over his eyes as he felt himself falling from the panicked mount, the dead Marauder in his grasp. A terrible guttural screaming filled his ears, shaking him to his very core. The air around him seemed to burn with black rage, the fallen standard at his side shuddering and flapping as it fought his desperate grasp. The canopy above seemed to shake and thrash, each branch a flailing fist of red rage. The skies beyond were red, the colour of spilled blood. The breeze became a gale, a flaying storm of hot, sulphured wind, howling as it tore at his exposed face. He felt his fingers close around the vibrating cloth and he began to tear, ignoring the sickening stench of his own burning flesh as the fingers of his gauntlets began to glow red-hot.
Warrior?
He flinched, the distant, soothing voice drifting through his mind.
Warrior? Open your eyes.
He did so and the light of the world flooded in, the excruciating pain following a heartbeat later. Everything was so bright, too bright to bear. The tops of the trees were now little more than black shadows, indistinct and ominous against the bright, blinding sunlight. The raging pain coursed through him, its cruel serrated fingers tight around his ravaged body.
With no little effort he lifted his gauntleted hands to his face, the stinging pain causing his lips to draw back over his teeth. They were blackened and burned, almost as if he had stood with them in a brazier, the metal and chainmail twisted and black with smouldering soot.
‘Rest, brave warrior. You are victorious.’
The pain dulled almost at once and he turned his head to see the priestess kneeling beside him, her slight frame enveloped by the streaming sunlight. What remained of the foul standard lay beneath her, tattered and torn, its unholy influence banished. Reya ran her eyes slowly over his prone body, her hands hovering over the twisted and buckled mess of armour. She sighed softly.
‘You tore the debased banner apart with your hands. This last act was too much to bear, even for you. You are dying.’ With that she seemed to pause for a moment, turning to watch the children as they scurried up to her and began to drag the smouldering remnants of the blackened banner away to be disposed of.
Once she was sure that the children were out of earshot, she turned her attention back towards the dying man, her soft eyes filled with pity.
‘The Foul Pantheon are jealous masters, warrior. In the end they will always betray those who serve them. Always.’
He felt a breath catch in his throat as Reya spoke. The treetops above seemed to shrink away into the skies around the scabrous face of the woman, her presence causing a sudden wave of revulsion to set his blood afire. The soothing calm that had dulled his pain started to drain away, dispelled by the mounting rage within his soul.
He tried to move his punished form but found that he could not, his injuries too severe.
‘Rest now. It’s all I can to halt the pain. Be at peace. Shallya shows mercy to all, warrior, even to those who are no longer able to recall how to practise compassion and empathy.’
Her words were little more than a buzzing in his ears and felt his heart pounding in his chest now, the events of the past peeling away in layers in his shattered mind.
He felt his emerging soul shuddering with revulsion as he recalled speaking the names of the gods, of Sigmar and Morr, of Ulric and Myrmidia. Gods he had once revered, long ago. Gods he had forsaken, renounced with all his heart and soul. The gods of the enemy.
Ulgoth, valiant Knight Panther did not exist. He had never existed.
Uulguth, Champion of the Dark Pantheon, lifted his head and looked down at his battered, dying body. Gone were the exotic furs that had covered his proud armour, replaced instead with the rotting skins of his enemies. His shining silver plate was a dull black, pregnant with trophies and totems dedicated to the four gods of Chaos. Even now, as the enchantment of the Shallyan witch slipped away, he still felt a tingle of revulsion in his soul as he looked upon his own debased form.
‘Damn you, witch…’ he whispered, fighting to lift his blackened, blood-slicked hands. Dark blood began to spray from his lips as he spoke, his voice a terrible, rattling rasp. ‘I spit on your bitch goddess and her benevolent magicks. You will pay for what you made me do, Shallyan sow. By the Dark Gods, I swear this…’
Reya sighed and placed her hand upon his chest. There was no hatred or revulsion in her eyes, only pity.
‘Please understand, I could not allow you or your warriors to hurt the children. I beseeched her mercy. She answered my prayer with you. The power and the purity of the herciful goddess can wash away the darkness from any soul, if even for only a short time.’
‘Do you see, lost one? You were purified, cleansed of sin. You were yourself again, if only for one last, glorious time.’
Uulguth began to shake and convulse, the light around him starting to grow dim. Reya shook her head slowly and hushed him, running a gentle hand across his scarred grey face. Even as he felt his body growing cold and his breath coming in ragged gasps he could not let go of the burning rage within his soul.
He had betrayed his gods while under this witch’s spell. He had slaughtered his own men, filled with a zeal and rage not his own.
He began to snarl, his ruined gauntlets clattering as he raised them slowly towards the woman’s neck.
‘I die a servant of Chaos. I served the Ruinous Powers in life and I do so in death. Even your damned goddess cannot change that.’
Reya pushed his hands away softly and without effort. ‘Faith,’ Reya answered, her eyes still filled with forgiveness, ‘is the most powerful weapon of all. It was faith, true faith that saved us. Before you die, warrior, ask yourself this. Where are your gods now? They have abandoned you. You will find neither comfort nor forgiveness in death.’
‘Shallya restored your honour and zeal. She washed away the filth and the sin within you. She brought the true warrior to the surface and you shone, lost one. You shone like the sun once again, if only for a moment.’
‘Damn you, whore. I hope your death is a slow, lingering one. I hope you die screaming in agony. I hope the red pox sloughs the skin from your palsied bones and rots the little brats alive. Damn y-‘
She met his burning gaze for a moment and held it until the light finally left his eyes and his quaking body fell still.
‘Go with peace,’ Reya whispered, shedding a single glistening tear.




        
            
                
            
        

    


PERFECT ASSASSIN
by Nick Kyme
 
Rannick withdrew his rapier from the quivering body of Frenzini Lucrenzza with satisfying ease. As he wiped the long, slender blade upon the merchant’s silken shirts, which bulged from his swollen girth, his prey looked on pleadingly with dying eyes.
Within the merchant’s inner sanctum, a cluttered but opulent domicile awash with a faint veneer of burnished gold, Rannick allowed himself a smile. He was the finest assassin in all of Luccini, even Tilea, and Frenzini had learnt that to his cost. What were all his trappings and gilt possessions worth now? Nothing. Everything was dust in the end. Prestige, that was what mattered.
‘To your health,’ Rannick said mockingly, raising a gilded goblet to his lips from which, only moments before, Frenzini had been supping. Taking a careful sip and savouring the wonderful taste, he regarded the merchant’s dying befuddlement with cold, unemotional eyes.
‘It’s not me,’ he stated, and brought down his blade.
Slipping through the merchant’s mansion house like a shadow, Rannick made a silent escape. His alias, the Living Shade, was well founded, for he moved as if he were a part of the murky dark that crept through the windows.
Two bodies lay ahead; Rannick had passed them on the way in. Their thick metal armour bore no crest or insignia; they were mercenaries, well armed, trained killers. Now they grew cold in a dead merchant’s trophy corridor, the stark marble stained with blood that welled from their eyes, ears and mouths. The tiny darts protruding from their soft necks bore a deadly and agonizing poison. Fast-acting, they didn’t even have time to scream.
The guards were gone, a forgotten memory as Rannick sped on. The corridor was long, designed to impress guests and traders with its opulence. All manner of superb finery from numerous far-flung continents sped past in an blur. It would have been easy to stop, even slow momentarily, and grasp a small trinket to augment the fee. But it went against the code, the doctrine by which all assassins live.
 
Assassins’ Code #32: Always agree your fee beforehand and never waver from it. Unexpected ‘difficulties’ can arise from padding…
 
Out into the grounds and a thick frost crunched underfoot, a white veil overlayed the luxuriant vista of marblesque towers and finely wrought garden fountains. In the chill silence of a Tilean winter night, a gong sounded.
Frenzini had been discovered.
The peal of the bell rang out a resonant warning; the sound clung to Rannick’s ear drums as he slipped through the night.
Great arboreal structures depicting griffons, pegasi and other fabulous beasts loomed high and menacing in the midnight gloom. Dusted with white powder they took on an eldritch quality against the pale moon as Rannick darted through them. At the end of a gravel path and secreted within a frost tinged bush Rannick found the rope and grapple he had hidden there for his escape.
Booted feet tramped heavily over stone walkways beyond and above him, and shouts carried loudly through the windless night.
Rannick shut away the noise. Low and stealthy, his lithe, muscled body blended with the night. He glanced back to check on his pursuers.
A band of three had gathered, two with swords, a third with a crossbow. They stood upon a high balcony, lost in confusion, impotent with undisguised fear of the dark. It had come alive and slipped into their masters impregnable fortress with silent menace and left him dead.
The grapple found purchase almost silently. Rannick tested the strength of the hold and scaled the wall to the stone walkway above.
He surprised a guard who patrolled above. The guard fumbled with a half-drawn sword as the dark apparition slipped past him. He tried to choke a warning as the assassin slipped over the wall and into the gloom below, before he realised his throat had been slit.
Within the labyrinthine streets, alleys and forgotten plazas of Luccini, Rannick made good his escape.
He was pleased. Frenzini’s retirement had unfolded as planned. The commotion, when combined with the sheer audacity of the attack would send shivers down the spines of his employer’s rivals.
A mercantile war was being waged, more like a state of perpetual conflict given Tilea’s fractious nature, and the Living Shade was a ready tool for one of the most powerful merchant houses staking its claim.
Rannick negotiated vast twisting pathways, shrouded in sibilant, crawling shadows.
He came to a dead end, stark in the wan glow of silver moonlight. He stepped forward and shed the darkness. It was here that Rannick found what he was looking for.
A set of crates and fire-baked urns, rich tan turned sickly pink in the light, sat against the alley walls. They cunningly obscured a small door sunk deep into terracotta. A world lay beyond, subterranean and sworn into death-threatened secrecy. A clandestine knock: three raps, a pause, two more and then a sixth and the Living Shade was admitted into the dark where his fee awaited.
A long, dank corridor stretched before him, the entry guard evaporating into the blackness, as Rannick padded quickly down stone steps.
A hundred broad steps and a flame flared at the end of the tunnel. Rannick stepped through the light into a vast and impressive hall, the Assassins’ Guild, an organisation more valuable than the very throne of Tilea itself.
‘Rannick!’ a voice cried from a vast throng of cloaked and mysterious figures, weaponsmiths, poison makers, engineers and more. Here men and dwarfs convened in a hive of subdued and secretive activity that bustled below the few remaining steps to the hall.
Rannick keenly picked out his man and for the first time that night, drew back his hood.
Deep brown eyes flashed bright in the firelight as he pushed back a swathe of dark, luxuriant hair from his tanned and well-defined face. Rannick paused a moment, allowing his man to come to him, privately basking in the imagined glory of his own countenance.
Not only was he the best, he was the most handsome as well.
‘Rannick.’ the man repeated, slightly out of breath. He was short, a mere dwarf compared to Rannick’s own impressive stature, and advanced in years. A balding pate held obvious traces of grey around the temples and above the ears. Remy was his accountant.
‘Frenzini has been retired.’ Rannick stated coldly with a hint of suave, self-confidence. He strode down the steps, regarding his colleagues imperiously, removing his black gloves and slapping them, without looking, into Remy’s outstretched hands.
‘Excellent.’ Remy acknowledged, skipping a little to keep pace. ‘I will have the gold in your treasury by the morning,’ he assured him.
‘See that it is.’ Rannick ordered, striding through the mass, ‘You have my next contract.’ It was more of a statement than a question.
‘We need to talk about something first.’ Remy warned tentatively.
‘Business first, Remy.’
‘Yes but…’
‘Business.’ Rannick turned and fixed Remy with an icy stare. ‘I didn’t attain the mantle of best assassin in all of Luccini by being distracted by details.’
‘No, sir.’ Remy conceded, a little uneasily. A speech was coming.
‘I have retired public figures, merchant leaders, politicians, warlords and barons. I have travelled beyond these shores, fought in the mercenary legions of Lorenzo Lupo, slain the orc chieftain Grushult Bonesneer and even had an audience with the arch-poison mistress Lucrezzia Belladonna herself, have I not?’
 
Assassins’ Code #62: Never extol the virtues of your own skill and undertakings. Weakness can be derived from such knowledge, particularly when said plaudits are embellished or false.
 
‘Indeed sir, my humble apologies.’
Satisfied, Rannick continued. There was a large board ahead, set at the very back of the voluminous hall. It was adorned with all manner of contracts, wanted posters and death notices. Each had an artists impression of the mark or the deceased as well as a scribed report as to the contract’s status.
‘Busy night.’ Rannick remarked sarcastically to a thinning, bespectacled man working from sketches within a wooden partition. He glared daggers before returning to his furious scribblings.
Rannick knew him. He was Callini Faust, known simply as ‘The Artist’. He killed his victims with a sharpened quill filled with poison ink before drawing their dead bodies with their own blood off the murder weapon. If business was slow he worked a sideline as a contract artist.
‘He’s been scribing for the past four nights.’ Remy told him.
‘Four?’ Rannick turned again. ‘What of the regular employers?’
 
Assassins’ Code #2: In Tilea, somebody always wants somebody else dead.
 
‘That’s what I need to talk to you about sir.’ Subconsciously Remy recoiled, awaiting the backlash.
Rannick’s eyes narrowed. He bid Remy to go on.
‘The regular contracts.’ he said, faltering, swallowing back his fear, ‘have all been retired.’
‘All of them? Even Manlect the Obese, Merchant Prince of Sartosa!’
‘Even Manlect.’
‘That was my contract,’ Rannick muttered. ‘I only stole the plans to the manor house last night!’
‘The assassin climbed to Manlect’s roof, bored two tiny holes through the slats. Through the first he espied Manlect asleep on his back as is necessary for a man of such generous girth,’ Remy explained. ‘Through the second bore hole he extended a length of fine twine, almost invisible to the naked eye as it was dark. He trickled a potent concoction of poison, black lotus I believe, into Manlect’s snoring mouth. He was dead by morning, physicians were baffled.’
‘Not without cunning,’ Rannick admitted quietly, making a mental note to burn the manor house plans and crush the ashes underfoot. Rannick smiled as he imagined the head of his usurper crushed beneath his boot instead.
 
Assassins’ Code #6: If something goes wrong always destroy all evidence of a transaction. Any monies exchanged are fair trade for compensation.
 
‘What about the tax-collector, Demitri Vallenheim? He’s been on my books for weeks,’ Rannick asked, turning back to find Demitri’s contract on the board.
‘Him too.’
A mask of controlled fury swept across Rannick’s face.
‘It is the work of one man,’ Remy told him.
‘One man,’ he stated with frightening calm.
At least twenty new contracts had been posted over the last month; it was a busy time in the assassination business. Each and every one had been daubed over with red ink, the word ‘retired’ emblazoned over their portraits.
‘Who?’ Rannick uttered deeply.
‘He’s new, been in the city for six months. He’s been improving his tally since he arrived.’ ‘Name.’
‘I only know his alias. No one has ever seen him. He sends street urchins with wax-sealed envelopes to collect his contracts.’
‘And the alias?’
‘The Black Crowe.’
‘What is his standing?’
Remy waited nervously, unwilling to answer.
Rannick turned to him with rage in his eyes. ‘His standing?’ he repeated.
‘It rivals your own, sir.’ he admitted in a choked whisper.
Rannick swept his gaze across the hall to another wooden board where a rat-faced man on a rope and pulley chiselled a name near the top.
‘The Black Crowe.’ Rannick read with disbelief, his own name only one place above. It was a large, prestigious record of an assassin’s achievements. Rannick had always luxuriated in his own supremacy, his retirements always inexplicably higher than his nearest rival. Now he shared that honour with another.
For a moment Rannick was speechless.
‘I tried to warn you sir.’ Remy blathered.
Anger turned to self-preservation as the horrified Rannick felt his crown slipping. To be the best meant something. It was not only prestigious, it was financially lucrative. Powerful, wealthy employers always requested the best. Up until now, that had been him.
‘What marks are left?’ he asked quickly in desperation, scanning the contracts again.
‘Only one.’ Remy’s voice was like prophecy as he wiped sweat from his bald head. ‘Count Banquo Degusta.’
Rannick held his breath and looked over at the only unretired notice on the entire board, where it had remained for the last eight months.
Count Banquo Degusta; known within the guild as the impossible mark. Seven separate attempts had been made on the mans life. All seven had failed, and as Rannick contemplated the suicidal nature of such a task, Faust pinned up an eighth with a dagger.
‘Sour-fingered Krellen,’ Rannick read. ‘Retired by his own poison spoon.’
‘Ah Krellen,’ Remy sighed a wistful lament. ‘He was good.’
‘He was careless,’ Rannick countered coldly. ‘Assassins’ code, article fifteen,’ he quoted confidently. ‘“Never use another man’s cutlery,” Krellen and the Duke Bastille learnt that to their mutual demise.’ He turned on his heel and began striding back across the hall.
‘Rannick?’ Remy called after him, taken aback by his master’s abruptness.
‘I’ll be at the Drowned Man inn,’ he told him, walking away.
‘And the count?’
Rannick paused, careful to block out the faces of the eight dead assassins.
‘He’s been buying up property and businesses all over Luccini and holds sway in the mercantile war. His rivals would pay handsomely for his retirement. You could name your price!’ Remy urged with a wry smile.
Krellen’s face flashed before Rannick; ashen pallor of the dead upon his flesh, a withered tongue protruding from his mouth.
‘I will consider it,’ Rannick sidestepped. ‘But first I need information on this “Crowe” character,’ he said, exiting hastily back into the gloom of the entrance way.
The Drowned Man was a darkly mysterious taverna upon the very fringe of the market plaza of Luccini. Much like the secret entrance to the Assassins’ Guild it was located through a series of clandestine passages and alleyways. Outwardly it had little to distinguish itself: dark wood and sun-bleached stone, gloomy windows with an orange tinge. A sign hung from a solitary length of rope and swung languidly in the winter breeze. It depicted a nondescript body washed up upon a barren shore. It was a fitting epitaph to those that dealt in a business concerned with the faceless dead.
Inside the gloom persisted. A perpetual pall of smoke clung to the interior even when pipes were doused and the fire smothered. Tonight though, the fire roared in an effort to banish away the cold. Suspicious faces huddled around tables and in darkened corners.
A bar rested at the far end of a crowded room, cluttered with innumerable chairs and tables. A vast quantity of bottles and urns resided behind the counter away from prying eyes. Some bore the tell-tale hue of milky jade absinthe, others the corruptive yet agonisingly addictive luminescence of warp dust-infused potions.
Two broad wings were set back from the throng, smouldering pipe weed serving as the only illumination. These areas were reserved for especially illustrious patrons. It was here that Rannick sat in silent contemplation.
He surveyed the filthy clot of thieves, beggars, urchins and mercenaries before him, raising a warming glass of Bretonnian rouge to his lips. Without realising, he had drained it and was about to order another when a name he recognised called his attention.
‘That’s right, twenty,’ the urchin confirmed, his filth-encrusted face glowing with relish.
‘All slain by the Black Crowe?’ a broad-looking dwarf pirate remarked. He regarded the urchin suspiciously, sucking deep on his pipe, absently scratching beneath his eye patch.
‘Yes.’ the urchin responded, leaping excitedly upon the table, swinging his gaze around the entire establishment.
The dwarf rested his hand upon a pistol at his belt.
‘He is the greatest assassin in all of Tilea!’
He was a wretch, Rannick decided, inwardly seething at this proclamation. Bedecked in tattered rags, a second skin of dirt and street detritus smothering him, the urchin could have been any age. It mattered not; this was the link Rannick had been seeking. Through the urchin he could get to the Crowe.
‘He could best even Vespero!’ the urchin boasted, wavering drunkenly as he upended a few glasses, one into the mercenary dwarfs lap.
‘A bold statement.’ the ale-drenched dwarf said, reaching for his pistol, enraged at the urchin’s undisguised amusement.
‘Bold and inaccurate.’ another voice said. A man, pale and severe, black beard neat and trim, moved out of one of the wings, the darkness peeling away at his approach. Clad in black, he drew a duelling sword from beneath a deep crimson cloak.
The urchin’s amusement turned to sober concern as he staggered down from the table.
Rannick watched with interest.
‘Enough!’ a loud voice bellowed from the back of the room. A thickly muscled barkeep, tanned and weather-beaten, held a stout looking blunderbuss across the bar.
‘Back to your seats.’ he urged with menacing politeness. The blunderbuss shot could shred everything before him. Several of the patrons with minds on their own business looked nervously, pleadingly between the mouth of the gun and the trio of man, dwarf and urchin.
The dwarf raised his hand and returned to his seat with a muttered oath. The duellist disappeared silently, back into the gloom.
‘And as for you.’ the barkeep said, ‘out!’
As if suddenly scalded, and with a last glance at the gaping maw of the blunderbuss, the urchin was gone, lost in the dark.
The night drew in around him, cold and silent as the urchin tramped dazedly through the streets. Snow was falling and it covered the approaching plaza with a whitening veil.
He looked up into the night and watched the flakes drift down languidly, disintegrating quickly on his alcohol warmed skin. When he looked back there was a shadow figure before him and the prick of a dagger at his neck.
‘Wha…’ the urchin began but was silenced when the blade was pressed harder, nearly piercing the skin.
‘You work for the Black Crowe.’ a voice like hardening ice told him.
‘The Black Crowe? No, I-‘
‘This.’ the voice said, a second dagger urging a filthy hand into the moonlight, ‘tells me different.’ A gold ring shone, its emblem picked out in sharp relief, that of a bird in flight, a crow. The urchin’s skinny hand quivered with fear.
‘You have only this chance to save yourself.’ the voice warned. ‘Where is he and what are his plans?’
Tears ploughed watery farrows through the grime on the urchin’s face revealing pale, white skin beneath.
‘I don’t know.’ he rasped, constricted by fear and the dagger at his neck. The shadow pressed harder and a ruby of blood peeled away down the blade.
‘Wait!’ the urchin begged, ‘I have only met him once in the shadows. He said he needed eyes and ears in the city, that it was dangerous for him in the open. I was promised a generous pay and that a bird would bring instructions.’ he explained with blathering speed. ‘I take the note to the guild house and I send the contracts back with the bird.’
‘When?’ the shadow asked, increasing the blade pressure.
‘All hours, he contacts me when he needs me, I swear by Taal!’ he said with difficulty.
‘His plans?’
‘A murder.’ was the urchin’s choked retort, ‘tonight.’
Who?’
‘Count Banquo.’
The shadow assailing him appeared to flinch, if only slightly, but then composed itself.
‘He will kill me for this.’ the urchin sobbed, the blade released at last. He fell to his knees as if in penance, exhausted, shining with dappled sweat.
‘Pray that he does.’ the shadow figure replied. The night enveloped him as he retreated. In moments he was a merely a dark memory, one with the shadow.
The winter wind whipped a bleak and chilling chorus as Rannick crouched upon the barren rooftop of a lofty tenement. Through a powerful lens he espied the austere and well-fortified bastion of Count Banquo. The lens had been gifted to him by an Empire explorer for the retirement of a persistent necromancer. An esoteric payment, it had nonetheless proved invaluable on many occasions.
Six guards patrolled the outer wall upon a circumventing walkway. They were mercenaries, possibly marksmen; a tattoo common to the principality of Miragliano upon one cheek. They held low-slung crossbows with practiced ease and watched the night with keen eyes. Two watchtowers surged high into the dark, jutting from the ochre walls like spikes. Staves that gleamed like silver blades in the moonlight were set around them. Each held a garrison of two men similarly armed. There was a single gate, wooden with iron studs bored into the timber. It was barred and set solid with a heavy lock. The guard patrol was thickest here.
The count’s first mistake.
 
Assassins’ Code #46: The strongest resistance will always stand at the obvious entrance. Attack obliquely and catch your enemy where he expects you the least.
 
At such a high vantage point Rannick could see right over the forbidding wall and into the grounds. It smacked of the usual flamboyant opulence enjoyed by those with privilege, but more interestingly was bereft of any guards. There were three hounds left free to wander, sleek and brutish, heavily muscled and doubtlessly vicious if no guard was willing to be amongst them. The entrance to the count’s inner sanctum lay across their stalking ground up stone steps and through two marble pillars. It was decorative and held little threat of determined resistance. Rannick had found his opening.
If he was to believe the filthy urchin, and the panic in his eyes told Rannick he was honest, then he had little time to act. The lackey would no doubt try to get a warning to his master. He had been left alive and undamaged precisely for this purpose. How sweet it would be to sweep in and retire the count and then watch from the shadows, the Black Crowe enraged at Rannick’s audacious bid to turn the tables. And besides, the urchin’s death would have gone against the code.
 
Assassins’ Code #3: Unless it’s personal, never kill someone without first agreeing a fee.
 
Speed now paramount, Rannick slid down the tenement with controlled urgency, landing athletically into the sheltered street below. Tall and arching domiciles, businesses and taverns cloaked his advance superbly. Rannick clung to the shadows cast by the overhead moonlight. He scampered through the winding streets until he was poised at the very threshold of the count’s dominion.
The guard was re-doubled at the gate so Rannick slipped around the south-facing wall where the shadows were the deepest. Within their dark embrace he watched as the guard patrols overlapped. There was a moment when the wall was left unprotected. Rannick scaled up in a second, soundless and deadly. Upon the walkway he scurried across to the flat wall of the first watchtower. The angle would make it impossible to be seen by the marksmen above. A few more seconds and the patrolling mercenary would return. A moment to ensure his path was clear and Rannick traversed the width of the walkway and plunged into the leafy void below.
Within a thick, evergreen bush Rannick drew forth a small thin pipe from one of the voluminous pockets that bedecked his blackened garb. From another pouch came three darts, made in such a way that they would not reflect any light. His keen senses told him the dogs were closing on him. His scent had alerted them that an intruder was present.
In the noiseless dark, Rannick waited.
It only took a few patient moments and a long, muscled canine loped into view. Rannick waited until he caught sight of the other two. They were advancing toward him, long pink tongues lapping the air for scent clues, eyes pricked up alertly, bodies poised with the threat of violence.
Rannick fired. Three times, three hits, each an expert shot into the jugular, immediately getting into the bloodstream. The dogs fell, slumbering almost instantly, the wolfish features made tame by sleep.
Rannick could have used a deadly poison, this way his time in the mansion would be curtailed, but he took the assassins’ code very seriously.
 
Assassins’ Code #18: Killing a man by mistake is fine, but a dog… Many difficulties can arise from killing a dog…
 
Certain that the guards could not see him, Rannick sneaked through the foliage that reminded him of Frenzini’s Mansion.
Perhaps all such habitations adhered to a floor plan, he wondered briefly before speeding silently up the stone steps and beyond the marble pillars of the entrance.
As he had suspected, the door was not locked nor barred and swung open freely. Rannick allowed a wedge of moonlight to spill into the hall beyond and slipped through, closing the door behind him with an almost undetectable click.
The hallway confronting him was dark, thrown into greyish half-light by a glass-domed ceiling of the vast lobby beyond. The immense room was pockmarked with marble and bronze statuettes, amongst them Borgio, the mercenary captain known as the Besieger, slain in his own bathtub, and the scientist Leonardo de Miragliano, holding aloft an alchemist’s globe. There were others too: merchant princes, entrepreneurs and even a conceited likeness of the count himself, every inch the statesman. There were tapestries also, depicting ancient battles, treaties and coronations. The count was indeed a controlling factor in the mercantile war if the trappings of his domicile were any gauge.
Rannick smiled. This contract would be both prestigious and lucrative. As he advanced slowly, heading for a large and ornately fashioned marble staircase up which he assumed would be the count’s bedrooms and study, a thought occurred to him.
Where are the guards?
No dogs, no men, not even a decent alarm. This Count Banquo was arrogant indeed if he thought he only needed protection outside his little empire. Rannick imagined him as vainglorious, full of his own self-importance, unwilling perhaps to even share his vast quarters with the hired riffraff that patrolled the cold stone at his border.
‘That arrogance shall prove your undoing, dear count.’ Rannick whispered as he trod softly up the staircase, his padded shoes making no sound upon the chilled stone.
The mansion was immense. There had to be a hundred or so rooms, but as Rannick reached the very top of the staircase he was rewarded for his intuition. A faint wash of yellowing light was visible down a passage directly before him. A thick oaken banister ran around the platform, upon which he was standing, and several passages and portals lay along its circumference. Here was the route Rannick sought.
Tentatively Rannick edged forward down the corridor. The silence persisted, filled with the threat of discovery. Rannick ignored it, and eventually reached a closed door at the end of the corridor, a hazy blade of yellow light issuing from the crack.
Rannick pressed his ear against the door and listened hard. There was movement and muttering from beyond. It sounded distant, likely from within another corridor behind it, possibly leading to the count’s private chambers. The door was off its latch and carefully Rannick eased it open a fraction so that he could peer at what was beyond.
He was right, another corridor lay before him. Shorter this time, a junction peeling off to the east and west at its terminus. A shadow was cast over the western passage, thrown by the wan lamplight set at intervals, arranged in gilt wall-mounted candelabras. Rannick slid within, hugging the right hand wall, stepping quickly up the corridor until he reached the junction.
Without breath he peered around the corner, low and cloaked by shadows. And there he was - mythical, untouchable, death warrant of assassins from across the length and breadth of Tilea, the impossible mark: the Count Banquo Degusta.
Now that he saw him, Rannick could not help but feel let down. He was a youthful man, indeed, but held no presence, no ardour and was at least a full half-head shorter than he; a man, that was all, and soon to be a dead one. Rannick wondered briefly how he could ever have lasted this long. His contemporaries had been sloppy, allowing their judgement to be clouded. Now they were dead, lives thrown away in vain to perpetuate a myth of mere flesh and blood. He would give no such quarter.
The count bumbled down the corridor towards an open door. From what Rannick could see, it appeared to be a study, a bookcase and the hint of a decanter and wine beyond. He wore a long crimson cloak with fur trim, night robes, and in his left hand held a glass of red wine. He had his back to him but Rannick was unconcerned about this. There was no honour in this act. He would not be another portrait on Faust’s wall. He pulled the blowpipe from his pocket once more and this time produced a black dart with a red band at the tip.
Black venom.
His death would be slow and painful. The poison would first paralyse his vocal chords, silencing his screams, then it would attack his lungs, making it feel as if he were swallowing his own blood. After the visions and the blinding pain it would stop his heart. He would be able to feel it slow even through his agony and know the moment at which Morr had come for him.
Rannick balanced the pipe carefully between two fingers and picked out a spot on the back of the count’s neck and fired. Then something happened for which Rannick had not prepared.
He missed.
Doubtlessly addled from the liquor in his bloodstream the count stumbled at the very last second, the deadly dart missing by the scantest possible distance. Instead it hit a low hung tapestry, embedding soundlessly.
Rannick shrunk back, watching as the count upended most of the wine onto a plush ivory carpet, oblivious to the fact that he had just escaped certain death but for a lucky chance!
He shuffled off, careful to avoid the spill, and slipped into the open doorway of the study. Once his back was to him again, Rannick peeled away from the darkness and trod, silently and purposefully, after the count. He wouldn’t miss again.
The count busied himself with a glass and decanter within a plush looking study that held a strong aroma of lavender. It was filled with vast volumes of history, geography, art and even warfare - an impressive collection. It was almost a pity he would never read them again. Just as the count had finished filling a second glass of red wine, he felt cold steel at his neck.
Rannick had tired of waiting. Time was slipping away. The sleeping draught he had given to the hounds would soon expire. He had to retire the count and be gone before the Black Crowe could mount a counter move.
‘Turn,’ Rannick’s voice was ice as the count faced him, shocked at the intrusion.
‘I am the Living Shade, greatest assassin in all of Luccini and Tilea and I have come to kill you,’ he announced.
The count’s shock turned quickly to defeat as his shoulders slumped and his face fell.
‘There is no escape for you.’ Rannick told him, the lavender stench pricking at his nostrils. ‘I’m barring the only door, it is shut tight and no guard or hound will hear you.’
‘Then it ends at last.’ the count sighed with resignation. ‘I have survived eight assassination attempts. You are the first to breach my inner sanctum and live.’ he told him and then added, ‘Can I ask whom it was who ordered my execution?’
‘I know not.’ Rannick answered truthfully, slightly wrong-footed by the count’s demeanour. He was used to crying, begging, offers of gold and jewels, even his victims soiling themselves. Not this cold-hearted pragmatism.
He had to make haste. He suspected the Black Crowe would have heard by now and would be on his way. He tensed his rapier arm and shaped for a death lunge into the count’s throat.
‘Wait!’ the count urged.
This was more like it. Every mark was the same. They always beg.
‘A final request.’ the count added, ‘to honour your achievement.’
That was vexing. This count was full of surprises. Rannick flicked up his rapier point slightly and nodded the count to go on.
‘To join me in a final glass of wine.’ he asked calmly. ‘I have heard of your exploits, that you toast your victims before the final death strike. I would be honoured if you would grant me such an indulgence.’
Rannick scrutinised the count for a moment. He was a plain-looking man, not nearly as regal as his statuette in the ground floor lobby. It made him look honest. And after all he was beaten. He would have toasted him anyway. It was flattering to know that such an esteemed member of the community followed his work and held such a regard. Perhaps the count had tired of life and all its strains. That or he was mad.
‘One glass.’ Rannick told him, ‘that one.’ He pointed to that held in the count’s hand.
Obligingly the count handed Rannick the glass and quickly poured another for himself.
‘To your victory.’ the count said.
‘Indeed, and your health.’ Rannick mocked, the glass almost touching his lips as a strange aroma assaulted his nostrils, faint amongst the cloying lavender.
Rannick threw the glass to the floor where it shattered violently.
‘A trick.’ Rannick whispered his eyes full of imperious hate. ‘You hesitated. You wanted me to drink first. It is poison.’
‘No, I…’
‘You have failed, count!’ Rannick proclaimed exultant. ‘Little wonder you have ensnared so many of my trade, for you are indeed canny.’ Secretly Rannick applauded him. He had got close. ‘Now you drink.’ he ordered at rapier point. It was a fitting end, poison the poisoner.
Reluctantly the count swilled back the wine, swallowing hard.
‘At least you were slain by the best.’ Rannick scoffed, waiting for his prey to keel over and foam at the mouth.
It didn’t happen. Instead Rannick’s head began to swim. He went to lunge but the rapier fell from useless fingers as he slumped unwillingly to his knees. His throat constricted, making it difficult to breathe.
‘Would you like a hand?’ the count offered innocuously.
Rannick saw a gold ring upon his finger, an emblem upon it, that of a bird in flight - a crow. One of the fingernails was badly chipped but now held firm like rock.
‘You!’ Rannick rasped. ‘But how?’
‘The air you breathe.’ the Black Crowe explained. ‘It is a slow acting poison to which this potion is the only antidote.’ He indicated the wine glass. ‘You triggered its container after you closed the door to the study. It’s perfectly harmless after a few more minutes.’ he explained. ‘Alas, it is already in your blood stream.
The Count Banquo is dead. I killed him months ago, an exterior contract.’ he added. ‘I assumed his identity so that I might watch your movements better and learn of your ways as well as reap the benefits as a major power in the mercantile war.’
Rannick looked on incredulously, powerless and enraged.
‘You see, I had to draw you out and this was the bait.’ he gestured to his garb and disguise. ‘That and the amateur dramatics at the Drowned Man. All designed to bring you here, to bring you to me.’
The Black Crowe drew closer, mere infuriating inches from Rannick’s face.
‘I have your title now, through arrogance and self-inflated flattery you have let it slip.’ he told him darkly, watching as the last moments of Rannick’s life drained away. ‘Be wary of another man’s cutlery indeed. But what of his glass?’ the Black Crowe smiled, standing.
‘It’s not personal.’ he said impassively. ‘Never make it personal. You were merely an obstacle.’ His tone was condescending and accusatory.
Rannick clenched his teeth, tears pouring down his face as he screwed up all of his willpower to speak for one last time.
‘I am still the greatest assassin!’ he spat through his agony.
‘No, you’re not.’ the Black Crowe corrected. ‘But very soon it won’t matter what you think.’ he added. ‘In a few moments you’ll be dead.’
The Black Crowe walked away, opening the door to the study. ‘Still.’ he said, turning, just visible in the corner of Rannick’s eye, ‘my thanks for not killing the dogs.’




        
            
                
            
        

    
BLOOD AND SAND



by Matt Ralphs
 
‘The crusades into Araby are a proud leaf in the illustrious history of our Empire. For a hundred years men took up the hammer and sought to bring light and learning into the heathen lands. Many fell, for the path to victory is oft travelled over the bodies of faithful men. And for those who were captured? Well, it was better to die than to become a slave to the men of Araby.’
 
- FromArmies of the Hammer,
The Forgotten Crusades
 
He knew that to make a sound was to die.
Echardt Drager winced as sand crunched under his foot. He could hear the deep, rhythmic rasp of the creature’s breathing. It remained regular - mercifully undisturbed. Dust motes swirled in a column of light which pierced the gloom, tumbling and turning, kept aloft in the heavy air; illuminated in the light was a patch of scaled skin, the colour of the desert. It reminded Drager of the armour worn by Arabyan warriors: flat, regular-shaped plates of burnished gold that glittered in the sun. But this was no Arabyan soldier, this was a sand dragon.
Despite his fear, he was thrilled. The creatures kept in the emir’s bestiary put to shame those of his former lord - the Elector Count of Averland - whom he had served for many years as keeper of the war-beasts before his capture. His Arabyan overseers, recognising his worth, set him to work with the animals, but this was the first time he’d been put in the sand dragon cage.
Drager was within touching distance of the creature. Its body loomed over him, curled sinuously around a boulder. He felt intense heat radiating from its skin; a nerve rippled and scales scratched together, sounding like parchment burning. In the patch of light he spied what he sought: a half-shed scale, about the size of his hand, with a shining new one peeking through beneath.
His fingers closed around the loose scale. It felt like dry leather. He pulled gently and it began to come away. He licked his lips and gave it a tug. His heart missed a beat as the scale tore off. He was felled as the creature’s tail whipped out and struck him hard across the chest. The wind was knocked from him as he landed hard on his back. The beast uncurled from around the boulder and hauled itself up onto long hind legs. It turned to face him with fluid grace, its vast, crested head towering up on the end of a lithe neck, black eyes reflecting Drager’s terrified face with emotionless curiosity.
Drager saw the dragon’s lungs expand and he rolled to one side as its head thrust forward, jaws agape. A blast of burning sand vomited from its throat, rattling against its teeth and blasting the ground where Drager had been a second before. He screamed as scorching particles lacerated his arm and burnt into the flesh. It turned to face him again, head cocked, as if puzzled by something. Drager watched helplessly as it drew in another breath.
Two men, each holding blazing torches, leapt to either side of him, whooping and screaming as they thrust the flames into the dragons eyes. It bellowed and staggered back, cowering from the light. Drager struggled up and ran for the cage door. His rescuers backed out behind him, keeping their brands held in front as the beast cautiously stalked after them. They stepped into daylight and bolted the cage door shut.
Drager blinked in the bright sun, nursing his blistering arm. He leaned on the heavy cloth draped over the dragon’s pen, there to keep out the sun. Drager handed one of the men the scale. He studied it.
‘Well done, Empire,’ he said in halting Reikspiel. ‘This aphrodisiac will replace some of our great emir’s lost vitality.’ He put the scale in a pouch hanging from his belt. ‘You learned valuable lesson today, no? Try not to wake a sleeping sand dragon.’
Drager slumped to the ground as he walked away, chuckling.
It is said that in Araby, the only people who work in the middle of the day are slaves and slave-drivers. Even sheep, considered by Arabyans to be the lowest of beasts, have the sense to rest in the shade. The sun rode at its zenith, gazing down like a burnished coin, pouring out heat and bleaching all colour from the world.
A line of men - pale except where the heat had burned their skin red - laboured in a line swinging picks along a dusty road. They were tethered together by chains and wore tattered rags. Many had torn strips from their tunics and tied them over their heads. Some still sported the badge of their crusade across their breasts - a knight of the Empire, with the hammer of Sigmar above him, encircled with a ring of flame - as if in defiance of their defeat and capture. These once proud crusaders were now slaves to the people they had sought to subjugate. Around them prowled slave-drivers, armed with whips and cudgels and swathed in long, purple robes and white turbans. They shouted and cursed, and the constant report of the picks was accompanied by the crack of their whips.
Behind them was a city.
It was called Zarekten, and it dominated the valley. A shallow moat - carved through the ochre rock by a river long since dried up - hugged the bottom of a soaring curtain wall. Square towers sprouted along the length of the defences which stretched out from one valley wall and back, like the tip of a spear. The main gate was at its apex, a wide, arched door flanked by two towers. The city gazed blankly through a thousand murder holes. Soldiers patrolled the parapets, long spears over their shoulders, their silver mail coats caught the sunlight and shimmered with many shades of blue. Sloping up behind them as it climbed the rock face was the city itself. Inner walls and bastions were thrown into relief by the sun: flat surfaces dazzled with light, whilst doors, windows, arrow-slits and arches remained black with shadow. As the city climbed ever higher, the defences made way for small, square dwellings with domed roofs. Around these tightly packed buildings was a warren of passages, alleys, bridges, avenues and covered walkways.
Zarekten guarded the entrance to the Great Erg - a blistering, white sand plain visible to the south through the mouth of the valley - and the rich trade routes running through it. It represented the last frontier between the principalities and city-states of the prosperous north, and the nomadic tribes who inhabit the deserts to the south.
Tomas Strauss tore his eyes away from the desert, gulped a breath of hot air and swung his pick into the ground. Every muscle ached and his back felt as if it had been branded with hot coals. He muttered a prayer to Sigmar and made the sign of the hammer with his calloused hands. He spied a slave-driver making his way down the line, dosing out ladles of water to each prisoner. Tomas smiled, it was Huashil. Sigmar had answered him today.
Huashil held the dripping ladle out to Tomas who drank the water, smiled and leaned on his pick. ‘Thank you.’ he said.
‘Slow going, eh, Empire?’ Huashil said. He surreptitiously pointed to the ground and dropped two figs at Tomas’s feet.
‘Aye, but Sigmar lends me strength.’ Tomas said, smiling.
Huashil frowned. ‘You find your god here, even in the desert? After he abandoned you?’
‘Sigmar is everywhere.’ Tomas said. ‘And he has not abandoned me. I have him always nearby.’ He patted the left side of his chest. ‘Where do you keep your faith, my friend?’
Huashil was about to speak when searing pain lashed across Tomas’s back. He fell to his knees and picked up the figs.
‘Work, Empire, work!’ a slave-driver screamed in his ear. When Tomas looked up, blinking away tears of pain, Huashil was back to hurriedly ladling water. The slave to Tomas’s left leaned over, his freckled face red from the sun. He took the proffered fruit from Tomas and popped it into his mouth before anyone noticed.
‘It seems to be working,’ he said, chewing delightedly and indicating to Huashil.
‘Indeed, Dieter.’ Tomas said. ‘We may hook the fish yet.’
Huashil walked towards the shade cast by Zarekten’s walls and sat down. He began to scribe looping, elegant letters into the sand with his finger:
 
The emir, may the vultures peck out his eyes, has forbidden anyone to write. But I must, or I feel I will forget how.
Again, I cast my mind into the river of my desires. If I were back home, I would be sat beneath the acacia tree, copying the chronicles, writing of new births and the passing away of elders, recording the history of my tribe. With no one to write the days, my people will lose their past. But I have no choice. When the Sigmarites came from across the seas, the emir rounded up the men from the villages to bolster his army. Now I wring the last doses of strength from those captured in his wars. I am a slave, driving slaves.
Why do the Sigmarites come here, with fire and sword to my land?
I watch the slaves. They are forbidden to practise their primitive religion, but many has been the time when I have listened to Tomas as he tells tales of gods like Sigmar - who was also a man! - who banished evil and set up a nation united, a nation of learning, light and scholars, a land of green trees and deep rivers. I look forward to night guard duty, so I can hear again these wonderful tales.
 
Already the wind had erased the first sentences. He watched the desert steal his words, and wondered where it took them. His thoughts were interrupted by the sound of swift hoof-beats coming up the road towards the city. A horse and rider appeared from behind an escarpment of rock. The rider was standing in the stirrups and riding hard. Huashil knew no Arabyan would push an animal like that at this time of day unless he was in desperate need. A dozen soldiers marched out from the main gate, spears levelled. The rider dismounted and ran up to them.
Huashil strained to hear their words, but they were carried away by the breeze. After a minute’s conversation the rider was allowed into the city. The guards beckoned to the slave-drivers who began to hound and whip their charges back towards the gate.
A sonorous blast from the horn in the gatehouse echoed around the valley, bouncing from the sheer walls which only listened impassively.
The slaves were herded into the fortress with whips and curses. As the last man passed under the arch, soldiers goaded teams of brightly apparelled camels to heave the iron-studded gates closed. Once more the horn gave forth a mournful cry. The slaves exchanged nervous glances.
As Tomas and Dieter shuffled up the wide thoroughfare, they passed groups of soldiers running to the gate. Townsfolk scurried up alleys, calling to their children and shutting their doors. Tomas grinned.
‘I smell trouble.’ he said. Another group of Empire slaves jogged up beside them. A muscular man fell into step next to Tomas.
‘Greetings, Tomas. Have you heard the rumours?’ he said.
‘No, Jurgen, but something’s stirred up the beehive.’
‘Indeed it has.’ Jurgen said, laughing. ‘I think our opportunity has arrived, my friend. Crusaders are near, and they’re heading this way.’
Prince Friedrich Weiss, commander of the first grand crusade from Wissenburg, leader of five hundred knights and five thousand men-at-arms, sacker of cities and conqueror of towns, reclined in his chair, grateful for the shade his pavilion afforded from the cursed sun. He had just inspected his siege line, which straggled just beyond bowshot around Zarekten’s walls. Bivouacs had been pitched, and his army was settling into the siege with well-practiced skill. But the situation was tenuous: his engineers judged that the stony ground of the valley made mining the walls impossible; and the besieged had food, water and thick walls to cower behind whereas the crusaders were running low on supplies and could expect attack from the front or the rear at any moment.
From outside the pavilion came the creak of the trebuchets as their beams were ratcheted back, and the crash andswish as the counterweights were dropped, launching rocks at the city. The siege engines had been toiling like this for a week, to little avail.
The pavilion flap was lifted and a tall man entered. He rested his warhammer against a support pole and ran his hand over his bald scalp. It came away slick with sweat, which he wiped on his robe. He regarded Friedrich through heavy-lidded eyes.
Friedrich returned his gaze and wondered how this warrior priest stayed as pale as a fish’s belly in this blasted heat.
‘How is my lord today?’ the priest said.
‘Perfectly fine, Brother Kristoff. Except that I look at the walls and see they are still intact.’ He stood up and peered out of the pavilion. ‘What I would dearly like to see is that place ablaze. What I dearly want to hear are screams as we put the faithless to the sword.’ He looked at Kristoff. ‘Sigmar is being cheated of his due.’
‘I, too, share your vexation. But Zarekten is a fine fortress.’
‘Be careful what you say, brother. It is a citadel of the godless, a cradle of evil. I expect more intolerance from a man of Sigmar.’
‘Intolerance has nothing to do with it,’ Kristoff said. ‘The point is, lord, we still remain outside.’
Friedrich slumped back into his chair. ‘It’s time we changed tack. We have prisoners?’
‘Aye, lord.’
‘Pick one. Pick a man with a family, and bring them to the armourer’s. Treachery runs in an Arabyans’ blood. Let’s use that to our advantage.’
Kristoff nodded and left.
Upon driving the Sultan Jaffar’s forces from Estalia, the armies of the Old World had followed them over the sea and into their own land. Prince Friedrich’s desire to build a reputation on the field of battle in Araby had given his armourers and weaponsmiths much work to do.
Prince Friedrich’s crusade had burnt and slaughtered its way into Araby and was now many miles inland. It had breached the walls of Gobi-Alain on the coast and defeated every hastily mustered army that marched to meet it. Castles, towns and villages were being crushed under the heels of the grand crusades from the Empire and Bretonnia, and Araby was reeling.
The air in the armourer’s tent reeked of smoke. Friedrich stirred the white coals in the giant furnace with a brand, as a group of people entered.
‘Translate for me, Brother Kristoff,’ he said.
‘As you wish, lord.’
Four Arabyans were on their knees: a young man and woman, and two young boys. Friedrich felt a twinge of admiration at the defiance in their eyes. He motioned to a guard who stepped forward and grabbed the woman by her hair. She yelped in pain, but kept her eyes on Friedrich. The corner of Friedrich’s mouth twitched as he noticed fear flash across the man’s face.
‘What’s his name?’ Friedrich asked Kristoff.
‘Mashtub, lord.’
‘You have a choice to make, Mushtub.’ As Friedrich spoke, Kristoff translated in fluent Arabyan. ‘If you make the wrong choice, your family will die, but only after my men have had their fun.’ Friedrich thrust his face close to Mashtub’s, who bowed his head. ‘Listen carefully…’
Dusk settled. The sky, purpled like a bruise, was speckled with stars and formed a benign roof over the shadowed valley walls. The captain of the gate-tower guard leant over the parapet and scrutinised the siege lines. Campfires burned along the crusaders’ picket. He heard men’s voices drifting on the breeze and wondered what the barbarians were saying.
He was about to go to the guardhouse for a cup of sweet tea when he spied movement in the enemy camp and heard angry shouts. He could see three - no, four - figures running towards his gate. Sigmarite soldiers appeared from bivouacs and chased after them. More shouts were raised as one of the pursued tripped and fell. The soldiers set upon him, beating him with their swords hilts. As the others got closer, the captain could see they were Arabyans.
‘Open the gates!’ he shouted. Below, the camels lowed hoarsely as they were goaded to stand up.
The escapees had made it halfway when he saw a line of Sigmarites form up in a line. Crossbowmen. They raised their weapons.
‘Hurry, get that gate open.’
He heard the staccato rattle as the crossbows fired. One man dropped like a sack of sand with a quarrel through his throat, and another tumbled as a bolt buried itself up to the fletch in the meat of his thigh. He cried out, thrashing on the ground as the Empire soldiers calmly reloaded and took aim.
The last man was nearly at the gates. Another rattle of bolts and the wounded man was silenced forever, just as the survivor squeezed through the door and collapsed. Guards propped him up against a wall.
Mashtub stared at them with wild eyes. His right arm was held against his chest. It ended just above the wrist, the stump seared with a brand shaped with an ‘S’.
‘Take him to the emir.’ the guard captain said.
‘You’re a fool.’
‘And you are a coward.’
Tomas held Drager against the cage wall, his powerful hands gripping his tunic.
‘Call me what you want, Tomas, but there is no shame in survival.’
Tomas let him go. ‘You call this survival?’ he said, waving his hand around the cage. ‘This is worse than death.’
‘Death is what you will bring us, if you go through with this.’
‘Wecannot waste the opportunity we now have. Not half-a-mile away are our countrymen. At last we have a chance to escape from these wretches.’
‘It’s not so bad here…’
‘Not so bad for you, you mean.’ Tomas shouted.
‘Hush, Tomas.’ Dieter said. ‘You’ll have the guards down on us.’
‘Wetoil, feeling the lash on our backs.’ Tomas said in an angry whisper. ‘They work us like donkeys until we fall down dead. You, meanwhile, work with the beasts in this zoo, shovelling dung and sitting in the shade.’
‘It’s not like that.’
‘Yes it is. I can see the guilt in your eyes.’
‘Our lives were no better at home. We worked the fields, and in return we have to fight in the count’s wars.’
‘This is not just any war. This is a holy crusade.’
‘You deceive yourself.’ Drager said.
Tomas floored him with a fist and turned to the rest of the prisoners. ‘Brothers, we have waited long for this day. Our preparations are not in vain. At last, we now have a place to escape to.’ There were mutters of approval and nods of assent. Drager sat down, shaking his head.
‘Listen.’ Dieter said. ‘Someone approaches.’
Arabyan guards marched up to the cage. Huashil opened the door and Mashtub was hurled inside. One of the guards spat on him and slammed the gate closed. Mashtub crawled into a corner, eyes averted, his bandaged arm held close to his chest.
The slaves stared at him. What terrible crime could he have committed to be put in with the lowest of the low?
‘He could be a spy.’ Dieter whispered.
‘Perhaps.’ Tomas said. ‘Let’s get some sleep. We’ll have a hard day tomorrow.’
Huashil, hidden in the shadows near the sand dragon cage, crept off, disappointed that there would be no tales of Sigmar or the Empire that night.
‘If only I could see through stone. I would dearly like to know what goes on outside,’ Dieter whispered, as he heaved another piece of shattered masonry into the handcart. The slaves had been set to work clearing the roads of debris caused by the constant bombardment from the besiegers’ trebuchets.
‘I share your thoughts, my friend,’ Tomas said. ‘But soon we will be marching alongside them, avenging our captivity.’
Drager snorted and spat into the sand. Tomas glared at him. ‘You know Dieter,’ he said, ‘Arabyans rarely spit. They reserve the act as the gravest insult possible. Water is scarce in this land, and they believe that to waste it in such a manner is the act of a bitter or a stupid man.’ He picked up another rock and hurled it into the cart. ‘Which, I wonder, is Herr Drager?’
After an hour of backbreaking toil, Mashtub sidled up to Tomas. ‘You speak Arabyan?’ he asked, pronouncing each syllable slowly and loudly.
Tomas continued to work. ‘I do. I was appointed leader due to my rank and learning, a go-between ‘twixt slave and master. I was taught a smattering of your evil language and have had over a year to ingest its foulness.’ Tomas turned to him. ‘So there is no need to speak so damned slowly.’
‘I am most relieved.’ Mashtub leaned closer. ‘I am here to help you. I have been sent by your countrymen,’ he whispered, pointing towards the curtain wall.
‘Why would you help us? We’re your enemy.’
‘I have no loyalty to the emir. He threw me in a cage. He called me a thief.’ He waved his stump at Tomas. ‘I told him the Empire dogs did this to me. He said, “No matter, is shame on our people that you were captured”.’ He bowed his head. ‘Besides, they have my family. I have no choice.’
Tomas was not without pity, but, like any opportunity, he grabbed it with both hands. ‘What do we need to do?’
‘How can we trust him?’ Dieter whispered.
‘I don’t trust him. How can I? He’s heathen.’ Tomas glanced over his shoulder to make sure Mashtub was asleep. Most of the slaves were slumbering after being herded back to their cage after an exhausting day. ‘But I do believe his story. You’ve seen how these scoundrels behave, they have no loyalty to each other. He’d betray his own people to save his skin.’
‘Has he agreed to talk to Huashil?’
‘Aye. I just hope he’ll see things our way.’ He ignored Dieter’s sceptical look. ‘We’d best get moving,’ he said.
Tomas crept over to Mashtub and shook him.
‘It’s time to go,’ Tomas said.
The two men went to the back of the cage where Jurgen pried open a loosened bar. They slid into the narrow gap between the bars and the stone wall and shimmied towards the edge of the cage. They could see the arched gate out of the zoo. As usual it was closed, and two guards stood on the other side. Tomas beckoned Mashtub to follow him.
‘We’ve been working on a way to escape for months.’ Tomas whispered. ‘We were just waiting for the right opportunity.’
They stopped where the perimeter fence of the bestiary met the cliff wall. Tomas lifted up a curtain of rock-creeper to reveal a gap. They slipped through and began to descend through the city. Tomas led the way, creeping through low walled gardens, over flat rooftops, along deserted alleyways and under window eaves. They often had to wait in shadowed doorways as soldiers or citizens passed by. After an hour of nerve-jangling evasion they reached the city wall, at the sixteenth tower, near the east gate, just as Mashtub had instructed.
They entered the tower. Stone steps spiralled upwards to the parapet, and they made their way up them slowly to the first arrow slit. They could hear sentries’ footfalls getting closer, then they faded to silence.
Tomas peered out. The rocky ground sloped away, bathed in the milky glow of the moons. He took a torch from a sconce in the wall and waved it in front of the slit. Nothing moved. The moons were so bright, how could anyone move undetected? Mashtub pointed to the sky. A cloud passed over the moons and the landscape was plunged in darkness.
A figure appeared from behind a boulder and sprinted up to them. Tomas held his breath, expecting the alarm to be raised at any moment, but silence prevailed.
‘I’m relieved to see you at last, my friend.’ the man said, grasping Tomas’s outstretched hand. ‘My name is Brandt, Prince Weiss’s chief scout. I’m glad we have help, this fortress is proving a difficult nut to crack.’
‘It does this old campaigner’s heart good to see a freeman’s face again. I am Tomas Strauss, halberdier from the first grand crusade from Averland. My comrades and I are sworn to do whatever you need.’
‘Very well. The walls are too strong to break. Tomorrow night, mounted knights will hide themselves near the east gate. We need you to open it, so they can ride in and hold off the heathens until the infantry arrive. A feint attack will be directed at the main gate to distract attention. Can you do this for us?’
Tomas did not hesitate. ‘We can, and we will.’
‘Sigmar bless you, Tomas.’
‘Be careful.’ Tomas said, as the scout disappeared amongst the rocks.
Tomas and Mashtub, Arabyan and crusader, made their way back to the bestiary, cooperating to survive, but each one wrestling with his own troubles.
‘We’re relying on two Arabyans for this to work. Does that not worry you?’ Dieter asked.
Tomas heaved another rock into the cart. ‘It does, but there is no choice. We need Huashil to cover our escape. We cannot all leave our cage without raising the alarm. Mashtub is going to tell him that Empire men are merciful, and if he takes Sigmar into his heart he will be freed after the city falls.’
‘Mashtub will choke on those words.’ Dieter chuckled. ‘Crusaders cut off his hand and even now hold his family hostage. But is Huashil ready to come over to us?’
‘We’ll find out soon enough.’
The slaves were clearing rubble from a market square. Tomas spied Huashil sat alone on a low wall, scribing shapes into the sand with his spear butt. Tomas caught Mashtub’s eye and motioned to him. Mashtub nodded and edged his way towards Huashil. He began to clear the area around his feet of stones. Tomas and Dieter watched as the two men began to converse. Soon, all the slaves were looking over as well.
Tomas knew the risk he was taking. If Mashtub failed to convince Huashil to help them, their plan would fail before it had even begun. His heart dropped as Mashtub walked towards him, slowly shaking his head. Tomas gripped a rock in his hand. They would not take him without a fight. He waited for Huashil to get up and raise the alarm about the planned escape. But he didn’t. He remained seated, eyes downcast as he continued to make swirling lines in the sand.
And Tomas knew he still had one more roll of the dice.
Prince Weiss stood, arms outstretched, as squires strapped a black steel cuirass around his chest.
‘It feels good, does it not?’ Weiss said. ‘The thought of action at last, after sitting on our arses for so long.’
‘For myself, lord, I have been far from idle,’ Kristoff said. ‘I brought with me many texts to study. And besides, I praise Sigmar in a multitude of ways. Whether it be leading the faithful in rousing prayer, or breaking the faithless with a hammer, it makes no difference to me.’
‘Man cannot live on faith alone,’ Weiss said irritably.
‘If all men of the Empire were like me, we would rule all lands under the sun.’
‘If all men were like you, chaste brother, there would be no new men to fill up the ranks of your armies.’
Kristoffs face remained still, but Weiss noticed his hands were balled into fists. He smirked. ‘Order the men to launch a fire bail. I want a look at the defences before we set out.’ He glanced out of the tent flap at Zarekten. ‘Order the feint on the main gate to begin fifteen minutes after my departure.’ He turned back to Kristoff, grinning. ‘That should distract them, eh?’
Tomas gazed up at the stars. He imagined the Empire knights leading their horses through the rocky defiles towards the east gate, all depending on him. He peered through the bars. He could see two figures behind the zoo gates, and recognised the stooped posture of Huashil. Tomas beckoned to him.
Come on, little fish, he thought.
Huashil opened the gate and made his way towards him. ‘I will not help you, Tomas.’ he said sadly. ‘I cannot betray my people.’
Tomas licked his lips. ‘How can it be wrong to turn away from a life without faith, and face the glory of Sigmar?’ Tomas said. ‘He was a great man, who through learning and wisdom transcended his mortality to become a deity. You are a learned man, I’ve seen you write. You must understand.’
Huashil looked at the ground and shook his head. ‘But I don’t believe. My faith is only in what I see and hear.’
Tomas looked despairingly at him, but he caught a flicker of doubt in Huashil’s tone.
‘I need a sign that Sigmar would recognise my faith and reward it.’ Huashil said at last.
‘Sigmar will not reward you before you turn to him, for then you are not showing true faith. Only those whose faith is blind will prevail.’
Huashil shook his head, and before Tomas could act he turned and made his way back to the gate.
From behind the distant city walls, a blazing comet of yellow light rose sharply up, smearing the night sky with its radiance. It grew bigger as it arced over the outer buildings of Zarekten, flames roaring like a vengeful dragon. The city was awash in a bright orange glow and the flaming orb seemed to hang in the sky, before plummeting back to the ground on the end of its burning tail. It disintegrated on impact, sending waves of fire and fountains of sparks into the air.
Tomas knew it was a fire bail launched by the crusaders, but he seized this last chance. ‘Mercy! See Sigmar’s sign.’ He rattled the cage, noting with relief that the other guard had disappeared to take a closer look at what had happened. ‘Huashil, open the door, Sigmar has sent his comet for you. It’s a sign. Do as he says and earn his eternal gratitude.’
Huashil lay face down on the floor, wailing. He picked himself and pulled out his keys, muttering confused prayers. He swung open the cage door. Tomas gestured to Huashil, and Jurgen and another grabbed his arms. Tomas stood in front of him. ‘You are marked, Huashil, marked by Sigmar. You must do as I say.’
Huashil nodded. The fish was hooked and landed.
Tomas left a man at the zoo gates, garbed in the sentry’s clothes. Huashil chained the slaves together, and led them towards the east gate in a shuffling line. No one took notice of them; the main gate was being assaulted, and all efforts were being made to defend it.
In a deserted courtyard, a street away from the east gate, Huashil unlocked their fetters. The slaves picked up rocks and anything else they could use as weapons. Drager edged to the back of the group, his mind racing. He had no desire to be rescued and made to fight again. A choice had to be made; he slipped away towards the main gate garrison.
Tomas could see the two towers of the east gate rising up behind the buildings on the square. The plan was set, no words were spoken. The men made their way around to the gate from the sides, using the alleys running along the outside of the market square. Tomas hunkered down behind a cart. Clouds scudded across the night sky, and everyone kept to the shadows.
‘Where’s Drager?’ Dieter asked. Tomas shrugged his shoulders.
The crusaders had virtually ignored the east gate during their previous attacks, and the trebuchet crews had concentrated their fire on the front of the great city. Arabyans had bolstered the defences around the main gate, leaving only a small garrison guard to defend this section of the wall. A lone soldier stood in front of the doorway into the tower, leaning on his spear, his eyes fixed in the direction of the main gate where the sounds of combat drifted on the night air.
Tomas signalled to Jurgen, who crouched behind a market stall. He nodded and untied a length of material from around his waist. He picked up a stone and placed it in the improvised sling. He began to spin it around his head. Tomas held his breath. Jurgen stepped out from behind the stall and let loose the missile. It whipped through the air and struck the guard on his cheek with a crunch. He dropped to one knee, clutching his face. Tomas sprinted towards the guard then smashed a rock down on his head, staving in the skull.
He dragged him into a corner, picked up his sword and beckoned to his men. Jurgen procured his spear. He grinned at Tomas and led his men inside the tower to deal with the sentries on the parapet. The rest positioned themselves around the square, hiding in doorways and alcoves.
Tomas followed Jurgen up the stairs. He looked through an arrow slit. Boulders littered the ground and spindly tufts of dry grass twitched in the breeze, but he spied nothing else. He would have to trust that the crusader knights were ready. He crept up the stairs and met Jurgen on his way down. He had blood on his face and was grinning like a maniac.
‘Those sentries couldn’t guard a virgin’s chastity.’ he said.
Tomas clapped him on the back. ‘Let’s open the gates.’
The smiles froze on their faces when they heard the harsh clang of a warning bell and shouts from the courtyard below.
‘Sigmar’s bones! The game’s on, Tomas.’ Jurgen said, and pushed past. Tomas raced behind, fearful that the plan might fail, but thrilled by the thought of combat.
Tomas ran into the square. A phalanx of Arabyan guards had charged into the yard and been set upon by the hidden Sigmarites. The battle was uneven: heavily armoured soldiers against a few undernourished slaves, but they fought with a desperate ferocity that for the moment was giving them an advantage. He saw a group of slaves pull an Arabyan down and bludgeon him with rocks. Dieter struggled with another who was trying to force a dagger into his windpipe, another was skewered on the end of Jurgen’s spear, who stood in the middle of the yard like an angry bear, thrusting his weapon at the men who circled him like wary hyenas.
It was a maelstrom of savagely fighting men, and unseen in the shadows Drager stared at the scene, knowing his betrayal had cost these men dear.
Tomas edged around the yard until he stood behind Dieter’s assailant. The knife was nearly at his throat. Tomas thrust his sword through the Arabyan’s mail coat and into his spine. He shrieked and fell, clutching his back. Tomas stamped hard on his face and he fell silent. Tomas pulled Dieter into a doorway.
‘We must open the gate.’ he shouted over the din.
Dieter nodded and made for the wooden doors, grabbing a comrade on the way. As they reached the heavy doors and began to unbar them, a dark shadow fell across Tomas. He looked up, and his heart almost stopped.
Drager saw it too, and he knew his job was done. The uprising was doomed. From a side alley strode the sand dragon, and on its back was the emir himself. Clad in gold mail and holding a long, silver-tipped spear, he urged the creature towards the gate. Men, Arabyan and Empire alike, cried out and ran, but Dieter and his comrade still struggled with the doors, and Tomas was sprinting to help them.
The dragon lunged forward, sand gushing from its mouth, engulfing Dieter’s comrade. It ripped into him, stripping skin from flesh, and flesh from bone, spraying blood-red sand into the air. He died without making a sound. Tomas ran at the dragon, his sword jabbing at its throat. The emir turned his mount to face him, his thin face a mask of rage. Tomas leapt to one side as the dragon butted its spine-crowned head at his stomach. It grazed his side and he fell to the ground.
Drager was about to leave when he saw a dark figure make its way to the gate, to where Dieter still struggled with the bar.
Tomas picked himself up and dived under the dragon’s head. The emir drove his spear at him, but the stroke was mistimed and Tomas managed to scramble through its legs. The dragon screeched in frustration and began to turn towards him. Tomas ducked his head, but was too slow as its tail whipped into his arm; his sword flew out of his hand and clattered onto the ground.
He cast around desperately for another weapon.
Mashtub grabbed the end of the heavy bar, which would usually be lifted by a gang of men. He knew he had to do this, for if he failed, his family - the only thing he held dear - would be killed. The courtyard was still heaving with fighting men, too distracted to notice his struggles. He looked at Dieter, who was sweating and cursing. Then he saw another slave come up behind Dieter. Help, at last.
Drager smashed a rock over Dieters head. He collapsed, blood streaming from the wound. Drager seized on Mashtub’s confusion and leapt at him, swinging the bloody rock at his face.
Mashtub dodged to one side, the rock grazing his cheek, but before he could recover, Drager had grabbed him by the throat with one hand, trying to force him onto the ground. Mashtub struggled to keep balance, but Drager was a soldier and strong; his grip tightened.
Mashtub’s vision began to fade.
Tomas was backed against a wall. The dragon faced him, the emir held his spear ready to throw. Tomas waited for the end.
‘Tomas!’
Jurgen threw a torch to him. Tomas caught it and thrust it into the dragon’s face. It recoiled, screeching in panic, wings flailing. The emir dropped his spear, struggling to keep upright, the dragon was sent into further panic as Tomas waved the flames in its eyes. He threw the torch back to Jurgen and ran back to the gates.
Mashtub’s life slipped from him. The only thing he felt was despair for his family, then the fingers around his throat were gone. He opened his eyes, dragging in huge lungfuls of air. Drager’s face was suspended above him, eyes open, pupils wide, dark as night. His mouth sagged, blood spilled over his bottom lip. He swayed and collapsed to one side.
Towering over him was Tomas, a dripping knife in his hand. He dropped it and helped Mashtub to his feet. Together they lifted the bar and opened the gates. A warm desert breeze washed over them, bringing with it the sound of thundering hooves.
The chronicles record that on that night the city of Zarekten was brought under the merciful dominion of the Empire. In truth, mercy was far from the crusaders minds. The slaughter lasted for three nights and two days. Prince Weiss ordered that the buildings were to be kept intact, but their inhabitants were to be afforded no such preservation. He knew there was little point in trying to protect the citizens from his soldiers, and he had no compunction to do so anyway. As he said to Brother Kristoff - against the noise of screaming - an army glutted with victory will have its fun, and he’d be damned if he’d lift a finger to stop it. But the savage appetite of his men had, at last, been sated. The sloping streets were stained pink, as the sun burned dry the blood on the ground.
Weiss sat in the emir’s high-backed chair at the head of the throne chamber. Suspended from the ceiling, by an ingenious array of ropes, chains and pulleys, was the sand dragon. Its wings were spread across the width of the chamber, and its head was raised proudly. Only its dead eyes and lolling jaw detracted from the overall effect. Weiss savoured the memory of running the beast through as he charged through the east gate. Strapped to the saddle was the emir’s naked corpse. His feet and hands had been removed - much to Weiss’s amusement - and he was beginning to rot. The startled expression on his ashen face was, as far as Weiss was concerned, fitting humiliation for such a godless son of a whore.
To think the heathen had tried to buy his life with information! Although his talk of a fabled city, Jabal Sin jar, full of riches across the desert, had planted a kernel of greed in the prince’s heart. When the emir had produced maps of its whereabouts, he made up his mind to seek it out. He was a man of considerable vanity and compulsion. He would leave a garrison at Zarekten to protect his rearguard and the valley passage, and venture into the Great Erg. His glorious destiny awaited him.
But there was one more job to do first. He took a swig of wine and waved, beckoning to the guards who waited on the threshold. They marched in, leading Jurgen, Dieter and the rest of the freed Empire slaves up to him. Lastly, in chains, were dragged Mashtub and Huashil.
‘Quite an adventure you’ve had, eh?’ Weiss smiled languidly at his countrymen, who bowed their heads in deference. ‘Our victory here is, to a great extent, down to your actions. You will not find me ungrateful. You are to join the ranks of my army, charged to bring the light of Sigmar into the dark places of the world.’ He was in good humour and of a mood to listen to his own voice. ‘I have heard tell, from the great emir himself,’ he pointed to the slowly spinning corpse above his head, ‘of a great fortress city, brimming with riches and wealth. What better way to honour Sigmar than to bring to his altar the stolen treasures of the heathen?’ There was a murmur of excited approval.
‘But first we must pass judgement on these specimens,’ he said, pointing to the prisoners.
‘In Sigmar’s name, I pronounce them guilty,’ Kristoff said.
‘My lords,’ Tomas said, shaking off Dieter’s restraining hand. ‘I must speak up on their behalf.’ Both Arabyans looked astounded. Tomas charged on. ‘Mashtub was instrumental in our plan. Without him we would never have succeeded. And Huashil has renounced his godless ways, and wishes to be inducted into the Sigmarite faith.’
Kristoff laid a cold stare on Tomas. ‘There can be no redemption for these wretches, despite their actions. They are of this land and their blood runs with sin and dishonour. Sigmar shall not be insulted in such a manner.’ He nodded to the guards who stepped forward, drawing their swords.
‘Wait.’ Tomas said. ‘To find this city you will need someone to read Arabyan maps, and guide you through the sands.’
‘Go on.’ Weiss said.
Tomas pointed to Huashil. ‘This man is a scholar. He can help you.’
Weiss looked at Huashil. ‘Chain him up.’ he said at last. We will take him with us.’ Huashil gave Tomas a grateful look as he was taken from the room.
Mashtub was left alone in the middle of the floor, staring unflinchingly into the prince’s eyes.
‘I do not forget your part in my victory over your kind, either.’ Weiss said smoothly. ‘However, your family is not alive to see your imminent sacrifice.’ He nodded to a guard. Mashtub roared and leapt at Weiss like a lynx. The prince did not move. With a practiced sweep, the guard clove Mashtub’s head neatly from his neck. Tomas closed his eyes, but heard the heavy thump as it hit the floor.
Weiss swept out of the room, with the crusaders in tow. Tomas stayed behind. He knelt over Mashtub’s body.
‘May Sigmar take you into his keeping.’ he whispered, making the sign of the hammer. ‘And may he forgive me my sins.’
As he walked out, head bowed, the last drops of blood seeped out of Mashtub’s body, to mix red with the golden sand on the floor.



        
            
                
            
        

    

THE DAEMON’S GIFT



by Robert Baumgartner
 
‘Here they come.’ Aelfir said. He grinned, showing teeth filed to points. Rain lashed the night, drenching the cold stones that rose above the warband. Great fires burned despite the rain, the water sizzling as it fell on the burning wood. In the light of the fires twisted shapes of beasts could be seen, monstrous blends of man and animal with cruel horns that cast distorted shadows as they dashed among the stones, rushing up the sides of the ancient temple mound toward the waiting Orning warriors.
‘Let us go and greet them,’ said Khojin, resplendent in silver armour that gleamed even in the rain. ‘Mugin, sound the charge.’
A bone whistle blew, a piercing blast that caused Aelfir’s head to ache. Aelfir charged down the mound, rushing beside Khojin into the teeth of the beasts’ advance. The shock of the Northmen’s charge overwhelmed the beasts at first, but the men were swiftly surrounded. The darkness grew around them as the fires died and the beasts howled, thirsting for blood.
As the screams of the dying echoed in his ears, Aelfir called upon his god, ‘Tchar. Tchar. Blood and souls for you. Blood and souls for the Old One of the Mound!’
Khojin roared aloud, ‘Tchar! By my oath to you, send me the Fire of Transformation in my hour of need!’
Golden mouths opened in Khojin’s dark skin and in his silver armour. The mouths sang a strange song in no tongue Aelfir knew, and from them a golden fire began to flow, spilling onto the earth around Khojin and rising about the embattled men. The strength of the beasts seemed to fail in the golden fire and the warband took new heart. Ulla the shieldmaiden laughed aloud, and recklessly ran to Khojin to embrace him.
Aelfir felt the eye of Tchar upon him in that place as men fell about him, and he cut down beast after beast. As the blood of man and beast mingled on the mound, he saw the souls of the beasts and of men shining forth like blue light under their skins. And he saw from the corner of his eye a dark shape moving among the slain, with mad blue eyes, crouching to chew upon the fallen before the souls flew from their flesh. A daemon walks among us, he thought.
The bone whistle shrilled again, and Aelfir winced in pain. From the summit of the mound Khojin’s Tarkhal riders charged, plainsmen of the eastern steppes riding wildly down upon the beasts. Kitsa, Aelfir’s beloved, rode at the head of the riders with her black hair flying like a flag, crashing into the beasts and scattering them, riding them down among the stones. As the golden fire faded and darkness fell over the battlefield, the Tarkhals screamed their triumph.
Three days later the warband gathered at the mouth of a great cave under high cliffs. A ramshackle wall of wood and bone, adorned with tattered banners of gold and blue, blocked the mouth of the cave. Dead men hung from the wall, their blond hair flowing with the banners in the breeze that drove a cold smell of rot against the banners of the warband. Overhead, eagles soared in the clear blue sky. Aelfir sat on his borrowed horse uneasily, tensing as the grey backed away from the wall, lifting its hooves high from the sucking mud of the track. He did not understand what had happened to his home.
‘Aelfir.’ Khojin said, ‘when we left the south lands and followed the call of the gods to Middenheim, my people and I were lordless and landless. You called us to join you, here in the north, promising wide lands and a safe dwelling where we might gather our strength to go south again. You and I are blood brothers, and I have given you my sister, Kitsa, but I do not think I would have brought my people here had I known what was waiting.’
The two men turned their horses from the wall towards the waiting warband. The tribesmen sat on horseback, loosely gathered about their banners under the looming Tarkhal wagons. Chained behind the wagons slaves sat huddled in their misery, men and women dressed in rags with bare and bleeding feet.
Khojin cried aloud, ‘Tarkhals! Hear me! Aelfir has brought us to this place, and Tchar has blessed his path! Though the hold here looks grim, we will find shelter from the winter with his father, Orn, and gather our strength again!’
The mass of the Tarkhal riders, young men with the broad faces and narrow eyes of the eastern steppes, screamed repeatedly, throwing back their heads and shrieking their approval of their chieftain. They wore black beards and greased their long black hair with fat, and red cloaks hung over their bare chests. The Ornings, sullen and pale, blond of hair and wrapped in furs, sat silently, unsure of the home they had sought for so long.
The warband entered the city, passing through a gap in the wall. They grew grim as they heard strange cries echo among the longhouses. The staves that made up the house walls had been warped into strange shapes and the shingles on the roofs bore half formed faces. As they rode down the empty streets, Khojin peered at the runes scrawled upon the wooden buildings. ‘Mighty magic was done here.’ he said to Aelfir, ‘but for good or ill I cannot tell. These runes should channel the raw power of the gods into the very city itself, but, why?’
A cry came from the Tarkhal scouts. A rider galloped up to Khojin. ‘Lord, there are still men in the city! But they are strange, mad, and they show the touch of the gods upon their bodies.’
‘Where?’ asked Khojin.
‘Did they speak?’ asked Aelfir. ‘Was there a winged man among them?’
‘We saw no winged man.’ said the scout. ‘They were naked but for rags, even the women among them. They stood upon the roofs of the longhouses and spoke in words we could not understand. We feared them, so we fled.’
‘Batu you dog!’ Khojin shouted. ‘Lead us to them!’
Khojin drove Batu before him, beating him with the flat of his sword. When they reached the other scouts they galloped down the dirt lanes of the city. Aelfir, a poor rider, was hard pressed to keep up.
‘Khojin!’ he cried realizing where they were. ‘Beware! We draw near the river and the fields of the dead!’
The Tarkhals clattered to a halt before a narrow bridge over a dark, swift flowing river. As Aelfir forced his mount to stop beside them he saw on the far side of the water men and women he recognized as kin walking deeper into fields of bones. Scattered across the fields were corpses tied upright to stakes, adorned in armour and bright robes - the old lords of his tribe. Aelfir’s kinsmen moved as if in a trance, wandering among the bones, singing in weird, high voices.
As the riders sat in silence, a harsh and grating voice spoke from behind them, ‘Leave them, the gods have taken their minds.’
Aelfir looked up to his father in the high seat, masked and hooded, covered in great robes that hid all, and wondered what had gone so wrong. His father was speaking to Khojin about the runes he had scrawled on the longhouses.
‘By the power of those runes and the storm of the gods I have joined to my city,’ Orn said. ‘I shall endure as long as it shall stand.’
‘But Orn,’ Khojin said, ‘what has happened to your people?’
‘The power of the ritual was too great,’ Orn said. ‘The storm destroyed their minds. I alone remain, but you shall be my new people. The Ornings and the Tarkhals shall join and my city will be full of life again. Khojin, take an Orning maiden and make her your bride. Aelfir, marry a Tarkhal maiden. I hear you have one already picked out.’
The next day Aelfir sat in a daze as the tribe feasted. He remembered the wedding ceremony that had taken place that morning, sanctified by the sacrifice of the nine gifts of Tchar. The corpses of the men who were the last and most important of Tchar’s gifts sat at a table a little way from him, cleaned and arrayed in finery, a hearty spread of mead and food arrayed before them.
‘As you clasp hands together above this fire,’ Orn had intoned while Ulla and Khojin and Aelfir and Kitsa stood before him, ‘remember your oaths to each other, spoken and sealed before this high seat, and this holy flame of Tchar.’
A sudden silence broke his reverie. A tall young man in a grey cloak with an unsheathed sword and glaring blue eyes was striding down the length of the hall. ‘Orn!’ the swordsman cried. ‘Orn! I have come for you!’
None dared approach as the warrior stalked to the high seat. Aelfir, at the last moment, leapt up but was dashed aside. Orn stood in silence as the warrior ripped aside his robes, showing withering, discoloured flesh and deformed stumps where the wings Aelfir remembered had once stretched.
‘Tchar’s mercy is gone, and his judgment has come!’ said the warrior. He turned to the staring tribesmen, saying, ‘I give this gift to the one who can claim it.’ and drove the sword into Orn’s chest, leaving it there.
As the warrior strode away, the men rose from their seats to slay him, but they stopped in wonder and terror at the transformation that struck Orn. Orn’s flesh grew warped and twisted, his bones and muscle straining at his stretching, tearing skin. Orn fell onto all fours and began to stumble about the room, moaning piteously.
Khojin said, ‘The sword is a gift from Tchar. Back, all of you. I will take the sword from this spawn.’
But as Khojin approached the spawn suddenly tensed and lashed out with its forelegs, striking Khojin to the ground. The Tarkhals ran to aid their chosen, but none dared to take the sword until Aelfir approached.
As Aelfir drew near the spawn grew quiet. He stepped forward and laid his hand upon the hilt of the sword. He saw out of the corner of his eye a low, dark shadow that seemed to look on with malevolent approval. The sword seemed to fall out into his hand.
‘How?’ Khojin snarled in wonder, ‘But, it is said the were know their own.’
The twisted shape shuddered. Orn’s slack face, with its too-wide mouth began to mutter and mumble a continuous stream of noise that rose into a high wailing. The spawn forced its way through the doors of the great hall and fled, wailing, into the darkness of the city.
‘Aelfir, what price would you ask for that sword?’ Khojin demanded. ‘Whatever it is, I can pay. Do you want gold? Slaves? Horses? Warriors for your warband?’
‘I have what I want,’ Aelfir said.
‘As Tchar wills it,’ Khojin sneered, limping to the high seat. His wounds were bandaged and a cup was set before him, but his eyes never left Aelfir. Ulla went to Khojin and embraced him, happily whispering into his ear, but his eyes remained cold as he absently stroked her golden hair.
The warriors of the Tarkhals and the Ornings gathered about Aelfir and Kitsa, admiring the blade and guessing about its origins.
‘Daemon-forged,’ a gaunt Tarkhal said.
‘Yah,’ said a badly scarred Orning. ‘A blade out of the sagas of old.’
‘I will make my own saga wielding it,’ Aelfir declared.
‘If I had a blade like that, I would never sell it,’ said Mugin, ‘but saying no to a chosen is a good way to end up dead.’
‘With this blade,’ said Aelfir, ‘I can say what I want to anyone I want. Come, Kitsa, the old women have prepared an old hall for me near the river.’
‘Let me say goodbye to Khojin and Ulla first,’ Kitsa replied.
As Kitsa walked up the hall to the high seat, Khojin’s eyes seized upon her. When she reached the high seat, Kitsa told Khojin and Ulla that she and Aelfir were leaving. ‘So soon?’ Ulla laughed. ‘You’re married now, you can do it all the time. Why hurry?’
Kitsa blushed, and laughed. Khojin asked Ulla for a moment alone with Kitsa. After Ulla went to find a drink and say goodbye to Aelfir, Khojin turned to Kitsa and whispered urgently, ‘Kitsa, you must make him give me that sword!’
‘Khojin,’ she said. ‘He never will.’
‘Would you be a widow?’
‘What do you mean?’
‘I mean there cannot be two masters in a house, two chieftains in a tribe. The blade is a mighty sign of Tchar’s favour. If I am to lead these people, I must have it. If he will not give me the blade I must take it and he must die.’
‘Khojin,’ she said. ‘No. I swore an oath to him.’
‘Yes,’ he said, ‘you are a Tarkhal, bound to me by blood and clan. I swore an oath, too, but he is an outsider. Already he has defied me. Tonight you must kill him and get me the sword. If you do not, there will be war between us, Aelfir and I, and your hands will not be clean of the blood that is shed.’
‘Khojin, I cannot.’
‘You must.’
Kitsa rejoined Aelfir at the door, her face downcast. ‘Kitsa, don’t look so joyous,’ he said. ‘The other girls will be jealous.’
She broke into tears.
The old women of the tribe lit their way to Aelfir’s hall with raised torches, singing bawdy songs until they ducked beneath the low lintel of his door. But when they were left alone, and the fire sank low in the hearth, Kitsa was inconsolable and Aelfir was unsure. They slept apart. He gave her the bed and slept on a bench next to the fire.
As the night drew on, Kitsa awoke. She crept from her bed silently and stood above Aelfir as he slept. The dying light of the fire caught upon a gleam of steel in her left hand. She raised the dagger, stopped, and raised it again. She shook, put the dagger away, and paced before her sleeping lover. The fire was only embers when she heard harsh whispers at the door of the hall. She saw that Aelfir stirred and with a look of fear took the sword from where it lay by his side.
Kitsa turned to the door and put her hand upon the latch. When she opened the door Khojin was there with many Tarkhal tribesmen bearing torches. ‘Khojin, what are you doing?’ she asked.
‘What you fear to do,’ he said.
‘No. Here is the sword. Take it and go.’
At that moment, Aelfir awoke. He saw his sword being passed through the door and leapt to his feet. ‘Kitsa, no!’ he shouted, grabbing her by her black hair and throwing her back from the door. Her head struck a corner of the bed and she lay very still.
Khojin howled when he saw Kitsa pulled back from the door. ‘Orning, give me back my sister!’
‘Give me my sword, thief!’ Aelfir replied.
Aelfir heard Khojin speak to his men in the language of the Tarkhals. He could not tell what was said, but moments later a man’s shadow darkened the door and a Tarkhal warrior ducked under the low lintel. For a moment the man was vulnerable and Aelfir brought his fist down hard on the back of the man’s head, knocking him to the floor. Aelfir quickly took the man’s sword and slew him, crying out, ‘Khojin, this one dies for Tchar!’
As he said it the room darkened and he felt a presence. A low, dark shape seemed to stand in the farthest corner from the fire. He caught the gleam of eyes and heard whispering, malevolent, gleeful chattering at the edge of hearing.
More men tried to force their way in through the low door. In their rush they hindered each other, and four more fell before his blade. The shape in the corner grew larger and more distinct and the chattering grew louder.
The Tarkhals tried again. Aelfir slew three more warriors in a rush, but was about to be overwhelmed when the Tarkhals turned in fear and fled. He struck down one last warrior and howled to Khojin, ‘Nine gifts for Tchar!’ In response torches were thrown in through the open door, setting the bedding alight. Aelfir ran to Kitsa, and crouching, gathered her into his arms.
Then he felt a presence at his side and turned. A gaunt and naked man with mad blue eyes crouched over the fallen Tarkhals, grinning with blood-stained fangs. Suddenly, Aelfir saw the shadow had taken temporary form in that body, and knew that a daemon had come to devour the souls of the slain.
‘Who are you?’ he asked.
‘Some call me Jormunrekkr Ornsbane.’
‘You were the one in the hall and on the mound.’
‘Yes.’
The fire rose higher and the daemon laughed.
Aelfir shook Kitsa, trying to wake her, but she lay still. He felt the back of her head, finding blood. ‘No.’ he said. ‘No. No. No.’
‘Yes.’ Jormunrekkr laughed, fading into a shadow, disappearing. ‘You are a fool, Aelfir.’
The walls were burning. At the door he saw the Tarkhals moving, waiting for the chance to kill him when the smoke and heat forced him out. Aelfir pulled the bench he slept on to the hearth and picked up an axe from the fireside. Standing on the bench, Aelfir climbed onto the mantel of the hearth and stood up. Holding his breath against the smoke, he hacked repeatedly at the ceiling near the chimney, desperately trying to break out on to the roof.
Aelfir succeeded in breaking a hole through the roof, scattering the shingles to the street below. The stone of the mantel grew hot and Aelfir tried to force his way through the gap he had made. He became stuck with only one arm and his head through. As the fire rose inside the hall he felt his clothes catch fire. In panic, he broke through and leapt, burning, to the roof of a nearby house.
Aelfir ran, burning, along the roof of the empty house. His cloak and shirt were alight and across half his face the flames had seared his skin to crimson, closing one eye. He heard Khojins men below him, the thud of their feet in the dirt of the lane and the clank of their armour kept pace with his flight. In desperation, he leapt to another roof, losing his footing and landing hard on the shingles.
He staggered up and continued running. He heard shouts and the sound of men climbing around him. In his pain there was room in him for only one thought. ‘The river.’ he gasped through scorched lips as he ran across the roof tops.
Ulla swung up to the roof, blocking the way, shouting, ‘Aelfir! Kitsa is dead! Stay and pay the blood debt you owe!’
She stood before him with a sword in her hand, but the pain of the flames drove him blindly on. At the last moment he saw the blade and threw himself to one side, dodging her blow but crashing into her and in his haste carrying her off her feet. For a moment they hung in the darkness, burning like the daemons themselves, and then suddenly they were gone, crashing into the icy black water of the river that flowed between the houses of the living Ornings and the tombs of their dead fathers.
When Aelfir’s head at last arose above the rushing surface of the river he found he was not alone, something clung to him under the black water. He howled in fright, briefly lost in childhood tales of the clutching things that made the river their home. Then in the pain of his burns he remembered his flight from Khojin and Ulla barring his way and he realized what he must do.
He knotted his fingers in the silky hair he found floating just below the river’s surface and kept her head down. Her hands clawed at him, raking his face. He did not know how long in the blackness he held her under before her struggles stilled and he freed himself of her grip.
As she slid away from him in the dark he saw witch-lights rising from the depths toward them, illuminating the terror on her face. In panic, he thrashed to the shore, hauling himself out of the black water among the bones scattered about the tombs on the far side of the river.
He crawled away from the river. In the water he had lost most of the rags the fire had left him. He was naked and covered with burns. He shook with cold and he could not stand. He knew that he was dying. He saw a fire before him, bones burning among the tombs and he crawled towards it.
Reaching the fire, he rolled on to his back, gasping, unable to continue. When he looked about him he recognized the twisted faces of the Ornings driven mad by his father’s ritual looking down at him, and among them he saw the ice-blue eyes of his father’s slayer.
‘You are weak, Aelfir,’ Jormunrekkr said, ‘weak and a fool. And you are dying. It is fitting. You are the last of a house that failed.’
‘We failed in nothing.’ Aelfir gasped. ‘Always we kept the rites, always in our land Tchar’s words were spoken and the eagles were fed. Where did we fail?’
‘When the storm raged and the powers called the men of the north down to rend the world the Ornings betrayed their master. Where was Orn when the armies of the gods met at the southland city?’
‘I was there!’ Aelfir said. ‘I led men to the Wolf City for Tchar!’
‘You were not chosen. Until that time you had lived your life out of the sight of the gods. How could you take the place of your father? And yet he sent you south to die. He heard whispers in the sea of souls, voices that promised him immortality if he could bend the power of the storm to his will. Tchar promised him only death on the walls of the Wolfburg. He made his choice. Now he will have immortality, running with the spawn.’
‘Why did Tchar want my father to die? Why does the Eagle kill his chosen?’
Jormunrekkr’s eyes flashed. ‘Look into the fire, Aelfir.’
Painfully, Aelfir turned toward the fire. It grew until he saw nothing else for a time, and then he saw the hound, a hound the size of a mountain, running ceaselessly, drawing ever nearer, over a field of corpses. Next he saw the carrion crow, a rotting thing greater than a longhouse, digging in the world’s grave for the flesh of men. Last he saw the serpent, coiling in the depths of the sea, rising to devour the land. From these visions Aelfir recoiled in horror.
‘Now you see,’ Jormunrekkr said, ‘against these the Eagle raises his chosen, and bids them live or die according to his need.’
‘You came for my gifts on the mound, and in the burning hall,’ Aelfir said. ‘Give me a chance to win back Tchar’s favour. Let me serve the Eagle once more.’
‘Will you keep the faith your father forsook?’ Jormunrekkr demanded. ‘Can you?’
‘Give me strength. I will do it.’
‘Your father feared to die. Show me you are unafraid. You know the pain of burning, here is a fire. Would you be chosen? Go into it.’
Aelfir struggled to raise himself from the earth. ‘I am too weak to stand.’ ‘Crawl.’ ‘I will die.’
‘Tchar does not promise long life to his chosen.’ Aelfir struggled to his knees, feeling burned skin stretch and crack. He swayed, too weak to hold himself up, and a low moan escaped his lips. He grew quiet, closed his eyes, and fell forward into the fire.
His hair caught fire. A shriek burst from his lips. The pain from his burns returned a hundredfold. He cried out, ‘Tchar! Tchar!’ and the fire felt like cool water on his skin. He opened his eyes, and he saw that the flames were blue. He looked for Jormunrekkr and saw a vast dark shape with many blue eyes, eyes that burned like stars.
A great weariness came upon him. He lay down peacefully. He looked for his mad kinsmen and saw them standing about in reverent silence, their souls shining through the veil of the flesh. It seemed to him that they wore crowns of flame. And then the crowns warped, and the colours multiplied, and he saw the horrors of Tchar unfolding, rising like alien flowers from the heads of his kinsmen. He fell into a dreamless sleep.
Aelfir awoke filled with new strength. He rose lightly to his feet, marvelling at the strange new gold-flecked skin that had grown during his sleep to replace his burned flesh, the new thickness of his arms and legs, and the width of his chest. Out of the litter of the dead he pulled some blue rags and bound them about his waist as a kilt.
A short distance away he saw his mad kinsmen playing with the fire and knew them for what they were, daemonhosts, blessed for a time with the companionship of the children of the uttermost north, the daemons of Chaos.
Aelfir approached the fire. The daemonhosts turned to watch him and withdrew from the flames. He saw both the daemons and the spirits of his kin, and also their shared flesh. The daemons began to show their shapes in the flesh they wore, growing claws and tentacles, opening new eyes and mouths.
Aelfir stopped at the fire and made a torch out of rags and bones. He lit it, and raised it above his head. ‘Hear me.’ he called, ‘my kinsmen. Hear me you Shining Ones, you Blessed Ones. You wander lost. Come to the halls of my people. I invite you in. Once you got offerings, now there will be red blood, and fire, and the walls of the world will thin.’
He turned and walked with firm strides back towards the city of the Ornings. Drawn like moths to a flame, the blessed ones followed.
He crossed a narrow bridge over the swiftly flowing river and thought for a second he saw his father’s ruined form running in the lanes between the longhouses. He paused only for a moment, then set fire to the nearest house. The blessed ones capered madly about the blaze and made torches of their own from the trash in the silent street. With unnatural, shrill voices they piped a song he could almost understand, then scattered, running madly through the city.
The fire quickly spread. Stave and shingle burned as the fire leapt from house to house, but always in the wake of Aelfir and the daemonhosts. The Tarkhals and the remaining Ornings fled from their burning longhouses only to be pulled down and slain, or cast back into the fires. Smoke laden with the stench of burning flesh rolled through the streets. The roar of the flames and the screams of the dying were loud in Aelfir’s ears when at last he came to Orn’s great hall.
Before the open doors Khojin stood alone as the last of his people fled and died under the claws of the daemonhosts. The flames roared on the shingles and roof beams crashed within the hall. Daemonhosts capered about Khojin, mocking him in piping tones. His silver armour gave back the flames in reflection. He seemed like a man on fire. In his hand was the sword Ornsbane.
The daemonhosts parted to let Aelfir through. ‘Now, Khojin of the Tarkhals,’ he cried. ‘Tchar has turned against you and your life is at its end. You betrayed me but could not slay me, I won free of the burning hall, and now I have returned out of the darkness to claim my sword.’
‘As Tchar wills it,’ said Khojin, ‘but I will never submit to you and I may yet have my revenge for my sister and my bride. Die!’ Red fire leapt from his outstretched hand, engulfing Aelfir for an instant before disappearing, leaving Aelfir unmarked.
Aelfir laughed, ‘No fire of yours can harm me now.’
Aelfir leapt forward, catching Khojin’s wrist as he attempted to swing his sword and punching him twice in the breastplate of his armour, breaking ribs.
Khojin fell to his knees and crawled away from Aelfir, fighting for breath and trying to remove his damaged armour.
Aelfir picked up the sword. Despite the fire, a darkness grew about him. He heard daemonic voices calling for Orn, his father, and knew they must be satisfied. Using the sword as a conduit, he reached out to his father, compelling him to come forth out of the burning city and obey the blade that made him a spawn.
Orn’s twisted form appeared. Lurching out of the flames, Orn fell upon Khojin, devouring him.
In the burning door of the great hall a shape of shadow waited, watching with ice-blue eyes. Aelfir saw the daemonhosts gather about Orn as he fed, and saw Orn drawn, howling, into the flames. He heard Jormunrekkr’s sardonic voice say, ‘Ready the benches and measure the mead, for a hero comes to the Daemon’s Hall.’
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