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			The world is dying, but it has been so since the coming of the Chaos Gods.

			For years beyond reckoning, the Ruinous Powers have coveted the mortal realm. They have made many attempts to seize it, their anointed champions leading vast hordes into the lands of men, elves and dwarfs. Each time, they have been defeated. 

			Until now.

			In the frozen north, Archaon, a former templar of the warrior-god Sigmar, has been crowned the Everchosen of Chaos. He stands poised to march south and bring ruin to the lands he once fought to protect. Behind him amass all the forces of the Dark Gods, mortal and daemonic. When they come, they will bring with them a storm such as has never been seen. Already, the lands of men are falling into ruin. Archaon’s vanguard run riot across Kislev, the once-proud country of Bretonnia has fallen into anarchy and the southern lands have been consumed by a tide of verminous ratmen.

			The men of the Empire, the elves of Ulthuan and the dwarfs of the Worlds Edge Mountains fortify their cities and prepare for the inevitable onslaught. They will fight bravely and to the last. But in their hearts, all know that their efforts will be futile. The victory of Chaos is inevitable.

			These are the End Times.
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			CITY OF THE DAMNED

		

	
		
			 

			‘I have a recurring dream.

			‘Always it awakens me with chills, my spirit returning from a place that the sun cannot touch, and on that count, at least, this night differs little. I leave Gotrek snoring soundly in the pallet opposite and, in the quiet light of moon and stars from the tavern’s little window, I write.

			‘My hands shake, for never before has it come so clearly. For the first time I think I remember how it ends. I consider waking Gotrek. But I fear to. I fear that he will only confirm what I already now suspect. That this was no mere dream. That Gotrek and I did encounter a monster of a kind I have never before seen, and that we did then pursue it to its lair; a ruined city, deep in the darkest wolds of wild Ostermark. 

			‘I feel the residue of this nightmare lifting from me, some curative in the familiar act of scratching paper with sharpened quill. I must continue, commit these images to permanence and order ere they fail me again. As I arrange my thoughts, a lingering shard of dread makes my heart race. I had hoped the mundanity of words would rob the visions of their power, but they now seem only more plausible, not less. 

			‘For perhaps it was only a matter of time before Gotrek and I journeyed to the City of the Damned…’

			– From My Travels with Gotrek, Vol. VI,
By Herr Felix Jaeger
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			The priest’s sermon echoed within the hollow belly of the cathedral, an ugly wooden ceiling surmounting limestone walls and columns of pale Totenwald pine. In rough-spun woollen robes of white and red, Arch-Lector Hans-Jorgen Gramm snarled from his pulpit like a wolf in a cage. Hammered into the high wall above the altar, the majesty of Ghal-maraz, the hammer of the man-god Sigmar, overlooked the congregation. Its handle was varnished oak, its head tin and plated brass that the ignorant might mistake for gold. The priest turned to it often as he spoke, grasping for the acclaim of his god. 

			Men and women in grubby woollen smocks packed the cathedral, spilling through the open doors into the square beyond. They listened in mute devotion. The priest’s High Classical meant little, but something in his vehemence touching their shared faith. Lay clergy walked the ranks of devotees in the Kirchplatz, relaying his words like living echoes. The fog that smothered the entire township seeped through the open threshold and into the cathedral where it took on a remarkable, shifting colour­ation before the great circular window of stained glass set above the lintel. The gathered penitents sniffled and shivered, submerged to the knees in a frigid rainbow of misdirected light.

			Such was all to the good. 

			To live was to devote oneself to Sigmar. 

			To devote oneself to Sigmar was to suffer.

			Pages in white linen smocks, their hair cropped short, walked the aisles bearing candles. The flames spat valiantly against the encroaching fog, releasing a hiss of brimstone, casting the memorial stones and plaques that adorned the walls into densely shadowed relief. Heroes, martyrs, their names outliving their frail bodies: Albrecht, who fought in the Great War alongside Magnus the Pious himself; Thesen, who gave his life defending this most holy site from the dread von Carsteins; Gottlieb who helped break the siege of Osterwald and rout the army of Azhag the Slaughterer; Golo, his son, who came closer than any before to purging the Ostermark Moors of its taint. 

			There were others, their names and deeds no less worthy, two hundred years of the von Kuber line. Reliefs of their likenesses glowered by candlelight from the long walls. The artistry was provincial, edging rough, figures lacking in symmetry. But it had been done with faith.

			Baron Götz von Kuber sat in the front row, hunched before the altar as if in deep contemplation. He was a tall man, handsome, his likeness a reflection of those portrayed in stucco upon the walls. He was garbed for temple in his finest, a sombre grey doublet with padded sleeves, the linen overlayer embroidered with devotional symbols in threads of silver and black. But for him, the pew was deserted, a long stretch of bare wood reserved for the great and the good. Reserved for him.

			He was only half listening to the sermon.

			‘Gramm will not approve.’

			A powerfully built man in the stark grey livery of the von Kuber barony leaned forward from the pew behind to hiss in his baron’s ear. He shared his lord’s dark hair, complemented by a thick, horseshoe moustache. Götz had found Konrad Seitz as a fierce young lad in a Sigmarite orphanage in Kielsel. His common stock was no barrier here, and he had served in Götz’s household guard since he had first mastered the horse and mem­orised the catechisms of devotion. There was none more loyal, none more intransigent in their faith.

			Götz did not turn, made no other gesture to indicate that he had heard. Head bowed and nodding with the priest’s words, his eyes flicked up. Gramm was lost in a froth of exhortation, veritably clawing at his wooden pulpit, and with no attention to spare his noble benefactor. ‘Magnus tasked my line with this duty,’ Götz whispered, ‘not his. Gramm will be returning to Osterwald tomorrow and will likely not return until spring. Don’t worry about him.’

			‘It’s not him I worry for, lord.’

			‘Then what? Of all men, I believed I could count on you, brother?’

			‘To the end of days, lord. But I worry that if the clergy turn against you…’

			Götz silenced the man with a single shake of the head, still observing the service faithfully. ‘The faithful believe as we do. Chaos cannot be allowed this foothold in our lands. It is an affront to the Empire bequeathed us by holy Sigmar.’

			Konrad said nothing. Götz took his silence as blessing. 

			‘Promise me, Konrad, that should anything befall me you will continue this work. Promise me that you will burn this sore from the face of Ostermark.’

			‘What’s this talk?’ Konrad hissed. ‘Has the white lady approached your dreams as she has others?’

			‘No, praise Sigmar, his faith in me doesn’t waver.’

			Konrad exuded relief. Oblivious to the conversation beneath his nose, the priest continued to rage. ‘I’m glad. Even Father Gramm has been struck by nightmares. The darkness of the city grows.’

			‘Containing this evil so long has only granted it time to grow strong. Violence is all the forces of night understand.’ Götz was silent a moment as Gramm turned his way to exalt the champion who kept the tide of Chaos at bay. Götz took the praise coldly. ‘I’m the last of my line. It is just that the city we have watched all these generations should die with me. Promise me. Promise me that it will soak in a river of blood.’ 

			Before Konrad could answer, a minor commotion broke out from the cathedral doors. Götz took the excuse to look around. A soldier was squeezing through the packed congregation, attracting the unspoken ire of the lay clergy. They chastised him with sharp eyes and pointed looks. They were wasting their time. No one gave less of a damn for anyone else than Caul Schlanger. The newcomer nudged aside a chanting page and quick-marched the length of the aisle, then made a crabwise shuffle along the penultimate pew, past the knees of rapt soldiers in the baron’s grey, before finally squeezing in next to Konrad Seitz. Konrad afforded a spartan nod in greeting. 

			The preacher admonished the interruption with a glare without breaking the stream of rhetoric. Götz clasped hands between his knees and returned his eyes to the arch-lector.

			Caul leaned over the back of Götz’s pew, hanging his head as though in prayer. ‘Another sighting of the Beast, lord,’ he hissed, breath warm on Götz’s neck. ‘Reliable this time. One of our own patrols.’

			Götz digested that ambiguous news. ‘How many dead?’

			‘Thirty bodies found. We burned them to be on the safe side.’

			Götz nodded. Caul Schlanger was almost everything that Konrad Seitz was not. He was gristle on bones, eyes a reptilian green, thin lips stuck in a knowing sneer. Where he came from was just another piece of the enigma; some said Averheim, others Luddendorf, while still others insisted his extraction was Kislevite. Götz had even heard it rumoured that Caul was not the man’s real name, that he had shortened it out of frustration with superfluous letters. It would not be the oddest tale, and the man harboured idiosyncrasies aplenty to render it plausible. All Götz knew for a fact was that Caul was a murderous bastard, spared the hangman’s noose in Walden­hof by a baron’s good word and a meagre sum of coin. But on the one value of consequence, Konrad and Caul both stood equal. 

			The shared conviction of faith. 

			‘We lost the creature on the moors,’ Caul hissed. ‘But we are certain it was headed for the city.’

			The city. It irked no end how they all skirted its name, avoiding mention even of the coded allusion that had long ago replaced it. The City of the Damned. Götz considered ‘The von Kuber curse’ to be a name more apt. For two hundred years it had blighted Götz’s antecedents, but no more. His father, Golo, had made inroads, but it would be him, Baron Götz von Kuber that finally brought this long war to a close.

			‘This is why the City of the Damned must be purged,’ he murmured. He kept his voice flat and his face down, lest the arch-lector see his lips move. ‘Evil begets evil. It must be cast down, damnation take the nay­sayers and the hidebound who say otherwise. Rivers of blood, my brothers. It will be glorious.’

			Caul regarded him strangely. 

			‘Do you doubt our path?’ Götz pressed. ‘Do you believe the heathen and the heretic undeserving of our mercy?’

			‘No lord. Death by righteous hands is a justice they scarce deserve.’

			‘But…?’

			‘But the city is damned. The Pious himself let it lie. Do you really think it can be saved?’

			Baron Götz von Kuber closed his eyes and allowed the elegy of Hans-Jorgen Gramm to sweep him away, through visions of blood and glory and destinies soon to fall.

			‘Leave salvation to the Sisters of Shallya, brothers. We are warriors, and I will see this end. One way or another.’
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			THE BEAST OF THE OSTERMARK MOORS

			Felix Jaeger shivered in the autumnal chill that ghosted through the silent village. Wedged into the crease between two hills, the wind washed over in occasional gusts, coming and going with spits of rain from the grim, mid-afternoon sky. It was a tiny place, probably not large enough to earn its own point on a map, just a single cobbled lane of low, grey walled houses. Their doors were bolted and barred, their windows boarded, iron hammers nailed into the walls. Felix counted maybe nine or ten houses on each side, colourless uneven stone and grey mortar, each separated from the next by walled yards that sheltered tough-looking vegetables from the worst of the wind. On the village’s outskirts stood a sad little garden of Morr marked by a weather-pitted stone hammer. A goat picked its way around unmarked memorial slabs. It ignored Felix entirely as he walked by. A bronze bell around its neck tinkled as it bent to crop at a clutch of dandelion stalks.

			‘Do you think they heard that we were coming?’

			Gotrek scanned the row of houses with his one good eye. His enormous axe rested against one shoulder, its broad runic blade spattered with raindrops. He grunted, whether in amusement or acknowledgement, Felix never could say. ‘I didn’t start that fight, manling. All I wanted was ale and some answers. Is it my fault that folk hereabouts have no manners?’

			‘These are the moors, Gotrek. I doubt whether anyone here has encountered a dwarf outside of a priest’s sermon. You can’t blame them for not knowing how to… er…’ He hesitated, not wanting to earn the Slayer’s ire for himself. ‘How to behave around one.’

			Gotrek grumbled and returned his eye to the road. ‘If I told that lot the elves had left, they’d probably have a parade.’

			Felix felt the tug of a smile at that. The people around here were certainly isolated. And superstitious too. This landscape bred strange ideas in people’s hearts. Every nook and valley had a capricious spirit that needed appeasing, every gurgling brook played host to the shade of some tragic and hopelessly romantic heroine. But of every myth spouted in the alehouses of Osterwald, surely the most egregious was that of – and here the drunken farm boys and goatherds would widen their eyes and speak in hushed growls as though in some awful student production of a Detlef Sierck melodrama – the Beast of the Moors.

			A missing person in one village, a broken seal on a family crypt in the next, strange sightings and animal howls on the moors. To Felix’s mind, it was all little more than glorified sheep rustling and banditry dressed up as some subhuman horror to frighten outsiders, children and the overly credulous. Not that that ruled out many of the folk of Ostermark. He sighed. Or Trollslayers in search of a glorious doom, for that matter.

			‘This Beast of theirs has put the fright up them, that’s for sure,’ said Gotrek, uncaring for Felix’s thoughts. ‘I just hope this time we didn’t miss it.’

			Felix chose to say nothing, looking instead to the far end of the street just as a sudden breeze made his long hair and red Sudenland cloak snap out behind him. He turned his jaw side-on, a slap of drizzle to the face. He was bone weary. He tried to remember exactly when it was that he had started to have difficulty sleeping. It was after departing from Osterwald, he was reasonably certain, recalling his last night in the airless attic above the playhouse with an unexpected fondness. It was this blasted moor. His nights within it had been restless, his dreams visited by fog and anguished souls. Some nights he saw a lady in white. She never spoke, just watched, watched as her black-walled city burned. Just remembering it made him shiver.

			The Ostermark Moors was desolate country and the road had been as uneventful as it had been in dire need of care. These routes, if his history served, had been built to bear the armies of Emperor Magnus as they purged the northern provinces of Chaos in the aftermath of the Great War and had likely not been touched since. Derelict shrine posts marked the roadside with a neglectful infrequency. Felix had counted perhaps two or three each day, but it varied. Hewn from single lumps of grey limestone into the rough form of a hammer, heads carved with classical script weathered to obscurity, devotion bowls gouged into the stony hafts. A week or so back, Felix had found a couple of verdigrised pfennigs behind a skein of cobwebs. He had left them. Even he and Gotrek were not yet hungry enough to steal from Sigmar. The best those recesses had offered their god since had been a nesting magpie that had squalled like a jilted harlot the moment they came near. Even Gotrek had gritted his teeth and left the bird in peace. 

			Two weeks out of Osterwald with nothing but dry-stone walls, empty hills, and Gotrek’s complaints of sore feet, even Felix was starting to itch for some excitement. Gotrek may not have started that brawl in the last village but he had taken to it with an equal mix of enthusiasm and shame, as a man despairing of thirst might throw himself onto a muddy puddle. It had only lasted a minute; half a dozen goatherds that had thought to make light of Gotrek’s short stature and tattoos all beaten unconscious, the interior of the tavern turned upside down, Gotrek himself stood in the middle of it looking strangely downcast that there was no watch to drive him out of town. Like a child who’d ruined his bed and now had to sleep in it.

			There was no watch here, no militia, no sign whatsoever of Emperor Karl Franz’s rule, or whatever baron levied troops and tax in his name. That village had been three days ago, and in that time they had not passed another living soul.

			‘The Beast, I’m telling you,’ said Gotrek, hefting his axe easily in one ham-like fist. It rattled on its chain like a leashed hound.

			Felix peered through the crudely nailed slats that blocked the window of what smelled like a smokehouse. Smoke pumped fitfully from its chimney. Felix stared at the smokehouse chimney, jerking damp locks from his forehead. The smoke moulded into twisted shapes, dragged up by the wind like a chain from a well. 

			For a moment, the eddies in the smoke had resembled a figure.

			Gotrek smoothed his thumb around the blade of his axe until blood welled in a scarlet bead. ‘A long time it’s been coming, too. I’m due a half-decent scrap.’

			Felix moved his own hand to the dragonhead hilt of his sword. He gave it a short tug to ease it from the leather grip of its scabbard. Journeying with Gotrek Gurnisson, it paid to be cautious. 

			‘Do you think they’re still inside?’ he said, turning his back with some difficulty on the smoky phantasm and nodding towards the boarded windows.

			‘Aye, manling. Even your kind aren’t foolish enough to keep a fire going untended.’

			‘Unless they fled in a hurry.’

			‘Oh, they’re here,’ Gotrek answered with a grin absent of several teeth. He waved over the abandoned street. Felix took in the boarded windows, the reinforced doors. ‘This wasn’t done in a hurry.’

			Felix looked over the sharply angled slate rooftops to the low hills ranged up on either side. A stretch of dry-stone wall petered out into a pile of rubble about halfway up the rightward slope. The hill on the other side boasted nothing so grand to mark it. Heathers and brambles scratched a living from the thin topsoil. The flora here was not even green, but rather an off-putting kind of purplish brown. Like an old bruise. 

			‘Come out, you beardless cowards!’ Gotrek suddenly roared, making Felix start. ‘We’ll not harm you.’ The Slayer turned to Felix and gave a gravelly chuckle, then muttered under his breath, ‘Probably.’

			‘Gotrek,’ Felix breathed, stilling his companion with a gloved finger on his arm. 

			Gotrek looked up, then followed Felix’s nod, just catching the shadow of movement from behind a boarded window. It had come from the larger, two-storey building that overlooked the far end of the street. Even without any kind of sign or welcome, Felix had enough experience of the taverns of this world to recognise another. Its construction was of the same grey stone that characterised the region with a pair of wide, covered, windows either side of a sturdy oak double door. A quiescent chimney stack poked between the slate tiling of its tall, sloping roof, black tiles that the cawing blackbirds sheltering under its eaves had pebbled white. The street’s cobbles marched directly on that front door before veering around, edging slightly up the rightward hill, and coming about into what looked like a coaching yard at the rear. Weeds choked the cobbles. Felix doubted a coach had stopped here since the road had been laid. If then.

			Gotrek cackled and stomped off in that direction, warming his muscles with a slow swing of his axe. The runes hummed as it bit into the wind. Felix bit his lip and hurried after him. He looked over his shoulder and shivered. 

			He could feel eyes on him.

			From the tavern doors, there came the scrape of a heavy crossbar being removed and then slowly, as if acting under great duress, one half of the double door edged wide. A heavy-set man with a bald scalp, dressed in a sleeveless woollen smock and greasy overalls, nudged aside the door on the fat of his left arm. A blond-haired lad in a padded jerkin appeared at his back with a spear and doing his darnedest to look anything other than terrified. 

			He was not having a great deal of success. 

			Felix froze in his tracks, slowly removing his hands from his belted blade. Held into the crook of the bigger man’s arm was a flared-muzzled handgun of a kind that Felix had not seen outside of the Imperial Gunnery Museum in Nuln. He took a careful step back and raised his hands. If he were to be riddled with buckshot in the middle of nowhere on the Slayer’s latest nihilistic quest, then the knowledge that he had been killed by a weapon at least a century out of date would come as scant consolation. Gotrek kept nonchalantly on, as though he had seen nothing.

			‘Gotrek,’ he hissed. 

			The dwarf took another couple of paces before he stopped too. He swung back his axe to rest against his shoulder, for all the world like a lumberjack at the start of a shift. ‘A welcome as warm as your ale, eh barkeep?’

			Felix saw the man’s bare arms pucker in the wind, the antique blunder­buss trained on Felix before it swung down to target Gotrek. Not that it really mattered what he aimed at, Felix thought with alarmingly sound reasoning. A weapon like that could probably spray the whole street.

			‘Who are ye?’ The bald man barked in a rough Ostermark drawl.

			‘Just travellers,’ Felix called back, before Gotrek could contrive a way to get them both riddled with birdshot. Felix thought he saw the man smirk.

			‘Oh aye? Travellers, yer say?’ He jabbed his blunderbuss threateningly at Gotrek. ‘Travelling where?’

			‘Wherever we bloody well like,’ Gotrek growled.

			For a moment, the man was taken aback by Gotrek’s fierceness, and the weapon drooped slightly before snapping back up. ‘Yer travelin’ nowhere lessen I say so, yer hear?’

			Gotrek thrust out his chin and took a step forward. The blunderbuss tracked him, deadly orifice gaping like a maw to the netherworld. ‘Think you can stop me?’

			‘Gotrek,’ Felix murmured, a stage whisper that carried. ‘Please don’t get me shot.’

			‘Hah!’ Gotrek barked. ‘Is that what’s worrying you, manling?’

			Felix eyed the large gun. ‘At present, yes.’

			‘Shut yer mouths,’ the man said. His finger trembled on the trigger.

			‘Um, Gotrek…’

			Some itch at the roof of his spine had made Felix turn. The door to the smokehouse creaked open and a large man with red eyes and a soot-stained smock appeared in the doorway. He had a meat saw clutched in one hand, gristle hanging from the teeth. A woman, similarly begrimed, followed him onto the street, a shovel held close to her breast in both hands. Further down the lane, there came the sound of bolts being withdrawn and wooden hinges grinding open, the street slowly filling with silent, drably-garbed peasants, dirty hair ruffled by the wind. There must have been a good dozen, faces blending into a frightened, grimy mass. They said nothing, just afforded each other nods as they advanced, shoulder to shoulder, goat hooks, peat shovels and sticks waving over their heads. They stared at him, blank and afraid, and he stared back. 

			Just what we need, thought Felix, forgetting the tavern-keeper’s blunder­buss as his hands dropped instinctively to his scabbard. An angry mob. 

			Felix eyed the villagers warily. They held their distance for now, but terror did odd things to a man’s courage and it did not look like it would take much to provoke a charge. He glanced over at Gotrek, the Slayer stood with pursed lips, regarding them impassively. His axe had not shifted from its perch against his shoulder.

			‘What’s this, Gregor? Found some other way to bring the Beast on our heads?’ The accusation came from somewhere within the mob, Felix did not see where, but the jeers that followed told him it was a conviction shared.

			The man, Gregor, swung his blunderbuss to cover the street. It did not cow them in the slightest. Or rather, Felix thought, they were already far too afraid of something else. The blond-haired boy at Gregor’s back, gripped his spear with white knuckles and pressed closer to the larger man, sweeping the crowd with wide white-filled eyes.

			‘Back to yer homes,’ Gregor growled. ‘I’ll not tell yer twice.’

			‘Yer’ll see us all dead!’ shouted the same man. Felix got a good look at him this time, dark hair and dark eyes, goats’ wool jerkin muddy and indistinguishable from any other. ‘Is that what yer want, Gregor? You want this land for yerself, like that witch o’ yers?’ More shouts, even angrier this time. Someone threw a stone, it whisked inches over Felix’s head and struck the wall by the tavern-keeper’s arm, making the large man duck and pull his gun away to shield himself.

			‘Quiet down,’ said Gregor, the strain of trying to be heard without shouting pulling his voice thin. ‘Yer’ll bring the monster onto us, fer sure.’

			That gave the mob pause, or at least another source of superstitious terror to dilute their attention. Felix felt the tension, like a bowstring ready to be unleashed. They scanned the hilltops with quiet fear. 

			‘Let’s all be calm,’ said Felix, taking the opportunity to fill the silence with his father’s most reasonable mercantile tone. He was not sure how he and Gotrek managed to walk into these things; he just hoped to be able to diffuse it before Gotrek lost his patience. ‘I fear we’re all the victims of some misunderstanding. We really are nothing more than innocent travellers.’

			For a moment or two there was silence, then a thrown stone struck his wrist. He gasped and clutched it to his belly. That was not exactly the response he had been hoping for. He edged back from the mob, closer to Gotrek and the tavern-keeper.

			‘No closer, travellers,’ Gregor snarled. ‘We’ve all heard stories of the Beast.’ He regarded Gotrek suspiciously, his eyes hard. ‘And I don’t like the look o’ thissen. He looks wild enough. And if that were not proof enough, the last village we heard hit was Taalsveldt just back yonder way. Maybe he’s the Beast.’

			Felix winced as Gotrek hefted his axe and growled. ‘Pick your next words with care, barkeep, and remember that a dwarf won’t soon forget an insult.’

			‘They…’ the lad behind the tavern-keeper spoke up, his voice catching. He took a hard swallow before continuing. ‘They don’t look much like beasts, pa.’

			‘Hush, Thomas,’ Gregor whispered. ‘Ain’t no tellin’ that fer sure.’

			‘The Beast is taller, Gregor, you big oaf.’ The call came from the crowd, swiftly joined by a babble of others.

			‘Aye, like an ogre.’

			‘And its claws are longer.’

			‘Not an ogre, Heinrich, like a troll.’

			‘Cold, grey flesh.’

			‘Eyes of daemonfire.’

			‘Claws like knives.’

			‘Grey skin, aye, like a troll I said.’

			Felix nodded, spreading his arms as if a glimpse up his sleeves would offer the final proof of his humanity. ‘It’s true, see. We’ve never even seen your Beast.’

			‘More’s the pity,’ Gotrek grumbled under his breath.

			‘He said he’s a dwarf,’ Thomas whispered into his father’s ear, eyes fixed on Gotrek. He lowered his spear. ‘Didn’t Father Gramm say to always do right by dwarfs? I don’t want no trouble with the baron.’

			‘Too right,’ said Gotrek. ‘Now put down that lump of rust. It’ll never fire and everyone here with half an eye knows it.’ 

			Gregor clutched the firearm so tight that Felix thought it might bend out of shape. ‘This… this is the weapon my ancestors used to purge the moors of Chaos!’

			‘Should have given it better care then, shouldn’t you?’

			‘That’s it, Beast!’ Gregor aimed his blunderbuss at Gotrek and squeezed down on the trigger. The villagers took a collective gasp and threw themselves to the ground. Felix went down a half second later, leaving only Gotrek standing. There was a click and then nothing. Gregor shook the blunderbuss angrily, then depressed the trigger twice more, summoning two more clicks. ‘Sigmar’s grief,’ he swore.

			‘Damp in the powder chamber,’ Gotrek explained. ‘Look at that rust around the lock.’ The man sagged and held up the wheel-lock mechanism for inspection. 

			‘So then,’ said Gotrek, already stomping towards the tavern doors. ‘Now we’re all friends, how about an ale? I’m thirsty and I get irritable when I’m thirsty.’

			The villagers were pulling themselves to their feet, holding to each other for support and glaring hatefully at Gregor and his son. The tavern-keeper backed away from them, pushing the lad, Thomas, through the door and gripping his blunderbuss like a truncheon. He still looked unconvinced that Gotrek and Felix were who they claimed to be, but did not seem to know what to do about it given his useless firearm. He glared at Felix in indecisive fear before the angered murmurings of the mob made his mind up for him.

			‘Fine. Come on in.’ He took a quick step onto the street to clear the door but sidestepped hurriedly to the left to keep his back to the wall. He peered up at the hilltops. The wind made the heather wave. ‘We’ll deal with this out of sight. And the rest of you!’ This was hissed down to the knot of ­villagers. ‘Back to your homes. Quick, before you’re seen.’ 

			The peasants did not move. They stared at the tavern-keeper, and at Felix, with a bitterness born of terror. He did not know what had angered them so, but it would only take the smallest spark to inflame that anger into something more deadly. Felix’s gaze found its way back to the cemetery at the edge of town. The gnarled old stone hammer stood bent in the wind. There was no sign of the goat. He supposed one of the villagers must have taken the opportunity to bring it indoors. 

			‘Hurry,’ urged Gregor with a nervous eye on the crowd. ‘You don’t want to be out when the sun sets.’

			Felix looked first to the tavern-keeper and then to the sky. It was a miserable blue-grey, but sunset was several hours away at least. ‘What happens at night?’

			‘The Beast hunts.’

			‘Back! Back, beast!’

			Felix ducked under the lintel behind Gotrek, just as a rough-shaven man made a grab for a sword where it lay on a table. His hand shoved the blade off, sending it across the floorboards with a dull clatter. He swore and staggered from his stool, struggling to pull a knife from his britches while simultaneously tugging on the straps that flapped from his unbuckled leather cuirass.

			‘Peace, Rudi,’ said Gregor, entering behind Felix with young Thomas in tow. ‘Nowt but a pair on the road.’

			Rudi threw up his hands and gasped for breath. ‘Rhya’s tears, you… you fat old fool.’ He kneaded his temples, as though possessed by the suspicion that some darkness lurked there. ‘What happened to hiding? Hmm? To holding out for the baron?’ The man was raving. The lad, Thomas, ran across to him, but Rudi shouldered past him. ‘You can’t just… you just can’t let strange folk in. What if the Beast has been following them?’

			‘My brother has seen it,’ Thomas explained, still trying to get close enough to calm him.

			‘Has he now?’ asked Gotrek, suddenly interested.

			Rudi pulled clear of his brother’s attentions and was struggling to rid himself of his armour, working himself into a state as he yanked at the single fastened tie at his left hip. At last it relented, the whole piece dragging over his head. He let it fall. He crossed his arms, still breathing heavily. He was a strapping young man, hard-earned muscles trembling in departing panic against his woollen undershirt. He glared at Gotrek and, for a moment, Felix feared he was about to do something foolish, but then he sagged. He and Gregor shared a look and, without another word spoken, bent to collect his armour and turned away, heading for a back door. 

			‘Rudolph saw nothing,’ said Gregor as the door eased shut. Felix heard the tramp of feet on wooden slats as the man headed upstairs. ‘Ain’t nobody seen the Beast and lived.’

			‘I think I like it here, manling,’ Gotrek remarked. Rudi’s fallen blade had tangled between the legs of a stool. Gotrek toed it aside, then dragged the stool back. The snarl of wood on wood worked the tension in the room like a blunt knife across iron. If Felix were feeling less charitable, he would think Gotrek did it on purpose. The dwarf swung himself over the stool and sank down. He rapped on the tabletop with the knob of his axe before setting it down where Rudi’s sword had been with a stamp of metal. He set to unscrewing its chain from his bracer. ‘Ale. And don’t think I’m paying for it after that nonsense in the street.’ 

			Gregor started at the dwarf’s voice. The man looked anxious, distracted, as if their simply being there was making him nervous. He gave a curt bow and did as he was bid, circuiting around and behind a bar that was ranked with dusted barrels and ran the wall on Felix’s left. 

			Felix followed the dwarf to the table, ducking under a crude hammer of Sigmar that had been fashioned from a pair of twisted horseshoes and hung by a cord from the rafters. His passage set it swaying. He stilled it between thumb and forefinger. 

			The room was spacious, three or four long tables with stools scattered around them and a couple of private snugs in the far corners. It held a dank air of neglect, like sour meat and wet fur. And it was dark. An unlit hearth mouldered softly within the back wall. What little sunlight strained through the grey mesh of clouds found its way into the tavern rudely barred as Thomas pulled the door closed and reset the heavy crossbar. Moths butted their heads dumbly at the window boards, their wing beats a staccato stutter as they sought out the slivers of illumination that gleamed between the joins. Slowly, Felix’s eyes began to adapt to the gloom. 

			‘That lot outside don’t seem too fond of you, barkeep,’ said Gotrek.

			‘They’re scared,’ said Gregor. He had paused under a brass plaque on the wall behind the bar. A pair of hooks protruded from it. He sighed and returned the antique blunderbuss back to its mount. ‘My great, great, great…’ He trailed off and closed his eyes, shook his head when the answer would not come. ‘Blood of Magnus,’ he said, signing the hammer with a pudgy finger. ‘He were a pilgrim, like most folks were back when, settled after the Great War were won.’

			‘Faster with that ale. And tell me more of your boy’s run-in with the Beast.’

			‘Poor Rudolph,’ said Gregor with a sigh, rummaging under the bar for a tankard partway clean. He held it under one of the tapped kegs, blew dust from the tap and opened it. Golden-brown froth sputtered from the ­nozzle, hissing into a shuddering stream.

			‘Doing good business out here, are you?’ asked Gotrek, eyeing the filling tankard with a healthy distaste.

			Gregor kept his thoughts to himself, half an eye on Thomas as his youngest joined him briefly behind the bar. Gregor closed off the tap and hastened to Gotrek’s table with the dwarf’s beer. He set it on the table and retreated back to the bar. 

			Gotrek gathered the vessel into one meaty fist. Shoving off against the table leg, he forced his stool back along the floorboards, kicked off his boots, and planted his bare feet onto the table beside his axe with a sigh of deep gratification. Stretching out his toes, he took a whiff of ale. His face scrunched but he took a swallow anyway. He sat back. 

			‘Orc-spit,’ he muttered. ‘Bloody orc-spit.’

			Felix pulled up a stool of his own and sat. He noticed Thomas wandering the perimeter of the room, crumbling lumps of subtly discoloured suet along the length of the skirting. 

			Gregor saw his quizzical look. ‘Black hellebore,’ he explained. ‘For the rats.’

			‘Got some right big’uns,’ Thomas added with pride, brushing fatty grey spigots from his fingers.

			‘Aye,’ Gregor agreed, shooing the lad away. ‘Go wash yer hands in the stream. And don’t tarry visiting yer mother, run right back. It’ll be dark in a couple of hours.’ Thomas hurried off, following his elder brother’s path out the back door. Gregor watched him go, wringing his own hands through his apron. He returned to Felix. ‘Sometimes you see packs of ‘em, particularly over yonder hill.’ He gestured vaguely south-west. ‘Sylvania way. Big enough to bring down a ram, oftentimes.’

			Felix shuddered at the mention of that benighted province. The shadows suddenly seemed a little bit darker, and he did not think it would necessarily kill anyone for Gregor to start a fire.

			‘Good meat on ‘em though,’ Gregor continued.

			Felix looked up, horror creased into the lines of his face. ‘You eat them?’

			‘We ain’t animals. But come winter, ground up in grain, the goats won’t turn their noses.’

			And who then eats the goats, Felix wondered? He knew he should not judge poor folk for finding food wherever and however they were able, but even a starving man should think twice before considering the meat of a giant rat from the corrupted fields of Sylvania. Perhaps their forebears had been more wise, before generation after generation on the threshold of evil had softened their minds to its dangers. He regarded the tavern-keeper warily. He despised himself for the sudden wash of moral indignation. It reminded him so much of his father, and of the priests the old man had paid to school him and his brother, but Felix was all too familiar with the pernicious influence of Chaos. Without realising it, he found himself scanning Gregor’s body for any outward symptom of mutation. 

			He pulled his gaze away and cleared his throat nervously. ‘Why is it that the villagers think you will bring the Beast here?’

			‘Aye!’ said Gotrek, slamming his fist on the table. ‘I’d hear more of this monster before I kill it.’

			‘Kill it?’ said Gregor, incredulous. He shook his head slowly, eyes closed. Felix felt pity for him then. These people had lived so long under a cloud they could not believe there might be light behind it. ‘No one has gotten a good look at it, nor knows what it is or why its come. I’ll say no more. It knows, they say, and it’ll hunt down any that see its face or speak its name.’

			Felix looked Gregor in the eye. ‘Is that why the villagers are afraid? Did Rudi see the creature? Do they fear it will come after him?’

			Gregor had turned white.

			Gotrek cackled into his ale. ‘It must be some creature, to have snatched the spine from so many.’

			‘It is that, master dwarf, that and much worse.’ Gregor gulped, head sweeping from side to side as though he feared the walls were closing in. ‘Near every village I know has been hit bar thissen. There’s been word from nowhere for nigh on a month. Not unusual for the time o’ year, but no good neither.’ He leaned forward, resting his forearms on the bar. ‘Now, I see yer’re hunting this beast, so yer can stay this one night, but come morning I want yer gone. Yer’re right, Rudolph was with the baron’s men when they ran the Beast to ground on the borders of the Totenwald. Do you know how many men survived?’

			Gotrek fingered the golden links of his nose chain thoughtfully. ‘So it makes its lair in the forest, you think?’

			Gregor pushed himself from the bar with an angry scowl. He would say no more, however Gotrek goaded, and busied himself filling a second tankard which he then slammed onto the table in front of Felix. Its contents splashed over Felix’s hand. He licked the spillage from his fingers, wincing at the unexpected sourness.

			He drank anyway. The long road had bred into him a craving for ale, however foul.

			Thomas returned from his errand, but stayed only a moment to share a whisper with his father before departing to secure the back door and join his elder brother. Gregor came and went to replenish their ales and, though not asked, Felix gave the man his last two coppers. They were Bretonnian, about a hundred years old, salvaged from some barrow or other. He smiled ruefully at the ungodly places Gotrek had dragged him through since that night in Altdorf when he had sworn an oath to record the Slayer’s doom. Gregor moved on, ignorant of Felix’s reminiscences, getting down onto hands and knees to stack fresh wood within the fireplace. After a few minutes of scraping and muttering, Felix felt warmth on his back.

			Somehow the crackling glow afforded the tavern no additional cheer, serving if anything merely as highlight to the gloom.

			‘Forget this den of cowards,’ said Gotrek. ‘First thing in the morning, we head for the forest.’ His chuckle was hollow. ‘It’s good to have a direction at last. I can take my own measure of this creature.’

			Felix took another sip, deep in thought. Something that Gregor had said was troubling him. He had said that Rudi encountered the Beast as part of a deliberate engagement of the baron’s troops. And if the baron himself was treating such rumours seriously…

			He forced himself to swallow his mouthful of ale before it could grow any staler.

			It could only mean there was some truth to the wild tales. Perhaps there truly was a Beast after all. It was not a reassuring notion.

			In spite of his troubled thoughts, Felix felt his eyelids grow heavy. The road had been long, and heat and ale were a potent alliance that his tired body could not resist. His body ached at the thought of a straw pallet in the coaching yard, much less a proper bed in an actual room.

			‘Meinen herr,’ Felix began, forcing his eyes to stay open. ‘This baron you all speak of, is he a good man?’

			‘An educated one like yerself might not think so, but I’d say aye.’ Gregor nodded to the bent little hammer mobile that twisted slowly above the door. ‘We do right as men of Sigmar, and der Kreuzfahrer will do right by us.’

			‘What do you mean?’

			Gregor’s gaze lingered on the icon of Sigmar, his attention distracted by whatever he could see through the gaps in the blocked out window. Felix wondered if the village-folk were still out there. ‘The baron has Sigmar in his gut; eats, drinks, and sleeps it. He never slacks from scouring the moors of evil. He’ll not be idle while the Beast lives. Not von Kuber. If nowt else, we can sleep easier for that.’

			‘Tomorrow,’ Gotrek repeated, downing his vile brew in one long draw. His tone brooked no dissent. ‘We’ll show this baron of yours how it’s done.’

			The sun sank behind the hills, burnishing the west-facing slopes a ruddy amber. On the roof of the smokehouse, cloaked in the effluvia of its chimney stack, a bird that was not a bird emitted a shrill, off-key whistle. The call was copied and carried. A hooded spectre looked up from a freshly killed goat and crept into the lengthening shadows of the graveyard. It bared its bloodied fangs and voiced its own cry.

			Within their homes, villagers hugged their children near and together trembled as the eerie dusk chorus spread.

			On the darkened eastern hill overlooking the village, unwitnessed by man or star, dark creatures heard the signal and keened their excitement. Blades were brandished. Bellies growled. They slunk downhill, a sussurant whisper of lowered voices and black cloaks, converging on the gloom that pooled amongst the drab stone structures of the valley floor. From the rooftop, one more cry burst out, and then was silent. There they waited, pressed against walls and under covered windows, impatient, eager, silent as death itself.

			Soon.

			But something did see. What appeared at first nothing but a boulder, crouched from the sun under the lee of a gorse-strangled outcropping of rock and thin soil, slowly shifted. Knifelike claws drew back from eyes that burned a volatile red and conjured simulacra from the night; shades from the aethyr that swarmed the valley’s rare constancy like a rash of blisters. 

			The Beast directed his notice from his followers and to the village below, a penumbral wash of impermanence and illusion.

			‘Master. It is time.’

			The speaker hunched before him. It was small, temporary, a mural in fractured glass. It came with others, all on one knee and cloaked in black, eyes averted. The Beast cinched his own cloak tight.

			Do not look at me!

			The thought arrived in his throat, a bass rumble that rattled the bowels of those gathered. They trembled but did not dare flee.

			‘It… it is time.’

			Time.

			The fools should know better. Soon it could be over. Except soon would never come.

			Not for one of the Damned.

			Ever ephemeral, his thoughts dispersed, ugly flakes of self that spiralled into divergent streams of subconsciousness. It was maddening. Some ­atavistic core of intellect bellowed and raged, grasping at the glimmering foil of madness with conceptual claws. Stiffly, his body one that no sane god had ever intended to move, he rose. Bones ground as his horrendous form pulled free of its earthen cocoon. His minions fell back with startled cries. 

			The world was broken. It flickered and shimmered and swam before eyes filled with hurt. He saw the village, as it had been and how he would remake it. A growl rose from his belly as he strode. It was a word, a name, his name, all that he still knew to be true.

			‘Huurrrlk.’
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			THE SHADOW OF THE BEAST

			Felix snapped free of his doze. Momentarily confused by the unfamiliar surrounds, he pulled himself upright, rubbing his knuckles against his eyelids to clear them of sleep. He paused mid-motion and set his palm over his forehead. His head felt as though some manner of creature had crawled into his ear to lay eggs. He groaned with feeling.

			Gotrek was sitting across from him, still drinking, tattoos twisting under the dying light of the hearth.

			‘You were dreaming, manling. Like a dog.’ The dwarf’s ugly face creased into a grin. ‘It looked like you were killing.’

			Felix massaged his temples. ‘Dying would be more like it,’ he croaked.

			‘Did you hear it?’ whispered Gregor. ‘Is that what woke you?’ The tavern-keeper was crouched by the nearest window, eye pressed to the gap between the boards, as though straining to squeeze it through. Sweat glazed his smooth pate.

			‘Hear what?’ Felix asked.

			‘Bah,’ said Gotrek, then belched, dribbling a trickle of ale into his beard. ‘He soils his britches over a squawking bird.’

			Now that Felix listened he could hear what sounded like harsh calls. A raven or a jay, perhaps, though he had always been more interested in fencing and poetry than natural philosophy as a boy and he really did not have a clue.

			Gregor was not listening either way. He shivered as though the fire’s embers had turned frosty. ‘Maybe birds sing at night where yer’re from, but here they do it at dawn.’

			Felix frowned. That did make an unpleasant kind of sense.

			‘It’s the Beast,’ Gregor breathed, wilting to the floor. ‘It’s come for us!’

			Gotrek smeared spilled ale unhurriedly over his chin on the back of his trunk-like arm and then rose, only a little unsteadily. ‘Typical manling courage. Sooner shoot a thirsty dwarf in the street than offer ale, but a gibbering wreck when a pack of winged rats start yapping. I tell you, manling–’

			A deep, animal, roar set the hammer mobile hung from the ceiling to tinkling. Gregor covered his ears and whimpered. Gotrek broke off from what he was about to say and grinned.

			‘Gotrek, I don’t think that that was a bird.’

			The dwarf was already tugging on his boots and reaching for his axe. He gave a sharp laugh and bolted the weapon to his bracer. He sniffed the rim of the axe blade lustily. ‘If it is, manling, then it’s one I’d like to meet.’

			‘Are you both mad?’ Gregor crawled on hands and knees to the door, blocking it with his own quavering body. There was another bellow, and this time a child’s scream. Gregor scrunched his eyes tight and buried his face into his apron. ‘It’s the Beast. It’s going to kill us all.’

			‘Move aside,’ Gotrek growled, his axe menacing.

			‘I won’t.’

			‘You picked a strange spot to finally take a stand.’

			Gotrek swung his axe. Gregor screamed. At the same moment, another wail of pain sounded from without, and the axe whisked over the man’s head to thunk into the door. Chips flew where the runic blade bit. Gotrek twisted and pulled, the door’s cheap panelling coming away as he wrenched the axe free.

			‘Get him out of my way, manling,’ he spat in Felix’s general direction. ‘I’m going round him or over him, and I’m not greatly minded which.’ 

			Felix dragged the limp tavern-keeper aside as Gotrek shortened his grip on his axe and smashed the door’s lock to flinders. The double doors bowed out under the blow but the crossbar held them shut. Gotrek gave the heavy beam a kick from beneath that knocked it from its bracket, then put his boot through the doors to send them crashing wide. Felix stiffened at the sudden gust of cold.

			‘Please, master dwarf,’ Gregor sobbed, skin clammy in spite of the cold. ‘Don’t let it have Rudi.’

			Gotrek rounded on the two men.

			‘I’m going to feed the monster’s neck to my axe! What it does next is its business. Coming, manling?’

			Without waiting for Felix’s answer, Gotrek ran into the street, axe leading, bellowing a string of insults to whomever it was that might be listening. Felix rushed to the door, staring into the grey embers of twilight. 

			It was chaos.

			While the majority of dwellings remained locked and barred, a dozen or more men and women with their makeshift weapons had flooded the street in response to those initial screams. He saw Gotrek’s orange crest forging through an anarchic swell of men and livestock. From his vantage at the far end of the long street, Felix caught a shadow of something on the rooftops, of several somethings, sinister patches of darkness that seemed to merge and split and dart from point to point without ever deigning to transition the space between. He began to see a pattern to their movements: they were fanning into a ring to corral the milling villagers.

			Just as this revelation came the air was torn by a tremendous whine. He shouted a warning to Gotrek and the villagers to get down, but it was too late.

			Blood gouted from impact craters in skulls, chests, backs. Bodies fell, some wailing agony, others already dead, to be crushed into the cobbles by their animals. The survivors screamed and ran, but there was no order to it, no plan, and another volley of unseen hail sent more bodies flapping to their deaths. In the midst of the massacre, Gotrek bellowed a war cry, but there was nothing in reach of his axe. His frustrated roars were answered with a redoubled barrage from the rooftops.

			Felix scanned the sloping roofs in desperation. It was possible he could scale the uneven walls to reach them, but he was not sure what he would do once he got there. The mystery assailants were almost themselves a part of the darkness, like ghosts. And that was all assuming nothing tried to fire at him the minute they saw him trying.

			A bowel-twisting bellow of primal bloodlust rent the night. For a brief instant, the attention of all was diverted to the far end of the street. Felix looked too, almost unwilling to believe his own eyes as they fixed on the brooding monstrosity that prowled the verges of the village’s graveyard. It stood massive in the distance, almost as tall at the shoulder as the house that abutted the garden of Morr.

			The Beast.

			It was surrounded by more industrious scraps of shadow, but they were too far away for Felix to make out what they were up to. Gotrek unleashed a torrent of curses and started to shove his way through the crowd in that direction. The rooftop attackers unleashed another salvo, throwing the surviving villagers into a frenzied rush for safety. Gotrek swore as they barged into him from all sides, running amongst the stampeding villagers with his axe held high. With dawning horror, Felix realised that they were being herded like sheep; right down the throat of the Beast. The rooftop shadows kept up their attack. Felix saw a bullet strike the back of the Slayer’s head. The dwarf staggered, but kept on going, falling further to the rear of the longer-legged humans with every stride as more and more of the deadly rain became focused on him.

			Felix dropped down to Gregor’s side, gripping the man’s shoulder tightly enough for the pain to distract him from his terror. ‘Find somewhere safe, friend, and stay there. Trust me that my companion is fearsome as he is belligerent.’ Karaghul slid from its scabbard and he swept back his cloak to free his right arm.

			Felix darted from his shelter, took a deep breath, and broke into a sprint. 

			Most of the shadows had followed after Gotrek, but from the nearest rooftops where the streets had been purged of the living, he saw a few descend from the eaves as though on wings. They bore pitchers of oil that they cast over doors, boarded windows, and other wooden parts of those houses where people still hid inside and then, with shrill calls and demented laughter, they hurled their torches.

			The houses went up like tormented daemons, windows ablaze like roiling eyes, doorway mouths screaming with heat. Felix tried to drown out the cries as women and children roasted in their homes. He charged for the nearest shadow-creature, but its alertness was superhuman and it was scaling the wall more swiftly than Felix could run over level ground. Flames consumed the house’s frontage and he recoiled from the heat. There was nothing he could do to save it.

			He left it to its death and hurried after Gotrek.

			There were more dead bodies lying in the street, but no longer so many screams. He ran, eyes burning from the fire. Smoke pumped into the street like blood. The hellish light had robbed the attackers of their ­ethereal illusion. They were solid enough, draped in all-encompassing cloaks of midnight blue and black. He saw them silhouetted against the flames. He could not count how many. Shadows ran over rooftops on either side of him in pursuit, sprinting with ease along treacherous slate roofs, leaping acrobatically from roof to roof to keep pace. There was a whir and snap as one of them let loose with a slingshot. Its aim was poor. Felix did not even hear the bullet miss.

			He saw the Beast ahead.

			Huge from a distance, it was frighteningly immense up close, a pair of vicious red eyes burning from the depths of a tightly cinched cowl. Other than that, its features were impossible to discern, swaddled as it was in rags that looked as if they had been worn when it crawled from its grave. The headstones around it had been turfed over and cloaked ­figures stood knee-deep in pits dug with their own bound hands. Only the stone ­hammer of Sigmar remained standing, powerless in the shadow of the Beast. Bones and fragments of bones littered the disturbed earth. Dark shapes ran between the diggers to gather every piece and stuff them into black wool sacks.

			The Beast emitted a continuous rumble of noise, aiming a crack of its twin-tailed whip, barbed with what looked like bone, over the heads of its toiling charges. Mindless with fear, the villagers let themselves be driven towards it. Most were cut down by flashes of rusted metal amongst the shadows that swarmed about the Beast’s feet, but two were unlucky enough to make it through.

			It did not even look as if the giant had noted their existence until an arm like a stone column dashed the first to pulped meat sent careening over the graveyard and into a wall. The body fell, leaving a flowering of blood splatters on the lumpen stone. The second was still coming to terms with his horror when, almost too swift for Felix to follow, that massive arm splayed open to reveal five knifelike claws that lanced through the villager’s scalp. It launched into another harrowing roar, some abominable melding of beast and man. There was a flash of teeth within the creature’s hood and the ­villager’s screams were abruptly silenced. Blood spattered the Beast’s cowl as the man’s jugular spurted crimson. Still holding its whip, the Beast took the man by the collar and, with a sickening crunch of ­vertebrae, snapped his neck like a wishbone. The Beast upended the shattered body, head twisted and pinioned between its own shoulder blades, blood sputter­ing from its neck as though it were some monstrous gourd. Sticky fluids painted the Beast’s hood as the monster guzzled its fill.

			Felix felt a sickness in his gut, but gripped his sword two-handed and took courage from Gotrek’s presence.

			Gotrek powered into the graveyard, scattering the ghostly creatures before him like grass. Felix roared a war cry of his own and charged in at the Slayer’s back. The ground under their feet was treacherous, and more than once the Slayer stumbled over a shallow grave or lost his footing in loose earth. Fresh bodies lay splayed over the opened graves, their blood draining into the soil. 

			The Beast turned at Gotrek’s approach, its warm feast still in its grip. It regarded Gotrek for a long time, almost as if to convince itself that the dwarf really did dare to attack it, then flung the villager with a casual underarm sweep. Gotrek barked a curse and tried to duck, the two bodies colliding with a meaty slap. Something else broke within the once-living missile and the pair of them toppled back into an open grave. 

			 ‘Gotrek!’ Felix shouted, trying to force his way through the earth and bodies to the dwarf’s aid.

			The Beast emitted a chorus of breathy pants, bobbing its head in time. Felix got the impression that it was laughing. It uncoiled its whip and cracked it once, tensing its muscles and snarling something that sounded almost like speech.

			‘Huurrrlk!’

			Sickly ropes of bloody drool swayed from its hood and it gesticulated up at the roof of the house that abutted one side of the graveyard. It clenched its fist and yanked it down, up and down, as though it were a mallet aimed at Gotrek’s head. Felix swung to look up the steep angle of the roof behind him. There was not a single bare tile. Shadows jostled for purchase, loaded sling cords beginning to whir above their heads like an angry horde of cicadas.

			Felix’s throat felt suddenly dry. Gotrek was pulling himself out of the hole, shaking earth from his crest and spitting curses. 

			‘Gotrek, stay down!’

			With a barrage of whines and cracks, a hail of sharpened rocks beat the earth around Gotrek’s shelter, forcing the dwarf deeper into the shallow trench. Felix jumped back and out of the line of fire. Mail struck stone. He pressed himself as tight as he could feasibly get into the uneven stone wall. The creatures could not draw a bead on him under the overhanging eaves. Not that that was any help to Gotrek. Their slings had the dwarf pinned under a relentless hail of fire.

			The Beast stalked through the barrage as though it were nothing, growling unintelligible sounds and making sweeping gestures with its claws over the ruined graveyard. The cowardly shadow-creatures that Gotrek’s charge had driven off flowed back, using their monstrous master for cover where they could and snatching up the last few bones that still littered the bloodstained earth. Felix saw one of them struck by a bullet in the chest. Its arms flared and it fell back, hood and sleeves venting green-black smoke, its body dissolving before Felix’s eyes. All that hit the ground was a chemically charred cloak.

			‘Manling! What’s going on?’

			Gotrek ducked back as the creatures on the roof renewed their efforts to put him down.

			The grave robbers were peeling away, their shoulders laden with ­knobbly sacks, and dashing back into the burning village in the direction of the ­tavern. The Beast threw Felix one last look of semi-intelligent evil, ­emitting a wheeze of panting laughter before turning its bulk and chasing after its minions. The creatures on the roof did not follow, maintaining a per­sistent rate of fire that kept Gotrek, only his crest visible, hunkered down.

			‘Do something, manling! I’ll not be found cowering in some dead man’s grave!’

			Felix parted himself from the wall long enough to steal a glance over the lip of the roof. Gnarled, tumescent claws curled over the guttering, like hideously mutated birds settling for the night to roost, calling to each other with that deadly leather-strap whir. 

			‘Make a diversion, manling. Draw their fire.’

			‘How?’

			Gotrek spluttered as he ducked a fresh volley, driving his face into the muck. ‘You went to university. Think of something!’

			Felix clutched his sword to his chest. He had read history and classics, hardly the stuff that heroes were made of. He moved to the edge of the wall and peered around the corner. The tavern was ablaze along with half of the village. The Beast and its minions had already reached it, gathering up more of the shadow-creatures in its wake and bearing right into the hills. Felix set his jaw. 

			Oh well, here goes.

			He leapt as high as he could, roaring himself hoarse as his body corkscrewed and he drove an arm around the guttering. When his hand grazed those misshapen claws, his first burning instinct was to snap it back, but he fought it. Its touch was vile: rotten flesh that gave beneath the pressure of his fingers, brittle stalks of hair that prickled his skin like a dead man’s whiskers, odd protuberances of bone that had no rightful place on a living beast. Suppressing his nausea, he grabbed one of the creature’s ankles. There was a squawk of surprise and then a thump as gravity reasserted its will and Felix began to fall. The creature’s body struck the roof and slid, Felix’s weight dragging it down. Claws shrieked against the tiles and then, just as black robes flared over empty space, bit into the lip of the guttering to arrest its fall.

			It kicked out with its free leg, battering Felix about the head and catching him a stinging blow to his eye that had it immediately puffing up with tears. He ignored the battering and tackled its writhing shape in a bear hug, lifting his own feet from the earth. Suddenly holding far more than its own skinny weight, the monster screamed a very man-like scream and the pair of them dropped the short way together. Felix held on as his back hit the ground and drove the wind from his lungs. The creature landed on top, scrabbling furiously with head, feet, elbows, and claws. Unable to hold on, Felix let go. It sprang up, blindingly quick, long knives sprouting organically from its sleeves. It pounced, but Felix was ready for it and threw up his sword.

			The creature impaled itself with a piercing wail. To Felix’s horror, that did not stop the creature struggling. It jerked as if hoping to pull itself free, but the action only slid it further down the blade. Felix recoiled, bracing it on his boot to drive it back. There was a fizzing sound and the thing’s body gave as though its robe were suddenly hollow. Acidic green-black foam dribbled from its hood, fizzing darkly and leaving black burns where it landed on Felix’s armour. After a few seconds, all that was left impaled on Felix’s sword was a steaming strip of black rag.

			Felix lay on his back, panting with shock and disgust. A mass of eyes peered down at him over the eaves. They glowed like witchfire, mismatched; reds, greens, blues, weird hues that railed against the ordered strictures of visible spectra. An angry snarl started up somewhere within the pack and spread. Slingshots whirred above the shadow-creature’s heads.

			‘Gotrek! They’re distracted, Gotrek!’

			‘Keep at it, manling.’

			Felix gasped, incredulous. Sometimes he honestly believed that the Slayer would not be satisfied until Felix joined him in whatever doom he found for himself. He rolled his head back to watch, upside down, as Gotrek waded through the soil towards the stone monument of Sigmar’s ­hammer that leaned from the earth in the middle of the graveyard. Gotrek set his enormous hands to either side of the great hammer’s haft and pressed in. His shoulders bulged as he strained to tear it from the ground. Gotrek was mad! The hammer was as tall as Felix and solid stone. Gotrek was undoubtedly the strongest dwarf Felix had ever encountered, but even he had limits.

			One of the creatures shrilled a note of alarm and the others shifted their aim from Felix and back towards the greater threat. They let loose. Missiles pattered off the stone bulk of the hammer but, shielded in its lee, Gotrek suffered only grazes. With a scream of effort Gotrek wrenched the ­hammer free, its haft streaming soil and fibrous strings of root. Its weight drove Gotrek back before he could set himself against it. Muscles pulled hard as Gotrek held the monolithic weapon steady and then, madly, started to spin. The mighty warhammer swung out to its full length, around and around, faster and faster, thumping through the air like a steam-powered piston until its head began to blur and, with a dwarfish war cry, Gotrek let go.

			Gotrek’s aim was true and the night reignited with fresh screams as the giant missile crashed through the wall of the building. There was an implosion of loose stone as the wall failed to offer even token resistance and crumbled. The roof bucked and, suddenly finding nothing beneath it, began to topple, shedding black slate and shrieking figures into the ruined interior before the rest of the roof and three more walls collapsed in on top of them, blasting the graveyard with a wash of pulverised masonry. 

			Felix stood and dusted himself off. He coughed, regarding Gotrek with a wary respect and a healthy amount of fear. Gotrek stooped to gather his axe, the weapon almost flying from his hands such was the awesome reduction in weight by comparison. The Slayer panted as he pulled his way across the graveyard. Every so often, a muscle twitched, the only outward indication of his exertions.

			‘Right then. Let’s have after the big one.’

			Hurrlk loped ahead of his minions. They could outrun a horse over short distances, but even they could not match his awesome stride. Burning hovels were reduced to pleasing ruin on either side. His body reported heat, but his mind would accept none. He passed through a ghost town, as it had been once and as he would remake it again.

			With a vague awareness, he noted the destruction unfolding at his back. He was curious, a maddened core of him just itching to face that which could inflict such damage. He suppressed it. He was too close to give in to those urgings now, however unlikely it was that a dwarf and a man could ever stop him.

			He could not be bested.

			Not then, not now, not ever.

			That was truly maddening.

			He snarled and ran. The tavern roared in the unholy grip of an inferno, shadows cast onto a struggle on its doorstep. Three skulking shadows dragged a corpulent man from the fire. One held him from behind, pinning his arms in its own as another stabbed him over and over in the chest with a serrated knife. Blood blossomed in ink spot patterns on his clothing. Another voice screamed. He ignored it. The mortals died and they were luckier for it. They died because the world was saner for their loss. They tangled the mind, made it torpid and angry; easier to eradicate them all, relieve the world of its burden and let quiet ghosts lie.

			They died, but he was not here to kill.

			He followed the road to the right and up the valley slope to where it terminated. Plants snapped and fell dead as they sought to scratch at his calves. He crashed through the brittle fauna and again, through a dry-stone wall that had not for one scintilla ever threatened to slow his path.

			The Master will rise, has arisen, will arise again.

			There was but one treasure yet unclaimed.

			The Master would be pleased.

			Rudi screamed and stabbed his knife at the shadow-creature’s face. It was so ungodly quick! His wrist was caught in its hands and a clawed foot slammed into his kidney before he even began to see it move. Pain exploded in his side and he collapsed to one knee. He drove an elbow toward the thing’s belly, only to see it blocked by a blur of dark rag.

			‘Thomas!’ He choked with pain and inhaled fumes. His brother had bolted out the back way as the tavern front had gone up in flames. Then their father had charged out the front door and left Rudi a decision. 

			He hoped Thomas had got out safely.

			Another creature was circling behind him. Too quick for him to act to stop it, it grasped him by both shoulders and bit down into the meat of his neck. He screamed, flailing his pinned wrist, jerking against the ­creature at his back. But they had him. Rudi’s screams bled into a ­whimper, strength floundering, skin peeling from the burning tavern. A third creature rose from his father’s corpse and licked its blade clean, face still concealed beneath a grubby cowl. It froze, tongue sticking out, staring over Rudi’s shoulder.

			There was a roar, then the slick note of meat separating before metal and the pressure on Rudi’s wrist eased. An axe flashed before his eyes. A head dropped from the creature’s shoulders and rolled. Rudi caught a glimpse of scabs and weeping sores before both body and head dissolved into a stinking green juice that seeped through its cloak and ran between the cobblestones. The second creature released his neck and yelped like a kicked dog as a rune-scrawled longsword spit through its chest. It flared down into gloop before the man behind it could pull the weapon free. He shook the steaming rags from his sword with a look of disgust.

			‘Come on, manling. It’s getting away.’

			The dwarf made an abortive effort at chasing after the third and final creature, but gave up after just a few steps as it accelerated out of the village and out of sight.

			Rudi accepted the hand that the tall, blond-haired man offered and let himself be hauled to his feet. His saviour’s mail was brilliant in the pyre that had been his home.

			‘Thank you, Herr…’

			‘Felix. And…’ The man looked down to the eviscerated body that had been Rudi’s father, eyes hooded. Felix seemed genuinely affected. A rare enough quality in a stranger. ‘I’m sorry for your father. And for all of this.’

			The returning dwarf grunted, non-committal.

			Rudi hung his head. ‘It’s my fault,’ he breathed.

			‘You fought, friend,’ said Felix. ‘You could have done nothing more’

			‘No!’ Rudi roared, throwing off Felix’s consoling arm. He stared hard at his father’s body. ‘The Beast came for me. It came because I saw. I tried to hide and now my home is ashes.’ He clutched at his head, fingernails burrowing into his scalp and pulling at his hair until white roots showed. The smell of burning hung like a mantle. Somehow, despite the fire, the wind still gusted cold and he shivered.

			‘Don’t be such an idiot,’ said the dwarf. His tattoos were frightening, covered with dirt and the occasional gobbet of hissing green slime. ‘Take a look around. This monster doesn’t care a damn about you.’

			‘But… but,’

			‘It’s true,’ said Felix. ‘It came for your graveyard, not you.’

			Rudi released his taut scalp. Palms flat to his cheeks, he directed his unwilling face toward the path of crushed heathers that marked the trail of the Beast. ‘The… graveyard?’

			‘Yes,’ said Felix. ‘Why? What’s buried there that a monster like that could want?’

			Rudi did not answer right away. He bent to collect his knife and sword, then rolled his father onto his front with a quiet prayer that the earth accept him.

			‘Speak up,’ said the dwarf. ‘Or we’ll leave you behind and have after it ourselves.’

			‘I don’t know what it hopes to find.’ Rudi stood, applying pressure to his bruised side. He looked out onto the darkened moors, nodding his head in grim acknowledgement to some unspoken promise. ‘But I know where it’s going.’
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			THE MORNING AFTER

			Felix panted from the effort of climbing. Brambles scored pale tracks into his long-suffering boot leather and more than once he had had to snatch his cloak from taloned branches he had not seen in the receding glow of the dying village at their backs. Gotrek forged ahead with an impatient stride while the young swordsman, Rudi, kept close to Felix’s back. Tracking the Beast was not proving difficult. It had left a trail of shattered undergrowth the width of a carriage right up into the hills. They ran with weapons drawn, eyes and ears alert for any sign of the monster or its servants.

			‘How could a place so small need more than one graveyard?’ Felix managed between breaths.

			Rudi would not meet his eye, kept his gaze to the trail and to the hilltop that it led to. ‘We don’t talk about it.’

			‘Could you perhaps give us a clue?’ Felix snapped back. The pain on the younger man’s face made him instantly guilty. Rudi had just lost a father after all.

			‘You’re not from here,’ Rudi mumbled, a harrowed look on his face. ‘You couldn’t understand. This is a cursed land. Nothing grows that a man can eat. It’s Sigmar’s punishment.’

			‘Punishment for what, exactly?’

			‘There was once a city on the moors, a holy place until it fell into sin. Sigmar smote it down with His hammer from the heavens. No one knows where it lies, nor its true name, nor how it came to fall.’

			‘Typically forgetful humans,’ barked Gotrek from up ahead. ‘When’ll you learn to write things down? This is why your kind are doomed to suffer such things over and over.’

			Felix mumbled something as he scanned the darkness. He had just about had his fill of the dark myths of the moors. Just because one happened to be true, it did not mean he was about to start believing all of them.

			‘Fascinating as that may be, what has any of it to do with our graveyard?’

			‘According to the legends, it’s where the mutants that fled the city were buried once the witch-finders hunted them down.’

			‘Unsanctified ground?’ asked Felix.

			Rudi nodded, eyes downcast. ‘They still bury folk there sometimes; stillborns and mutants, witches.’

			‘Reassuring,’ Felix mumbled. ‘But promising, don’t you think Gotrek?’

			‘A fair bet, manling, a fair bet.’

			Rudi’s fingers tapped at a spot over the collar of his leather chest piece, casting nervous glances towards their destination.

			‘You needn’t accompany us,’ Felix offered. ‘Let Gotrek and I go ahead.’ 

			‘No, I have to. If Thomas is…’ Rudi’s voice caught. ‘If Thomas is alive, then that’s where he’ll be.’

			‘Why?’

			Rudi clamped his lips shut, shook his head and looked away. Felix decided to let him be.

			They had more important things to worry about. 

			The eerie quiet of the hilltop burial site was enough to tell Felix that things were not all as they had been expected to be. Without any barriers to tame it, the wind blew hard and cold and seemingly from every direction at once. Felix’s hair whipped about his face. He restrained his cloak with a firm hand. His other hand he held tight about the grip of his sword. The view below was painful to witness. The village smouldered like a hot coal, snatches of light and grey half-shadows roiling amongst the deepening darkness in the crook of the valley.

			There was no sense of magic, no aura of evil contained or of evil set free, just a deep feeling of despoilment and senseless loss. A ring of jagged stones struck from the earth like teeth, encircling a pair of ancient-looking crypts and more than a dozen large, unmarked graves. The stones dripped with a mucky slop, clumps of soil and tenderised vegetation indiscrim­inately scattered. The graves had been exhumed. It did not look as though anything had been left behind. The door to the nearest crypt, a low-roofed wooden structure with hammer and comet finials partially rotted, had been smashed in and looted. The second crypt was oriented at an angle to the first, its entrance out of sight. Felix did not doubt that he would find it similarly emptied.

			Gotrek strode to the ring of stones and ran a thick finger through its pasting of filth. He brought it to his eye, mud oozing between thumb and forefinger. He grumbled in disappointment and rubbed his hands clean on his breeches. He glared over the ruined graveyard, then dropped his axe butt-down into the soil slick and shook his head grimly.

			He did not say anything. He did not have to.

			Felix stabbed his sword into the soil and squatted. His calves burned. The climb had been hard. Keeping pace with Gotrek had been harder. He gazed over the emptied graves, trying to imagine what would do such a thing and why.

			‘Does it not seem odd, Gotrek? For a mass grave of the Chaos-touched to be left here like this?’

			‘Everything your race does strikes me odd, manling. I gave up trying to make sense of your kind about a hundred years before you were born.’

			Felix clenched his jaw, but let it slide. This was not the time for that old argument.

			Within the ring of stones, Rudi crouched over the body of a boy. It was Thomas. He lay face up in the dirt. His skin was a bloodless white, anaemic eyes unnaturally wide. The woollen smock he wore sagged heavy with blood, a crimson tear gashing through to the bone and opening the boy up from throat to groin. Bite marks lined the bloody trench. It looked like the Beast had ripped the boy open and then drunk him dry. The strength required was abominable.

			Rudi rolled the body onto its front. It resembled the funerary rite of the earth mother, Rhya. Or perhaps Rudi simply could not bear to look on that horrific wound in his young brother’s chest. Rudi looked up, eyes rimmed with red. One hand remained on his brother’s back, as though unwilling to let go. He pointed toward an emptied hole that had once been a grave pit. 

			‘Our mother was there. I knew Thomas would run here.’ His head hung, heavy with bitter feeling. ‘The fool.’

			Felix glanced at the indicated hole. He could not imagine what Rudi was feeling. He did not ask what the woman had done to deserve an unmarked pit in the company of witches, mutants and daemon-touched. In a land like this one, it was easy enough to guess. 

			‘You were hunting the Beast already, yes?’ Rudi said, voice stiff with grief.

			Felix nodded. He willed the stiffened muscles in his legs to drive himself up from his crouch. He winced, then nodded once more.

			‘Then you will keep on after it? Even now you have seen it?’

			‘We’ll find it,’ said Gotrek. ‘Even the corrupted dead deserve better than this, being turfed out of their own graves.’ He nodded grimly, nose chain clinking as he spoke, almost to himself. ‘Aye, we’ll find it.’

			Rudi pressed Thomas deeper into the sucking earth, then stood. Felix noticed that he was shaking as he waded back through the muck towards the stone ring.

			‘Then I’ll come with you.’

			Felix placed a restraining hand on the young man’s shoulder. Rudi flinched but did not throw him off.

			‘I understand why you think you’d want that, but you don’t. Trust me, you don’t.’

			‘What would you know of it?’ Rudi’s arm gestured towards the shallow valley where the village glowed dull red like the last ember of a fire. ‘My home is destroyed. My family and everyone I know dead with it. I’ve been a soldier. I know how to use a sword.’

			Felix sucked in his cheeks and tried to find the words. Felix hazarded that Rudi was eighteen, twenty at most. If he had been in Baron von Kuber’s militia long enough to experience more than being issued with sword and uniform before the Beast wiped out his detachment then Felix would be astonished.

			More than enough for any man, in Felix’s opinion.

			‘I’ll take you to the place we’d tracked it,’ said Rudi. ‘And then I’ll help you kill it.’ It looked as though Rudi intended to say more, but then bit his lip. His hand moved to his chest, to some charm worn beneath his leather breastplate. He glanced back to his brother. His eyes darted from the body to the broken trail of the Beast and back again. ‘Do we have time to bury them?’

			Gotrek stood unmoving, still presiding over the desecrated graves with such a brooding intensity that he rightly quivered with the effort of containing it. ‘The creature’s faster than us, and has too great a head start.’ He turned his gaze on Felix. ‘Find yourself a shovel, manling. There’ll be no rest tonight.’

			The sun rose over the moors much as it had done ever since Felix had first been dragged into Ostermark.

			Bitterly.

			The rain continued to baffle, coming and going like a god’s favour. Felix squinted into the sleeting wind, trying to pick out the smear of grey on slate that heralded the dawn. In such an environment, Felix was actually rather glad to have Gotrek alongside. The Slayer walked stolidly, without comment or complaint. Indeed, without much of anything at all bar the occasional swipe of his axe whenever a particularly dense bramble thicket intruded onto their path. Had it not been for the dwarf’s bright orange crest and beard, Felix might have feared his eyes no longer capable of viewing any shade brighter than the iron clouds, or that he had, through his disturbed dreaming, been banished to some drab purgatory of endless hills and featureless skies.

			Felix rubbed at his temples and sought to banish the spectre of those dreams. He had not had long to sleep, but what moments he had grabbed had been haunted by anguished cries, white-clad ladies with bloody palms, visions of fire-blackened cities hidden behind a pall of fog. Had he not suffered similar nightmares almost every night for weeks he might have put such imagery down to the onerous duties of the previous night. He ­shivered from the memory.

			Felix’s career as Gotrek’s rememberer had been varied and seldom dull. He had been coerced into some dreadful jobs in his time, but he could recall nothing that compared to the pulling of roasted corpses from their still-smouldering homes for burial. Some were so badly burned that their bones had crumbled in his hands. His cloak still smelled of wood smoke and burned hair. Flecks of ash were lodged beneath his fingernails. 

			He could not help but imagine where, and from whom, each black flake had come.

			Felix caught himself scratching under his nails. All he had achieved was to compress the black rims deeper beyond his finger. The skin around his nails was growing red and increasingly tender, the pain his efforts caused a reminder of their futility. The flesh around his left eye was rising beautifully too. He dabbed at the five triangular punctures around his eye socket with a strip of rain-dampened cloth and prayed that the foul creature he had wrestled the night before had carried no infection on its claws.

			Felix sulked at the rear as the party of three trudged over the moors.

			It might have helped had there been something, anything, to take his mind off it all, but the Ostermark Moors were as empty as his purse and made just as grim viewing. The wind howled under iron clouds, carving depressions through the miserable brown grasses that spiked from the hills. Occasionally, something small and furtive made rustling waves in that dreary sea. Scrawny, black-feathered birds circled high above, as if waiting for them to die, shrill calls echoing through the emptiness without answer. 

			After a time, even the obvious trail of human blood and broken plant life abruptly disappeared. Felix wondered if the Beast had left them a deliberate false trail. If it was capable of moving without leaving a mark would it not have done so from the outset?

			Gotrek considered the possibility but Rudi was adamant.

			‘The Totenwald is this way.’ He pointed across the moor’s unending rolls of torturous grey and drab life. ‘That is where the Beast lairs.’

			‘How much of this must we trek through?’ Felix asked. The moors sapped his voice of all strength, made it seem childish and small.

			‘Do you not like my country?’ Rudi replied. He had likely meant it as a joke but his dead eyes betrayed him. He gave a dry snort and shook his head. ‘Not far now. The Totenwald and the ford across the Stir into Sylvania should be less than a day on foot.’ Rudi pointed ahead, south and west. A pale mist clung to the hilltops in that direction, cloaking whatever it was that Rudi alluded to. The knowledge that there was almost certainly nothing there to be seen did not measurably improve Felix’s mood. The white pall was some way distant, but Felix already felt a chill creep into his bones just looking at it.

			‘Do you think the Beast has his lair in that province?’

			‘Maybe,’ said Rudi, trudging on as if through some harrowing dream, the nearby forest incumbent with primal fears and painful memories. This, after all, was the sight of Rudi’s first terrifying encounter with the Beast of the Ostermark Moors. ‘Hard to say. In the trees, in the dark.’

			‘I’d wager that it does, manling,’ said Gotrek, hacking through a purplish clot of waist-high heather. ‘Where better to unearth the fiend that drinks the blood of men, then steals the corpses from their graves.’

			‘You think it a vampire?’ Felix asked, hoping to Sigmar that it was not.

			A blood-drinker of conventional proportions had proven quite enough of a challenge, and that had been alongside the wizard, Max Schreiber, and Gotrek’s even more insane friend and fellow Slayer, Snorri Nosebiter. Not to mention a company of Kislevite lancers for good measure. He gave Rudi an appraising once-over. No offence to him, but there was no comparison to be drawn there. Felix did not share an ounce of Gotrek’s joy at the three of them hunting down an immortal horror the size of an ogre. He lifted his hand the full reach of his arm, uncertain whether even that could faithfully recount the monster’s scale.

			‘It seemed, I don’t know, larger. Like some kind of mutant animal. Sylvania is cursed with more than just the walking dead.’

			‘It’s a ghoul lord,’ Gotrek replied with a laugh like gravel. ‘I’d stake my eye on it. The biggest and ugliest of the bloodsucker breeds. I’ve never faced one, but I’ve heard the tales of those who have. Now there would be a mighty doom.’

			‘Assuming you’re right,’ said Felix. ‘Assuming. What does it want with old bones?’

			Gotrek shrugged. ‘What does anyone want with other people’s bones?’ 

			Felix puffed out his cheeks and returned his eyes to the ‘road’. He had no idea, and he suspected that neither did Gotrek. Nothing good, that went without saying, and the Beast, whatever it was, had proven itself both willing and wholly capable of mass slaughter in the pursuit of its aims. He wanted to ask Rudi for more details of his encounter in the Totenwald, but the man had retreated deeper into himself as the morning had dragged on. Felix wondered if Rudi regretted the pledge, made in the heat of emotion, to join them on their quest and now, in the cold light of day, was too afraid to back out. Felix shook his head and sighed with feeling

			That was a fate with which he could not help but empathise.

			Rudi walked under his own dark cloud. 

			Ever since childhood, Father Gramm had lectured him on the wickedness in his blood. It was impossible to believe that the monster was not somehow drawn to him. How else to explain surviving two encounters with the Beast, when a whole company of Baron von Kuber’s militia swords, and now his entire village, could not. He discarded Felix’s nonsense of grave robbers. The fault lay with him, with his own daemons.

			Memories of his burning village disturbed others he had hoped buried. His mother’s screams as she had confessed her sins on the fire, Gramm heeding every word and praising them as the pain of the ­daemon torn from her mortal soul. In his rasping voice, he had denounced Rudi as the get of Chaos. He could still feel the bite of the old priest’s lash, recall the taste of his own tears, as the corruption shared by blood was purged from his sinning flesh. ‘Trust to Sigmar,’ Gramm had incanted with each blow.

			But his god had abandoned him. Perhaps Gramm had been lax in his beatings. Perhaps the taint of Chaos still lingered.

			He pressed his palm to his breast, feeling out the bulge in his leathers from the hammer talisman beneath. With a start he realised he had begun to weep and pinched the tears away. Felix and the dwarf were already doubtful of him. It would not help if they saw him crying like a child.

			He focused on the solid presence of the dwarf in front of him. Gotrek hacked one-handed at the bracken. His axe was so massive Rudi doubted whether he and Felix would have been able to raise it between them.

			He did not doubt they would find the Beast, and that both Gotrek and Felix would die. He envied Felix’s courage. The man had no reason to remain, and yet he did. To Rudi’s surprise he did not feel afraid, guilty perhaps, but not afraid. Let others talk of vampires and heroism. He did not care. Twice now he had been spared. The third time he would be ready. Somehow, he would see the brute slain. He studied Gotrek’s broad shoulders, his fingers closing around the leather grip of his dagger.

			Then, he could consign his own black soul for Sigmar’s judgement.

			The hills slid by, unchanging, as the day wore down. Felix imagined he could discern the subtlest changes in hue amongst the whispering grasses; here an island of tan, there bistre, all of it rustling with uncanny communion. Every change in pitch of the ground beneath his feet was noted as though it was trumpeted from the heavens, every mottling pattern of white light on grey cloud was scrutinised for meaning. The air had grown colder, bleaker, the mist that had earlier seemed distant now rolling in from the hilltops to immure the three of them within its folds.

			The damp passed through armour, wool, flesh and bone with a chill indifference.

			Feeling his empty stomach growl, Felix forced his limbs to work harder. He could not risk lagging behind. If he lost sight of Gotrek and Rudi then, chances were, he would never see another soul again.

			‘We have to take care now,’ said Rudi, voice lost partly to the fog. ‘The baron’s outriders patrol these hills. If they find us then the Beast’ll not be our worry.’

			‘If they too hunt the Beast, then why should they stop us?’

			Rudi shook his head. ‘There are boundary stones across the moors. They mark forbidden territory where the outriders will shoot on sight.’ Rudi glanced nervously about. ‘We should have reached the markers by now. We might have missed them in the fog.’

			‘Wonderful,’ said Felix, as Gotrek chuckled darkly.

			‘I wonder then if it’s simple coincidence that draws the monster here,’ said Gotrek. ‘What does the country lordling protect here?’

			‘Too big a coincidence, I think,’ Felix agreed, turning to Rudi. ‘Might it be connected to something that was hidden in your village?’

			‘I don’t know,’ Rudi whispered. Just speaking on it seemed to be making him nervous. ‘The baron’s muster is to the north, in Kielsel, away from here on the Kadrin road. When we crossed the line after the Beast, the priests had us blindfolded before letting us on. Whatever’s there was long gone before they let us remove them.’

			Gotrek nodded slightly. ‘Something hidden from a lord’s own sworn swords must be very valuable – or very dangerous – indeed.’ He gave a jagged grin. ‘Here’s hoping for the second, eh manling?’

			Felix smiled ruefully. His brow creased with a sudden thought. ‘Wait, the priests had you blindfolded?’

			‘Baron von Kuber allows no man to disobey a man of the temple. It’s a flogging for those who do.’

			‘This baron sounds more of a joy the more I hear,’ said Gotrek.

			Felix wrapped his cloak tightly about himself as a peal of thunder ­rumbled through the thick fog that pressed over the moors. As Felix ­shivered, Gotrek grimly raised his axe, his one eye staring purposefully into the fog. The ­diffuse rumble continued without break, growing louder. Felix felt a ­trembling through the worn soles of his boots.

			‘What is it?’ Felix hissed, drawing his sword and stepping around Rudi to tuck in close behind the Slayer’s back.

			‘Riders, manling.’

			Felix followed Gotrek’s stare. He could see nothing, perhaps a grey outline somewhere in the distance. From behind him came the twinned scrape of Rudi unsheathing sword and dagger. Felix lowered himself to the sharp, sodden ground and mimed Rudi to do likewise. Gotrek held firm, axe ready, its rune aglow in the wet and gloom.

			‘Get down, Gotrek,’ Felix hissed. ‘They surely can’t see a thing in this mist. We let them pass, then sneak around behind and make for the Totenwald.’

			Rudi agreed with a vigorous nod.

			‘No, manling. They’re coming straight for us.’

			Felix bit down a curse. ‘Are you certain?’

			‘Always, manling.’ Gotrek’s axe cut through the fog. Its runes hummed dimly. ‘Sounds carry. It’s like being underground.’

			Grimly, Felix stood and held his sword ready. As he watched, the smudge of grey he had seen shimmered out into three distinct forms, then five, then seven, then ten, each acquiring definition of their own as the thunder of galloping hooves became all encompassing.

			‘Shoot on sight, you say?’ Felix asked.

			Rudi did not answer. Back turned, Felix could only imagine Gotrek’s mad grin.

			‘Best make it quick then, hadn’t we?’

			Grey flanked and black-maned, sodden with dew, the horses burst from the fog like ghosts granted form, the grey of their riders’ cloaks snapping at their tails. The horsemen themselves were no more auspicious, garbed in a chimeric blend of darkened mail and leather. Terror exploded in Felix’s chest as they bore down.

			They meant to ride right over them!

			Gotrek stood his ground and roared down the throat of the cavalry charge, brandishing his enormous axe with a deadly flourish. The lead horse whinnied and reared, Gotrek dodging its flailing hooves and leaping back as it stamped down where he had just been. Its rider screamed curses into his horse’s ear, wrapping his wrist into the rein and kicking back into the stirrups. The same was being repeated as the charge fouled behind it, horses fanning out from the rear, shaking at their bridles, a whickering chorus of unnerved steeds and swearing men.

			With urgent whistles and clicked tongues, the horsemen directed their steeds around Felix and the others, an overlapping barrier of snorting horseflesh in case any of them should be fool enough to try and run. Their stormy expressions gave the impression that they would actually prefer it if they did, that their being captive had somehow complicated things that they would rather have been simple. Rudi pressed his back to Felix’s, weapons drawn. Felix could not see his face, but he could feel the sweat where their necks touched. He could feel the riders’ pistols trained on his back. It would only take one itchy finger for this all to become frightfully simple again.

			Felix released his sword with care, trying to avoid any swift movements. 

			The lead cavalryman, still battling his own stubborn mount, coolly unholstered a stub-nosed pistol and levelled it at Gotrek. It was some kind of hand-blunderbuss. It swayed level as the horse beneath it fought. The horseman regarded the three of them fiercely. Long black hair strayed from the confines of a peaked leather cavalry helm. A thick, horseshoe moustache sagged with accumulated sweat. He twisted in his saddle, gun unwavering.

			‘Luthor!’

			‘Captain.’ The return came almost at once. A younger rider in similar garb spurred his horse around.

			‘Make for the township. Tell Father Gramm we’ve apprehended,’ he paused, double checked, the mist making precision difficult, ‘two men and a dwarf. Exactly where he divined the boundary line breached.’ Felix saw the man sneer. ‘Offer my compliments.’

			Luthor snapped a salute as his horse turned, digging his heels into its flanks and spurring it into a canter that bore both into the mist. The clatter of its hooves persisted, but even that shortly vanished, form and substance both swallowed whole.

			The captain returned his attention to Felix, his pistol not straying from the snarling Trollslayer. He looked down from his mount, his sneer, if anything, setting even deeper. ‘I offer one chance to make this easy for yourselves. Tell me what I want to hear and we may let you turn around with no more than a flogging.’

			‘Try me, horseling,’ growled Gotrek. ‘We’ll see who spends longest peeling blood from their fingers thereafter.’

			Laughter burst from the barrel chest of one of the circling horsemen. His thick black beard was crossed with scars and his eyes, set deep into his face, were hard to see from Felix’s lowly vantage. ‘Whoa there, captain! I think he means it!’

			Gotrek shot the man a contemptuous glare. 

			‘I’ll ask one time only,’ the captain bellowed, evidently a man not accust­omed to having his authority challenged. ‘Where is the baron?’

			Gotrek met the man’s hot stare. ‘I recall that Osterwald had a great many whorehouses. Did you start there?’

			The horseman’s sneer twisted into a furious snarl. ‘Why you insolent–’

			‘Wait,’ said Felix, setting a hand on Gotrek’s shoulder. The dwarf growled, but consented to lowering his axe a fraction. The horseman similarly allowed his pistol to drop the thinnest inch. ‘You asked after the baron. Are you saying that von Kuber is missing?’

			The rider bared his teeth, a bestial show of rage. ‘Ambushed by the Beast of the Moors as he escorted a congregation of Sigmarite brothers to their minster in Osterwald. We found their bloodless bodies and the remnants of their wagon not far from here. The bodies were not a half-day old.’ Leather creaked as he leant forward in the saddle. ‘You see why I question what brings you here.’

			Felix took a step back, but Rudi blocked his attempted retreat. The hate in the man’s eyes was fierce to the point of inhuman. ‘I assure you. We had nothing to do with that attack.’

			‘So you would claim,’ the man sneered. ‘Yet here you are on the moors, with winter coming, in lands known forbidden.’ He grasped a silver ­hammer, worn over his armour on a chain about his neck. ‘You wear no article of faith.’

			‘We don’t, but–’

			‘More likely you are agents of the Beast!’ The man was practically spitting. Felix watched his frighteningly controlled pistol with a tense grimace.

			‘Have you seen the Beast?’ said Felix, trying to sound calm, hoping that it might spread. ‘Or those creatures it commands? It’s not something served by mortal men.’

			‘I don’t expect you to admit your guilt to me here, but we have… ways… of making sinners recant.’

			‘And just who are you then?’ said Gotrek, his axe continuing to menace.

			The man threw down an ugly look, pulling himself higher in his saddle. ‘I am Konrad Seitz, captain of the militia, proctor of Baron Götz von Kuber’s holy protectorate of Sigmarshafen. I am the one who will be asking questions.’ He aimed his pistol meaningfully at Gotrek’s nose. Felix suspected that if Konrad decided to fire, then this gun would fire. ‘I am a faithful man, but not a patient one. One final time. Where is Baron von Kuber?’

			‘Let’s just finish them here.’ A voice barked from the eerie shadows behind Felix’s back. ‘We could say they resisted, that we had no choice. I want blood for the baron.’ There was an angry jeer at that. ‘Gramm need never know.’

			The black-bearded thug had his pistol trained on Felix’s back. Emotion made it shake. ‘Blood for blood, captain. It’s your word that counts now Götz is gone. Not Gramm’s.’

			Konrad glared down at Gotrek, considering his bondsman’s words.

			‘It couldn’t have been us,’ shouted Rudi. ‘And it couldn’t have been the Beast. The Beast attacked us. We all saw it.’ He looked to Felix and Gotrek for support. ‘It destroyed my entire village. My own father and brother!’

			Konrad withdrew his pistol, used its muzzle to brush his moustache from his lips. He smiled and, with a sharp cry that had Felix jumping aside, urged his horse forward. Gotrek swore ripely in the dwarfen tongue as its bulk shoved him back but, to Felix’s relief, stayed his axe.

			‘Well, well, well, Rudolph Hartmann. If you aren’t the dumbest little deserter then I pity the poor mother of the man who is.’

			‘Deserter?’ said Gotrek, turning on their companion with an unpleasant look.

			‘It’s Rudolph Hartmann!’ Konrad turned his horse a full circle, bellowing the name to each face within the encircling ring. ‘Rudolph Hartmann!’ Konrad laughed once without humour, his expression reverting almost at once to its settled sneer. ‘We thought you dead in the Totenwald, Rudi. But then why would the Beast kill those with whom it is in league?’

			‘Lies!’ Rudi screamed, lunging for Konrad with his sword, only for the cavalryman’s horse to trot nimbly back. Konrad barked with laughter, directing his dragoon pistol toward Rudi’s face. The young soldier bared his teeth, the thought of going down in a blaze of furious glory evidently crossing his mind.

			‘Put it down, Rudi,’ said Felix, softly.

			‘But–’

			‘Put it down.’

			The muzzle of Konrad’s pistol nodded groundward. Rudi scowled and let his fingers go limp and his sword drop. Then his knife too. Both hit the thorny ground with a dull thud.

			‘Still the coward, Hartmann,’ observed Konrad with a cruel smile and a wink that had his men chuckling

			‘This is a serious mistake, friend,’ said Felix. ‘I don’t know how the Beast could be in two places at once, but know that we’re not your enemy. We too hunt the Beast.’

			‘We’ll see,’ said Konrad with a sneer. ‘Torsten, Wolfgang, Klaus, your horses. Mount these three and bind them. The dwarf first. We’ll send riders for you with remounts the moment we return.’

			The three men so named swung from their saddles. The thuggish black beard, Torsten, pulled a second pistol from a holster strapped to his horse’s harness and covered the other two as they converged on Gotrek. The dwarf stood firm and readied his axe. His eye carried a mad glint. The men held off, each daring the other to go first.

			‘It’ll be my cold corpse you strap to that animal, manling. Who’ll be first to come and try it?’

			Felix quickly looked around, trying to gauge their odds of fighting their way out.

			It did not take a second look to tell him that their chances were not good. 

			Even if Gotrek could overpower the three soldiers that faced him – and that, at least, Felix rated quite likely – there remained six mounted men with pistols primed and drawn and he had no intention of dying over a case of mistaken identity.

			‘Please, Gotrek. Perhaps it would be best to go with them. There must be someone reasonable in von Kuber’s company. Maybe even someone who can help us. It’ll be easier to claim our innocence and be back about our business if we’re not dead.’

			One of the men edged forward only for a swift feint from Gotrek’s axe to send him dodging back.

			‘Listen to your friend, dwarf,’ spoke Konrad. ‘This ends one of two ways, seated on a saddle or your body lashed dead to its hindquarters.’

			Gotrek spat on the ground and snarled. ‘Horses are for elves.’

			‘They are headed our way,’ Felix offered.

			Gotrek eyed the nearest mount warily, as though it might suddenly sprout bat wings and snort fire from its nostrils. One of Konrad’s men came running with a length of twine. Gotrek warned him back with a look. 

			‘I’ll come, manling. But don’t push your luck.’

			Gotrek grumbled as a grey-cloaked soldier bound his axe-hand in twine. The man tied it off nervously, occasional glances to Gotrek’s other ham-like fist. The soldier named Klaus, who had been fool enough to come at Gotrek before he was ready, moaned in a heap on the ground trying to staunch the flow from his broken nose.

			‘I said I’d come,’ Gotrek grumbled, glaring at Felix as if he was the one that had dragged them both across the moors.

			Konrad guided his mount alongside, minding the dwarf with his ­pistol as his man handed him his end of the cord. Baring his teeth, he tied it through his mount’s bridle and gave it a tug, testing its soundness and ­jerking Gotrek’s arm. ‘It’s easy to lose yourself on the moors, dwarf, and it’s hard country.’ Digging his heels into the spurs, Konrad urged the grey mare to sidestep, hauling Gotrek after it. Some of the mounted men laughed, causing Konrad to grin. ‘And I want to be sure you can keep up.’

			Worried more for Konrad’s poor horse than for Gotrek, Felix mounted with considerably less drama. He was by nobody’s measure an expert but he did not hold the entire equine species to the same degree of visceral distrust as did Gotrek. His reins were in the hands of a tall, lean man, green eyed and gaunt. The rider’s cheeks were stubbled with coarse blond hair and he regarded Felix with a reptilian impassivity. The man offered a smile of neatly missing teeth that travelled no further than his thin lips.

			‘Caul Schlanger, meinen herr.’ The man’s accent was an odd mix but, to one as well journeyed as Felix, the sibilant slither of Sylvanian vowels was unmistakable. He looked more like a footpad than a soldier. Felix shifted position in the saddle to satisfy himself that his scabbard remained in easy reach. Caul caught the surreptitious glances and licked his lips, fondling a throwing knife. ‘No ideas now.’

			Felix looked away, hoping to be able to ignore him.

			Rudi had not been granted a mount of his own. The big lunk called Torsten had remounted on Konrad’s order and pulled Rudi into the saddle in front of him. Rudi’s hands were bound and placed in his lap, arms pinned by Torsten’s as the thuggish horseman hugged him to his chest in order to keep a good hold on his horse’s reins. Ahead of him, to Felix’s right, Konrad was fighting to make his grey walk in a straight line while Gotrek yanked boisterously on the cord, pulling its muzzle back every time it tried to turn away. Gotrek cackled a little louder with Konrad’s increasing fury. With a snarl, the captain tried to ignore him and barked final orders to the two men, Wolfgang and Klaus, who would be following on foot.

			Caul Schlanger pulled Felix back around with a fierce yank on his reins.

			‘Caul!’

			At Konrad’s command, Caul’s demeanour shifted from leering bully to weary professional with such seamlessness that Felix thought he might have been knocked out and imagined the entire last minute. ‘Captain,’ Caul replied with a bare nod in lieu of a salute and guided his horse forward, reining it in once he and Felix stood level with Konrad

			‘Anselm, Matthaus,’ Konrad barked. ‘Ride ahead in case any more of the Beast’s minions lie in wait for us. No more prisoners. These three will repent soon enough.’ The two riders saluted mid-spur and thundered into the encroaching fog without a word. ‘Torsten. Two lengths behind. Keep that wretch from my sight. The rest of you…’ He smiled, sour as spoiled milk. ‘Be ready to blow his brains out should his friends try something heroic.’

			Rudi reddened with useless fury as Torsten scratched his bristled chin against his temples and laughed.

			Gotrek looked up towards Felix, one massive hand drawn ahead of him by Konrad’s horse. ‘If anything happens, manling, I’ll remember that this was your idea.’

			‘Ride!’ yelled Konrad, spurring his mount into a trot, accelerating slowly into a canter that Gotrek, already breathing as though he meant it, could match. Dwarfs may not have been renowned for their fleetness of foot, but they knew how to cover ground when moved to do so. And Gotrek was as tough as they came.

			Felix would not like to wager on whose legs would give out first, the dwarf or the horse.

			Caul followed next with Felix’s horse in tow, the thunder of hooves following like a curse as the remaining horsemen adopted formation at their rear. Felix’s belly lurched at the sudden sensation of speed, powerful groups of muscle shifting against his thighs. Felix had learned the basics of horsemanship as a boy, all part of his father’s noble aspirations for his sons, but neither he nor poor bookish Otto had ever been a natural. He clung to the beast’s neck as it tore the bracken beneath its hooves, focusing on staying in the saddle. It would have been hard enough at the best of times. Without the illusion of control granted by reins in the hand, it was like fighting a duel with an unfamiliar weapon and one hand behind his back.

			The riders said nothing as they rode. All except Rudi. Felix could hear his muttered prayers even over the hooves of half a dozen horses plus one. If Torsten, or anyone else for that matter, was listening at all, they certainly did not care. Periodically, either one of Anselm or Matthaus would hove into view, cry an ‘all clear’ to Konrad, then turn, keep pace for a few lengths, and pull away at speed to disappear once again into the mist.

			With a crawling of flesh, Felix noted that Caul was still staring at him, unblinking, perfectly comfortable guiding both their horses at speed to finger his knife through a suggestive twirl. His regard made Felix uncomfortable. There was something unhealthy about the man’s interest that Felix could not fathom. He fervently hoped that he was not to be left alone with him when they arrived at their destination

			With a wry smile that had Caul frowning in consternation, Felix accepted that he was fretting over the snotling in his pantry as a green horde roared over the hill. He was worrying over one man when, for all he knew, these riders bore him toward a nest of vampires.

			And the clutches of a mad baron’s witch-finders. 

			A sensation of falling, of drowning in frozen honey, then the world snapped into plane.

			Hurrlk’s feet struck solid earth.

			The ground was bedded with pine needles, the sun intense through the tangled fingers of the forest. Hurrlk reached out. His claws wrapped fully around the bole of the nearest tree. It trembled, offended by his unnatural feel.

			It had not been there before.

			‘Saved.’ The whispered hiss passed through his minions. They clung to the shadows, avoiding the sun like a sickness, but their relief was palpable. Hurrlk felt his thoughts begin to clear, as if the mists he had left behind had been of the mind rather than of the land. There would be no pursuit here. Even if there was it need not be feared. Out there he was weak, confused. 

			This place belonged to Hurrlk.

			Saved.

			Hurrlk moved through the trees, their slender bodies bowing for his passage. The trees began to thin, the forest dissolving away from the ribbon of solidity that struck from the ground to claim the land for its own. City walls. They were fractured and loose, bulging outward after some titanic blow from within. But they still stood. He growled and stabbed a claw at the walls. 

			Climb.

			His minions clutched their bulging packs and hugged the tree line, wary of the light. But something beyond those walls called to them. A power. A darkness. Hurrlk issued another terse command, this time with a crack of his whip, driving the smaller creatures into a dash from the tree line.

			He loped on after them, doubts gnawing at consciousness.

			Were they saved? Or simply damned anew?
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			THE SAVED

			The mists over the moors continued to condense. Felix could barely discern Caul’s gloves at the far end of his own reins. He clung nervously to his horse’s neck, its wet mane flapping to the rhythm of its stride. The air around them was so dense a white that he almost failed to notice as they passed under the canopy of the Totenwald at last. Slender pines knotted branches in the shadows, red winterberries hanging like droplets of blood. Felix noted the jarring absence of birdsong. Only the wind disturbed the high branches.

			The forest stayed with them for barely half an hour before the body of trees abruptly fell away. The ground ahead was studded with stumps as far into the fog as could be seen, ranked one after another like memorial stones in the garden of Morr. Unimpeded, the wind struck like a knife. Felix bent low to his horse’s neck, hair whipping out behind with his cloak. They did not slow, forging deeper into that wasteland, the earth beginning to blanch until it was as pale as the cloud through which they rode. He focused on the ground below the horse’s galloping hooves. It was not imagination. The land here was dead. Not merely impoverished as had been the moors with its uniquely mean and stunted flora, but dead. Utterly.

			It was barren white, like ash or old bone.

			Shapes emerged, the skeletons of wooden giants, like the bare rigs of storm-slain vessels blown through the mists of the Manannspoort Sea. They were watchtowers. Felix could not tell if they were manned. The riders made no call up and no spectral echo challenged down, but grey banners bearing the twin-tailed comet of Sigmar flapped wetly from their bleached pine ramparts. Felix saw spears and small ballistae, but it was possible they served merely as an illusion of strength.

			‘Captain.’ The voice seemed to come from everywhere at once and nowhere close. After a moment, he recognised it as Torsten’s. ‘We’re close. Should we blindfold them?’

			‘No,’ came Konrad’s brusque reply, tugging on Gotrek’s tether, making the red-faced dwarf scowl a breathless oath. ‘I don’t want to waste time. And besides, given these three already owe allegiance to the Beast, they’ve doubtless seen the City of the Damned with their own traitorous eyes.’

			The City of the Damned. Perhaps it was the way Konrad had said it, but it made Felix shudder.

			‘This city; is that what von Kuber protects?’

			‘The birthright of the von Kuber line,’ Konrad stated with pride, forgetful for the moment who it was that asked. ‘Bestowed upon his forefathers by the divine Magnus himself, to maintain vigil over its ruins lest evil again arise.’ 

			‘The baron sounds a very pious man.’

			Konrad snarled, offended by Felix’s attempt at a compliment. ‘The City of the Damned would have been rubble once Götz was finished. There would not have been one brick left atop another for the Beast to hide under, and all that was left still able to burn would have made the bonfire for its execution.’

			‘You’re certain then. This is where the Beast makes its lair.’

			Konrad regarded him hotly. ‘And why the Beast struck back.’

			With that, Konrad would say no more.

			The horsemen rode on. Felix could see nothing, could feel nothing that would suggest some dark power hidden somewhere in the mist. He wondered whether it was the city, wherever it was, that had killed off the land through which they rode. If so, it must be a force of truly terrifying measure. He wished he could confer with Gotrek, the dwarf was ever more attuned to such things, but his companion was too intent on running. He was about to ask Konrad to call a halt, perhaps give Felix another chance to persuade Gotrek to swallow his pride and get on a damned horse, when he heard something. It was a voice, a whisper only half imagined. He twisted in his saddle towards Caul.

			‘Did you say something?’

			Caul acknowledged the question with a cold smile and rode on.

			‘Please…’

			Felix started, staring into the fog. That was where the voice had come from. Not from any man he rode beside. The voice faded the harder he sought to focus on it, others arising from every direction.

			‘…why…’

			‘…spare my daughter…’

			‘…damn you all…’

			‘…what kind of god?’

			Felix would have closed his eyes if he was not afraid he would fall from his horse if he did. The stream of pained consciousness made him dizzy.

			‘Who… Who is speaking?’

			‘The Damned.’ Caul’s dry voice grated. The man leaned over so their eyes could meet through the thickening fog, so his words might be heard above the whispered din. ‘The baron’s soldiers seek to reclaim the streets, but not every enemy is a beast. Not every monster can be fought. The city judges men’s hearts and damns them. It doesn’t want to be saved.’

			‘Quiet,’ whispered Konrad, something in the air making even him speak softly. ‘We’re almost past.’

			Konrad upped their pace. Gotrek made a wheezing sound that turned into a determined growl and upped his own to match. Painfully slowly, the fog began to recede, drawing away the whispers of the Damned with it. Felix could still hear them, a haunting note in the dark that he strove to ignore. 

			A grey phantasm within the fog and the muted thunder of galloping hooves bespoke the return of Anselm. His steed glistened with damp and was blowing hard. Following a fraught exchange, he led Konrad and Caul through a change in course, veering rightward, further from the last vestiges of the whispering voices and ever so gradually uphill. The column slowed, the tenor of hoof beats deepening, as Felix found his horse upon a genuine road of compacted earth, bordered with what looked like ­rubble. Konrad looked both ways, left to right, thoughtful, and more than a little frightened, before leading them right. 

			A signing post around the height of a mounted man resolved from the fog to one side of the road. It was cut from Totenwald pine, its weatherproofing layer of pitch peeling away under wraithlike fingers of fog. Konrad called a halt. From the post’s head, arrows pointed in two directions. Ahead, what Felix reckoned to be north-east, the arrow had been inscribed with a curling, antiquated script. The word ‘Sigmarshafen’ was only just legible beneath the decay. The arrow indicating the opposite route had been thoroughly defaced with some bladed implement, hammer runes daubed over the top in black paint. Felix leaned nearer in his saddle and strained, perhaps making out a stylised capital ‘M’.

			Felix felt a shiver pass through him as he turned his attention south-west. 

			Like a spectre arisen from his own nightmares, the shadow of walls and towers reared from the fog. His heart thudded a dirgeful beat as he looked upon it. Every detail, from the walls themselves to this blasted wasteland upon which it lingered were precisely as he had pictured them in his dreams. What fell influence did this city exert that it could project its likeness into his dreams? And more than its likeness. He felt the same horror, the same translated torment that he had suffered through his nights. He prayed that it was nothing more than wind that conjured eddies in the mist, made it resemble men with halberds and pikes that patrolled those ruined battlements. He prayed for it, but he knew it was not so. He heard the whispers that the wind carried, closed his heart to their anguish and turned away. He wished his ears could be shuttered as easily as his eyes.

			‘Don’t want to go that way, meinen herr,’ Caul hissed. ‘Some say that at night, the Damned leave their city, cross the wasteland, and march on ­Sigmarshafen to entreat the living.’

			‘What do they want?’ Felix asked.

			 ‘I doubt even they know.’

			‘Do we wait for Matthaus?’ shouted Torsten, as if brazenness might mask his fear. In his lap, Rudi looked determinedly to the ground. With bound hands, he groped for some charm or other that he wore under his leathers around his neck. Torsten gave him a rough shake to stop him fidgeting. 

			‘Maybe he has ridden ahead,’ said Anselm.

			‘No,’ said Torsten. ‘He knows to meet here. He wouldn’t–’

			‘He has ridden ahead,’ said Konrad, firm.

			‘But, captain–’

			‘Silence, Torsten,’ said Konrad. He turned in his saddle to peer onto those forsaken ramparts. Felix wondered what voices the militia captain heard. Konrad’s face set and he looked away, spurring his horse on towards Sigmarshafen. ‘We’ll pray for him when we arrive.’

			Torsten looked as though he would protest, but tightened his lip. Anselm fell to the back of the line as the other riders swept by. Felix saw him draw both pistols, directing his horse forward solely with his knees, riding with body twisted and tense as a screw as he stared back to the damned city.

			Onward, they rode, the laments of the Damned slowly diminishing from hearing if not from memory. In the far distance, the dark bulk of the Totenwald grew thick, the mists thinning somewhat as though drawn by some deep inhalation of the forest. Its rustling life haunted the mist, tempting, almost near enough to convince that the dead land they traversed must eventually end. But only almost. The dirt road beneath their hooves was hard as stone and dry as a burned match, split like salt flats into columnar breakages, not even weeds able to take root in the cracks.

			The road wound ahead into a steep rise, ascending a grey-earthed knoll, the highest ground in the area and studded with bare tree stumps. A bleak palisade ringed its summit like a dog bite. The road met the palisade at a gate flanked by guard towers from which grey pennants snapped in the stiff breeze. Solid figures in dark grey livery stood sentry on the elevated platforms, crossbows sweeping the mounted column that approached through the fog. 

			Konrad raised a hand, waving until he received an answering signal from the leftward guard tower. There was a brief flurry of activity, signals whistled between the two towers and hidden men on the ground and, with a sound like trees being tortuously felled, the gates drew outward. Mist spilled from the opening portal, as water dammed. Felix felt its chill touch as it washed through him.

			‘Sigmarshafen,’ Konrad declared, spurring his horse ahead, and drawing Gotrek with it. The Slayer looked ill, throat pulsing as though he might vomit. Konrad did not notice. ‘One time home of Magnus the Pious himself. The final bastion of the true faith. Sigmar’s haven in the darkness.’

			‘Wood,’ Gotrek wheezed, eyeing the palisade blearily. ‘What fool would build a castle out of wood?’

			The cavalcade rumbled through the open gate and through the shadow of its flanking towers. Their frames had been erected so tightly that they doubled as chattel pens. Humanoid shapes clotted the tangled interiors, offending every sense that Felix possessed. Their bodies were misshapen, their stench vile, the moans that issued from their mouths as they butted dumbly against their cage a claw-hammer to the spirit. Face contorted with disgust, as much at himself for judging these objects so harshly as at the inmates themselves, Felix looked away.

			On clearing the gatehouse, fresh odours arose to impinge on his senses. The township carried a scent of pine, of bitter cold, accentuated by a curious spice that recalled the weekly visit to the temple he had been forced to endure as a boy. The streets were bare earth and filthy, visible only when a passing figure disturbed the ankle-deep skin of settled mist. Hastily assembled wooden huts with shingled roofs and no windows fought for each scrap of ground. They pressed in, as if they were caught in some glacially slow stampede for the gate and freedom from this frigid quagmire. Men and women gossiped under doorways in lowered tones, or pushed handcarts down alleys too narrow for mounted men on quiet errands of their own. Soldiery with swords and hammers in the grey cloaks of Götz von Kuber patrolled the streets. Peasants fell silent where they marched, signed the hammer, and offered prayers to the passing crusaders. Somewhere within the township, a blacksmith worked his forge. The peal of metal hammering on metal rang out like a call to prayer.

			On a street corner, a wild-eyed man sang of the end of days from an upturned box. The street preacher wore a sackcloth kilt, his bare and starving torso boasting more tattoos even than Gotrek. The ink was old and faded, hidden by burns, scars, and seeping wounds. His right arm was a messy stump of shoulder, but with his left he scourged his own back with a leathern thong, not even pausing between strokes in his portending of the End Times.

			‘…the End Times will bring trial. Women will be wilful and without license. Their husbands and brothers will not humble them for they will be lovers of self, of gold, and of Chaos. They will be proud, arrogant, debauched, dis­obedient, ungrateful, unholy, brutal – enemies of right and of righteousness, treacherous, feckless, fat with conceit, slaves to pleasure, feigning of godliness. This sinning Empire is degenerate. Sorcerers flourish in houses of so-called learning. Churches fail. The End Times are come. We, Sigmar’s children, will fight the last war, will burn in its fire and be recast holy. The End Times come…’

			His catechistic ravings captivated an audience of several dozen. At the foot of his appropriated pedestal, children in rags fought with wooden ­hammers and with fluted innocence decried each other as heretics.

			Konrad took a heady lungful. ‘What you see is the vision of holy men. This is a place of sanctuary and of pilgrimage. The people you see here are warriors, crusaders in Magnus’s own example.’

			Felix shook his head and allowed Caul Schlanger to lead him on.

			A main thoroughfare bore away from the gate and through the scrum of housing. The narrowness of the street coupled to the volume of human traffic compressed the column into single file. Peasants hurried from their path, tugging on caps and signing the hammer across their chests. The clop of iron shoes echoed eerily loud over the hush. The wooden tenements pressed them close, upper storeys leaning inwards, defying the zealots in their shadow to command them back.

			Sigmarshafen was quite unlike any town Felix had ever occasioned.

			There were no hawking merchantmen, no gaudily painted shop fronts to attract custom. Hushed peasants in plainly coloured smocks and woollen hats and gloves conducted their business and did not tarry. As Felix watched, a broad man, head gleaming like a polished skull, emerged from the doorway of some kind of shrine. His white tabard was stained with dirt about the hem – and with blood most everywhere else – and worn over several layers of mail. The twin-tailed comet, herald of Sigmar, was emblazoned over a steel pectoral. The warrior priest glared fixedly as they passed. A gaggle of initiates hung in the doorway behind him, boys from Rudi’s age to as young as six or seven.

			They each watched Gotrek in fearful temperance. They all wore scars.

			Despite his ignominious appearance, red as raw knuckles and leashed to a horse, Gotrek was drawing looks of awe from more than just the priests. More than once, Felix saw women point and men choke back tears. By their acts of valour alongside the man-god, Sigmar Heldenhammer, dwarfs were themselves practically deified by followers of his creed. Felix looked around. And those here were clearly fanatics, probably unwelcome even in the most extremist of temples in the Empire’s cities. The Slayer merely grunted, fixing his one eye to the lathered grey hindquarters of the horse in front of him.

			‘Captain!’ A blond-haired youth in von Kuber’s grey pushed through the crowded street towards them. Felix recognised Luthor, whom Konrad had dispatched to send advance word of their coming. The man was out of breath and reeked of sweat, clearly arriving not long before they had. ‘Gramm is waiting. He commands these three be presented at once.’

			‘Does he now?’ Konrad chuckled. Luthor spun on his heel to depart. ‘And Luthor?’

			‘Yes, captain?’

			‘We lost Matthaus in the mist. Report to the gate. See that outriders are dispatched to look for him.’

			‘To what end? He wouldn’t be the first…’

			‘Do as you are told!’ Konrad spat with venom. ‘Matthaus has served der Kreuzfahrer since he was young. He would not heed the dreams of the Damned.’

			Luthor looked dubious, but was not about to argue. He saluted, held it until Konrad and the other horsemen were well past.

			Ahead, the dirt road forced the encroaching buildings back far enough to form a square, flanked on three sides by drab market stalls and on the fourth, the north-west, by a half-stone cathedral. The locals had made an effort. It had tall windows of stained glass and a wooden belfry that craned skyward from its limestone body, but it was a lacklustre affair by comparison with its like in Altdorf or Nuln. Even the penniless clergy of Osterwald would have turned their noses at a secondment to a temple like this. Only the most disfavoured, or the most fanatical, would devote their life to ­Sigmarshafen by choice.

			Skeletons, charred black by fire, swayed from a gibbet erected before the cathedral’s pale wooden doorway, such that each congregant might see and be thankful. Fog wreathed the corpses with a sallow touch, setting ropes to creaking, the wind echoing from their hollow skulls like the moans of the unquiet dead. Not all were in possession of the usual apportionment of arms or heads. A crowd had gathered to gawp, peasants and pilgrims come to hawk phlegm onto charcoaled feet, hooves, claws, and jeer. Rising above the hush, from a crenellated pulpit that hung suspended from the belfry, a preacher sang of the End Times, his tune a stark complement to the hush below; the creaking nooses of the saved.

			On the fire-blackened earth in the square’s centre, none walked. Folk avoided it like a dark omen, clustering instead to its edges where stallholders pegged their wares with quiet pleas and suggestive glances. Young, keen-looking men in pristine mail bright with holy iconography, squires to templar knights, tramped through the filth as beggars and hawkers pawed at their linen sleeves with furtive promises of arcane wards against Chaos, protective relics, and forbidden vices. Men in variegated mercenary colours watched the whole tableau from under darkened awnings, sipping at non-descript potations, dicing, one eye on the swaying corpses, mindful of the righteous.

			The column clattered to a halt.

			Gotrek took a great huff of the chill air and gripped his thighs, staring hard at the ground, delighted to find it so proximate to his face.

			‘This is dourer than Karak Kadrin,’ he wheezed. ‘Where does a dwarf find a drink in this place?’

			‘This is a place of temperance,’ Konrad returned, untying the dwarf’s leash from his horse’s bridle and tossing his end down onto the heaving dwarf. ‘The Empire is slothful and indolent. This is why Baron von Kuber expanded Sigmarshafen to accommodate the truly faithful. When the End Times come, this is where Sigmar’s hammer-brothers will make their stand.’

			‘Is it now?’

			‘It is.’

			Gotrek straightened, hands on hips, and glared across the square. ‘You think Sigmar would have liked all this? Manling, I could tell you tales of Sigmar that’d make your whiskers curl.’

			‘I’d sooner sever both ears than hear his name from your lips.’

			‘Do you know how much ale was downed after Black Fire Pass?’ Gotrek pressed with malicious relish. ‘If ever there was a man to match a dwarf pint for pint, it would have been Sigmar. Not that he could, mind. He was only human, after all.’

			‘Enough!’ Konrad yelled, quivering with a rage that Gotrek greeted with a snort of derision. He cast a look to the plain walls and stained glass of the temple of Sigmar, yawing back in his saddle to rip his pistol from its holster. ‘Wolfgang was right. We should have gunned you down on the moors and left you for the crows.’

			‘That would have been most prideful, Konrad. You are familiar by now with the proper penances, I am sure.’

			Konrad scowled, rehousing his weapon and swinging down from the saddle as an elderly man in crimson robes emerged from the throng surrounding the gibbet and its grisly display of Sigmar’s justice. The man’s face was lined and blotched, white hair falling away in straggly clumps, his eyes a damp, dispirited blue. A young page in albus robes fussed over him like an attentive shadow.

			‘I am indeed, arch-lector,’ said Konrad. ‘It would seem that they do not work.’

			Watching the old priest’s approach, Felix suddenly realised he was the last man still mounted. He dismounted, embarrassingly saddle-sore given the briefness of their ride.

			The priest paused before Gotrek, looked the dwarf up and down. The page dropped to hands and knees to brush grit from his master’s robes. ‘Did I not describe the Beast to you?’ the old priest rasped, as though his breath bore claws to defy expulsion. ‘Does this look anything like the monster?’

			‘Not all creatures of the dark wear their claws in public, father.’ Konrad’s horse whinnied, empathising with her master’s anger. Konrad gripped the bridle, hard enough to make the leather creak in anguish.

			‘You are an indiscriminate fool. As bad as der Kreuzfahrer ever was. Sigmar’s name, this is one of the elder folk you harass now!’

			‘You in charge here?’ Gotrek asked gruffly, pulling himself upright.

			Konrad scoffed, a few of the men muttered under the breaths. The priest ignored them. ‘Gramm. Hans-Jorgen Gramm. Arch-Lector of the province of Ostermark.’

			‘Open your eyes,’ Konrad hissed. ‘They crossed the border line near the site of the attack. Exactly where the wards signalled an incursion. Exactly where you said they would be.’

			‘Perhaps you’d best leave your thinking to that horse of yours,’ Gotrek observed. ‘We were after the Beast ourselves. Of course we trod the same path. Or did you think the monster would sit on its plunder and wait to be caught?’ Gotrek gave the men present an appraising look, then snorted and turned back to the old priest. ‘Not unless it craved more killing. I doubt there’s anything your lot could have done to stop it.’

			Konrad stepped forward, drawing his horse in his wake, and jabbed the old priest in the collar with a gloved finger. Felix heard a collective gasp from those stood nearby, brave enough to watch.

			‘The Beast would have been robbed of its hiding place long ago if the temple had given Götz the backing he deserved. That boundary line should have been tightened to a noose about the city’s neck. We should each have begged for one tenth of Götz’s courage, and prayed for the worthiness to spill our blood in his name, to take the place apart stone by stone and let it drown in a river of its own blood!’

			‘Konrad, you will be silent!’ Gramm’s raised voice summoned a hush to the already fearful square. Across the square Felix saw money change hands amongst a group of bored-looking mercenaries; probably wagering on how long it would take for somebody to be thrown onto a bonfire. ‘Magnus bade us watch. To contain. He knew better than any that true evil is not so easily purged. It must remain, a monument, an insurance that we never forget.’

			‘That may be so. But does not Sigmar Himself charge us to oppose evil in all its forms, wherever…’ Konrad’s eyes glittered dangerously, fixed upon the hunched priest as he spoke, ‘...and in whomever, it be found.’

			Gramm’s expression soured, but he offered no riposte, turning instead to Gotrek with the utterance of a harsh syllable that sounded as though the old man was gargling on gravel. Gotrek’s one eye widened, then he growled back a string of hard-edged consonants, shaping his hands through the illustration of some point or other. Gramm nodded along, listening intently. They conversed in Khazalid, Felix realised, the ­dwarfish tongue. He listened out for any words he recognised, but it was akin to seeking sense in the collision of rocks. He felt a flash of annoyance that, despite all of their travels, Gotrek had never offered to teach him a phrase or two. He had learned more Dark Tongue from the throats of dying beastmen than he had ever gleaned from the language of argu­ably his closest, if not only, friend. 

			The dwarfs valued their secrecy, he knew, but did their friendship count for so little? Gramm was growing progressively more disturbed as Gotrek continued to speak. Felix looked to Konrad, feeling an unexpected kinship. Konrad’s face flushed a bloody purple, imagination conjuring its own abridged translation of the dwarf’s words.

			‘Right then,’ said Gotrek, clapping his fists and turning back to Felix, slipping smoothly into Reikspiel. ‘That’s that sorted out.’

			‘What were you talking about?’

			‘War stories,’ said Gotrek. ‘The priest here was the sole survivor when the Beast made off with the baron.’

			‘One survivor,’ said Felix, thoughtful. Something niggled at the back of his mind.

			‘Your account is troubling,’ breathed Gramm.

			‘Which part, exactly?’ asked Felix, irritated by his exclusion and not at all worried about letting it show.

			‘The timing of the attacks, for one. It must be very swift, or possessed of some uncanny means of transportation, to mount attacks on both you and on our congregation on the same night.’

			‘Was it definitely the same monster?’

			Gramm frowned, studying Gotrek. It was as if Felix did not exist to him.

			‘Aye, manling,’ said Gotrek, filling in. ‘It was.’

			Felix felt the concept of a monster that could be in two places at once rough over every fibre of logic in his body. Even as his mind rushed to rubbish it, he recalled the paths of the Old Ones into which he and Gotrek had stumbled by accident, through a gate not far from here. Was it possible there were more such gates hidden in this haunted province? 

			‘The Beast might then prove impossible to find,’ he said, voicing his fears. 

			‘It’ll taste my axe, manling, if it takes a hundred years.’

			‘That may be all right for you, Gotrek, but not if you wish it to be me who records it. It could be anywhere.’

			‘It’s in the city,’ said Gramm, raspish voice smothering the brewing argument. ‘Evil begets evil. We have all heard the voices in the night and in our dreams, calling to our darker natures.’

			‘Some of us have,’ murmured Konrad.

			‘Then you know more than we do. Do you also know what it seeks in the graves of the moors?’

			Gramm pursed his lips, his eyes taking on a troubled glaze. It looked as though he framed an answer, only for Konrad to cut him off with a snarl.

			‘The Beast’s intent is not a fit subject for those who profess to Sigmar’s love,’ said Konrad. ‘The wish to understand the mind of Chaos is a sin. There is no order to it beyond that which we hope to give it. It is Chaos. It exists only to destroy or to be destroyed. And that is exactly what I plan to do!’

			Gramm took a deep breath. ‘The baron is lost–’

			‘Then I will see out the last promise he asked of me. And the City of the Damned will die with him.’

			Gramm retreated before the soldier’s zeal. ‘We must consider the succession.’

			‘Götz has no children.’

			‘But he has an heir. His late wife’s sister has borne sons by March Boyar Kraislav Ulanov of the Eastern Oblast.’

			Konrad sneered. ‘A warrior by marriage.’ He spoke the last word as though he bit through a live animal. The men around him seemed to share his distaste. Only Caul remained apart. ‘Is that all the legacy of the von Kuber’s means to you, old man? This land changes you. It gets into your skin. Has this Kislevite child lived every hour with death on his doorstep, with a shadow over his very dreams? Can he call on the courage of seven generations of heroes who have defied the city’s damnation? I say no. Yet this is the boy you would call to lead us into the End Times.’ Konrad spat on the ground by the priest’s feet. ‘I say no.’

			Gramm met Konrad’s stare, lasting barely a moment before looking away. He nodded slowly. Something in Konrad’s expression made Felix want to reach for his sword.

			Felix cleared his throat nervously. ‘It’s clear you have important matters to talk about here.’ He turned to Gotrek to avoid meeting Konrad’s glare. ‘With your permission, we should probably be on our way.’

			‘Or without your permission,’ said Gotrek, with a hopeful leer. ‘If you’d rather.’

			‘Nonsense,’ said Konrad. ‘The Beast is in the city already. You are tired and in any case it is early still. Only the flagellants brave the city by daylight. I insist you remain here, journey tomorrow. My men can accommodate your needs.’

			Felix turned briefly, looking beyond the road they had just climbed and into the fog that cloaked the lifeless downs and the damned city beyond. Right then, both seemed safer than a night spent at Konrad Seitz’s pleasure.

			‘It’s a kind offer, but Gotrek and I will find some place to stay until morning. We wouldn’t want to inconvenience your men from their search for the baron.’

			Konrad stifled a growl at Felix’s mention of von Kuber. ‘This is not some den of decadence like Marienburg,’ he snarled. ‘You’ll find few inns or brothels in Sigmarshafen.’

			Gramm raised his hands for peace. ‘The dwarf-friend has spoken and those who glory Sigmar will respect his wishes.’

			Konrad scowled. Gramm’s lips twitched, satisfied with his Pyrrhic victory. A faint look of confusion crossed his face. ‘Three,’ he rasped, examining Gotrek, and then Felix in turn. ‘Three prisoners, you said. Do you hide something from me, captain?’

			Konrad offered a bow, just shallow enough to be disrespectful. ‘Torsten!’ he yelled, eyes still fixed on Gramm. ‘Bring Rudi Hartmann here.’

			‘Hartmann?’ Gramm wheezed. ‘There’s a name I know well.’ Gramm moved closer to where Rudi stood, quiet and shivering, Torsten’s brawny hands pinning his arms to his sides. The priest took Rudi’s chin in his hand, jerking it that he might examine his throat for stigmata. ‘Chaos runs in your line, boy. Had it not been your father himself who exposed Margarethe’s mutation to me, I would have had him, and you two boys, staked by your mother’s side.’

			Rudi’s eyes were wide with fright. He mumbled something that Felix could not hear.

			‘The boy was there in the Totenwald ambush,’ Konrad added in a suggestive whisper, eyes fixed on Gramm as securely as the priest’s were on Rudi.

			‘Evil begets evil,’ Gramm murmured like a protective cant.

			‘Only broken and bloodless bodies were left behind,’ Konrad went on. ‘They hung from the trees for miles. Why was this daemon’s get permitted to flee? And why did he then hide and not return?’

			‘Have you something to confess, boy?’ Rudi gasped as the priest’s grip tightened. ‘Have we stake and oil to spare, Brother Seitz?’

			A ready smile crept across Konrad’s face. ‘Always, arch-lector.’

			Gramm shoved back Rudi’s face, wiping his hand on his robes as though to rid his skin of filth.

			‘Lock him away. Tomorrow he’ll burn with the others.’
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			DREAMS OF THE DISHONOURED

			‘Burn?’ Felix yelled, barely able to hear his own voice over Rudi’s dis­believing protests. ‘You can’t be serious.’

			Gramm was unrepentant. ‘It is common knowledge that a daemon haunts this country, an evil that even the Pious could not purge.’ He waved his hands through the fog, giving Rudi a pitying look. ‘It rides upon the mist, preys on the weak and the unrighteous. The body must be exorcised in flame to free the soul of flesh’s taint.’

			‘That’s the most inane nonsense I’ve heard anywhere on these blasted moors.’

			‘Cowardice is a curse, friend,’ said Konrad. He smiled cruelly. Felix wanted very much to wipe away that smirk with his fist. He would have too, had Gotrek not held him back. Felix tried to throw himself on Konrad, but being restrained by Gotrek was like being chained to a wall.

			‘He’s an oathbreaker, manling. This is their law.’

			‘That’s right,’ said Konrad. ‘And he’ll thank us when he’s granted entry into Sigmar’s kingdom.’

			Gramm nodded agreement. Torsten and Anselm were already ­dragging Rudi away. The youth howled and gnashed his teeth, ­struggling against the heavier men’s hold. The townspeople parted before them and hissed.

			With a laugh, Konrad leapt into his stirrup and swung his trailing leg into the saddle. The remaining soldiers took that as a cue to mount, all except Caul, stood with his hands beneath his grey cloak, watching like an adder with a strange lopsided smile. Konrad indicated the burned ground within the square. ‘There are many accidents that may befall a man on his way to the pyre. Bring me what I want to learn before sunrise and your friend may yet find a swifter end.’

			With an inchoate snarl, Felix lunged for the mounted man again, but Gotrek held him firm. Konrad merely laughed as he wheeled his horse away. Under the awnings across the square, money moved swiftly as debtors paid up on Rudi or, eying Felix like buzzards, gambled double or quits on a second burning.

			‘Come away, manling,’ said Gotrek, insistent. ‘Not out here.’

			Men and women in humble garb crowded onto the road before the pale gates of Sigmarshafen. They came with children, occasional squawks of noise ill-temperedly silenced. The bleating of goats and the hymning of priests drifted over the attentive listeners like the fog that coiled about their shoulders.

			Such intrusions were few. Word had spread fast and far and at least half of the township had packed into the strip of dirt road between the pine hovels of Sigmarshafen and the palisade. It was but once in a wandering star that those in inhabited places could hear the words of the blessed Brüder Nikolaus.

			It was said that he had been the worst of sinners, reformed by the intercession of Sigmar. It was said that he dwelt alone within the City of the Damned, preaching the divine word to the lost, to the air and to the stones beneath his bare feet. It was said that he had cleaved his own arm from his body to spite the attentions of Chaos that such communion invited.

			It was said he was a living saint.

			So it was with great consternation that the rearmost onlookers turned away to face the commotion coming their way down the main street from the Kirchplatz. Those first ripples of discontent spread, building into a wave of revulsion, a rush of hot blood that broke upon pious hearts.

			Through a gauntlet of hissing men and showering rubbish, a dark-haired youth struggled between the grip of two of Captain Seitz’s militiamen. The man’s legs sawed through the hardened muck of the road, flailing for purchase and finding none. He looked normal; perhaps deceptively so, for there were none as adept as Captain Seitz at ensnaring those corrupt in spirit. With a grudging acquiescence, an acceptance that the torment awaiting this spawn of Chaos would reward their patience, the crowd drew back to form a travelling pocket of acrimony and bile surrounding the three men. The grey-cloaked militiamen bawled at the crowd to stay back, but that did not stop the occasional hot-blood breaking ranks to drive a fist or a boot into the condemned man’s back. His cries of pain incited the mob all the more.

			Atop the upturned box that sufficed so humble a man for a pulpit, Brüder Nikolaus lifted his one hand to the heavens. It was thick with green tattoos. They were faded, blotched with bruises and burns, a constant reminder of the lost soul he had once been. He praised Sigmar for the pain those memories wrought.

			‘Repent, poor sinner,’ he cried, as the man was dragged through his congregation toward the gate towers. With tacit permission to do so, all now turned to watch. ‘Like a feeble blade, your soul returns to the great fires of Sigmar’s forge. Repent, poor sinner, and be recast pure!’

			The preacher’s words only made the man thrash harder, as though his holiness inflamed the daemon within. The crowd perceived it as such and began to wail. A woman fainted, caught and clutched close by her husband who signed the hammer on her forehead and roared with his fellows.

			‘Repent!’ Nikolaus screamed. The people echoed him. The whole township rang with it, the word peeling over and over from a hundred mouths as the soldiers tried to strip the recalcitrant sinner of his gear and force him into the pen with the other foul horrors that came unwilling to Sigmar’s mercy.

			Nikolaus cleared his throat to shout again when he noticed another man forcing his way through the crowd. The man was one of his own flock and garbed similarly in sackcloth. His face was hideously burned, head bound in a bloodied tourniquet, the necessary scarifications of weak flesh. What remained of his face looked troubled.

			‘What ails you, Brüder Friedrich?’

			‘A mercenary has been brought to us. It is serious. She needs your ministry.’

			Nikolaus nodded understanding and jumped down.

			A lament went up from those gathered as he made his way between them, following the path that Friedrich forced open for him. None moved to stop him, but there were scuffles amongst those seeking to position themselves near enough to touch his sackcloth kilt or even his tattooed legs as he passed. They followed at a reverential remove as the two hermits made down one of the many alleys that branched from the gates of Sigmarshafen.

			The alley was tight, large enough for two abreast but just barely. The doors to either side were small, narrowed and mean. Water ran from slanted roofs of pitched pine and rusted iron, a relentless trickle of worldly misery. The sun, such as it existed at all in Ostermark, never touched Sigmar’s earth. Human filth had frozen into the ruts left by carts and human feet. Nikolaus bore the pain in his bare soles with a grateful heart, each breath summoning its own small torture, needles of bitter cold prickling down his throat with each draw of icy mist.

			At one of the doors, Friedrich held and knocked twice. The building was identical to the others, but for a smearing of bloody prints over the latch and the heap of frozen offal that had been left out for the dogs and strays. 

			For Sigmar was a beneficent god.

			The door opened to frame another man, bald, one eyed, face similarly burned and criss-crossed with partially melted scars. There was a tension in the way he gripped the door, but he relaxed at the sight of Nikolaus. He peered out into the dreary street and the long train of rabble that had followed them from the gate. They held back, silent as any such gathering of men ever could be.

			The man behind the door grunted and pulled his head back inside. ‘It’s good you came. The daemon is strong in her.’ He stepped aside, inviting Nikolaus in. Friedrich remained in the cold, closing the door quietly behind him. A part of Nikolaus wished he too could have remained without. His breath misted before his face, a frost sent spidery fingers through the joins in the door, but out of the wind, out of the fog, there was a warmth that smacked of vice.

			Hocks of goat meat hung from metal pegs, fat glistening white in the cold. The butcher’s larder was illuminated by a single candle in the hands of another of Nikolaus’s brothers-in-penitence, Brüder Arnulf. The fug of roasted goat spat from the dribbling tallow was thick enough to chew, only partially clouding the stink of corruption.

			The two sackclothed men positioned themselves either side of a blood-spattered wooden table. Arnulf set his burden upon a wooden shelf that ran along the rear wall. Its light caught off an array of bladed implements pegged to that wall, from knives and skewers, to huge serrated bone saws.

			Nikolaus moved to the table. A woman lay upon it. She had been stripped bare, pale flesh dimpled, breath steaming in short sharpened bursts as she writhed on her bloody pallet.

			‘Hold her.’

			The men did so, each taking an arm. A shudder passed through her body. Every part of her shook. Watching her, Nikolaus felt a knot tighten in his throat. Even now, his own body would seek to tempt him. But then flesh would ever be desirous of flesh. That flesh would be opened this night. Sin would run in rivers.

			‘She is fresh returned from the City of the Damned,’ said Arnulf. One side of his face was gone; burned muscle, bone and crumbling tissue all that remained. It was that face he presented as he spoke, rightly proud in the purity of his disfigurement. ‘Those who brought her attest she stepped on something. A shard of the wyrdstone, they say.’

			Nikolaus reached out his one hand. His fingers hovered over her belly, pure white, prickled with goose bumps and yet moistened by fever. Even without touching, her skin flexed from the nearness of his hand. He worked his dry mouth and forced his hand down to the woman’s foot. It was black, cracks parting the cold hard skin to reveal pink tissue that shed no blood. With blunt fingers, he prodded the dead flesh, tracing upward to where the blight extended its roots into the living leg. The woman gasped, but failed otherwise to react, as his thumbnail scored a mark above her knee. 

			Stepping around the table, Nikolaus selected the bone saw from the row of implements and then returned, candlelight tinting the serrated blade red. He looked down on the poor creature, the pity he felt all the greater for the lust she so sinfully induced in his own heart.

			‘Your leg offends you, schwester. With Sigmar’s blessing, may the Dark Gods keep it.’

			Felix subjected Gotrek to an angry glare as the dwarf stamped down two steins of flat, insipid moonshine onto the table between them.

			‘I’m not about to sit here and drink with Rudi due to be burned alive in the morning.’

			‘Do you know how hard it was to find this, manling? What kind of holy war do these men hope to wage without proper ale?’

			Felix sniffed at the contents of the pewter stein. It was pungently acidic and looked to be stripping the lead from the inside of the vessel. ‘I hope you didn’t pay too much.’

			Gotrek planted himself onto the stool opposite and took up his own mug in one meaty fist. He gulped down a mouthful, winced, then took another before setting it back down. ‘After convincing our host that I wasn’t set on turning him in for peddling drunkenness, I may have gone on to ­suggest that a dwarfish patron might be good for his custom. He may also have been brought round to the idea that it’d be handy if those from that pansy timber deathtrap they call a cathedral should drop by.’ He patted his axe where it rested against the side of their table and leered. ‘We can only hope.’

			‘So you took advantage of a man’s faith to get a free drink?’

			Gotrek chuckled and rapped his stein off Felix’s. ‘Two drinks, manling.’

			Felix snorted and sat back, leaving his drink untouched. ‘You know what, I don’t care. I’ve read the Unfinished Book, you know. The temple at Altdorf University had a copy made of that which was lost in the great fire that destroyed Nuln Cathedral. I hate to imagine what Sigmar would make of what these people are doing in his name.’

			‘They’re all of them fools if you ask me,’ said Gotrek, wiping sop from his beard on the back of his hand. ‘Sigmar was a great man, aye, well deserving of godhood off the back of his deeds. But do you see any dwarf falling over themselves to appease men on account of one man’s valour?’

			Felix scowled and pushed his drink away and, ignoring the glug of Gotrek noisily disposing of his, looked around the dank cellar of the mercenary flophouse that Gotrek had dragged them too. Grey light wormed in through narrow slit windows just below the rafters with the rumble of handcarts and hymns. Through the greasy panes, he could see the feet of the mercenaries who favoured fresh air on their faces to questionable ale in their bellies. Felix considered the preference eminently the more sensible.

			The illicit drinking hall, for such it clearly was however much the wooden hammer set above the bar tried to make it appear to be the landlord’s private shrine, bustled with a subdued murmur. A dozen tightly packed tables played host to sodden mercenaries. There was tension in the drinkers’ faces, hands playing restive over unsheathed weapons. There was no relaxation to be found in Sigmarshafen, not for men who flouted the commandments of Konrad’s moralpolizei.

			Felix watched as the house’s proprietor, a grey bear of a man called Theis, wound between the tables towards them. He was as tall as Felix and far better endowed in poundage, both in muscle and in fat. He stooped under the ceiling beams and hovered by their table, wringing his brawny fists, hammer and comet talismans jangling about his thick neck.

			‘Is all to your liking, masters?’

			Gotrek grunted and made a grab for Felix’s unwanted drink. ‘Barely, barkeep. Barely. We’re scarce three days march from the last dwarf post on the Kadrin road. Is there no dwarf ale to be found in this sorry place?’

			‘Forgive us, master dwarf, but there’s little as gets by Konrad’s men.’ He gestured at the sullen patrons with a wave of one hairy hand. ‘You get used to it when there’s naught else to be had.’

			‘More ale then, barkeep. The sooner I’m too drunk to taste this swill the better.’

			Theis bowed and turned to Felix. ‘I’ll bring over some honey for that eye, my lord.’

			Felix crossed his arms, his expression sour, and waited for Theis to leave. As soon as he was gone, he lifted his fingers to his black eye and winced.

			‘Stop poking at it, manling. You’ll only make it worse.’

			Felix considered keeping his mouth shut but when it came to feats of sullenness Gotrek was unrivalled. ‘Don’t talk to me about my eye, Gotrek. I still can’t believe you let them take Rudi without a fight. They’re going to burn him alive, for pity’s sake.’

			‘You’re always lecturing me on tact, manling. Did you want me to kill them all? The priest too, maybe? What of every other man and child in that square?’

			‘Gramm was hanging on your every word. He would have let Rudi go if you’d asked it.’

			Gotrek shook his head grimly. ‘I’m no expert, but that horse-loving fanatic is clearly the one taking the decisions now that the baron’s from the picture and minds like his aren’t for swaying. And you forget the most important point, manling. The beardling did betray his oath of fealty.’

			‘And what of the oath he swore to us?’ said Felix, thumping his fist into the table. ‘He vowed to help us track the Beast.’

			‘And he’s fulfilled that part of his bargain ably.’ Gotrek pointed to the south wall of the cellar, beyond which, over fog-haunted downs, the City of the Damned lay in wait. ‘We know now where it lurks. And even had he not, his oath to his lord was made first.’

			Felix pinched his temples and slumped back into his chair. He could forget sometimes how alien Gotrek was. The Slayer looked like a man, but he was not one. There could be no sympathy for oathbreakers. 

			‘It our fault he’s here at all. And in any case, this isn’t Karaz-a-Karak or wherever. This is the Empire.’ He stared glumly toward a particularly joyless group of pale-faced men with the appearance of Middenlanders. ‘Nobody chooses to serve in their lord’s militia.’

			‘I’ve said it before, manling and I’ll say it again. Yours are an odd folk.’

			‘I’m getting him out, Gotrek. With your help or without.’ Slowly and with feeling, he ground his fist into his open palm. ‘And if I have to go through that swine, Seitz, then so much the better.’

			‘That’s unlike you, manling.’

			‘Maybe it’s something in the ale.’

			‘The way you sniff at it? Hah!’ Gotrek chuckled gruffly, myriad piercings jangling. ‘More likely some honest dwarfen stubbornness has rubbed off on you at last. Well fine. If he agrees to join us and find himself an honourable end in the damned city, then I’ll help you.’

			‘Thank you, Gotrek.’ He wanted to say more, but could not think of the words to use that Gotrek would not consider sentimental or… human. So he said nothing.

			‘Eat something first, why don’t you. And get some rest. You’ve hardly slept since the day before yesterday. Some admirable dwarfishness may have rubbed off onto you, but I doubt you’ve yet acquired the stamina to carry on like that.’

			Felix felt a tide of weariness rise to the Slayer’s words. Had it really been so long?

			As Felix’s thoughts returned to the problem of his bedevilled sleep, the door to the upstairs apartments opened behind him. Cold plucked at his hackles. He heard people enter, mail rustling, boots creaking over the floorboards. He rolled the chill from his shoulders, pulled himself from his crouch, and tried to ignore them. He tapped the rim of Gotrek’s stein. ‘I think I will have one of those now.’

			‘A fine idea, meinen herr. Allow me to purchase this round.’

			Felix noticed that every eye in the hall had turned his way, the air adopting a frost that had little to do with an open door. He shifted in his chair to find Caul Schlanger lounging against the plaster wall by the doorway. Like a lizard on a rock. Felix had noted previously the man’s dearth of teeth, but for the first time he was struck by the perverse order to it. It looked as though every tooth had been deliberately pulled to leave four sets of four. As the man stood there, regarding Felix with those calculating green eyes, two more soldiers entered. They wore grey cloaks over darkened mail and quilted brigandine, their padded biceps bound with the black band of the moralpolizei. The last through closed the door behind him. Both men took position beside it, hands on hips, nonchalant enough to be unthreatening, near enough to the blades swinging from their belts to stress otherwise.

			‘Ale for these two.’ Caul motioned to Theis, then stabbed a digit at Gotrek and Felix. ‘And one for myself.’ He pulled up the chair next to Felix’s, twisted it back to front and slouched forward in a posture of calculated insouciance. Felix felt the skin of his right side try to pull away from his bones. He dragged his own chair to the left to make space between them.

			It helped, but not much.

			Theis was sweating, eyes flicking from man to man to dwarf, convinced he was being fed into a trap and desperate to figure out exactly what kind. Konrad may have been hated with a passion. But Caul Schlanger was a name to wring knots into the guts of the most hardened. ‘And for your… erm… men?’

			‘I’d advise not,’ said Caul, scratching his coarse chin as he surveyed the room with a knowing smirk. ‘They are pious men. It is uncharacteristically lax of them to allow this den of iniquity to persist on their watch. I assure you I will see them thoroughly scourged later.’

			‘What do you want?’ said Felix, his fingers reaching for the reassuring touch of his sword’s dragonhead hilt. ‘We know nothing about what happened to Baron von Kuber. We’ve already said as much to your sadistic master.’

			Caul gaped in mock astonishment. ‘Mein kapitän?’ He cast his gaze over the warily observant crowd, their drinks left untouched in favour of weapons. ‘I thought that all of Sigmarshafen appreciated the benevolent zeal of dear Konrad?’ There was a low grumble of assent from the seated mercenaries. Not one of them dared look up from their tables to meet Caul’s eye. Caul broke into a cackle with an ironic shake of the head. ‘So cruel a world. That the virtuous Konrad should make liars of an entire town.’

			Felix ground his teeth. There was something about these sanctimonious prigs that he just wanted to throttle some common human decency into. ‘If you have a point to make, Herr Schlanger, I would suggest you make it. My companion and I have little patience for barroom bullies.’

			Caul’s green eyes glittered with malice, all pretence at friendship bleeding back into his angular face.

			‘Steady now, Herr Jaeger. Let’s not say something we might later regret.’

			Felix froze. He was, technically, still a wanted man in Altdorf for his role in the Window Tax Riots, but at no point had he mentioned his, or Gotrek’s, name. He found it hard to believe that word of his petty infamy could have made it out to the provinces and to men who, quite plainly, had larger problems to contend with. Caul’s smile was etched in copper, Felix holding his gaze through a charged silence as Theis arrived to deposit three overflowing steins before making a hasty retreat. Caul dipped his finger in his drink and sucked it dry without any apparent distaste.

			At last Felix could bear no more.

			‘How do you know my name?’

			Caul proffered a practiced, self-deprecating shrug. ‘Der Kreuzfahrer tasks to me such things as would sully the hands of one so noble. It would be remiss of me not to recognise the infamous Jaeger and Gurnisson.’

			Felix leaned into the table and hissed. ‘Does Konrad know?’ 

			‘Konrad does not care, so Konrad does not ask.’

			‘And you do?’

			Caul spread his hands, all beatific innocence. ‘I’m a carer.’

			‘Not too many of those about,’ Gotrek grunted, knocking back a casual slug of ale.

			Felix was still trying to hold Caul’s stare but the man’s regard was so unwavering that Felix began to doubt whether his eyes had lids. He hoped that he sounded less nervous than he felt as he cleared his throat. ‘I’ll ask again, Herr Schlanger. What do you want?’

			‘What is it that you want, Felix?’

			‘How about a straight answer?’

			Caul cracked his unnervingly ordered smile.

			‘Just spit it out, you tiresome lizard,’ said Gotrek. ‘This may be the only tavern in this damnable town and I don’t care to share it with you and yours.’ His hand slid meaningfully for the handle of his axe that rested butt-down against the table.

			‘Threats are unnecessary, Herr Gurnisson. Trust me that had I wanted you harmed, I have people for that.’ His eyes drifted over the subdued drinkers. ‘You’d not have seen it coming.’

			‘Trust you?’ Gotrek snorted. ‘Aye, about as far as I can ram you down the necks of one of your half-starved ponies.’

			Caul took a sip of his ale, eyes glittering over Gotrek’s huge torso from behind his simply patterned stein. ‘And how far do you think that might be? I’m almost curious to see for myself.’ With a fluid smile and a reptilian intensity to his regard, Caul tugged the fingers from his left-hand riding glove one by one and set the glove down. His body flowed over the reversed back of his chair like a snake over a tree stump, his elbow striking into the tabletop. He flexed his four fingers, the middle clipped through just below the knuckle, and grinned a broken alligator smile.

			‘Shall we see just how strong you are, Herr Gurnisson?’

			Gotrek shook with laughter. And rightly so. Caul was wiry and lean. Something in his demeanour hinted at a devilish strength, but Gotrek was… well… Gotrek.

			Caul would be lucky to escape with a broken hand and a dislocated shoulder.

			‘I’m familiar with your escapades, Herr Gurnisson, and it’s quite the tally.’ Caul lifted his still begloved right hand, fingers splayed. Felix noted how the glove’s middle finger there too stood flaccid and unfilled. ‘Let me see. There was a daemon, a dragon, a vampire…’ He lowered his fingers one by one as he reeled off a list of Gotrek’s unsuccessful attempts at atonement. Felix felt bewilderment grow. How had this man come to learn so much?

			‘Have I missed any?’

			‘Aye, a bothersome manling or two.’

			Amusement gleamed from the man’s fiendishly arranged teeth. ‘And you think that this prepares you for the City of the Damned? Come Slayer, show me what you have, or do you fear that I’ll embarrass you in front of your dwarf-friend?’

			Gotrek gave Caul a cursory once over, sitting back and crossing his arms behind his neck, tensing his biceps and pulling his enormous tattooed chest wide. The mountain of sheer physical power should have had a sane man quailing. Caul was obviously not that. His arm see-sawed like a cobra, eyes set unblinking onto Gotrek’s one as the Slayer slowly unfolded his arms. He held them over the table before him, each massive as a prize stallion’s stifle. 

			‘Which one do you want?’

			Caul laughed, the mirth as hollow as everything about him. ‘You favour right. I favour left. Would left not seem fair, considering?’

			Gotrek smoothed the smirk from his lips with his right hand, planting his left onto the table opposing Caul’s. A tremor passed through the table­top, ripples lapping the edges of Felix’s stein. Man and dwarf clasped, Gotrek’s giant ham enveloping Caul’s hand entirely. Caul winced as Gotrek squeezed, a flash of pain too genuine to be smothered at once.

			Felix dragged his chair back from the contest and smiled.

			Was Caul Schlanger really about to try and best Gotrek in an arm-wrestle? A subdued ripple of excitement passed through the room with a scraping of stools being turned in Felix’s direction. The mercenaries sensed a humiliation in the offing and were even more intent on savouring it than Felix.

			Gotrek grinned, tightened his grip a little further. ‘Just scream when you want to yield. You’ll not be the first reptile squashed in this hand.’

			‘There’s a question that’s always bothered me,’ Caul hissed, suppressing the obvious pain like a true penitent. ‘With all the horrors you’ve faced, the monsters you’ve slain…’ A smile slithered from his lips and he leaned in close enough for each to share the other’s breath. ‘How did it feel losing your eye to a goblin?’

			Felix tensed, fingers gripped to the tabletop in case Gotrek should snatch it from under him. The dwarf’s expression was set rigid but, as Felix watched, the tendons running his forearm pulled taut like cables. The clasped hands trembled ever so slightly under the pressure.

			‘When I win, you’ll sod off and not bother me again.’

			‘Agreed,’ Caul hissed, taking it like a martyr. ‘And if I win, you’ll listen to my offer.’

			‘I’d demand something more grand, were I you. All the gold of the Everpeak, perhaps? Or the heart of a daemon prince?’

			Caul snarled and threw his strength against Gotrek’s fist. It did not budge. Caul groaned, hunching underneath to put his weight into it. 

			‘Started yet?’

			‘Don’t mock me, dwarf.’ Caul jerked on his seat, the table rattling as something struck it from beneath and between Gotrek’s legs.

			Felix started back, hands up off the table. ‘You cheated!’

			‘Sturdy,’ Caul observed with a wink. Gotrek had not flinched. 

			‘The one thing you should know about a dwarf’s stones,’ said Gotrek, forcing Caul’s hand to within a whisker of the tabletop, ‘is that they’re like stones.’

			A spontaneous cheer swelled from the gathered mercenaries as, with a casual flick, Gotrek slammed Caul’s hand into the tabletop. Gotrek shoved the man off the table and sat back with a grunt of disappointment. ‘Leave your ale as you go. Fair recompense for such a pointless challenge.’

			Caul reclaimed his hand stiffly. He massaged colour back into his ­fingers, then smiled coldly, as though pain were the preserve of others. ‘A power­ful arm you have there, Herr Gurnisson. You’re as strong as I’d heard.’

			Gotrek was already pulling over Caul’s stein and draining its contents into his own.

			‘I’m in need of strong hands. The fewer the better, and I feel that you two are worth more than one man apiece. I want you two to come with me, to help rescue Baron von Kuber from the City of the Damned.

			‘I couldn’t give a grobi turd for your lord,’ said Gotrek without looking up. ‘It’s the Beast my axe thirsts after.’

			‘I know a thing or two about need, Slayer. I understand compulsion. That void in your belly that can’t ever be filled. The daggers in your mind that keep you awake at night and make food taste bitter.’

			Gotrek glanced up. He raised the stein of discoloured ale. ‘Your food was already bitter.’

			‘Let me tell you a tale…’ Caul’s four fingers grated his pale stubble. ‘Of a board-hewer’s son from the woodsman’s vorstadt of Talabheim. An old widow lived on the outskirts there; a hideous hag, blind, cruel to the ways of small boys, scraping a living selling idolatrous little effigies of Taal and Rhya that she made from feathers and dead twigs. One night, when this child was nine, he awakens to the dead of night. Outside it is dark, but in his heart there is a fire. He hears a voice.’ Caul directed a finger like a pistol to his temple. ‘In here. Sigmar had chosen him, chosen him for something great. He told him to rise from his bed, to take his father’s lantern, to douse the woman’s home in oil – and watch the old hag burn.’

			Felix shook his head in disgust.

			‘Does faith shock you?’ said Caul

			‘No. Faith doesn’t.’

			‘Götz lives. We all feel it. And Sigmar wants his champion returned.’

			Gotrek snorted into his purloined stein. ‘Well Sigmar can’t have him.’

			A collective gasp went up from the mercenaries. Caul glanced up, on some indiscernible level approving.

			‘Forgive my companion,’ said Felix. ‘I believe what he is trying to say is that we would both feel safer without your blade at our backs.’

			‘Aye, sod off.’

			‘That’s as maybe,’ said Caul. ‘But Konrad is not about to just let you leave. He remains convinced of your collusion with the Beast.’

			With a shrug, Gotrek stuck a thumb under his eye patch and proceeded to scratch around the hollow socket beneath. It was a habit that could, and knowing Gotrek likely was, have been contrived to disturb.

			‘He’s welcome to try and stop me.’

			‘Kinderkreuzfahrer, they call him,’ said Caul, a narrow smile of some cruel reminiscence. ‘He hates that, but it’s meant as the highest compliment. Konrad is the mirror of von Kuber in so many ways. There’s few can best either man with a sword, perhaps only Reiksmarshal Helborg himself.’

			‘All the better then,’ Gotrek replied, reaffixing his eye patch with a chuckle.

			‘Meritorious men with a powerful vision and a point to prove are ever the most dangerous. Konrad dreams of holy war, shedding the blood of the impious to nurture the soil of a commonwealth of faith.’

			‘And what do you dream, Herr Schlanger?’ asked Felix.

			 Caul fell silent. He regarded Felix strangely. ‘My dreams are of black walls and ruin, of a white lady marshalling a host of the unquiet damned. I dream of a lord of shadow, a dark master behind the blasted gates.’

			Felix felt a creeping unease, as though a wraith had passed through him. He had posed the question largely out of pique; he had not expected an honest answer. And certainly not that answer.

			Caul Schlanger described his own recurring nightmare.

			The moment was lost on Caul. His head cocked as he turned to Gotrek. ‘And what passes through the minds of dishonoured dwarfs when they close their eyes?’ Gotrek growled, but Caul ignored the threat. ‘They say you can’t die in dreams. Does that trouble you, Slayer? That there is to be no end to your disgrace, in waking or in sleep?’

			Bestial fury raged from the Slayer’s throat. He rose, snatching up both his sturdy wooden chair and his axe in one moment of fearsome wrath that brought a frightened murmur to the mercenaries sat watching. ‘I’d advise you leave while you still have legs to run,’ Gotrek spat, cheeks reddening with fury.

			Felix spilled from his chair, Karaghul ripping free of its sheath as he circled the table to put its bulk between him and Schlanger’s men.

			Ignoring Felix and the mercenaries who muttered threateningly but made no move, Caul climbed slowly from his seat, leaning over the table to meet Gotrek eye to eye. ‘Come with me, Slayer. I’ll promise you a doom beyond imagining.’

			Axe and chair both gripped above his orange crest, Gotrek looked thoughtful. Felix could tell that part of him was sorely tempted, only for stubbornness and a murderous dislike to hijack his tongue. He lowered his weapons. ‘It could be the mightiest of ends since Grimnir’s, but being led to it by a snake like you would render it worthless. A bet’s a bet, now be off, lest I break both legs and toss you out.’

			For a moment Caul remained motionless, then eased back from the table. ‘Come and find me when you change your mind.’

			‘Don’t hold your breath.’

			Caul sketched an empty smile, then turned to his waiting men with a nod. The door that closed behind their departing backs was met with roars of triumph, the seated mercenaries surging from their tables to slap Gotrek’s shoulders and demand the honour of his next drink. Theis beamed from the corner, already summing the night’s takings. Gotrek accepted the adulation with a stony-faced stoicism, ignoring the buffeting as he set about downing Caul’s stein.

			Felix rubbed his eyes wearily. All he wanted now was to sleep. It was probably time to raise the issue of lodgings with Theis. He could not help but stare after the closed door, nor fail to notice the knot of Middenlanders looking the same way, their severe expressions worn amidst the revelry like swords to a Shallyan festival. It disturbed him how much the man had known about Gotrek and himself. And it worried him what he had said about having people that would kill on his behalf. Suddenly, a bunk in the common dormitories no longer appealed.

			‘The infamous Jaeger and Gurnisson. That was what he said. Have you ever heard the like?’

			‘I’d think not, manling. That poem of yours’ll be titled Gurnisson and Jaeger.’ Gotrek set down his tankard and summoned more, glaring at Felix across the emptied cup. ‘If you know what’s best for you.’

			Mannslieb gleamed like a silver coin in the night sky. Tendrils of darkness shredded past it as fog, a wash of whispering disquiet was drawn from the City of the Damned like a tide.

			With a dreadful, patient menace it inched over the unliving wastes, inhuman will driving it implacably onto the hills and the walls of Sigmars­hafen. The old timbers groaned under the pressure of insubstantial bodies, men crying out from the guard towers as fires were suddenly extinguished. The mist swelled higher, the palisade creaking like old bones on a winter’s night as the fog neared its summit.

			And then, silently, its capitulation always inevitable, the barrier yielded. Fog spilled over and into the deserted streets.

			Or near deserted.

			Stripped to his woollen undershirt and breeches, Rudi shivered, cold, terrified, as mist, frozen and yet somehow still vaporous, streamed through the bars of the wooden pen. Moans rang empty through the fog that threatened to bury the township alive, a war cry for this hollow incursion. The voices came from nothing living; devoid of hate, of anger, of anything but pain and the tenebrous need to see that pain shared. Rudi held his breath for as long as he could, maddened by the thought of what spectral horror might be intaken on a lungful of that fog. Crawling backward over the bodies of his fellow prisoners, he pressed his back to the palisade. A scratching, as of many sets of fingernails, came from the other side. He tried to convince himself that it was just the timbers breathing, being rattled with pebbles from the wind.

			But he was a man of Ostermark, and he knew better.

			The fog was beginning to pool around his ankles, vapour colder than ice trickling over the waistline of his breeches and into his underclothes. He held himself tighter. Trapped in here, with what the gaolers dismissed as the brain-dead, or the mindless, it was easy to expect the worst.

			His fellow condemned muttered and moaned, tugging absently at their hair, gazing into nothing as they cupped their hands into the mist to hear its somnolent whispers before it streamed through their fingers. Rudi’s skin crawled from the nearness of them.

			The brain-dead.

			The mindless. 

			There were horned heads, bloated bodies, flanged necks and forked tongues. Every foul deformity the human body could suffer and still loosely be called human was here, and yet somehow nothing to compare with the blank eyes that stared through the back of his skull with a vestigial, wholly forgotten, hate. Mercenaries often chanced upon these listless mutants, weapons dragged clattering over the cobbles to stumble into their captors’ arms. They were a prize more valuable than a mercenary’s wage, more valuable even than the occasional unearthed artefact or sliver of wyrdstone. The clergy of Sigmarshafen paid well for the execution of Sigmar’s will. And those who dispensed justice in their god’s name knew only one punishment

			The fire.

			The thought of what waited for him tomorrow was a cold weight in his belly. He wanted to be sick, but his stomach was empty, and his chest ached from retching. Part of him wanted to believe that this could not happen, that Felix would not let it, but the world did not work that way. He had been forced to watch as his mother burned, had smelled it, had heard her screams. Out of nothing, his body was wracked with sobs. He brought them under control with a shuddering of his sore ribs.

			Rudi tried not to dwell on it, but he could not resist the groundswell of bitterness that briefly threatened to pollute his terror. Whatever corruption was at work on the mindless had set its claws too upon the men of Sigmars­hafen. His pen had remained locked for barely an hour at a time, Rudi watching on in disgust as girls of various levels of deviancy were dragged, mumbling and insensible, from the enclosure and into the straw bales of the nearby stable.

			Mutation, it seemed, was never far from the surface.

			Somehow the rumour had spread that bedding a mutant could lessen its symptoms. The gaolers – attending a steady stream of mercenaries and soldiers confessing to rashes, sores, suspicious lumps and agues that they dared not bring before a priest – had fast become wealthier and more reviled even than the black bands of the moralpolizei.

			The mutants’ madness still seemed like bliss to Rudi. 

			Trembling, he peered between the bars of his cage. He could just make out the street, the wooden houses across the road were huddled close, sagging roofs making them hunched. The streets were empty. Even the grasping gaolers had abandoned the night-time streets to the Damned.

			The thought of escape never occurred.

			Even if he could shatter the tough pine of his cage with his bare hands, it would only put him out there, with whatever undying horrors it was that haunted the streets of Sigmarshafen. And that was a fate more terrifying than all but the most sadistic of witch-finders could devise.

			On the pyre at least, his suffering would end.

			Felix lay awake, eyes wide, staring at the ceiling of the attic room that Gotrek had won for them in an ill-advised drinking bout with, it had seemed, half the mercenaries of Sigmarshafen. Rhythmic snores arose from the next bunk, the entire pallet bent like a hammock under Gotrek’s squat mass. Felix fought the urge to get up, stumble again around the dark little table to the square of pallid light, and confirm again that nothing was there. It was fortunate that the dwarf had stumbled into the bed nearest to the window. Had he been lying closer, he doubted he could have resisted the compulsion. 

			It was bad enough that the creeping unease that crawled like spiders under his skin meant that he now sought sleep in a pinching night vest of ringed steel. The bed groaned as he shifted, the weight of his mail causing the mattress to close around him. The slant of the ceiling brought it to the wall above Felix’s pallet close enough for him to taste the pine. The whorls in the wood made faces in the silver light that penetrated the fog, disturbing grotesques of nightmare and pain. It was disconcertingly like being interred within his own coffin. 

			The window rattled. 

			Moans of anguish ghosted past the sill, dark spirits circling the inn, seeking him out, drawn close by his warm and beating heart. 

			Directly under the beam of sombre light from the window, the white linen tablecloth rippled gently. The breeze kissed Felix’s cheek with cold dead lips. He drew his sheets close, wrapped himself in his cloak, and ­shivered. It was nothing, he commanded himself. Just an over-tired imagination filled to bursting with black tales of the haunted moors. A draught seeped through the join around the window pane. If the wind could get though then perhaps the ghosts on the fog could too! Cold air whined through the cracked fitting. It brought voices, pleas whispered in his ears. They wanted him to help them, to save them.

			They wanted him to join them.

			‘Don’t be a fool, Felix,’ he murmured, desperately in need of hearing his own voice spoken aloud, but the entreaties would not stop.

			Maybe he was asleep after all.

			The voices, the mist; it was all so like the nightmares he had suffered since venturing onto the Ostermark Moors that he could well believe it. Only the bone-ache weighing him into his mattress offered the clue that this was real.

			A floorboard creaked from the landing. His head rolled over his pillow to face the door, shadows shifting over the sole plate, a groaning pressure against the door frame. Lying still, he fumbled under his bunk for Karaghul. 

			He could not find it.

			Felix’s blood ran cold.

			They were inside.
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			CHANGE

			Felix fell out of bed, still groping after his sword as the door crashed inward and man-like shapes piled through. Naked swords and mail vests rippled silver in Mannslieb’s diffracted glow. 

			A sword swept down for where Felix lay prone and, without pause for thought, Felix grabbed the nearest thing to a weapon that he had to hand. His pillow met the blade’s arc with an eruption of gossamer-white down. He rolled clear as the blade bit deep into the boards where he had just been. His very human attacker released his sword to hack up a lungful of feathers. Felix reversed his roll, knocking his choking foe’s sword beneath his body. He kicked up into the feather snow, burying his boot in the man’s groin and crashing him into the wall where he folded with a whimper.

			Rolling from the captured blade, Felix claimed it with two welcoming hands and came up into a crouch. A large man, black beard stark against the drifting down, came bellowing through the door. There was not time to stand. He slashed upward just in time to batter aside the sword thrust for his neck. Vibrations rang through his sword and into his shoulder. Loosening his buzzing fingers, he stamped his heel into the man’s toes, forcing him back with a curse. A third man was already charging, sword held high. Trapped on hands and knees, Felix scrambled back, gasping in pain as the back of his head cracked off the underside of the dark wood table. He yelped, yanked his foot clear just as the swordsman skewered the floor with a good six inches of quivering steel.

			Confused screams sounded from the bunkroom below. How Felix suddenly wished he had been down there now.

			Felix kicked at the swordsman’s hand, but his foot rebounded off a steel guard. The man twisted away from the blow but held his grip on his stuck blade, violently levering it through the floorboards. Felix aimed another kick, only to spot two more men fanning out from the doorway to join the two he already had to contend with.

			‘Gotrek!’ he yelled. ‘Wake up and help me!’

			The dwarf still slumbered, his drunken snores still louder than the shouts beginning to diffuse through the thin walls of the flophouse.

			The swordsman finally got the better of his weapon, wrenching the sword free in a spray of pale splinters. He drove in with a snarl. Felix saw the moonlight strike off the cold edge, felt it cut the air between his legs as he reached back beneath the underside of the table and hauled himself under. On burning fingertips, Felix pulled himself out the other side, up onto his feet, then planted a solid kick through the table’s side to send it crashing over. The four men stumbled back, empty plates, steins, and gnawed chicken bones clattering over the wooden floor.

			Gotrek shook his head blearily, still half-asleep. ‘Again, manling? The pisspot’s by the window.’

			The big black beard, the leader of the group, vaulted the upturned table with a wild slash. Felix dodged, footwork instinctual, parrying the man’s follow up with a durchlauffen that a tragically misspent youth had ingrained so deeply into his muscles that he was scarcely conscious of his own actions. He just did it, edged the oncoming sword aside on the flat of his own, and then felled the man. An elbow crunched through his attacker’s nose, an instant of violent impact that owed little to any fencing master of Altdorf.

			Two others advanced around the table’s near side, warily and together. The last edged towards Gotrek’s bunk.

			‘Gotrek!’

			The dwarf snapped awake, looking about in confusion. His one eye opened wide as a long blade stabbed for his chest and, with a speed of reflex of which Felix could only dream, Gotrek threw an arm into its path. An instant too soon and Gotrek would have lost a hand, a fraction too late and he would have been impaled through the heart, but his timing was perfect. The sword struck the muscular inside of his forearm, batting it clear over his body. The blade struck the ceiling, the sharp angle driving its tip up and its unfortunate wielder down. The luckless thug slammed face first into Gotrek’s chest.

			Gotrek took the man’s head between both hands and gave a violent twist, vertebrae coming apart with an unforgiving snap. Gotrek threw the limp corpse to the floor, spilling a tirade of slurred oaths with a ham-fisted struggle at escaping the grip of his sunken pallet.

			Felix swore, parrying a fierce effort that left his knuckles ringing and spun from the inexpert follow-through that grazed the mail beneath his cloak. He came about on the second and final swordsman, the man’s attention straying as Gotrek finally staggered from his bed. Felix took full advantage, running him through from back to belly. The man coughed blood as Felix withdrew his sword from his guts, tottering for a moment until Gotrek ­finished the job. The Slayer smashed a chair over his head, driving him to the ground under a rough cairn of bloody kindling.

			Felix angled his sword into a guard, but the last man standing had lost his stomach for the fight. He backed away, then turned to flee, another man soon hobbling after, bruised manhood cupped in one hand and leaving a trail of blood-spattered feathers. Felix let them go. He was too tired to even contemplate giving chase just now.

			‘Can a dwarf not even get an honest night’s kip in this town, manling?’ 

			Gotrek stomped around the table. The black beard lay amongst the detritus of the evening’s meal, draped between a pair of jutting pine legs. Blood splatted his broken nose and struck through his thick beard. He groaned at the sight of Gotrek bearing down and tried to squirm away. He pulled up with a gasp. The fall had broken something more than just his nose. Gotrek prodded the injured man in the ribs, swaying only slightly.

			‘What’s the idea, eh? Looking to off a Slayer in his sleep?’

			When the man offered no answer, Gotrek poked him again, harder this time, then thumped him in the ribs when that too failed to illicit a response. The man choked on his scream. Gotrek raised his fist for another blow.

			‘Wait,’ Felix blurted. He did not blame Gotrek his anger. To be killed without a fight was the gravest end for a Slayer else Gotrek would by his own hand have erased his shame long ago, but answers would probably be easier to extract if the one man that had them was not first beaten to a pulp. 

			‘Give me one good reason?’ Gotrek returned.

			‘I’d like to know who sent him.’

			‘It was that wretch of a captain, or I’m an elf,’ Gotrek growled, immediately slapping his hand to his forehead and covering his eye. He groaned.

			Shifting nervously, Felix kept his sword on the beaten soldier, splitting his attention between him and the hungover Slayer. ‘Are you all right?’

			‘What’s that barkeep brewing down there?’ There was an uncharacteristic quaver in his voice. He slid his eye patch across his pug nose to cover the bloodshot eye. He grinned as he slumped back onto the bed. ‘Much better. Bit of air, manling. That’s all this dwarf needs. Finish the man already and let’s be off.’

			Felix coughed. This probably was not how the baron’s witch-finders did it. ‘Er…’ He nudged the man with his boot. ‘Well then? Did Konrad send you?’

			The man bent his grimace into a smirk. ‘Sigmar guides me.’

			Gotrek snorted and almost fell off the bed. ‘You heard him, manling. It was Sigmar. Where should we start looking?’

			Felix ignored his companion’s sarcasm and crouched beside the wounded man. It was difficult to be certain in the grim light, but he looked familiar. ‘Torsten,’ he breathed as recollection struck. ‘Konrad’s man.’

			Torsten tried to pull himself up, but could not, collapsing further against the underside of the table. ‘We should have killed you both out on the moors. No one would have known any better.’

			Felix gave a rueful smile. ‘Nor cared, I would imagine.’

			The man snarled. He probably thought Felix mocked him deliberately. ‘Gramm would never have tried you for what you did. Ha! Much less punish you. Not his precious dwarf-friend. He forgets that Sigmar was a warrior.’

			‘Shallya’s mercy, how many times must I say we had nothing to do with what happened to von Kuber.’

			‘Hide behind your feeble goddess, pagan. She’ll not raise a hammer to defend the lands of men.’

			Felix rose, pressing his fingers to his temple. ‘Spare me these lunatics.’

			‘We’ll get nothing from him, manling,’ said Gotrek, somehow willowing upright and scraping his axe from its night berth beneath his bunk. He nodded in the direction of the door. It sounded as though the whole tavern had woken. Only the half-felt horrors that possessed the streets outside kept doors locked and windows barred. ‘I give this backstabber a half-hour to bleed out. Let’s leave these droppings to Gazul and be off. We can be at this damned city of theirs before sunrise.’

			‘But Gotrek, you’ve heard what they say about that place. Should we not at least wait for morning? And what of Konrad? I want to give that man something to think about!’

			‘Bah! To hell with him. If he wants to be king of this scrap of filth then good riddance, but there’s a monster I long to bleed and I’ll not have that bloody-minded wazzock keep me from a worthy doom.’

			Felix turned to the window. The glass was etched with frost despite the earliness of the season. As he watched, the window suddenly turned to black; a transient blur of shadow, then gone. Felix started back, heart ­yammering. His stare held but nothing returned. He blinked hard, afraid to keep his eyes closed a moment longer than he had to.

			Nothing.

			‘Are you sure that’s wise?’ Felix didn’t turn from the frosted pane.

			‘Ha! Don’t tell me you’re afraid of a puff of wind? Come. Let’s find your pet wastrel and be on our way.’

			The street was empty, the whole township interred in mist.

			Felix tightened his grip on his sword and edged along the pine wall. The wooden tenement across the street seemed to have grown in the gloom, inflated by the shadows gathered under its eaves and its doubly barred doorways. There was not a flicker of candlelight to betray a living soul. He listened out for any hint of a nightwatchman, but there was nothing, nothing but the wind that whispered through his ears like the laments of the damned.

			‘A fine night to off somebody on the quiet,’ grumbled Gotrek. ‘So much for honour.’

			Felix nodded silent agreement. Even with the racket that he and Gotrek had made and with two, maybe now three, dead bodies bleeding through to the bunkroom on the floor below, nobody had dared unlock their doors to investigate.

			‘There must be somebody manning the guard towers,’ said Felix.

			‘A firkin of Bugman’s says they’re safe abed, cowering under a fleece like lambs.’

			Felix eyed the tumultuous shapes ripped into the fog by the wind. By day it had been possible to dismiss his imaginings as no more than that. But by night? He saw faces contorted into screams, men consumed by flames, shapeless figures fleeing from who knew what, clashing together into clear bursts of black sky and stygian moans. He recalled Caul’s warnings; of how restless shades marched on Sigmarshafen each night.

			The knowledge only added a deeper shade to his fears. For nobody had yet been able to tell him what, exactly, dwelt within the City of the Damned. 

			Gotrek ran down the lane, axe gripped tight between eager hands. Felix wondered what Gotrek intended to strike with it. Could the things that haunted the fog even be slain? The vivid crest, flattened where Gotrek had been lying on it and moonlight-bleached an eerie grey, disappeared into the fog-drenched street. Felix took a deep breath, planted a kiss and a prayer onto his own blade, and raced off in pursuit.

			The street led downhill, a short run to the Kirchplatz. The cathedral loomed like a giant, murkily haloed under a clouded moon. The market stalls were empty, carcasses of picked wooden bones and drab skin, a pile of wood massed between them in the middle of the square.

			Something within it moved.

			Felix cried out with a sudden terror. Faceless black shades hung from stakes of cindered wood. Flames consumed them, flickering at the edge of sight, burning silver and black. The wraiths’ mouths hung open but the screams, when they came, sounded from all around. Confined forever within the square, the fog shivered with undying agony. Felix bit his tongue, tasting blood.

			The cries came from the fog itself. What tortured souls were these?

			His heart struck once, hard enough to break ribs.

			The figures were gone. Nothing but mist coiled around blackened stakes. 

			He wanted to ask if Gotrek had seen them too, but the dwarf had not paused and Felix hurried after him. They fled the Kirchplatz at a run, a deathless tremor echoing between Felix’s ears. The street stretched down into pitiless fog, the tenements to either side just dark suggestions in the murk.

			‘Come, manling,’ Gotrek hissed, clutching his axe like grim death, ­staring anxiously into the whiteout. It disturbed Felix to see him so rattled. Maybe it was too much ale, but nothing sickened a dwarf like undeath. Gotrek shrugged his massive shoulders and lumbered through the tendrils of mist. ‘Not far to the gate.’

			The buildings slipped silently by on both sides. Faces appeared in windows that turned out to be boarded shut. Cries for mercy rang out over shingled rooftops. Gotrek barrelled under the awning of a potter’s workshop and into the jumbled plaza before the gate. Bits of pottery crunched underfoot. The fog was thicker here, denser in this pit of low ground between earth and palisade. Felix could not even see the wall, though it could be no more than fifty feet away. Even the guard towers were passive shades, barely one distinct from the other although it was all too easy to orient by the excremental reek that drifted from the chattel pens beneath them. That was where they would find Rudi.

			Felix froze at the sound of voices.

			They were coming from the towers. Real voices.

			Felix waved Gotrek to silence. He strained to listen, but it was just one more voice amongst a sussarant swell. He held still a moment longer, but it did not seem as though anybody was about to venture down from their posts. He let out a deep breath, feeling oddly reassured by the presence of soldiers nearby. It did not matter that they would probably kill him if they found him. They were something that he understood, something that his mind could deal with.

			‘Right,’ said Felix, looking first to one tower, then to the next. ‘Which do you think Rudi is in?’

			‘Let’s not hurt ourselves thinking, manling. You take the right, I’ll check the left.’

			Felix nodded, but Gotrek was already disappearing into the fog. ‘Right,’ he murmured to himself, clutching his sword two-handed as though it might engineer its own escape. Silently he cursed Gotrek and his great hurry to die. It would hardly have added much time to their search to check the pens one after the other. He was tempted to follow after Gotrek anyway, claim he had gotten turned around in the fog, but he did not think he could take the look on the dwarf’s face

			Instead, he turned his back and edged toward the rightward tower. Passing feet creaked over the platform above his head, the dull murmur of frightened men believing themselves quiet. He set his hands against the pine bars and pushed. They did not give. The pen’s solidity did little to calm his nerves. He tried to look inside. The slats were set too tightly to tell whether Rudi was inside or not. He moved along, palms running the smooth wooden frame until he came to a right angle and followed the turn to a gate. It was of the same pale pine as the towers and walls, but with the addition of a sturdy iron lock.

			There were shapes moving about inside but it was still too dark and crowded to discern Rudi from the confusion of bodies within. Some pervasive terror kept him from calling out. Nervously, he glanced behind his back. The sense of being watched, called to even, by the wronged dead was almost too much to bear. The memory of the spirits, eternally burning each night before the cathedral, returned to him in a flash of dread. It did not matter who was inside. He would not wish that fate on any man.

			He sized up the door. Karaghul would probably manage, but it was not exactly the task for which the noble blade had been intended. It would take time. Assuming his fingers did not go numb first. He cast about for something heavy with which to break the gate down.

			Behind the towers, a stub of alley sank under the murmurings of the unquiet fog. Right under the shadow of the palisade, it ran from the township gate toward a stable, the pine structure ringed with a picket of sharpened stakes. The whole assembly shifted within its grey cloud, its aspect ethereal. Felix took another quick look around and, finding nothing better, ran for it, vaulting the picket and skidding to a standstill in a tiny paddock.

			The stalls were dark. The horses within, chained and blinkered to keep them from bolting, whinnied in fright at what their simple minds knew to fear as well as any man. Trying to ignore the animals’ terror, Felix quickly scoured the yard. There were a few lengths of chain lying loose, horseshoes, nails, and an iron drum filled with dried oats. So far so unhelpful. A passing wind made him shiver and pine for the daemon-haunted north. He was ready to give up and set to work with his sword after all when he found what he was looking for.

			Propped up against the side wall of one of the stalls was a long-handled cavalry mace. Its flanged head was crusted with rust from too many misty nights and too little care, but he suspected that it could still do a job. He slammed his sword back into its sheath and hefted the mace, whistling softly in surprise at its weight, then tossed it over the picket. It impacted into the dirt alley with a flat thunk and he leapt after it, swept it up on the run and raced back into the fog.

			At the tower, there was still no sign of Gotrek.

			Felix studied the gate, judged the distance in his mind and aimed a phantom swing at the iron box of the lock. He drew back, glanced up to the guard platform, and prayed that no one would be committed enough to come down.

			He swung.

			Intended for bludgeoning armoured knights, the flanged head clove through the lock as if it were painted vellum. The gate snapped inward, chewed out strings of wood pulp spraying from where the lock had been. Felix threw down the mace, kicking in the door as it snapped at its hinges and swung back at him. He followed it through, blocking its return swing with his own body.

			The first thing that struck him was the stench.

			Felix had ventured through ghoul warrens and ogre butchers’ tents and never encountered an odour more repellent. From outside he had received a taste, but it was only from within that he could truly appreciate it. It took a uniquely human kind of monster to inflict such inhumanity on one of his own. Breathing through his mouth and the tattered hem of his cloak, he took another step into the pen. His foot struck a body hidden under a mess of rags. He pulled it back. He could not see a damned thing.

			‘Rudi?’ he hissed into the wool of his cloak

			Something shifted in the dark. ‘Felix? Felix is that you? Sigmar, I knew you’d come!’

			‘Yes,’ Felix whispered, the single word riding a rush of relief. ‘Come on, let’s get you out.’

			He prodded the body he had almost trodden on, but got no reaction. It continued to mutter. The word ‘Master’ cropped up once or twice but other­wise it was gibberish. For its part – its gender was impossible to discern – neither Felix nor his boot were of any interest at all.

			‘They can’t hear,’ said Rudi, still just a dark shape in the fog as he made a path through his insensate cellmates.

			Anxious to be free, Rudi tried to leap the last two bodies that lay between him and the gate. He landed on a leg that turned under his foot and spilled him into Felix’s arms. Felix held him until his wild breathing calmed, then helped him upright. Stripped of his padded armour, Rudi shivered terribly. Felix unclasped his cloak and draped it over the young man’s shoulders. Rudi nodded his thanks, cold fingers fumbling with the clasp.

			‘Just until we find you something warmer,’ said Felix, suddenly feeling the chill redoubled himself. ‘That cloak and I have been through an awful lot together.’

			Rudi’s hand shook as it explored the stained and oft-darned red wool. ‘H-how much?’

			‘More than you’d believe. And most of it really was awful.’

			A sense of motion from behind made Felix spin. A shadow resolved from the fog, solidifying into a horribly familiar form.

			 Gotrek.

			His fingers unclawed from his sword. He offered up thanks that he had looked before he had swung.

			‘You found him then. Good. Now close the door, manling.’

			‘What about these others?’

			‘Have you seen them? Up close?’

			‘They’re f-from the c-city,’ stammered Rudi. ‘There are m-mutants on the moors, but not like these. It’s like something has s-stolen their minds.’

			Felix looked again. The warm-bodied creatures muttered and twitched, carelessly soiling themselves as they wandered unseeing through the whispering murk, or else simply lay where they had been put. It turned Felix’s insides cold. What power could do this to a man? Strip a body of its mind? Without another word, he closed the gate, fixing his mace like a wedge between latch and broken lock to keep the wind from springing it open. Whatever fate awaited them come morning, it could hardly be worse.

			Gotrek gave an ugly grin, running his thumb around the blade of his axe. ‘At last! We’ll find the Beast in that ruined city, I can feel it in my bladder.’

			‘The city?’ said Rudi, his grip on sanity so loosened already by horror that he almost laughed. Or perhaps it was merely the cold that summoned a burst of fog from his chapped blue lips. ‘Haven’t you seen enough of what the city can do to a man?’

			‘Too bad,’ growled Gotrek. ‘You’re about to see it a whole lot more. You can thank us later, although your own vengeance will have to wait its turn until after the monster has killed me.’ Rudi’s mouth dropped open and Gotrek filled the void with a harsh chuckle. ‘If it can.’

			Again, the mad laugh threatened. Rudi peeled open his cloak to reveal a hard woollen smock and breeches. ‘My armour, my weapons. What in Sigmar’s name do you expect me to do?’

			Gotrek planted his free hand on his hip and rounded on Felix. ‘This is why you never see a human Slayer. It is beyond a man to seek a doom worthy of his dishonour?’

			As Gotrek spoke over him, something in Rudi’s character hardened. A little of the mania settled, his dark brown eyes seeming to shade a little blacker. ‘Is that why you fight to d-die, herr dwarf? Did you do s-something t-terrible too?’

			Gotrek shot Rudi a poisonous glare, then stomped grumbling into the fog. Felix stared after him, struck by a sudden dread that the dwarf had left him alone.

			‘Did I say something wrong?’ said Rudi.

			‘Yes,’ Felix mumbled, still watching the shifting dark, not caring to try and explain.

			‘I’ll come,’ said Rudi, soft enough that Felix in his distraction did not fully catch it and the man repeated himself. ‘I’ll c-come,’ he said, louder. ‘I’ll go with you to the City of the Damned, f-find my own penance there.’

			‘Forget penance, Rudi. Get away the first chance you get. I’ll not stop you.’

			‘I don’t see you running away.’

			Felix gave a wan smile, feeling very much the tragic hero. ‘I have Gotrek with me. I doubt I’d be nearly so heroic if I had any choice about it.’

			Shivering, Rudi offered a blank shrug. ‘Well now n-neither of us has a choice.’

			More than a little taken aback by Rudi’s fatalism, Felix simply nodded. There was something in this cursed night, this crying fog that buried them like earth over their own graves. It bred a defeatist streak. He just hoped that it did not afflict him too.

			Three such misanthropes would be a crowd.

			For once, he found himself solidly in agreement with Gotrek. The sooner they were gone from this benighted township the better.

			The gates were barred and he doubted the guards would be kind enough to open them for him. He recalled from their entrance the day before that the mechanism to open them needed to be operated simultaneously from both towers as well as requiring a man on the ground to unfasten the locking bar. He tried to remember how many militiamen he had seen posted up there when he had ridden through, then cursed himself for failing to pick up that detail. He did not doubt that Gotrek could clear one on his own, but tasking himself and an unarmed waif against an indeterminate number of foes was not a proposition that appealed.

			A crash of splintered wood trembled through the fog.

			For an instant of horror Felix’s heart refused to beat.

			Was it possible that the vaporous legions of the Damned had found a way to breach the township gate? The sound of dying wood came again. And then again. Felix drew his sword, steel sweating under the pallid glow of Mannslieb. Alarmed cries filtered from the militiamen above although none looked to forsake their perch to investigate. Not that the blades of the living were prominent among Felix’s concerns just now.

			Felix stepped in front of Rudi, angling his sword into a guard.

			For all the good that a physical weapon might do.

			‘Get a move on, manling.’ Gotrek’s voice ground through the fog. The tension eased somewhat from Felix’s shoulders and he lowered his blade. 

			‘I’ve found a hole.’

			Tormented souls swept the wastelands, their piteous wails making a mockery of the inviolate union by which each was ensnared to countless thousands of others.

			Misery shared.

			Misery magnified.

			Nothing living or dead could be so connected, or feel so alone.

			Seen from above, Sigmarshafen was the roiling eye of a storm, a vortex of grey shadow heaving against its flimsy walls. An unseen eye probed deeper into that convulsing cloud, a payload of nightmares birthed in cold screams from the shuttered houses that passed beneath. The fog parted, like recognising like, the township gates emerging from the turbulent white. All was as it had been. So long. So unchanging. And yet…

			And yet here was something new.

			A fluttering heart, the sensation coming just seconds after a rush of excitement. A strange disconnect between body and spirit. Something powerful was in play, an artefact of ancient might as obvious to eyes born of the dark winds as the full face of Morrslieb in a clear sky. Visions of towers and palisades fell aside. The focus of the spirit-sight narrowed. There were shallow impressions, hollow outlines of human form. Shadows in darkness. There was a fear, a steal of intent, but they were not the source of that power. Something tremendous walked amongst them. A destiny.

			Mind quested out after the seeing eye, spectral fingers outstretched to touch.

			There was contact, then a roar of power, an instant of delirium, of flaring ecstasy that swiftly became pain. Red rune-light burned the inner eye to blindness. The pain grew acute. The physical suffered, the soul’s conviction faltering as a wave of repulsion from an artefact of ancient power drove it and its scrying magicks back into the discorporate masses of the Damned. The mists closed. The white blinded. Further back through writhing white until, as though a barrier had been crossed, the fog was gone. The clear air shimmered with magical distortions, a haze of glittering green madness that eddied and flowed on a hot wind.

			The spirit-sight rose to its body’s summons.

			The wall of fog receded, clinging to the broken black city walls, closing over half of the city as far west as the river that cut it north to south. The water reflected the coloured fires of Chaos like a ribbon of change. Tiny smacks bobbed on the surface. They burned in the fires of ­damn­ation. Ruined streets swept beneath, their walls tarred with weird glyphs, swarming with men and things that had once been like them. They fought and toiled and loudly beseeched the blessings of the Dark Master. Torches blazed from every corner. Reddish fire and an aura of brimstone set a garish light, shadows flickered large and uncanny over a honeycomb of sunken rooftops and crumbling towers.

			This was the City of the Damned.

			Further back and higher still the spirit-sight soared, the maelstrom of change swallowed whole as if by a gaping maw. A giant amphitheatre had spread through the human streets, a bastardised crucible of rubble and bent steel where the exhortations of a thousand underwent its conversion into a cacophonous roar of hellish power. 

			The strength of devotion lifted the soul, like an updraft beneath a ­daemon’s wing. Higher, higher, an acropolis rising from the tainted ruin, pure, yet indelibly the begetter of the city’s fall. At its foot, the howls of daemon-engines and mutant beasts vied for dominance over the cries of the arena. Crowning the acropolis itself, partially buried under charred and blackened rock, a temple to Sigmar stood transcendent. Its roof of iridescent blue slate was chequered with soot, marble cornices throwing the ash of its host’s destruction clear of the elaborate entablature and great ­columnar walls that remained starkly pristine.

			A single tooth, perfect white in a rotten mouth.

			‘Morzanna!’

			She resurfaced with an ecstatic shiver, gasping in enfeebling euphoria as body and soul again enmeshed. Her whole body shook with rediscovered sensation. A fading recollection carved between her shoaling thoughts. An orange-crested destroyer. An axe of iridescent power

			‘What is it, Morzanna? What is coming?’

			Her eyes snapped open. She was smiling.

			‘Change.’
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			INTO THE MISTS

			Her back to the defiled temple, Morzanna blinked to banish the after-visions that sailed the changing waters of her glassine eyes. A swell of disorien­tation made her heart flounder, carried away on the ecstatic currents of the new. Let others fret themselves to madness.

			Chaos was its own reward.

			Colours shifting like oil on stained glass, her eyes flickered over the tumult. The amphitheatre opened before her, gaping jaws like some hellish kraken of black earth and fired stone. Even by the harsh measures of the City of the Damned, it was an abomination of form and scale, every blackened slab and spar pillaged from the burghal graveyard that had given it life. The stands that ringed its vast interior like rowed teeth heaved to the fervour of two thousand screaming bodies. The very air that Morzanna breathed tasted warm in her mouth, heated by the vibration of so many inhuman voices. The warrior that battled halfway down that throat of oblivion was warped by distance and Chaos, tangled within a confusion of tentacled stingers and barbs. The versicoloured spawn to which the majority of those flailing appendages belonged shrieked in insanity and pain, the cries of the worshippers sinking and cresting back in time.

			The entire spectacle was a symphony of devotion, conducted at the point of a blade at the behest of the Dark Master.

			‘Morzanna!’ hissed a low, sultry voice from behind her. ‘It is one thing for Golkhan to make us stand here and witness his apish prowess. It is another to play your games.’ The speaker languished within an illusory pool of shadow, her voice describing a condescending sneer. A sorceress of little aptitude, the gods had seen fit to favour Nosta with a familiar of rare abilities, its gifts swallowing her in a thicket of darkness. Power unearned bred arrogance and Nosta was a warning from the gods on the perils of hubris. 

			A further six figures, eight sorcerers all, had gathered before the temple at their champion’s decree. They were cloaked in black or in fabrics so choked with soot as to have had blackness foisted upon them. The shadows the daemon-glare braziers of the amphitheatre threw were long and twisted, astral beasts clawing at a starless sky, the acropolis snarling like a cornered savage before the roar of the stadium. The ashen surfaces gave off periodic flares of black lightning as the knotted weaves of warding magicks from eight untrusting sorcerers earthed into the realm of the material.

			In spite of the din and her own gift for obfuscation, Nosta’s impatience was as palpable as the others.

			Morzanna closed her eyes, conjured the feeling of power. The sense of danger, of fear even, was as clear as if the dwarf that she had perceived were here beside her. ‘An artefact of ancient power comes. The bane of the Master’s kind. It is unlikely to be mere chance that brings such a weapon here, now. I sense a great destiny at play.’ The tip of her tongue pricked against her barbed teeth, spiking the arresting taste of change with blood. ‘It is impossible to know what it might mean.’

			A bestial creature that had once been a man panted with the effort of convoking words into speech. His shovel-like paws were heavy and clodded with grime, a grubby scrap of cloak cinched painfully tight around his bloated neck. Ubek had once been a magister of the Amber College, but power and a hunger for yet more was the fullness of the man that this twisted aspect retained. Partially swamped by lank brown hair, a third eye glinted from his forehead like a rare flower. With the fickleness of Chaos, it was bone-white and blind. Patiently, Morzanna waited for him to remember how to speak. The arrogant could be ignored, trusted to engineer the conditions for their own destruction. It was the quiet that needed to be watched. Those for whom caution was the mask of calculation.

			‘What would the… Dark Master have… us do?’

			‘This changes nothing.’ It was an effort not to smile, to dance for sheer, unpredictable joy. This changes everything. ‘Preparations for the ritual are under way. The excavation of the temple nears completion. The Dark Master will rise.’

			‘He will rise,’ the cabal murmured in unison, Ubek only a second behind.

			‘I have unearthed… every last hole… in our dominion,’ said Ubek, flexing his begrimed paws. ‘We have found… every last relic… that there is.’

			‘Then it is time to reach out beyond the river, and find what the Sigmarites would hide from us behind the mists.’

			Of one mind, the sorcerers looked across the sprawl of devastation toward the chromatic dance of the river. A great stone viaduct, the river’s sole crossing, vanished into dense fog barely halfway across. Spectrally underlit by reflected fires, shadows duelled with crumbling gargoyles, daemons of fantasy and nightmare perched amongst ruined towers. Hiding in its shadow was the last quarter of the city where the lights of Chaos did not touch. To cross the river was to court death, and only those seeking flight from the Dark Master’s growing dominion braved even its banks. Morzanna traced the bank northward from the bridge to a ramshackle redoubt of corrugated rust and slime-crusted driftwood. Set against the ever-changing ruination that enclosed it, it was a veritable bastion of solidity. Her gaze lingered. Too long. By some intuitive contempt, she became aware of Ubek’s knowing sneer.

			Mortal memories.

			Mortal weakness.

			‘It is im… possible.’

			‘Not impossible,’ Morzanna whispered, consigning the settlement by the river to the past where it belonged.

			‘He is mad,’ said Nosta, a dreamlike mockery. ‘Perhaps that is why he is mad.’

			‘Nor is he truly… one of us.’

			There was a moment’s silence while Ubek recovered, invaded by an eruption of adulation from the amphitheatre. The spawn heaved, all rippling flesh and flailing tentacles, tenebrous ichor gouting from a hundred cuts. The lacerations were shallow, each one cruelly precise. An onyx claymore wielded in two mailed hands deftly severed a clutch of tentacles. They flopped to the blood-soaked ash of the arena, gyrating like headless worms only to be crushed to paste with a callous deliberateness by a black sabaton. The spawn shrieked from a dozen mouths as the champion of Chaos buried his blade into a pulsating eye-sack, spraying his ornate silver and black plate with gore.

			The stands erupted.

			‘Golkhan!’ they roared, vitreous fluids streaming over their champion’s spiked vambrace. ‘Golkhan!’ they wept, in the throes of devotion as he flung his arms wide and thrust his gore-slickened blade into the air.

			The champion turned a circle, pausing to exult before the watching mages. The hollow laughter of the dark knight extracted a grudging ­ripple of applause.

			‘Another!’ The cry came resonant from the daemonic mask of his hell-steel helm. Balefire blazed across the midnight curves of his armour, leaving shadows to linger within the strange, shallow grooves that ran through the plates. They served no purpose that Morzanna could describe. But when had Chaos ever been about purpose?

			‘Golkhan the Anointed,’ Nosta hissed. ‘I hope the next one eats him alive.’

			The other sorcerers silently joined her in wishing ill to the Dark Master’s chosen. The so-called Anointed had risen through their tangled knot of schemes and into the Master’s favour with all the indifferent prowess with which he handled a blade. Morzanna would have offered her soul to know who it was beneath that daemon mask.

			Had it still been hers to give.

			Ubek swallowed heavily, neck quivering with focus. ‘After the ritual. What then? When the Master is… risen, and his champion… gloried, what then? Gods are fickle, as you… well know.’

			Unconsciously, Morzanna’s hand moved to the vestigial horns that erupted from beneath her platinum hair. She could barely now recall the slender ­mortal she had once been. Her skin was darkening, her hair adopting a ­lust­rous shine. She revelled in the frenetic pace of change.

			‘We have all made our choices. We knew the enemies we made when we pledged ourselves to the Dark Master.’

			The cabal fell into thoughtful silence as they considered that. Their souls were forfeit and, like Morzanna, they had no further to fall.

			‘What then of the Sigmarites?’ said Nosta, tone thick and sulky. ‘It is only a matter of time before they brave the mists themselves.’

			‘Time, indeed,’ Morzanna smiled. ‘All have their role to serve in the Master’s rise. Already, they are caught in the rutted tracks of fate. Their destiny belongs to the Master now.’

			It appeared as though Nosta would press for more when a mighty roar boomed from the hollow ring of the amphitheatre. A fat, slug-like beast snapped at its handlers, showering the arena with glowing drool as it was goaded towards Golkhan’s restive blade.

			Morzanna surprised herself with a laugh. It was a quite forgotten sensation, as alien as fear, lilting from her pale throat with a songbird sweetness. Nosta and the others looked to her in shock. She ignored them, the vision of the Anointed running afoul of the flame-crested dwarf and his axe staying with her like a guilty conscience.

			Now there was a bout that she would gladly watch.

			With a sigh, she steepled her fingers before her lips and consigned herself to watch. Golkhan’s blade hummed, an overture to the coming bloodletting.

			‘Go, all of you. Prepare yourselves for the ritual. It is me that Golkhan seeks to impress.’

			A titter of laughter dappled the shadows. ‘Impress is not the word I would choose.’

			Fingers dropping, Morzanna turned, her altered mouth a smile of devil teeth.

			Nosta fell silent, the cabal peeling slowly away toward the scorched marble stair that lead down from the acropolis. Ubek was the last to leave. He stood panting on the top step, hunchbacked by the weight of his massive paws.

			‘Some things never… change, Morzanna. Some people…’

			With that he left, tramping heavily around the curve of the causeway to leave Morzanna alone. Dagger teeth sparkled with amusement. Not quite alone.

			And they called themselves sorcerers. Perhaps she had overestimated even Ubek.

			A shadow settled over her shoulder. There was a bass growl, a heavy tread on the old temple’s marble forecourt. The creature had not come up by the steps, nor had it been lurking behind the engraved colonnades when Morzanna had arrived. She considered the rugged scarp of the acropolis, its treacherous stratum of ash.

			The brute’s agility never ceased to amaze. 

			He came no closer, repelled as much by the roar of the stadium, as Golkhan meticulously vitiated another unfeeling horror, as he was by the torches. They blazed with a light outside of colour, burning with the intensity of a hundred pliant souls. The creature’s scopophobia was strangely amusing. Any one of the aspiring champions just departed would have bled the souls of thousands for a half of the mutations that corrupted its monstrous body and once brilliant mind. It would have been construed as a sign of the Dark Master’s favour. 

			But then, as she was well reminded, Hurrlk was not truly one of them.

			‘You remembered? I am glad.’

			It was impossible to be certain from day to day. Dealing with a creature too far gone in mind to even recognise cause and effect presented, to place it mildly, unique challenges. She turned, only for Hurrlk to recoil with a snarl, torn between the compulsion to retreat under the temple’s shadows and to rip open the slight, platinum-haired woman that looked upon him.

			For a brief moment, Morzanna feared the two were not exclusive.

			Hurrlk flexed his claws and slid back, head lowered, arms spread. There was no threat that she could impose on a creature that did not fear to die, no bribe high enough for one already indentured to the Dark Master.

			Ubek had been right: the gods were fickle. 

			Her own most of all.

			‘We are kindred spirits, you and I,’ said Morzanna, eyeing the bulging sack slung over Hurrlk’s shoulder. ‘Ubek, Nosta…’ She laughed again, as if their names alone were a black joke, caught in a convenient smile as, below, Golkhan turned her way with a bleeding flourish of his dark blade. ‘They’ve not seen the world outside. Not as it truly is, as we have. Would it shock them, do you think? Would it drive them mad?’

			Hurrlk shrugged, bone-plated shoulders yielding a rich lode of confusion, of madness.

			Abandoning the conversation as pointless, Morzanna gently stretched a hand toward the sack over the monster’s shoulder. Hurrlk flinched, then growled. Morzanna smiled sweetly. Despite their timeless association, she did not know whether Hurrlk was unable to speak, or simply opted not to after so many unchanging years of this purgatory. But there was an amusement that rumbled from its hooded throat that belittled in a way that mere words could never muster. To him, Morzanna was nothing. Golkhan was nothing. In his solipsistic view, there was nothing. Still growling, Hurrlk unslung the sack and let it fall, spilling its trove of disinterred treasures at Morzanna’s feet.

			‘The Master thanks you.’

			Still Hurrlk came no closer. He agitated, shuffling back and forth as though in the grip of some terrible indecision. With a partial shake of the head, Morzanna extended an open palm. The winds of magic blew fast and hard here, the sky perverted into a cracked reflection of a smothered rainbow by the strength of the dark wind, nobler colours blackened to shaded likeness of itself, focused by the prism of the occult that was the City of the Damned. 

			That was this temple.

			That was under this temple.

			Hurrlk lowered his head and shuffled back, sniffing the air that began to crackle and spark between the sorceress’s fingers. Deep within his hood, a scabrous tongue licked hungrily at cracked lips. The motes of green that glittered on eddies of madness began to accrete into a crystalline shard, glowing with an unnatural, internal, evil an inch above her palm. ­Judging the nugget’s weight, Morzanna let the dark magic fold back into the aethyr. The egg-sized lump of warpstone dropped into her hand as, smiling, her fingers closed around it. Fell light seeped through her grip, like a jelly­fish through a net.

			She held it out, inviting Hurrlk to take it, which he eventually did, snuffling at the dark rock and issuing a low growl of pleasure. Watching him, Morzanna felt the spread of an almost affectionate glow. It was almost enough to suppress the sigh as she turned back to the open sack of soiled bones. There was a power there, a terrible latency lurking amongst unworthy kin. That the Dark Master desired the reassembly of someone, some mighty champion, seemed a reasonable deduction. 

			But who, and to what ultimate end, remained mysteries too deep. 

			‘Can you feel it?’ she breathed. ‘Do you remember this feeling, of standing beneath the flowing sand, time moving again at last? Possibilities change even as we watch.’ She returned to Hurrlk. The giant beast looked down his snout, as a rabid wolf might observe the impassioned rhetoric of a sophist. ‘There comes one who will try and stop you.’

			The beast shook, deep cowl echoing to the huffing sound that Morzanna had come to associate with laughter. Morzanna looked to the bridge and the fog into which it vanished. This day had been one of many pleasant surprises.

			‘I said he would try.’

			Gotrek’s axe flared a grubby red in the dark, the starmetal blade carving tormented shades from the windblown mists that harried the three over the ash-white no-man’s-land. Felix followed in the runes’ red afterglow. The fog was so thick, the sky so dark and void of stars, that the ruddy glow, and the bloody mien it cast onto the Slayer’s torso, was Felix’s only point of reference other than up or down. And even that was not nearly as certain as he would have expected. Trying to ignore the cold, the discorporate screams, Felix focused on the axe. Its light was inconstant. When the wind gentled it would dim, roaring back to a furnace brightness with its return. Other times, the fog circling like feral beasts, the axe spat, fading and flaring like a fire dying beneath a downpour. 

			And all the while, the dark still circled, just beyond the reach of the light.

			With numb fingers, Felix crushed ice from the brow of his black eye. He twisted his neck, the crippling stiffness a punishment for walking so long with shoulders tensed against the otherworldly chill. The dead wastes of Sigmarshafen were the province of some other world, as though he walked on the silvered face of Mannslieb itself. The argent light from the greater moon shimmered across the plain of dried out pine stumps and ashen soil, alighting without touching. The emptiness was oppressive, the stillness total. Dead, brittle ground crunched underfoot. It could rain for a month and a day and not begin to quench its thirst. It was a land that had turned its back on life as Felix understood it. And this was only a taste of what was to come.

			He tried not to think too much about where they were going. He cursed himself, but it was too late. No other thought dared share his mind. 

			They were headed to the City of the Damned. 

			The signing post that they had ridden by earlier that day corporealised from the clouded shadows. The city walls had been visible from here. He strained his eyes on the dark, but could not see it. It was out there somewhere. Hidden. With a tingle of dread, he convinced himself that the walls would have shifted in the night. In this fog they could be fifty paces away, lurking, waiting, hidden out there in the dark. Taking charge of his breathing, he forced himself to calm down. His lungs ached. They felt stiff, as though caked in ice. The signing post had not moved. Its solidity in the changing sweep of fog and shadow was somehow unsettling. Looking at it left him with an uneasy feeling, the curling ‘M’ partly overwritten with hammer carvings and sodden with condensed mist. Like there was something obvious that he was not seeing, the hidden script endeavouring to crawl into his eyes and be read. 

			With a shiver, he glanced back to where Rudi took up the rear, wrapped in the red cloak of Sudenland wool that Felix dearly wished he could retake for himself. The two men shared a look, teeth chattering too hard to share any more. A few paces ahead of the two men, Gotrek strode ahead. Despite his bare body, his silence was not due to the cold. The dwarf had always delighted in physical adversity, the elements a ­challenge no less worthy than a ghoul lord or a dragon. His aspect was one of excitement, his one eye fixed to the road ahead. It did not seem to concern Gotrek in the slightest that they walked towards a cursed ruin straight from the legends of Old Night, the lair of a monster about which they knew nothing.

			Felix had faced more than his due portion of horrors. At Gotrek’s side he had journeyed to the Chaos Wastes, fought a dragon, scaled the clouds aboard an iron ship and overwintered in haunted Sylvania. But there had always been a reason. Felix had never, nor would he ever, consider himself a hero, but nor had he ever shirked the call of what was right or forsaken his oath to Gotrek. Even when it seemed his life depended on it. Even when Gotrek had hinted in his stubborn dwarfish way that he could. 

			But this was different.

			As far as Felix was aware, the Empire would not fall if they failed to track down the Beast of the Ostermark Moors. Indeed, it seemed that Konrad Seitz and the rest of the baron’s fanatics were frothing at the mouth to be after it themselves. Come the first day of Kaldezeit there would probably no longer be a City of the Damned. But Gotrek was not to be denied a doom and, much as it pained him, Felix would follow. 

			Felix just wished he could be more optimistic about it. The fog leeched the spirit from his bones as, perhaps, it had from the very ground beneath his feet. An image of the mindless mutants locked in their cages back in Sigmarshafen ebbed into his mind on a cold tide. The thought of ending up that way terrified him more than anything he had faced before. More than death. Not for the first time, he wondered what madness it was that drove Gotrek after such dangers. 

			And did he honestly expect Felix to survive whatever it was that he found there? 

			Every step bringing him nearer to finding out, muscles frozen both inside and out, Felix almost surrendered to the whispers of the wind. 

			The City of the Damned would be Gotrek’s grave. 

			Even if that were so, and by some miracle Felix made it back alive, how was a poet voided of mind or soul to immortalise a single line of it in verse? With a shudder of frozen shoulders, he shook off the macabre musings. It was something in the air. It had to be.

			Where was this place, this long-forgotten ‘M’? What had it been like? What smells had drifted from the chimneys on an autumn night such as this? What manner of people had called it home? He wondered how the City of the Damned had come to its parlous state. Was it possible that something similar could happen again? Could this one day be the fate of Altdorf, or of Middenheim or Nuln? The questions refused to stop there. He wondered if they were even still in Ostermark, or whether they had finally crossed into haunted Sylvania? 

			From the distance, a haze of black began slowly to condense around a jagged length of shadow. Its claws sunk into Felix’s soul, a carrion crow perched over the rim of the next world. From his back came Rudi’s murmured prayer and he repeated it. It was the city wall. A chill whispered down his spine. 

			They had arrived.

			Shapes walked the sepulchral ramparts. They were merely spirits, he told himself, like those he had seen in Sigmarshafen. Theirs was the power to terrify, but not to harm. He repeated the insistence as the shades converged over the gate towers that loomed from the clutching darkness like a titan. A thin sound, like tide bells on a foggy night drifted through the swirling white. Someone, somewhere, was singing a hymn to Sigmar. Felix shuddered.

			‘Keep close, manling. At least until we know whether that sword of yours can hurt them.’

			Felix nodded, watching through several separations of dread as a hand that appeared his own drew his sword. A sensation of warmth spread across his back as Rudi, unarmed, pressed close and shielded him from the wind.

			Caught in a glacial collapse, the gate towers sank into the dead earth. Holes riddled their black walls, plain grey banners devoid of heraldic symbols fluttering silently against the fog from their turrets. Felix wondered whose lordship they declared. They seemed incongruous as an icon of the dead. The gates themselves hung open, like the dark mouth of death, as though granting admittance to the kingdom of Morr itself. 

			A crushing chill pressed down on his shoulders as he passed through the barbican. The ancient wood was black as though burned. One gate hung off its hinges and was buried deep into the road. The other groaned softly as it backed and forthed in the grip of the wind. Fog sighed through ­murder holes in the walls and ceiling. Expecting at any moment some ethereal arrow between the shoulders, Felix hugged his sword and pressed on. The oppressive dread lifted slightly as the barbican opened out into a courtyard. 

			But only slightly. 

			He felt rounded cobbles beneath his boots, but, of the courtyard, he could see only ash. The city was not black at all. It had been entombed in ash. Felix shivered, trying to pierce the fog to the buildings that wavered on all sides. There were hints of rooftops, of a road, but all he could see for certain was ash. In places it was mounded like barrows, but it was still just ash.

			Gotrek’s tattoos smeared purple in the glow of his rune-axe, the dwarf edging forwards as he stared into the fog. 

			‘Hear that?’ he growled.

			Felix slid forward, angling his own gently luminous blade to guard Gotrek’s left side. 

			Rudi pressed in between them. ‘It’s a hymn,’ he whispered with a shiver, arms wrapped beneath his cloak as he eyed the surrounding shadow. ‘We sing it on Sigmar’s Day.’

			Felix’s breath hissed as a human silhouette emerged from the fog. There was something not wholly natural in the way that it walked. It shambled over the broken ground, arms loose, head slack. The appearance of another caught the corner of his eye, then another, approaching from a second alley. The same dirge rose disjointed from three throats and more, soulless voices collected in praise. Or in lament.

			Red rune-light gleamed from Gotrek’s grin as more of the figures came into view. 

			‘I told you that you would come seeking me when you changed your mind.’

			Felix swallowed, tearing his gaze from the shambolic march as the cold voice echoed through the courtyard.

			He knew that voice.
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			THEY ARE THE DAMNED

			‘Schlanger,’ Felix hissed, raising his sword to guard Gotrek’s left side as the faltering shapes stepped fully into the radiance of Gotrek’s axe. They were human, more or less. They were dressed in sackcloth robes cinched about the waist with rope. Amulets and talismans of hollowed wood and painted stones rattled like dusty pfennigs in a beggar’s bowl. They bore scars beyond counting, the marks of claws and knives as well as bruises, rashes and burns. Their throats were swollen with dark buboes, some so large as to pitch their heads to disturbing angles. All lacked one appendage or other, whether it was an eye, an ear, a clutch of fingers or, in the case of one poor woman, an entire leg. Blood welled around fresh scabs at the stump as she dragged herself behind the others on a tall staff, her eyes bloodshot and utterly mad. 

			Felix’s first thought ran to leprosy. There were widely believed rumours of a leper colony in the ruins of Vanhaldenschloss, which could not be far from this place but closer inspection revealed a truth that was, as was so often the case in Felix’s experience, even more terrible. 

			They had inflicted these wounds upon themselves. 

			Cruel scars bore the self-inflicted marks of whips, knives and saws, while the messy ridges of white tissue that swept from flat stumps told of amputations crudely sealed with pitch.

			These were the self-flagellating fanatics of the cult of Sigmar. Convinced of the coming End Times, they proved their readiness through pointless acts of self-mutilation. What had brought them here, and what they were doing with Caul Schlanger, were other questions entirely.

			‘I should have suspected you were in league with the Beast,’ he shouted, with his left arm shoving Rudi behind him, before thrusting his blade warningly towards a flagellant’s chest. The warning went unheeded, the man welcoming the cut of Felix’s steel across his collar as a sinning man would receive his lord’s forgiveness: with a tear in his eye and a prayer on his lips. ‘Schlanger!’ Felix yelled, the mass of men slowly pushing them back to the gate.

			Gotrek gritted his teeth in disgust as, still murmuring their direful lament, they reached for him, only to withhold at the last; fear of divine forbearance, rather than of his axe, preventing them from laying a hand upon him. With a growl, Gotrek stayed his axe. But Felix knew he would only remain patient for so long. Felix’s own sword had cut a shallow gash into the lead flagellant’s chest but still the man did nothing but offer him praise. Blood was streaming down the channels of his blade, and he feared that even if he did nothing at all then someone was going to get killed. He drew a breath to call out Caul Schlanger once more when another sombre voice lifted out of the dirge.

			‘And Sigmar spoke unto the Unberogen: these are the dwarfs, my ­brothers. Let no man see them unto harm as would speak himself brother of mine.’

			Without a moment’s cessation in their lament, the flagellants parted to admit the passage of a tall, skeletally thin man as underfed and mistreated as any of his brethren.

			It was not Caul. 

			His legs were wrapped with sackcloth in the form of a kilt. Bare from the waist up, deep cuts took the heads from faded green sea dragons and mermaids, dried blood and florid bruises painting his flesh as colourfully as old ink. But despite the every appearance of frailty, everything from the confident stamp of his stride, the swagger that led with his single arm, to the intensity of the stare with which he fixed the Slayer bespoke a warrior. And Felix recognised him. This was the man he had seen preaching of the End Times from a street corner of Sigmarshafen.

			Brüder Nikolaus Straum.

			Gotrek snorted, grudgingly allowing his axe to drop. ‘I think I’ve heard that line somewhere.’

			The man regarded Gotrek with a crazed intensity. His entire body was dimpled with goose bumps and turning a pellucid blue in the cold. Every inch of the man shivered, but his voice was steady. ‘The lessons of Leodan, from the Unfinished Book.’

			Gotrek nodded, respectfully. Like any dwarf, he respected a proper appreciation for the written word.

			With a dramatic sweep of his one arm, the prophet of doom presented his brethren and the clouded ruin that all the funereal hymns known to man or dwarf could not make rest in peace. ‘My home, hammer-brother,’ the flagellant proclaimed. ‘Our temple, our battleground. The first front of the final war.’

			Gotrek regarded the battered assemblage of men. Murmuring softly, they looked back. Those more lucid and with limbs enough for the task, marked the hammer across their chests. ‘Your home has seen better days, and perhaps your warriors should spare a limb or two between them for the enemy.’

			‘Gird your hearts, my brethren,’ Nikolaus bellowed without turning away, a momentary flash of mischief alighting on his lips. ‘Sigmar surely tests us cruelly this day, sending such harsh untruths from the mouth of this trusted one.’

			Gotrek glared into each of the rapt faces of the flagellants, muttering a coarse oath when not a single one flinched. ‘My patience is being tested, right enough.’

			‘Your time will come, Trollslayer, as surely will the time of all. Even the dwarfs will not endure the scourging of the End Times.’

			Chuckling grimly, Gotrek lowered his axe completely. ‘Aye. And don’t we know it.’

			Felix studied the pair, suffering an unexpected twinge of jealousy at the lunatic’s instant rapport with his last and only friend. Birds of a feather, he supposed, as the old Hochland saying went.

			Nikolaus’s expression abruptly turned grim. ‘I do my best Brüder Dwarf, but all is not well in my ministry.’

			Gotrek rubbed his still-pounding head and made a show of examining his surroundings. He sucked in his cheeks. ‘You don’t say?’

			Nikolaus nodded, faith the shield upon which sarcasm was ever doomed to break. ‘Sigmar delivers us a saviour, a crusader of visionary zeal and we rejoice.’ He paused as a shambolic murmur of exaltation arose from the flagellants. ‘But always has it been his way to present the steepest paths to those he most loves.’ Mutterings of pained celebration. Nikolaus turned his face to the sky, shaking a clenched fist. ‘Ours is not to question. Only to see that Götz von Kuber’s abduction is a certain sign, a herald of the impending End Times, and we will be there.’ His voice had built in pitch and strength, his followers clawing at what remained of their hair as they joined him in a cacophonous outpouring of joyous grief. ‘We will fight beside him in these final days. We offer our worthless lives to Sigmar’s glory!’ The flagellants cried out, stamped their feet, rattled rosary beads, wept, the din almost smothering the stark rejoinder of a single pair of slowly clapping hands.

			Caul’s green eyes emerged from the fog behind the flagellants, followed closely by the man himself. ‘Inspiring, is he not?’ With a long-bladed knife plaited between the four fingers of his hand, he rapped the tinted mail above his heart. ‘Makes you feel it right here.’

			‘If I thought there was anything warm beneath that metal, I might even believe you,’ Felix snapped back, angling his sword to this new threat. Ordinarily, he would not have considered a flagellant a threat to a dwarf and his allies, but he noted the way that Nikolaus and his brethren deferred to Caul Schlanger. There was no telling what hold a man like that could have over men so far lost to reason.

			Shaking his head as he insinuated himself between the penitent’s ranks, Caul made a tutting sound. ‘That silver tongue of yours is a little tarnished, Herr Jaeger. Little wonder that neither merchantry nor poetry truly became you.’ 

			Felix scowled, refusing to lower his sword. 

			As the man spoke, the shadows behind him deepened, forming into the shapes of men. The darkness rendered their motley garb drab, the cold dampening the coloured scarves tied over their faces with condensed mist. Despite the caution that gripped every footstep and weighted glance, they moved with a muted clatter, each of the six men burdened with nets, steel traps, tools, and weapons for every occasion bar the End Times themselves. The last to appear was cloaked in an ancient-looking white wolf pelt. He cradled a storm lantern, enveloping the entire party in dark streamers of whispering fog. Wary of the shadows that gusted chilly through the derelict street, the mercenaries formed up behind Caul. The man at their lead took one more step to bring him in front of his smirking paymaster. He was desperately pale and gaunt, a northerner worn down by hard years. The red linen scarf covering the mercenary’s face shifted as the man chewed on something pungent like decomposing lavender. Moonlight glinted from the iron tip of the crossbow he held pointed at Gotrek’s chest. The night wind ruffled his long grey ponytail.

			‘A schilling per bolt on top, we agreed.’ He nodded towards Gotrek, nothing on his face but grim professionalism. ‘The dwarf looks like he might take more than one.’

			‘You think right,’ Gotrek growled, squaring his shoulders as if to invite a shot. ‘How fast do you think you can reload?’

			Caul spared the dwarf a sideways glance. ‘You look a little worse for wear, Slayer, Can’t handle Sigmarshafen’s ale?’

			‘What do you want, Caul?’ said Felix hurriedly as two more men lifted their crossbows to cover the scowling dwarf. At a range of barely ten feet, more than enough to send even Gotrek back to Sigmarshafen with a few unwelcome additions between his ribs. 

			‘Order to my world, Herr Jaeger, what more could any man want? But since your companion is on the wrong end of the finest shot in the Fauschlag, why not answer a question of mine?’

			‘Shoot a dwarf?’ said Felix, indicating with his eyes the flagellants who observed the display with a dour passivity. ‘I don’t think they would.’

			‘These paid men are Middenlanders, Herr Jaeger, and come late to ­Sigmar’s truth.’ Caul shook his head sadly, a companionable clap on the mercenary’s shoulder. The man did not move, continuing to chew. ‘They will surely pay for their heathen ways in the next life, but I am nothing if not accommodating of difference.’

			‘Did you say you had a question?’

			‘The same as I had for you in Sigmarshafen,’ said Caul, features turning ghoulish under the pulsing red glow from Gotrek’s axe as he turned from Felix to the dwarf. ‘But since you had the wrong answer for me then, I felt I should put it to you again some place more… intimate.’

			‘Ask away,’ Gotrek growled, running a thumb along the blade of his axe until a bead of blood welled. ‘A quiet street works well enough for me as well.’

			Caul smiled without humour, arching a thin brow as he slowly raised his hands and stepped back amidst his men. ‘We are here for the same reasons, Herr Gurnisson. We both want the Beast.’

			‘Is that right?’ said Gotrek, angling the shoulder of his axe to indicate the gathered mercenaries. The angry gesture made them jump. Their gear clanked as fingers trembled against triggers. Gotrek seemed unconcerned. ‘Do you plan to eat it?’

			‘We mean to track it to its lair,’ said Caul reasonably, as though explaining to a child why the sky was dark at night. ‘Or, failing that,’ he indicated the mercenaries with a nod, ‘to capture it and extract the location of the baron from it. Between myself, Straum, and Captain Armbruster here,’ the crossbowman acknowledged his name with a grimace, ‘no one knows the city better. But the Beast we hunt is dangerous, and some added muscle would be no hindrance.’

			‘We’re here to k-kill it,’ Rudi stammered trying to control his chattering teeth as a cold sigh drove through the ruined courtyard. Abruptly, Armbruster swept his crossbow around towards the source of the wind. Darkness pressed in from every side. 

			‘Did you hear that?’ the mercenary hissed.

			‘The Damned cry out,’ said Nikolaus, beating a fist softly against his heart.

			‘Quite,’ agreed Caul, watching Rudi with a faint smile, as though he were a hound that had just mastered a scandalous trick. He turned back to Gotrek, angling his body, grey cloak draping from an arm outstretched towards the unquiet city. ‘This city has never been shy about the provision of doom.’

			Gotrek glanced up at Felix, who swallowed nervously and then shrugged. With a scowl, he stuck his bloodied thumb between his lips and sucked it dry. 

			‘Fine then, you can all come. The racket you lot are making, you’ll doubtless bring the Beast on our heads and spare me the boot leather.’

			Fog closed over the road ahead, spilling from the burned and broken teeth of the tenements that ranged on either side. They were burned out, left to rot until each looked much like another, sagging under their own forgotten weight and the restless memory of the shades that still lingered. Rudi shivered and tried not to look, tried not to listen, following the row of black that plumbed as deep into the fog as the mercenaries’ lantern could reveal. 

			The lantern flame had been reduced as low as it could be. By unspoken consent, it was agreed that the dark was a lesser worry than whatever might hide within it and be drawn to the light. Footfalls echoed from the blackened shells. It sounded like too many. Even Gotrek seemed on edge, the flagellants restricting themselves to an occasional prayer muttered under the breath. The ruined streets might have stretched on for an eternity. The world might equally have ended at the limits of the lantern’s feeble glow. Rudi had no way to be sure. With every step, the damned city grew darker, until all that remained to convince oneself that up was up and down, down, was the feel of stone beneath one’s boots. 

			Without weapons, or much idea of what madness had brought him here in such a state, Rudi followed the others. That was all he was really good for. The contempt of Caul and the others haunted him, returning in faceless whispers from the derelicts they passed. They were burned out, condemned, left to rot; partially buried under their own forgotten weight. He hunched deeper into his borrowed cloak, trying to close his ears to the voices on the wind.

			‘…left us to die…’

			‘…the impious flee…’

			Scrunching his eyes, he followed Felix by ear. 

			The city was quiet but for those imagined whispers. This deathly murmur, the spectral dark. Had he not been able to recall the walk through the gates he would have thought this the Grey Vaults; the quiet realm between death and life that Sigmar had once escaped to live again. It was not an encouraging thought.

			‘You are troubled, Brüder Rudolph,’ said Nikolaus. The prophet appeared from the fog beside him, approaching from behind. The skin between his many tattoos was blue with cold, but if the man suffered there was no evidence of it. His severe expression was anything but calming, but at least he was a flesh and blood man. ‘The flesh fails to leave the soul to stand strong. Gird your heart in the steel of faith, and trust that Sigmar turns only from those who turn first from him.’ He looked away, into the formless dark. ‘Even here, he watches.’

			Rudi nodded to show that he understood and signed the hammer; twice, as his shaking hands made a mess of the first. He spoke, his own voice a whisper, unable to tear his eyes from the shadows that stalked through the ruined tenements after the light. ‘How does He see this and do nothing?’

			‘Who says He does nothing?’ Nikolaus turned his face from the darkness, answering his own rhetorical question with a nod. ‘We are here, are we not? Sigmar is a leader of men, not our saviour.’

			Tucking his hands into his armpits, Rudi stared into the fog, unsure whether he understood the hermit’s meaning. The certainty that had brought him this far felt impossibly distant now. ‘He could have done ­better than me.’

			Nikolaus pursed his lips, as though contemplating a fine piece of ­rhetoric. ‘Sigmar elects his champions, men like von Kuber, and it is not to us to judge them good or ill. The End Times come, and then we will all be judged.’

			Rudi felt his cold heart stir in response to the prophet’s words. No one had ever described him as a champion before, nor suggested that Sigmar Himself had chosen him for anything more than clutching a spear in a crusading lord’s rear ranks. The thaw in his soul exposed old, hidden doubts, a blackness he felt a sudden urge to confess.

			‘But–’

			‘I know you are a sinning man, Brüder Rudolph.’ A stern look greeted the surprise on Rudi’s face. ‘My eyes have not failed yet, and nor am I old enough to be senile. I do not begrudge the second chance that Sigmar offers you. As he once did me.’

			Rudi felt his spirit swell, as if Nikolaus had opened him up and filled his body with something warm.

			‘May I now confess something to you?’

			Astonished, it took Rudi a moment to find an answer. ‘Even in my village, we’d heard of you, Brüder Nikolaus. What could a man like you have to confess to me?’

			‘Sigmar can change a man, but He cannot change his past. I have done terrible things, and I have…’ Nikolaus’s expression turned pained and he grunted as his nails dug into a recent cut across his midriff, ‘terrible thoughts.’ he fell silent a moment. The wind whistled its own voice into the emptiness. ‘I came here when I first heard the rumours of von Kuber, and in this city found the most apt punishment for my sins. Men say I stay here to purge its streets of wickedness but that is not the reason.’

			‘Then why?’

			‘I have the most terrible dreams within these walls. A woman comes to me each night. She is small, almost like a child. She says nothing to me, perhaps I deserve no words, but I feel her anguish. I have wronged many women in my life, Brüder Rudolph, and it does not surprise me that one should wish me damned for it.’ For a moment, Nikolaus’s face adopted a smile. ‘I suffer my penance gladly, but my reasons are selfish ones. I believe that is why Sigmar continues to send me these dreams.’

			Unsure what was expected of him, Rudi said nothing at all. Nikolaus nodded seemingly satisfied and the two men joined the others in silence.

			The darkness swept through and, hungrily, the shadows closed.

			Felix pressed his back to a blackened brick wall, reassured by the solidity of its touch. Blackened and blasted ruins pressed in from left and right. They drowned in murk, shingles rotting over a ruined street. Some had collapsed entirely, spilling rubble into the street that the grim party was forced to climb around, but most remained, hollow brick shells with their door frames, windows, roofs all burned away. Fog padded down the narrow street, probing at entrances long ago consumed by fire, as if scenting warm blood but not able to determine quite where. Feeling foolish for doing so, Felix held his breath, waiting for the next gust of cold wind to carry the fog past. 

			It was plain that nothing had lived here for a hundred years, yet there was a sense of occupancy, of presence that set Felix’s teeth on edge. 

			Across the street, made ethereal by mist and moonlight, a flagellant smeared red paint onto the charred frontage of a blistered old hovel. Colour dribbled down the long-handled brush, speckling the man’s fingers red as he applied rough upward strokes. On the completion of a long vertical line, he applied a cross at its summit and then, to finish, a pair of curt strokes to close the left and right hand openings of the cross. Despite the crudity of the job, Felix could see the hammer sigil that had been the painter’s intent. Mirroring the painted hammer with his brush-hand across his chest, the flagellant stepped back, dropping to his knees before the doorway and mouthing a prayer. His task done, he dunked his brush into the pot on the cobbles beside him and, with a creaking that wracked his entire body, rose to shuffle to another wall and begin the process anew.

			Felix leaned out, looking back down the street to ensure they had not managed to misplace any stragglers. There was just one flagellant left behind. The man muttered under his breath, words lost to the shrill wind. Every few paces, he pushed his hand into a pouch that hung from the belt above his groin, pulling out a handful of salt which he then tossed over his head and onto the road.

			‘Alms for the damned.’ 

			Felix jumped from the unexpected voice beside him, but it was just Caul, as unwelcome as any restless spirit. Heart beating almost loud enough for the other man to hear, Felix shuffled along the wall away from him. ‘This place is lost. He’s mad even to try.’

			‘A shining faith might, to some, seem madness. Götz used to say that Brüder Nikolaus was an example to us all; braving the worst depravations of Chaos, all within sight of Sigmarshafen’s walls.’

			‘And those who follow him?’

			‘Men will always follow one who is stronger, wiser, more holy.’

			Felix regarded the flagellants, struggling through the rubble-strewn lane in defiance of cuts, burns, sores, and missing limbs. ‘Human nature is not always a good thing.’

			Caul uttered a soft grunt of agreement. ‘I warned Götz that too many were coming to Sigmarshafen. The City of the Damned was always meant to be forgotten. Instead, thanks to the Beast and the likes of Brüder Nikolaus, its infamy spreads further each day. The baron welcomed newcomers with open arms and promises of holy war. His grandfather would have ridden them down before they were a day out of Osterwald.’ The look on Caul’s face left Felix in no doubt as to whose methods he preferred. ‘This is the result.’

			‘What happened to these men?’

			‘No one believes that Chaos will afflict them. How could it? Are they not strong of will and of heart? Does Sigmar not love them?’ He pointed out the man who shuffled behind the others with his bag of salt. He had no ears, the stumps bound with bloodied sackcloth. ‘Friedrich was a pious man, a sergeant of the moralpolizei and one of Konrad’s lieutenants. Until one recent morning when he found that his ears had grown spines. He gave himself to Nikolaus’s ministry and now he is here. As are they all. They will die for Sigmar long before they can fail Him again.’

			Felix watched the broken man trudge past, a fistful of glittering crystals periodically cast to the roadside in his wake. Fingers doused with cold sweat drummed around the grip of his sword.

			‘Perhaps you should have let Konrad destroy this place after all. Gotrek may have complained, but I’d surely not.’

			‘Götz wanted nothing more than to destroy this city but he would not. He had a name, a family, and knew what acting against the judgement of the temple could mean. Konrad has none of those things. He will burn this place to the ground and do it with a song. But he must not. An army must never enter the City of the Damned. This much we have always known.’

			‘But why? What will happen if Konrad were to come searching for von Kuber?’

			Caul’s expression was as static as a serpent. He had not so much as twitched a hair in the devilled wind, but there was something forced in his dispassion. ‘There are no legends of the City of the Damned, Herr ­Jaeger. You fancy yourself a poet; in Ostermark, every hill hides a barrow, every ford was the site of a tragedy immortalised in song. Yet this place was forgotten.’ He spat on the ground and, off his elbows, pushed himself from the wall. ‘And good riddance to it.’

			‘Damn it,’ Felix hissed, grabbing the man by the shoulder and pulling him back around to face him. Caul glowered dangerously, but Felix did not back down. ‘Somehow you know Gotrek and me, and that’s fine. But I don’t like people keeping secrets where my life is concerned.’

			‘Not just your life, Jaeger, but your soul. All our souls.’ As Felix absorbed that, Caul shrugged his shoulder from his grip, then slammed Felix back against the wall. Ash rained from the eaves over both their heads. For a moment, Caul pinned him, hands around his biceps like steel bands. Then he let go, glaring balefully as he stepped back and snarled, ‘Don’t touch me again.’

			Felix drew up against the wall, rubbing the back of his head as he watched Caul turn and walk away. The fog swallowed him, and poor Brüder Fried­rich shortly thereafter. He would have despised the man even had he not been keeping his precious secrets. What had befallen this city that had to remain so well hidden that, even now he was within its walls, Felix could not be trusted with it?

			The dead, the burning, the desiccated wastes that surrounded the walls for leagues. This had not been the doing of the Ruinous Powers. Men had done this. If not Magnus the Pious himself, then men like von Kuber’s ancestor who had followed him. They had burned it down, poisoned the earth upon which the ashes rested and then, almost as inconceivable in its own way, consigned their descendants to watch, generation after generation, to ensure that what they left stayed dead. What terror could still dwell within these ruins to justify such a commitment?

			He recalled Arch-Lector Gramm and his talk of an evil that even the fire could not destroy. The Beast was fearsome, but Felix had seen it close at hand and reckoned it a creature that would bleed readily enough. If not for him, then certainly for Gotrek. There was something more at work here, something dark in the earth and in the shadows. Felix could feel it, this ‘Master’ that was spoken of by the mindless and in his own dreams. He dreaded the thought of a confrontation with whatever manner of being could hold an entire city under such thrall.

			As he was thinking that, a dull moan passed overhead. Felix ducked, looking up. A drift of instinctual dread streamed from rooftop to rooftop between the clouds of fog, fading but never quite dispersing. Like every­thing else in this city. With an effort of will, he turned his back on the anguished shade and hurried after the departed men. He pressed a hand to his chest. If only his heart was so easily commanded.

			There was nothing to be found here.

			Wherever he was, he hoped Gotrek was having better luck.

			The young man flailed and splashed through the shallow water. He did not cry out; not a scream, not a challenge, not a plea for mercy. It was as if he were nothing but an exhalation of the mist. A low moan escaped his throat as he flopped under. An iron bolt jutted from his shattered collarbone. The dark water ran ruddy as it flowed over him. 

			‘Hit it again, manling. They’re a stubborn lot.’

			Lying flat, crossbow rested on the grey stone of the river wall, the mercenary so addressed bit down on the warm mulch between his teeth and sighted down his stock. The wounded man lurched out of the water and stumbled forward. Water streamed from his corrupted body, making the wound in his neck run from pink to clear. The wound had barely given the mutant pause. The mindless could almost be mistaken for the reanimated dead, if not for the ease with which they bled and died.

			Taking his time, Bernhardt Armbruster allowed the mutant to splash closer. Ten feet away. Up to his belly in dark water. Just near enough to distinguish its features from the wisps of fog and shadow. The man’s head was just slightly too large for its body and its arms obscenely mismatched, one no more than a hideous polyp of grasping fingers while the other dragged through the water in a crooked trail of wrists and elbows.

			Joints stiff and muscles sore, he took aim, drawing measured breaths through the red linen scarf that was wrapped tightly around nose and mouth. His lavender-scented breath made the coloured fabric clammy against his face. But there had been too many wasting illnesses, too many seeping rashes and crippling pains amongst those who sought their fortune in the City of the Damned. And Captain Bernhardt Armbruster was taking no chances.

			Clearly at least half aware of its surroundings, the mutant reached its lengthily articulated limb for the rungs of a mooring ladder. Rusted and covered in a rough brown mould, its half a dozen rungs counted down to the water from where Bernhardt lay. The mutant looked up at him and moaned. Bernhardt fired. 

			The crossbow’s recoil thumped into the specially thickened wool mesh padding of his right shoulder and flung an iron bolt in the opposite direction. The bolt struck through the roof of the mutant’s skull, piercing its foul brain and crushing its vertebrae as its tip lodged halfway down its throat. Without a sound, the mutant slapped back into the water. The outrush from one of the many outlets for the city’s sewers forced the body back out into the current, bearing it and its dirty blood cloud downriver. 

			Bernhardt set down his crossbow, turning his head to offer a scant nod of congratulation to his second, Nils, who lay beside him. The man grinned back, had not even bothered to crank back his whipcord and reload after that initial shot.

			‘Easier than shooting at targets,’ said Nils, his smile almost bright enough to compensate for the clouded moon. Like Bernhardt, he wore a face-scarf of scarlet linen, but the younger man had allowed it to slip beneath his jaw like a neckerchief. ‘Targets don’t come closer to give you another shot.’

			‘As you say,’ said Bernhardt. He coughed hard, then pulled his knees under his body so that he was kneeling. Calmly slinging his crossbow over his shoulder, he rubbed gum from his bloodshot eyes. The City of the Damned changed a man. He could feel it in his water, in his belly, whispering cold nothings in his ears. He coughed again, clearing the crackling from his lungs. 

			As empathetic as a plague cart, the dwarf trundled between the two men, stamping his axe loudly down onto the river wall. He tilted up onto tiptoes to peer down. ‘Dwarf sewer?’

			‘Yeah, probably.’ Bernhardt thumped his chest until his lungs felt clearer. ‘Never been down there. I hear they’re haunted. Even worse than up here.’

			Sweeping his fiercely crested head back and forth along the wall, the dwarf at last gave a grunt and scraped his axe back across the stone. ‘Zombies and ghosts; is this all the damned city has for me?’

			‘That was no zombie,’ said Bernhardt, masked face nodding toward the far shore. A cutting wind struck across the water, carving temporary, uncertain shapes into its black surface. Moonlight and a fraught imagination imbued the water’s whisperings with a conscious menace. The mist that occluded that far bank however, remained eerily unmoved, as if it were the emanation of some other plane, a body upon which even the wind dare not impose. ‘They come from the other side.’

			‘What’s over there then?’

			‘Praise Ulric that I never find out. And if that’s where the baron is, then I say good luck to him.’

			The dwarf grunted something stonily monosyllabic and turned away. ‘Things are bloody useless anyway…’

			Watching the dwarf stomp back across the derelict wharf, Bernhardt pressed the flaps of his face-scarf to his cheeks, drawing deep on the trapped aroma of lavender wort and Arianka root. The quayside tenements groaned as if the sky itself pressed the fog down upon it. A cold sweat shone from his brow as he unslung his crossbow and, sighting down it, swept the row of crumbling roofs. It was unloaded, but that hardly mattered. 

			There was nothing there. 

			‘Caul should have made the Retterplatz crossroads by now.’ He slung his crossbow, casting a last look to the still empty rooftop, chewing harder on his herbs as he suppressed a shudder. He cursed the day he had ever brought his men here.

			‘Let’s go.’

			Troubled by a growing sense of disquiet, Felix followed the last of the flagell­ants from the road and onto a large, open square. The flagellants had already disappeared to search the ruins for signs of the Beast. Too impatient, or more likely too terrified, to remain behind, Rudi had gone with them. Felix tried to pick the men out but they were gone. The fog was thick here, enough to consume men whole. The buildings on the sides of the square were naught but shades. Of the far side, he could see nothing, as if it barely belonged to this world at all. The way the fog leapt between the ruins cast a distracting resemblance to dancing flames. Felix could almost hear the crackle of wood.

			Retterplatz, Caul had called it. The Place of the Saviour, and a more unlikely name Felix could not conceive. A statue marked the centre of the square, banked within a ring of burned stones. At least it had once been a statue. Now it resembled nothing much more than a stalagmite. The once white rock was pitted and scorched and it was without arms, face, indeed without any human feature at all. Yet it drew his attention. 

			‘Is that…?’

			‘Sigmar?’ Caul finished, the man never far away.

			‘Yes,’ Felix breathed. Something in the aspect of formless rock made his hairs prickle.

			‘What makes you ask?’

			‘I don’t know. I… I feel it.’

			‘Then why do you doubt?’

			The fog seemed to draw in, the statue growing larger and ever more wreathed in darkness. ‘I haven’t seen a statue of him like this one before.’

			‘Sigmar did not forbid the creation of his likeness.’

			‘I know…’

			Sigmar was a warrior; a leader not a saviour. He encouraged men to stand up for themselves; with faith, courage and steel to oppose the enemies of man. As he watched the statue began to blur and he blinked, rubbing carefully under his eyes. His fingers came away sticky. Curious, he opened his eyes and studied them. His vision was still blurred and a little red. It took a moment for the realisation to hit him. His fingers were covered in blood. His eyes were bleeding!

			Clenching a fistful of his breaches in his bloodied hand, he looked to see the statue similarly drenched in blood. Red fluid pumped thickly from the pits in its shapeless body. Stifling a scream of horror, Felix spun around. Caul smiled coldly, still as a statue himself. Blood streamed from the corners of his mouth as well as from his nose, his ears, his eyes. Fingers across his mouth, Felix stumbled back, this time giving in to the scream when it came.

			The cry echoed, shared and shared again. The wind laughed darkly through his hair, tangling it before his bleeding eyes as he spun a full circle, sweeping the unruly strands from his brow, unwilling to believe his eyes. 

			Caul was gone. Nothing where he had been but mist. The road behind him was empty.

			He was alone.

			The wind picked up. It whispered something, something Felix was too slow to comprehend and, for a moment, the fog cleared. In its place, a darkness bled from the starless sky. As it struck upon the ashes of the city it hissed; spreading outwards, solidifying, redrawing crumbled walls with diaphanous black lines. Felix gaped. The city shimmered, whole but at the same time not, like a picture that showed a different image depending upon how it was viewed.

			A prickling sixth sense told Felix that he was being watched.

			Spectral outlines, human in suggestion, stood at windows, crowded onto flickering balconies. Everywhere there was space, shimmering bodies were coming into being, boulevards and balconies filled by such an overlay of wavering figures that Felix abandoned the hope of distinguishing one from another. And they kept on coming. He saw them in the street behind him, and across the square. His heart screamed. They stood faceless, their bodies lit by the silver glow of the grave.

			And they were not looking at Felix at all. 

			Unable to control his actions, as if this were nothing but a terrible dream, Felix turned to face Sigmar, the supposed saviour of these tormented souls.

			The statue was whole again, but it was no longer Sigmar. Recast in shadow, white had become black. From its fingers there now sprang ­talons. Beating monstrous wings of inky black, it reached for him. A likeness shivered across its form, recognisably human yet hideously vague. There were horns, a crown.

			The Master will rise.

			Felix twisted away with a scream, screwed his eyes shut and thrashed his hand through the apparition’s claws. He felt nothing. He had expected an icy chill, a spasm of dark energy, a prickling of pins and needles at the least. He tensed and, when still nothing happened, he unpeeled one eyelid. His vision was clear. He dabbed at his face, winced, his black eye still throbbing bitterly.

			‘I’ve said it before manling and I’ll say it again. Yours are an odd lot.’

			Gotrek stood over him, both ham-like fists bunched about the haft of his axe. 

			Heart slowing by painful degree, Felix swayed upright. A black whirl of dizziness reminded him of the need to breathe. He gave the Slayer an experimental poke and was rewarded with a scowl. 

			‘Praise Sigmar,’ he breathed.

			‘We were already on our way here when we heard yelling,’ said Gotrek, jerking a thumb back to the two mercenaries that stood with loaded crossbows and tense expressions at his back. ‘Just found you two rolling about like pigs in muck.’

			‘It was… it was…’ Felix found Caul, just where the man had been.

			Shaken, and clearly irritated that it showed, Caul dusted down his cloak. ‘The Damned,’ he finished, breathlessly. ‘Every man, every woman, every child.’ With a snarl that was borne as much in anger as it was in fear, Caul pointed back the way they had come. ‘Forget everything that the priests of Morr or Sigmar have said to you out there. Within these walls, there is no salvation. This is what it means to be truly damned.’

			As fiercely as he endeavoured not too, Felix recalled the rank upon rank of faceless shades that he had seen, so numerous that their outlines intermingled with others, and with others, and with others. Like trying to squeeze too many letters onto a page until what was left was illegible and could hardly any longer be called words. Was that why they had no faces, he wondered? Were they simply too numerous, too forsaken, to be remembered? The world may have forgotten them, but they remembered the world. They remembered how to hate. Felix could still feel the heat of it in his chest. And the statue. 

			He felt the need to check again. It was as it had been. 

			Pitted. 

			Scorched. 

			But there was something else beneath that broken facade. Like a caged beast, something tense and full of rage snarled beneath the surface. It calmed as Felix’s heart slowed. But it was still there. Still angry.

			‘It will only get worse as dawn approaches,’ said Caul, pulling Felix’s attention from the still-simmering statue. What calamity could be so cata­s­trophic as to deny its victims even the succour of the afterlife? And, more to the point, what would be the fate of Felix’s own soul should he too fall here? 

			It was one thing to pledge his life in Gotrek’s service; it was quite another to forsake his very soul.

			‘And just how could it be any worse?’ said Felix.

			‘The dead march on Sigmarshafen by night. Those left behind are the weak, the less angry, but even so…’ He reached under his grey cloak, tugging a knife from his baldric as he studied the ruins with a glazed eye. ‘They say that every man sees the city differently. Whatever speaks to his deepermost fears.’

			‘I’ll tell you what I see,’ Gotrek rumbled, subjecting the fractured ruin to a harsh glare. ‘I see an empty ruin, and two manlings shrieking over naught but a puff of wind. If the brainless living and the restless dead are all this city can afford me, then so be it. My axe will greet them all the same.’

			‘And what then, Slayer?’ Caul hissed. ‘Maybe your axe can harm them, but have you not been listening? They are damned. There is nowhere for them to go.’ 

			‘Did I mention how sincerely I dislike this place?’ Felix muttered.

			‘Then I suggest we make a start,’ said Caul. ‘Or come the dawn this city will be the grave of us all.’

			Felix picked up at that, giving Caul his undivided attention. ‘What did you say?’

			‘I said get moving.’

			‘No, no,’ Felix murmured, a smile spreading across his face like creeping dawn. ‘Graves, you said. Graves! That’s where the Beast will go.’

			‘Solid thinking, manling,’ Gotrek chuckled. ‘Except for one thing. If a village of a dozen dirt-grubbers and a goat had two of them, then how much ground do you think it’ll take to house the dead of this damned place?’

			Felix frowned. Gotrek had a point. He had just witnessed with his own eyes how the passing centuries could accrue the dead. How many people had lived and died before he, Felix Jaeger, had been born? It was a tragedy worthy of Detlef Sierck that none now remembered their names, nor even of the city that marked their lives like a tombstone. The thought of the foul ends to which the limitless hordes of the Damned might be turned made him shudder. Uncertain why, he found himself looking again at the statue. What was it that it had said?

			‘The Master will rise,’ he whispered.

			‘What was that?’ said Caul.

			‘Nothing,’ said Felix, discomfited by the sudden intensity in Caul’s regard. ‘Just thinking. There must be a Temple of Morr. That would be where most of the dead would lie, yes?’

			Caul was still studying him carefully, like a chirurgeon debating whether a limb could stay or go. ‘This city has a long and… gloried past. The House of Morr was desecrated centuries ago.

			‘I know something better.’

			Felix turned at the approach of a familiar voice. Bare skin robed in dark fog, Nikolaus bore a chilling likeness to the black thing that had possessed Sigmar’s statue in his vision. Felix shivered and tried, without much ­success to banish the association. Rudi was with him, stuck close to his back. The young man’s hands were black from searching through the ruins.

			Nikolaus greeted every man present with a nod, saving the deepest and the longest for Gotrek, who acknowledged it with a grunt. ‘If the monster craves the dead then it will find them in the home of the heathen sisterhood.’

			‘Heathen sisterhood?’ Felix asked, uncertain whether he really wanted to know.

			‘Pacifists,’ said Nikolaus, ‘Worshippers of a pagan woman-god.’

			‘Sounds no better than the mindless and the dead, to me,’ Gotrek grumbled.

			‘Brüder Nikolaus speaks of the Shallyan sanatorium.’ Caul explained. ‘In life they raised no hand in their own defence.’ The man looked eastwards into the mist. The bridge hung squat and solid within the thick, drifting fog. An ominous cluster of high-walled buildings stood near it. That was what Caul was looking too. And he looked afraid.

			‘But damnation changes you.’
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			SISTERS OF MERCY

			Surrounded by rubble and the crumbling blocks of labourers’ housing, the charred brickwork of the Shallyan sanatorium resembled nothing much. Fire had transformed the entire district to something more akin to the inner walls of a kiln, the wind that was a near constant presence streaking the ash like claws with red. The sanatorium itself was of the same red brick construction as the street; a two-storey house abutting a walled cloister where four rounded towers had once stood at the corner walls. Three still did. The fourth, the north, had collapsed inward as though demolished by a giant’s club, burying the cloister under a mass of rubble six feet deep. The house itself was partially interred under the avalanche of brickwork set off by the collapse of the neighbouring buildings. The result of that destruction was that the road Felix and the others now walked was the only route to the house of healing still open.

			The hairs on the back of Felix’s neck shivered like grasses on the cold hills of the moors. The surrounding rooftops sagged, patient in the pace of their decay. Felix would never have believed his heart could beat so hard for so long. His chest ached with it, drawing breath starting to feel like squeezing into the armour of a dead man half his size. They had left the Retterplatz an hour ago.

			Why did he still feel he was being watched?

			Rudi tucked in close, sharp breaths haunting the air with clouds of mist. Like Felix, his eyes dodged from rooftop to rooftop. And just like Felix, finding nothing offered no assurance. 

			‘Have you ever been somewhere like this?’

			Felix did not answer, did not club the man silent and scream ‘No!’ as part of him so sorely wished. The young man seemed to regard him as some kind of unlikely hero, as though Felix had it in his power to spare him the world’s horrors. Felix wished that Nikolaus could have taken him ahead and spared him the questions.

			The flagellant and his brethren were still just about visible through the fog. Staves and peg legs announced their passage over the rubble, the undying echo making Felix wince and eye the shadows with redoubled fear. Beyond the flagellants, their gear making spider-like ghosts in the fog, walked Bernhardt and his men. Caul had ordered the mercenaries to scout ahead, but the ‘ahead’ part of that instruction had become lost somewhere in the darkened streets between here and the Retterplatz. The three groups had pulled closer and closer, the party bunching tighter like a herd of beasts scenting the approach of a predator. It was instinctual, pre-human, forest savages huddling around the fire until night passed. Ahead, the crimson shadow of the sanatorium brooded over the street. It swelled and shrank in the uncertain dark, illuminated by the mercenaries’ lantern only in flashes.

			‘Before the end,’ Caul whispered, ‘a plague of madness swept the city. The Shallyans converted this building into a hospice for the afflicted, but the burghers condemned their efforts as witchcraft. They believed the madness to be Sigmar’s will, to weed out the weak-minded from the strong. The sisters did not defend themselves.’ 

			‘Another glorious chapter for the Unfinished Book,’ Felix breathed.

			Caul shrugged. ‘Look around you. Sigmar passed his judgement on what went on here. The dead were just bones and three deep when Magnus came. It made a natural place for his armies to leave their own fallen.’

			Bernhardt’s voice called back from the fog. Its meaning was lost by the time it reached Felix’s ears, but it was followed by the hollow scrape of steel underneath brick. The sound echoed all around. Felix flinched. 

			‘Clear the way,’ came the cry again, this time clear enough to make out. ‘Shovels front. Put your shoulders in.’

			‘Do you think we’ll find the Beast inside,’ asked Rudi. His face was pale, his fingers playing nervously at the belt where his swords should have been.

			Caul breathed a heavy sigh and flung his cloak over his left shoulder to unveil a leather baldric worn over his darkly tinted mail. Knives stuck from the black leather like teeth. Selecting one with every appearance of great care, Caul pulled it free and presented it blade first to Rudi. Rudi examined it fearfully for a moment before reaching out. At the last moment, Caul yanked it away. ‘You know which end to use, yes?’

			Snarling, but saying nothing, Rudi kept his hand where it was.

			‘The metal end,’ said Caul pressing the knife into the man’s palm and then, with a smile, ‘But there’s no wrong place to stick it.’

			The young man flipped it into his other hand, took an experimental swipe at the mist, and immediately looked a little happier. At the same time, Caul proceeded to tug three more knives from their strapping. He let them drop the moment they were free, counting under his breath as the four fingers of his free hand stroked up the baldric, playing the remaining blades like the strings of a lute. He caught Felix’s look.

			‘Where order fails, Herr Jaeger, what then is left but Chaos?’

			Felix suppressed a shiver. The man was mad. He was trapped in a city with its long-forgotten dead and men too far gone even for Sigmarshafen.

			‘Manling!’ came a cry from up ahead. Consciously or otherwise, even Gotrek’s usual growl had had its edges smoothed. The slip and snarl of busy shovels continued unabated from that direction. ‘There’s a way in.’

			Felix sighed. Madmen and a Trollslayer. 

			Wondering what that must make him, he pinned his scabbard to his thigh with one hand and broke into a jog. The fog slapped at his face, ruined buildings drifting by through the dark. Heavy breaths and the crunch of loose brick from behind told him that Rudi had decided to follow. The flagell­ants said nothing as he passed them, too busy tossing salt and painting the walls with hammers. 

			Standing before a steep mound of rubbled brick that was packed against the wall of the sanatorium, Bernhardt Armbruster greeted him with a nod. His crossbow covered the street. Behind him, a pair of mercenaries stood ankle deep in brick, bent double into their shovels to clear the way. They had stripped off their leather jerkins and sweated despite the unholy chill. The path into the cloister of the sanatorium was under a red brick archway. The brickwork was scarred, the work of an axe or a sword. The keystone was about two feet above his head and carved into the form of a dove, Shallya’s aspect as bringer of peace. The dove’s wings had been charred almost beyond recog­nition, its beak broken to a stub of pale stone in a blackened face. 

			‘There are no doors,’ Felix observed. At first glance, he had assumed them burned away or crushed under the rubble, but there were no hinges either.

			‘Shallya always welcomes,’ said Bernhardt, momentarily removing his eyes from the street.

			‘Credulous wench,’ muttered one of the shovellers, raising a laugh that did not last.

			Felix frowned and turned to follow Bernhardt’s look. Two blond-haired men, Nils and another whose name Felix had known he would not ­remember, moved purposefully between the milling flagellants. They trailed a length of steel wire between them, counting out measures as they went, pausing occasionally to peg distance markers into the rubble before continuing. 

			‘What are they doing?’

			For the first time, Felix thought he caught the hint of a smile beneath the mercenary’s face-scarf. ‘Caul wants the Beast captured alive. I would like to retire to Middenland one day. Somehow those two must marry.’

			Felix watched the two men set their traps for a moment, then nodded, suddenly glad for this small example of sanity. 

			There was no sign of Gotrek and two of Bernhardt’s men were absent too. Sensing his thoughts, Bernhardt jerked his head back toward the arch. Felix saw that the way had been partially cleared, enough to clamber through if a man did not treasure the skin of his hands and knees. Gesturing for Rudi to follow, Felix twisted his scabbard from his legs and commenced to climb. At the summit, he ducked under the dove keystone, then slid down into the cloister.

			The first thing that struck him was the quiet. 

			Shielded from the wind by walls of scorched brick, there was nothing to disturb the mist that trickled through rents in the walls to pool within the courtyard. It was eerie, like he had disturbed a sacred pool. Already, the scrape of shovels sounded distant. In the silence, Felix could almost feel the cold disk of Mannslieb hum from behind the clouds. Its silver light fell upon an undulating field of broken brick. Immersed in fog, the rubble sloped away from the archway, neglecting the grey-stoned columns that fronted Shallya’s house to Felix’s right, before climbing unevenly towards the north corner and its stump of tower. 

			He felt a flash of horror.

			An image passed before his eyes as he faced the north tower. A lingering impression of terrified, white-robed women, the sound of screams, the touch of fire. 

			Breathing hard, he held his gaze. But there was nothing there. The air was funereal, his rigid hackles tingling with the sense of desecration. From somewhere under the rubble, perhaps within the blackened crust that adhered to the walls, a trace odour of burned meat still persisted. How long had it been, Felix wondered? It was impossible to say. No one would tell him anything.

			Rudi shuffled past him, sliding down the rubble to the cloister wall. The fog seemed to constrict about his ankles as he walked. His hand traced the damaged wall. ‘It looks like a battle was fought here,’ he whispered, fingers sinking into a vertical gouge in the brick that looked to have been chipped out by an axe. The walls bore the scars of what could only have been a massacre.

			Feeling an itch on the nape of his neck, as if something shared this cloister with them, Felix bent to pick something from the ground. Muddy white against the immuring black. He blew ash from it. It was a piece of skull. With a curse he let it drop.

			‘There are more.’ Rudi walked a short way towards the house, its columned front rising through the fog. Rubble slipped beneath his feet as he toed aside a brick to reveal a tangle of bones powdered with red dust.

			It was then that Felix caught sight of Gotrek. 

			The shadows slunk from the baleful glare of his axe, streaming, sepulchral forms, that screamed in silence and were gone. The dwarf paid them no heed. He crunched around the columns of the main house, fingers probing every cracked piece of wall. Finding nothing, he moved toward the main building with an impatient oath. The dwarf’s moods were never the easiest to discern, but if Felix did not know better he would have guessed that his companion was rattled. 

			Felix chose to take that as a very bad sign. 

			‘Brüder Gurnisson, this way. Let me show you to the vault.’

			Nikolaus’s voice set a hollow charge through the burned out atrium. Felix cringed from every grim repeat of the word ‘vault’ that echoed between ­broken columns and out from the main hall. Already crooked where its supports had crumbled away, a second floor gallery creaked. Felix held his breath, half expecting the whole structure to come crashing down on his head.

			Sweeping his axe through the fog, Gotrek moved across the hall to where the flagellant waited by the entrance to a stairwell. With exaggerated ­caution, Felix followed suit. Shards of bone and coloured glass crunched underfoot. Large oval windows, no doubt a blessing to those convalescing under the sisters’ care, now admitted nothing but a ghastly mist that pooled around Felix’s ankles. Human skeletons of varying degrees of completeness were heaped against the walls. More were doubtless buried under the fog and rubble that veiled the wide floor space.

			‘I don’t like this, manling. I don’t like this at all.’

			Felix was not inclined to disagree. He shot a glance back the way he had come, just as Caul, Rudi and one of the Drakwalder mercenaries passed over the threshold, weapons drawn. Caul bade the sell-sword to guard the door, and then, abandoning Rudi to his own devices, picked his way through the field of bones. The way his eyes flicked from one to another, it was clear he was looking for something.

			‘Do you expect to find something here, Herr Schlanger?’

			The man’s smile tightened. He did not look up. ‘I attended a Shallyan seminary once. Briefly.’

			‘Was that before or after you burned an innocent woman alive?’

			Caul met his eyes across the drifting fog, then tightened his cloak against the chill. ‘Let’s not quibble over definitions of innocence. But if forgiveness were solely for the just, then the sisters of mercy would have few supplicants at their doors.’

			‘Then why did you leave?’

			Caul’s grin spread slowly; hideously arranged teeth, ordered four by four. ‘It… wasn’t for me.’

			From the stairwell, Nikolaus spoke again. ‘The vaults, Brüder Gurnisson. Would you care to see?’ 

			Gotrek exhaled, long and slow, giving the desolate hall one last look over. ‘More of the same, is it? Bones and the like?’

			‘Yes, only a great many more.’

			‘Then don’t bother. I’ve seen as much as I care to.’

			‘So now we wait?’ Felix asked softly.

			‘For the Beast to come,’ Caul concluded. ‘Somewhere out of sight. And don’t forget.’ He singled out Gotrek. ‘We’re here to capture it and find its lair, not kill it.

			‘For how long?’ said Gotrek, eyeing the groaning walls with a poorly hidden unease.

			‘As long as it takes.’

			Gotrek shuffled his heavy boots through the thin carpet of bones and debris. ‘I’ll not sit on my hands in this mausoleum for Grimnir knows how long.’ And then to Felix, ‘Hold the fort, manling. I’m taking a look around.’

			‘Wait,’ said Felix, suddenly terrified that Gotrek would leave, struck positively numb by the fear that he would expect Felix to go with him. ‘The Beast’s coming for the bones. It’ll be coming here.’

			‘It wants bones, does it?’ Gotrek growled, his axe’s glow bequeathing his eye a malicious tint. He bent down, shovelling a mass of the bony shards into a ham-like fist, then clenching it before Felix’s nose. 

			‘Then it can pry them from my cold dead grip.’ 

			Hands struggling in the cold, Nils pulled down the jaws of a foothold trap until they locked with a faint click. He rose, stamped his feet for warmth, then dragged a boot through the ash to conceal his handiwork. With ­nothing left exposed but a few steel teeth that would easily be dismissed as just more debris, Nils unslung his crossbow for one last sweep of the surrounding rooftops. Breath misted into a cloud before his face. His eyes narrowed. The fog treated sounds and objects strangely. For a moment, he would have sworn he had seen something move.

			The crunch of gravel from behind made him spin, dropping into a crouch as he sighted down the crossbow track and into the mist that spilled from the archway.

			‘Put it down, hireling. Unless you mean to use it. I’m going for a walk.’

			With a scowl that served well to mask his relief, Nil lowered his weapon and stood.

			‘Next time you sneak up on me, I’ll shoot you.’ For reasons he did not care to understand, the proposition gave the dwarf cause to grin. Teeth broken, tattoos shifting red in the harsh glare of his axe, it was the most ferocious display Nils had ever seen. ‘Just… shout next time,’ he finished, tamely. The dwarf stomped past. He noticed the pale gleam of human bone down the back of the dwarf’s breeches. Flummoxed, his voice temporarily caught. ‘Wait,’ he hissed, ‘Wait, where are you going?’ 

			‘About,’ the dwarf snapped, without turning.

			With a slow resurgence of his earlier irritation, Nils realised that the dwarf’s path had taken him neatly between every one of his traps. He stepped back, studying the rubble to assure himself they were well hidden, then shrugged. The dwarf must have gotten lucky. He turned, squinting in the general direction of the south tower. A muted gleam of metal in a window was all the fog revealed of Bernhardt. He was about to turn away when the appearance of something on the roof made him look again. 

			The fog cleared to reveal a weather vane. It creaked back and forth in the wind, charred arms dangling, like a burned corpse swinging from a gibbet. Breathing out slowly, he allowed himself a chuckle. Turning back to the street, he sought out his comrade. 

			Marten’s wolf-pelt cloak whispered against the rubble, shivering white in the cold moonlight. The man was crouched with his back turned, half an eye on the departed dwarf. With the crank from his crossbow, he tightened a trip wire attached to a bell at one end. His efforts caused it to trill softly. The man crunched around. 

			A nod, wolf pendant pawing his mailed coif. Job done. 

			Nils threw a thumbs up to that cold glimmer. And hoped that Bernhardt saw. 

			Bernhardt returned the thumbs up and pulled himself back from the ruined window. He thumped his mitts for warmth and sat down, shrugging himself under a fleece. The hole left in the brick by the broken window was uneven, serrated almost in parts. It bore an unnerving resemblance to a bloody mouth filled with gleaming teeth. Bernhardt stared down its throat, shivering in the bleak mist that froze its outward breath. Throwing a second fleece over his shoulders, he tried to calm his thoughts. Experience made it impossible. 

			This was the City of the Damned. There could be no preparing for what the dawn would bring.

			Fog tickled the back of his throat and he coughed. Lungs crackling, he hawked it up, pulled down his face-scarf, and spat it out onto the street. Holding his breath, he repositioned the scarf, breathing deeply once it was back covering his nose and mouth. He had done everything that a diligent man could. He said the proper prayers three times each day. He had purchased all the right herbs to repel corrupting humours and then, with what little coin the priests and the herbalist left him, he had paid his visit to the chattel pens. The herbs tasted sour in his mouth. His skin still recoiled from the remembered touch of scales. The girl had been the most human he could afford, but then his mother had always told him that the vilest remedies were the most effective. Fingers to his throat he gave an experimental cough, feeling the flesh rise and recede.

			He grimaced. ‘A whole lot of misery for a scrap of coin.’ 

			He turned to the man watching the window to his left. Bernhardt dimly recalled Kurt as a large man, but the City of the Damned got under a man’s skin. It drained the meat from his bones and laid the soul bare. It was even rumoured amongst mercenary circles that, after six generations on this land, that same corruption had prevented Baron von Kuber from fathering an heir. Bernhardt wondered whether it was worth it. Now Kurt was lean as a coursing hound, with hair of the same thin grey. The man glanced up at Bernhardt’s words, fiddling with the bronze clasp of his cloak.

			‘You say something?’

			‘Just thinking aloud,’ said Bernhardt, feeling his throat and collar for lumps. 

			Silently, Kurt carried on fiddling.

			Click, click, click.

			‘Ulric’s shaggy knackers, will you give it a rest.’

			‘It was a gift,’ Kurt answered, eyes hooded, trying to hold the thing shut. It sprang open as soon as he let go.

			Bernhardt swore, then coughed again. Finally, the thing snapped closed. The grey-haired mercenary puffed into his fastened cloak, then set his crossbow by the window and stiffly stood.

			‘I’m hungry,’ he said, partly to Bernhardt, partly to himself.

			‘Nothing for me,’ Bernhardt muttered well after the man had crept off into the dark to rummage through their gear for the strips of dried jerky stashed there. Bernhardt’s stomach turned, and not with hunger. He stared out of the window, mumbling to himself as he watched phantoms form and split through the murk. ‘There’s something rotten here. It’s in the meat, in us.’ He balled his fist into his belly, staring miserably into the creeping fog. ‘And I’ve always hated goat.’

			Disturbed by something in that shifting view he could not place, he leaned his head through the window and craned his neck to look up. It was dark, nothing but fog sweeping down off the eaves. Wary of glass shards, he pulled himself back and sat down. He massaged his throat, looking up to the ceiling beams. 

			Strange how the absence of light made shadows seem denser. 

			Then he heard something. A faint scratching noise stitched between the rafters. As if something were moving along the roofing tiles. It stopped. As if it knew that he listened.

			‘Kurt,’ he whispered, breath fogging. ‘You hear that?’

			There was no answer. 

			He picked up his crossbow, blowing warm mist to melt the frost that was beginning to crawl along the brass track. He clutched the weapon to his breast. To spare the lathe it had been left unloaded and he fumbled through his fleeces for the quiver. He withdrew an iron bolt and set it to the track and then, one foot in the cocking stirrup and his hand to the crank, he paused. He did not breathe. The scratching noise had come again.

			‘Don’t sulk,’ he hissed into the unlit chamber behind him. ‘I think there’s something up there.’

			Still nothing.

			‘Kurt?’

			He swore, feeling braver for it, and stood, turning his back to the window. 

			A shadow passed before his eyes. 

			A blade passed through his chest. 

			His mouth stretched wide only for a gnarled, bird-like paw to smother his cry. He screamed into that ghoulish flesh, lungs working now like mighty pistons to draw air through the creature’s grip. Jerking against its sharp embrace, Bernhardt felt his struggles grow wearied, his breathing slow. Gently, the creature eased him down and then, as though he were already forgotten, climbed over him and out through the window. Lying flat on his side, unable to move, Bernhardt gasped as though he drowned. There was a fleeting glimpse of bony, lumpen feet and a blotched, egg-shell tail before the creature was gone.

			Blood ran slowly under his cheek. It felt warm, oddly welcoming.

			With failing, blood-filled eyes, he gazed into the closing dark. A gaunt, grey-haired body lay amidst the stowed gear. Above it, a faceless shade shimmered silver in the dark. It was looking at him. It was angry.

			And it was damned.

			Bernhardt’s failing heart froze. A last breath fled his stiffening lips.

			‘Kurt…’

			The shadow crawled out into open air. The sensation of cold was instant, like a blow to the ribs. It hissed, shrinking deeper into its all-covering cloak and hood. Its claw-hold in the brickwork was good and it swung out, reaching up for another, sinking its claws deep into the aged mortar. Grey paste crumbled away like grave dust. 

			It was easy to forget just how aged.

			It climbed a way and then, with a preternatural flurry, threw itself back from the wall to latch claws onto the overhanging eaves. It swung a moment over nothingness. The fog coiled about its legs and tail. There was a disturbing sense of pressure, of hands that sought to close about its ankles and tear it down if only they could. But they could not. 

			Not yet. 

			The creature hauled itself up, scrabbling over the tiles until it could look down onto the street. Its eyes were dim, adapted for the night, but it had no difficulty detecting the others of its kind. On the rooftops, lurking within windows, dropping silently into the courtyard behind it. A harsh cry, like a vulture’s death song, sounded somewhere close.

			The creature tittered, twisted claws scratching the tiles in its excitement.

			Soon. Soon this would all be done.

			Lifting its hood to the sinking moon, it called.

			‘Tell me again of how you slew a dragon.’ said Rudi, eyes bright in the cold like tiny stars. Felix sighed, cursing whatever malicious muse had allowed him to think that sharing some of the other horrors that he and Gotrek had lived through might ease the young man’s fears. It had, but a little too well for Felix’s tastes.

			‘I think that story was my favourite.’

			The pair of them were scrunched uncomfortably close, fetched up against a brick-pile that marked the truncated end of the corridor, just off the main hall. The crack of bone echoed from the hall as Caul Schlanger sought out whatever secret thing he seemed to think rested here. Felix was trying desperately hard to be disinterested. The man was not sharing and Felix was not about to go begging for answers. If Caul wanted to spend the day rooting through bones, then that was fine by Felix.

			Irritated despite his best efforts to convince himself otherwise, Felix shifted against the brick wall. Bits of brick lumped into his back. Tiny red splinters pricked the bare skin between his gloves and the end of his sleeves every time he tried to move. And his black eye still hurt.

			With another sigh, he gave up the attempt at comfort and turned his attention to the crumpled pages of his journal that lay open across his knees. He dipped his quill into its vial of iron gall ink and held it a moment to dry, hoping that Rudi would find something else to distract him. No such luck. 

			‘I’m not some Tarradaschian hero,’ Felix muttered, inked quill hovering over the page as he tried to back calculate to today’s date. Lips moving silently, he shrugged, simply scratching ‘Brauzeit’ below his last entry. All the way back in Osterwald. ‘I’ve seen people die. Honest, good, innocent people. I almost died myself that day. It’s not actually something I care to recall.’

			Rudi leaned nearer to peer over Felix’s arm at the page slowly filling with tidy black lettering. ‘Then why do you?’

			 ‘It’s my journal,’ he answered without looking up, his tone one that he hoped betrayed annoyance. ‘I promised to compose an epic poem of Gotrek’s doom. It’s been a long time now and I’d hate to forget the details.’

			‘So you’re a warrior and a scholar too? Your father must be very proud.’

			With a wry chuckle, Felix rolled his eyes before returning to his page. ‘You’d think so, wouldn’t you?’

			Rudi sniffed distractedly at the oft-patched Sudenland wool of his borrowed cloak. ‘Do you think my father would be proud of what I’m doing now?’

			The tension Felix had been carrying dissipated into the freezing mist. He stoppered his ink vial and closed his journal for another time. ‘Only you can answer that. But I believe he would be.’

			‘Last time I saw him, we fought.’

			Felix smiled gently. ‘In a way I envy you. All my life I’ve longed to tell my father what I really think.’

			Looking miserable, Rudi shaped an answer, just as a thin cry carried down the mist-cloaked corridor from the hall. A hollow bone clacked as it dropped. Caul had heard it too. Felix sat a little higher, freeing the dragon­head hilt of his sword. It had sounded like a bird.

			Felix and Rudi shared a look. As one they stood.

			They had heard that cry before. They knew what it foreshadowed.

			There came another bellow, this time distant; a deeply pitched rumble that Felix remembered all too well.

			The Beast was coming.
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			AMBUSH

			The wall of fog that lay across the bridge broke for the passage of something vast. White threads coiled around its rags, snapping one by one like the strands of some ethereal cobweb as the monster pulled its bulk clear. At once, its posture shifted. It slumped into a hunchbacked shuffle, sniffing the air in confusion. Mad red eyes gleamed from the hooded depths of its cowl. Images ghosted across his troubled eyes. Scents were there then gone. 

			Where am I? Am I still?

			One moment the air was ripe with the dry stench of roasted bone, the next it was naught but ash on a cold wind. The quay was packed with intangible, smoky figures. Bunting shimmered between the balconies. Boats tangled pennons as they jostled for the shallows. It was all of it a lie. They awaited the second coming of a god, but not the one they expected. And his gifts were madness and death. Their debauchery revelled through the wind like a lure, like a dancer. He could smell the colour. Synaesthesia rendered their inevitable deaths to a cold coppery confection, dead blood clinging to the walls of his throat.

			He licked his lips and snarled, confused.

			Why am I? Why is this?

			Buildings clustered to the riverside like sheep to a water trough, blurring together in the fog. The phantom bleat of river bells sank into the wind. It blew cold and callous across the water. His nose twitched in the supernatural chill. Periodically, a memory emerged from the blackness, but his thoughts were clumsy and slow, and grasping for it only pushed it deeper under. 

			He lumbered forward, nearing the ungainly skeletons of the bridge towers. The piled bodies of the Damned turned their shapeless features to him, then recoiled. He was one of them, but not. 

			Dead, but not. 

			Damned, but not.

			A frustrated snarl rose from his ruined throat. With claws like butchers’ knives he ripped at the rags about his face, shredding the soiled cloth to ribbons that fluttered free like ash rain. Blisters burst, smearing his claws with blood. He stared at them in horror.

			He remembered the ash rain.

			Who is this? When was I?

			He squinted skyward, into beclouded black, then moved to the edge of the bridge, claws encircling the damp stone as he peered down. The water was dark, roiling with the lost souls of the burning and the drowned. It cast no reflection. Blackened and bloody claws dug into the stonework. Lips peeled over monstrous yellow fangs.

			‘Huurrrrlk…’

			A call like a vulture’s rang amongst the shifting ruins and, at once, he pulled up. He sniffed the air. The call sounded again and he turned towards it. His memories were elusive. A revelation came and then went, passing in a moment of understanding. They had not happened yet. He broke into a run as the call came again.

			He would make them happen again.

			For the last time.

			Sword in hand, Felix burst into the cloister just in time to witness the surrounding walls and rooftops erupt into deadly life, harsh calls firing across the street like the hunting shrieks of birds of prey. Felix saw their dark shapes flocking the rooftops, clustering over the ridges to loose death into the street before dispersing in shrill bursts of shadow. 

			The three Middenlanders that had still been working in the cloister scrambled into cover around the archway as missiles whistled over the wall.

			Felix spotted a scrap of sackcloth in the fog-clouded street beyond the archway, but no sooner had he wondered what the flagellants were doing outside than, as if Felix had laid a doom upon the man’s shoulders, he was struck in the side of the head by a slingshot. He did not scream. His death was too sudden for that. The man beside him did howl, and righteously so, anointed with his brother’s blood and then losing his leg to the swollen knee joint in the jaws of an iron trap. Their fellows flowed around them, belting their pious cries into the mist. The trapped man bellowed the name of Sigmar before a bullet punched through the back of his skull and his body fell beside his silent brother. Perhaps it was just the ripples that the charging flagellants had left in the fog, but Felix could see silvery silhouettes rising from their corpses.

			A cry shrieked from somewhere near at hand. A dark body scuttled over the roof of the nearest tower. 

			Felix was thinking just quickly enough to shove Rudi back inside the house and hit the ground himself before a bullet tore a chunk of brick from the column where his head had been. He bounced swiftly back to his feet, holding Rudi down and threw a sharp look back to the tower. Mist moved across the conical roof, but nothing else. Felix swore, trying to find where the creature had gotten too and finding nothing. 

			Rudi’s face was pale with fright. Felix waved a ‘come’ gesture, trying with just the two eyes to mind the myriad angles of attack that the ­cloister afforded, and made a crabwise run for the south wall. He flung himself against it with a relieved gasp. Rudi was a second behind.

			Two mercenaries were pressed under the flanking curves of the archway, loaded crossbows tight to their chests. One poked his weapon under the arch only to snap back from a storm of fire. The second man whistled under his breath and did not move as bullets ripped up the rubble between them. The third Middenlander, recognisable in his heavy white wolf cloak, stood back from the wall, crunching slowly back over the ­sloping rubble towards the north tower. His eyes were dark as though infused with smoke, lips moving without sound as he stroked the shrivelled wolf paw at his ­collar. He was pale even by northern standards.

			‘Is he all right?’ Felix shouted, and then to the man himself when no one answered, ‘What’s your name?’

			‘Kurt,’ the man murmured as though to himself, shivering with some private chill.

			‘Marten!’ 

			The shout made Felix flinch on instinct, turning to see Nils fleeing the house. A missile shot from the roof and missed the man by inches, cracking the bricks between his feet. The man impulsively dropped low, swivelling about to catch a burst of chittering laughter before the shadow dispersed back into the fog. The mercenary snarled, unslinging his crossbow and trying to ram a stiff bolt into the track as he ran towards Felix and the others. The first thing he did was slap the wolf paw from Marten’s hand.

			‘Put that damned thing away and put a weapon in your hand.’ The man looked dazed and Nils shoved him against the wall with the others. ‘And take cover, you dolt.’ 

			Startled, the man came around, his face undergoing the subtle shift from incomprehension to confusion. He let go of the paw of his wolf cloak, as if it burned. Deliberately, as though acting out a dream, he unslung his crossbow. 

			Felix wondered if he was the only one to notice that he was not loading it.

			‘Sorry captain,’ said the mercenary. ‘It was…’ his eyes glazed, turned shadowy, and then cleared, ‘it was a gift.’

			‘Gift,’ Nils snorted, abandoning the crossbow to hang by its strap from his shoulder and unhitching a hand-axe instead. ‘Straight from the back pocket of Morr.’ He turned to Felix, something almost pleading in his manner, as though desperate for someone to bring order to this chaos. ‘I was down in the vaults with Schlanger, just looking, when I heard…’ He waved a hand over the cloister, flinched from another banshee shriek and shrank into the cloister wall. ‘Ulric’s teeth, is this the plan? Is this what we planned?’

			Felix shushed the man with a wave and edged nearer to the arch. The men had done a good job clearing it, the earlier blockage now just a hump of brick. He could make out Nikolaus’s voice above the twisted birdsong and the crack of slingshots but, judging by the corpse trail that disappeared into the fog, the flagellant could have precious few of his followers left with him. 

			This was probably the worst ambush that Felix had ever been party to.

			‘What possessed them to go out there?’ Felix hissed.

			‘Something about helping the dwarf,’ one of the crossbowmen answered with a nervous shrug.

			‘As if Gotrek is the one needing help,’ Felix muttered, but no one was listening.

			‘Back inside,’ Nils snarled, sweeping his axe back to the house. A bullet whistled overhead to crack against the gable. ‘There are doors in the vaults. We’ll get Caul, we’ll find Bernhardt and the others, we’ll bar the doors and wait them out.’

			Felix backed away and looked to the house. It did sound tempting, but something stopped him. 

			‘Nikolaus said there were more bones down there,’ he said, feeling something grim clench his guts into knots. ‘Lots of them, I think he said.’ 

			He swallowed, stumbling further back over the rubble as a faint but shrill whisper from the murk behind the wall grew steadily louder, bringing with it the first inkling of just how misguided the mercenary’s plan was. 

			Shadows were sprinting across the rooftops, converging on the sanatorium, bypassing entirely the road and Nils’s carefully lain traps. Like grapnels, the first wave of bloodthirsty shrieks were cast over the walls and the creatures leapt after them. Black cloaks bit into the wind, their dark arc bearing them the dozen feet from the final roof and well across the accidental glacis of crumbled brick that surrounded the sanatorium walls.

			‘Run!’ Felix screamed, finding his voice and spinning away.

			Just as the first murder of cawing shadows sank claws into the parapet at his back.

			The whine of whipcord was loud enough to drown out Nikolaus’s prayers. A ferocious volley from the fog ahead mowed down three men, driving the survivors onto a side street. Brüder Henke was the last through. A missile thumped under his armpit and burst out from his back. The wall behind him flourished with the blood of the holy and the man himself then slumped against it. Bullets continued to chew the corner wall to dust as Brüders Friedrich and Arnulf hauled him clear.

			Nikolaus knelt beside him. The man moaned as Nikolaus stuck his fingers into the bloody puncture under his arm. Fingers slick with blood, he traced Ghal-maraz over the man’s sackcloth robe. The man ground his teeth, staring at Nikolaus with wide, grateful eyes.

			‘Scream, brother, if you would scream. Let Sigmar know you come to his gates.’

			And Henke screamed. He howled with the lungs of two men.

			‘I say we take them,’ growled Brüder Arnulf, flayed jaw set contemptuously, twin hammers crossed over his chest.

			‘With pride comes disgrace, with humility vision. Our lives are incon­sequential, and with that understanding comes glory.’

			Arnulf lowered his hammers and bowed his head for forgiveness of his pride.

			An animal bellow ripped through the confines of the alley. The surviving penitents turned towards it. Even Brüder Friedrich, earless and largely deaf as he was, hefted his mace and prayed for a swift death. It was close, from the far end of the alley. 

			‘The Beast, brothers,’ Nikolaus roared, drawing the leathern thong that was his one and only weapon before thrashing it across his own back. His followers mumbled their approval. Missile-fire continued sporadically from the street behind them. Nikolaus’s killing days were far behind him, and most of the blood he had shed had been spilled over the open waves, but that did not mean he did not recognise a trap when he saw one. The smaller creatures were feeding them to their master. Nikolaus simply did not care. ‘As Sigmar did throw down the Great Necromancer at the Battle of the Reik, so too will we face this evil unafraid.’

			The flagellants signed the hammer and charged. Nikolaus lashed his back once more and followed, turning once to note the shadows probing at the alley mouth to cut off their retreat. With a smile, Nikolaus grasped his bloodied thong and charged after his brethren.

			There could be no retreat from the End Times.

			Black shadows boiled over the front wall of the cloister, descending on the courtyard with a hissing fury. Curved talons tore through the bony screw, shovelling anything that even remotely resembled a bone into black cloth sacks. A shriek came from the roof of the house. More of the creatures were descending from the eaves and streaming inside. The whole scene put Felix in mind of a sinking ship, dark water spilling in from every side until all aboard were drowned. 

			It was only the fact that the invaders clearly had no interest in the men between them and their treasure that meant Felix and his companions were still alive. 

			Only the north wall and the brick slope of its fallen tower were currently free of the black-cloaked scavengers. Shadow-creatures flitting past them, Felix and the others ran towards it. There was an unquiet presence around it, a resentment of this intrusion, but the immediacy of their peril forced any misgivings aside. The creatures might be content to ignore them for now, but he did not expect it to stay that way.

			One of the mercenaries turned and drew up his crossbow. He did not even bother to aim, just pointed it into the seething crowd, firing from the hip.

			‘No!’ Felix threw out an arm to knock the weapon aside, but too late.

			The iron bolt burst through a full sack and into the back of the creature that carried it, throwing both a foot forward and skewering them together to the brick wall. Squirming in its death throes, the creature dissolved. Bones spilled in a foot-long trail from the point of impact to the ruptured sack. A keening wail went up around the cloister and discoloured eyes, glowing with madness and hate, swept up from their bones to regard the living. There was a moment’s peace as each side regarded the other, then a hiss sounded from all around and the shadows surged. The mercenary heaved his crossbow into the charge and bolted for the tower.

			‘Run,’ Felix yelled, seeing some of the other men standing stunned. ‘Run now!

			Another mercenary loosed, the bolt pitching a sprinting creature from its feet. Half a second into the process of reloading, he dropped the cumbersome weapon and ran. Felix gave him a foot head start and then followed. 

			Inhumanly swift, the shadows closed on the fleeing men like the jaws of death. Felix spun, directing a feint across the front rank of the charge. The shadow-creatures stumbled back with a chorus of squawks. Rudi and the others were already halfway, scrambling on all fours up the slope of loose brick, towards the north tower. Death at his back, Felix sprinted after them. 

			The flat of his blade smacked against the pile. Angular chunks tumbled through his fingers and sank around his boots. It was like trying to run up a sand dune, if sand were rust red and bone hard. The creatures were climbing fast, barely slowed by the loose footing and already nipping at his heels. 

			Feeling a tug on his boots, Felix rolled onto his back and smacked his boot through a creature’s long snout. It emitted a bark and flapped wildly, unable to prevent itself from pitching backwards and tumbling down the slope. Channelling his terror, Felix ploughed his heel through the brick pile and kicked out. Bricks, as well as small scraps of bone, went tumbling downhill. The creatures below squealed and covered their hooded heads in their hands. With a snarl, Felix kicked off another small avalanche onto their heads. If they were protecting their faces, then they were not climbing. Shovelling brick beneath both boots, he hauled himself backwards. A brick flung from the cloister sailed towards him. Felix saw it with time enough to gasp as it cracked just beside his ear. He ducked, the next striking even closer. The impact peppered his hair in red dust. 

			The drizzle of missiles suddenly became a storm. One struck him in the shoulder, summoning a retaliatory surge of pins and needles all the way down to his fingers. Fighting the urge to curl into a ball, he shuffled back onto hands and knees and climbed. Below him, the creatures shrieked their triumph and pursued.

			At the top of the slope there was a crest of ruined brickwork where the remnants of the north wall and a few feet of the tower’s interior floor still stood and adjoined the rubble. The others had already claimed it. Felix could almost reach out and touch the scuffed leather of their boots. Rudi had his knife in one hand and was hurling bricks with the other. Nils was fumbling again with his crossbow and backing away until the twelve foot drop behind him changed his mind. The remaining three mercenaries readied blades and axes, bawling into the black tide as much to bolster their own courage as to dent the enemy’s. One of the men, Felix was too pre­occupied to notice who, hooked his arm in theirs and hauled him up. Felix wasted no time getting back to his feet. The men pressed in tight.

			From the roof of the house, to their left, a shadow-creature dropped onto the wall. Nils’s crossbow cracked the air, the bolt punching through the creature’s chest, throwing it against the hanging eaves and off into the fog that cloaked the courtyard. More were pouring down from the roof and dashing along the narrow wall with the assuredness of riggers between masts. Nils unhitched his axe, shuffling from the tower stump towards the top of the wall before it widened enough to admit more than one creature at a time. Exhausted, Felix shook dust from his ears and sank into a ready stance. Rudi stood ready beside him. 

			He felt strangely jilted that the majority of the creatures had still not even bothered with them at all. More were coming in all the time, leaping over the walls to rifle through the house and cloister, filling their sacks before departing as expeditiously as they had arrived. That still left more than enough. Twenty or more of the creatures were scrambling up the slope. 

			And not a loaded crossbow left between them.

			Now was the time for sword and axe.

			Felix sliced through a pallid wrist as it emerged. The severed limb started dissolving the second his blade exited. Swallowing his disgust at the foul stench of burned fur, Felix kicked the screaming creature back. Another sprang up to replace it, forcing Felix to parry a swift lunge for his belly. The notched blade screeched the length of his sword. With his greater strength he shoved the blade aside, but the creature rolled his counter, dodged his sluggish riposte, and was immediately raking its rusted blade across his mailed vest in an astonishing display of speed. Hastily he backpedalled. An instinctive lurch of vertigo told him his back was to a precipice. His attacker tittered mercilessly as it came on. More followed onto the bridgehead.

			Rudi committed his knife-arm into a diagonal slash. The creature’s spine twisted into a most unnatural contortion and the blade swept over. Seeing its weight rooted, a fighter’s instinct kicked in and Rudi booted it hard in the shin. Bone splintered with a hollow crack. The creature’s howl echoed through the cloister as Rudi jerked its longer blade from its bandaged grip, then sloppily beheaded it in a frothing shower of ichor. The mercenaries cheered to see it fall and Felix nodded his thanks. But it was just one amongst many. The creatures were agile and seemed to possess no fear. 

			‘We have to jump!’ Felix shouted.

			‘It’s too far,’ Nils returned. His axe blurred with a frenzied zeal. His attackers tittered and danced. Blood spotted his neckerchief. It was all his own.

			‘Not down, across. To the next roof over.’

			‘It’s still too damned far.’

			‘Are you suggesting we stay?’

			Nils punched his blade through a flap of cape, barely avoiding a disembowelling as the creature ducked the lunge and lashed out with a blow of its own. He stepped back, only the presence of Felix behind him keeping him from stepping right off the edge. 

			‘Do it then,’ he snapped, swinging an axe that was dodged with ease.

			‘What about Caul? And Bernhardt and the others?’ Rudi’s voice was tense enough to snap. With both newfound blades, one low and one high, he thrust forwards only to see both smoothly dodged. ‘Shouldn’t we… go back for them?’

			Nils laughed once in Rudi’s direction, then finally managed to fell one of his attackers, smashing the haft of his axe through its face. ‘Just for making me laugh, you get to go first. Go on, boy.’ He jerked his head back to indicate the rooftop across the street behind them. ‘Jump.’ 

			‘Go on,’ said Felix, forcing his own body between Rudi and the closing shadows, pressing the man ever nearer to the edge. ‘We’ll follow.’

			Not daring to turn his back, Rudi eyed the gulf from the corner of his eyes. The jump was almost ten feet and the roof only about a foot lower than their own position. From a standing start, it looked more like twenty.

			‘I’ll be lucky to get halfway.’

			‘Don’t worry about it,’ Nils replied, inexpertly smashing aside an incoming thrust. ‘The fall’s not big enough to kill you.’

			‘Lying with two broken legs in the City of the Damned? If that doesn’t kill you–’

			‘Just jump!’ Felix screamed, fending off both his and Rudi’s assailant at once. He hissed a small triumph when his parry cut a strip from his attacker’s arm.

			‘Sigmar spare me,’ Rudi muttered. 

			He spun to face the gap and flung his weapons across. The two blades scattered on the rooftop shingles. They slid noisily, coming to a rest about halfway down the harsh surface. He dropped into a crouch and then sprang. The wind struck him side-on with a sudden blast of black hair, red cloak rippling, arms swinging like oars. And then he hit, smacking the roof like a drunk’s fist into a tavern wall. The steep slope turned his ankle, pitching him shoulder-down onto the shingles and into a roll. He spread his arms and legs, ripping his clothes to rags but halting his slide to the edge with a foot to spare. Felix did not catch exactly what he screamed.

			‘Who’s next?’ said Felix, fencing against four whirring blades. The remaining men exchanged fraught looks. 

			Without a word or a glance, the one Nils had called Marten lined himself up. His fur cloak looked too heavy, but the mercenary jumped, sailing the gap without fanfare. Rudi screamed for help, but the man offered none, wrapping himself in his furs and kissing the wolf paw at his collar. The shadows clung to him a little too closely, but a snarl and a flash of grubby steel kept Felix from attending too closely. One after the other, the final two mercenaries leapt. The first slid down the shingles to help Rudi up. His comrade landed in a breathless heap behind him.

			Felix and Nils fought back to back. The Middenlander hissed in through his teeth as a blade opened a red track the length of his forearm. He lunged for the creature only to see it flow away and another take its place. 

			‘All yours,’ he breathed as he spun, then flung himself from the wall.

			Inches too short in his leap, Nils slapped into the gable, his axe spinning down into the clutching fog with a crash. He scrabbled at the ruined brickwork, screaming as it crumbled to ash in his fingers. Slowly he began to fall, only for the swift arm of one of his men to catch him and haul him up.

			Felix’s blade entangled with another. He could have exploited his strength to bring the creature down but he had not the space or the time. He was alone and with nowhere left to run. Felix looked into the snarling faces of his attackers. He snarled back, body and blade flowing to hammer aside a speculative thrust and then, with a berserker cry of which Gotrek would have been proud, spun his longer weapon through a chest-high sweep that sent his assailants scrambling clear. It was just for a moment, but a moment was all he needed. He took two steps forward, close enough to hear his foes’ shrill notes of surprise, then drove the outside of his boots into the broken tower and spun.

			He ran for the edge, sword gripped as though he fled with the power of flight from the gods. His toes dipped into emptiness and he cast off, body flung into open air. The sudden blast of wind struck him like a hammer. Time seemed to slow and he hung there, limbs dangling as though he really did hang. Abruptly time accelerated, the ruined shingles welcoming him like an elf to a dwarfen ale hall. A single punch knocked the air from his ribcage. Groaning agony, he dragged himself over the roof ridge and, straddling it, looked back. 

			The shadow-creatures clustered over the courtyard wall, eyeing the jump and then eyeing him. Their hissing speech became a snicker and, one by one, they peeled away to rejoin their industrious kin below. Felix watched in bemusement. He was not too dazed to recall his first encounter with these creatures. He knew full well that the distance between them would be almost less than nothing if they cared to attack.

			But clearly they did not care.

			With a long breath that was as much relief at still tasting air – however foul – as it was about the numbing weariness in his chest, Felix sheathed his sword. Flexing his fingers, he edged down the slope of the roof to get a look at where he was. His body just wanted to lie down, but Felix had been through enough battles to know that if he did then he would never get back up. He reached the bottom and planted his feet into the slight upward curvature of the eaves. He held for a moment, caught his breath, and surveyed the City of the Damned by the light of the coming dawn.

			The rooftops were shrouded and indistinct in the fog, but he could discern the barbican to the north and, to the east, the high towers of the bridge and a slender structure that looked like a bell tower. The city extended in all directions, further than he could see, a dusty black sheet of steepled shapes. Beyond the river in the east, a finger of red light teased the edges of that cover, awaiting the fullness of its strength that it might rip it back and reveal what lay forgotten beneath the dark. Felix knew that the darkness hid more than mere bricks and mortar, something older and more wrathful than anything the city had yet shown him. He tried to remember what the seamen in his father’s employ had used to say about a red dawn. 

			Knowing sailors it was probably nothing good.

			Carefully, Felix leaned forwards, looking into the fog for the least precipitous route down. The need to find Gotrek had become a compulsion almost as great as the dwarf’s own need for an honourable death. He just knew he had to find his companion before sunrise.

			‘I have to find Gotrek,’ he said quietly, just loud enough for Nils and the others on the ridge to hear.

			‘Good luck with that,’ Nils scoffed and then, when Felix did not laugh, ‘Mane of Ulric, you’re serious.’ He pointed east, his voice a frightened snarl. ‘Bernhardt knew better than to spend the day in this place. Everyone does.’

			‘There must be some way. Caul wouldn’t have risked his own life otherwise.’

			‘Schlanger was a nut and not one that’ll be missed. I’ll bet he gave no thought to how we’d make it out of here alive.’ The man gripped the shingles between his thighs in a nervous grip and rocked. ‘Best I can think of, find somewhere good and quiet to hunker down and sweat it out. And…’

			‘And?’ Felix asked

			Nils shrugged, gazing eastwards. ‘Pray.’

			Felix looked into the stirring cityscape. ‘I don’t think Sigmar has looked this way for a long time. Or any god that I care to name for that matter,’ he added with a nod to the Middenlanders.

			‘Today, I’d take any that’d have me.’

			‘Mind what you say,’ Rudi snapped. The man was scratched head to toe and shivered. Whether through pain, cold or simple zeal was unclear. His fingers shivered to the hammer talisman at his breast. ‘Men of Sigmar, blood of Magnus…’

			The mercenaries sneered.

			‘Stay with these men, Rudi,’ said Felix.

			‘I swore an oath too,’ Rudi cried. ‘To slay the Beast or die trying. Either way, this is Sigmar’s land, and he’ll see it done.’

			‘Sigmar doesn’t care about you!’ Felix shouted back. 

			As soon as the words left his mouth he regretted them, but he did not try to soften them. Perhaps it was for the best that he had never had children of his own. Two days with Rudi and already he had turned into his father. 

			Rudi’s face was red enough to ignite. He said nothing, but if looks had the power to ignite the souls of the impious then Felix would be naught but ash smouldering within his chainmail.

			Spotting a window ledge that looked like it would support his weight, Felix shuffled until he was directly above it. He turned onto his belly and looked back. Still Rudi would not speak, but nor did he try and follow, so perhaps a harsh parting was for the best.

			‘If you don’t see me again, you can keep the cloak.’

			Hurrlk pounded down the ruined streets, brick and stone beaten to powder beneath his tread. All around, black shapes fluttered and flew, as though a swarm of moths had trailed him all the way from the river. From the dim confusion ahead there rose a sprawl, an ashen ruin rising from its sickbed for one last valedictory glimmer of life before its corpse was burned and buried again.

			And again.

			Hurrlk could feel the heat on his eyes, smell the ash on his tongue. Black cloaks fluttered over it, flags of surrender that burned, and burned, and burned…

			A piercing shriek jarred the fragments of his mind into alignment. From the conical roof of one of the towers, fighting the wind for its drapery of black cloth, his minion lifted its hooded snout to the fog again and called. He snuffled in confusion, hesitating at the sound of another cry behind him. It was not one of his own. It was deeper and in a language he did not know.

			Did not yet know. 

			Had long forgotten.

			And yet it was familiar. The memory of a memory trickled like salt water through his wounded brain. 

			Yes.

			There could be no surcease. Not for one of the Damned. But someone had thought this creature could stop him. Or at least that it would try.

			Even half-remembered, it was too tempting to ignore.

			Ignoring the frantic screams and waving paws of his lessers, Hurrlk ground a circle into the rubble until he faced the sounds of battle. A brick wall stood before him. A breathy laugh huffed from his chest. 

			And he charged.

			‘Hold still, you squirmy beggar.’

			Grabbing for an insipid flash of tail, Gotrek blundered after the hooded creature. It darted deeper into the flame-gutted hovel. The creature reared its head from behind a half-buried table. Gotrek kicked it apart, making the creature squeal, and then, with a brusque feint, drove the creature into a corner.

			‘Ha! Got you now!’

			With a wittering of breathless laughter it ducked Gotrek’s swing, wriggling under a beam as the starmetal blade clove through the sagging joist that had been behind it. The creature dived out through the window just as the ceiling began to groan. Glaring contemptuously up into the trickle of dust, Gotrek gripped his axe and the whole thing came crashing down.

			A mocking laugh drifted through the ash haze from the other side of the window. Gotrek snarled and shook himself free. The ceiling boards had been of the thinnest pine to begin with and after two centuries of rot and fire, there was little left to them but ash. Employing a combination of axe and shoulder, he hacked his way free and charged through the open door. 

			The creature was gone. 

			In its place was Nikolaus Straum and a lepers’ handful of his followers. 

			‘It fled that way, Brüder Dwarf,’ Nikolaus pointed down the road. 

			The street was empty but for rubble and wisps of cloud. The blackened husks that flanked it shivered only slightly to the animal shrieks that riddled the wind. A bullet pinged off Gotrek’s axe blade from a second storey casement on the opposite face of the street. Gotrek bared his broken teeth at it. ‘Come face me you rotten-skinned, ork-breathed cowards! You’ll take me to the Beast if I have to run every last one of you to exhaustion to do it.’ 

			A loose smattering of fire answered him from both sides of the street. Nikolaus and his faithful retreated under the eaves of the hovel that the Slayer had just exited. Gotrek roared as a ricochet bloodied him across one massive shoulder. The bullet glanced off his thick skin, leaving an ugly red bruise. The brick wall did not get off nearly so lightly.

			Gotrek hefted his axe, gave an ululating war cry, and charged. With their own motley cast of oaths and cries, the flagellants staggered after him.

			Black-cloaked figures sprang from every mortis-jawed ruin they passed. They scrambled through cracks in their ruined frontages, crawling for vantages too slender for any man from which to unleash a salvo and then ran, sprinting from roof to roof in eager pursuit. The creatures that lingered on the road scattered before Gotrek’s charge. Some made expeditious work of the walls, shooting up as though zipped on hidden wires, while a handful scampered down a side alley. Ignoring those that mocked him from the eaves, Gotrek roared into the alley. 

			Heaving for breath, Nikolaus stumbled after. The dwarf’s stride was short but he ran like a steam engine. And Nikolaus would not be found wanting. 

			The lane angled downhill to a fog-shrouded denouement where water lapped against stone. The fog smelled of rotting algae. The ground shifted underfoot. The mess of fallen masonry became tighter as they ran. Gotrek barged through it but, taller and frailer, Nikolaus was forced to duck hanging beams, jagged brick shards knifing his bruised frame. Something behind him gave with a soft moan of surrender and collapsed. There was a rush of red dust and a chorus of coughs. 

			Gotrek cackled, his axe making swift work of a pile of broken lumber.

			The scrape of agile claws permeated the fog, closing from ahead and behind. They were trapped.

			‘To our deaths, my brethren,’ Nikolaus cried. ‘Give praise that we are spared the horrors of the End Times.’

			Nikolaus placed his hand against the wall. At once, he pulled back.

			The wall trembled.

			The whole alley was shaking. Charred, horribly organic grit drizzled from above, beaten loose by some percussive force. Nikolaus dodged a falling tile. It smashed where it fell, the broken fragments twitching with each rhythmic pulse. With nervous squeals, their pursuers withdrew. Something was coming.

			Something big.

			Gotrek slowed, a gap-toothed grin splitting his hard face. He turned his axe toward the closing thunder. It seemed to be approaching from behind a row of houses. The loose bricks visibly rattled.

			‘Here we go. This is what my axe has thirsted for. I’ll–’

			A titanic crash resounded through the wall and it spat mortar as though it had just been hit by a cannon. Gotrek gawped, red dust plastering his face as the whole edifice began to tilt. Gotrek’s head craned back to follow the tipping wall. A brick slipped loose and cracked across his forehead, snapping him out of his shock. He growled an oath against all human handicraft as another brick struck his knee. Gotrek ran for it. The wall shed bricks like buckshot from a gun barrel as it fell, colliding with the other side of the alley with an unflinching crunch. Gotrek looked up and flung himself to the ground.

			As if mortar had suddenly become water, the whole wall simply came apart. 

			Burying Gotrek Gurnisson under a mountain of brick.
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			SUNRISE

			Nikolaus hacked bloody phlegm into the dust cloud. Just breathing was a torture, like swallowing gravel. He coughed again onto the back of his one hand, painting his faded tattoos with blood. Even that was flecked with brick shards

			‘Gurnisson,’ he rasped. 

			Those three syllables ravaged his throat, each a greater penance than the last. 

			An impression of broad shoulders wavered within the gloom, a dark spectre where the dust did not linger. It was huge. Too massive to be the Slayer, too large even for fierce Brüder Arnulf. It could only be the Beast, scourge of Ostermark, the captor of der Kreuzfahrer. The dust settled, the veil of blood-red destruction cruelly withdrawn from the titanic bulk of the Beast. Ten feet tall and almost as broad at the shoulders, it slunk within the brick haze as though inhabited by the mind of a creature a third its size. Its snout was long and distended, raked as if by its own claws, and buried a pallid face between those mountainous shoulders. Red eyes gleamed with a ravenous insanity, an intelligence that could scarcely be considered animal.

			‘Sigmar!’ 

			With an appeal for vengeance, Brüder Arnulf flew past, launching himself over the mounded brick, swinging his hammer mid-air for the head of the Beast

			He was dead before he hit the ground.

			Like a bear batting at a leaping salmon, the Beast flung a monstrously bandaged fist into the man’s path. His body snapped, torso caving around the brute’s fist, and then was slapped aside. The soulless meat that had once been Brüder Arnulf punched through the weakened alley wall in a scarlet spray, coming to a final stop against an interior wall with force enough to flense his organs between the bars of his own ribcage. Blood smeared the wall as he slid limply into the wreckage. Dead.

			But not wholly still. A shadowy nimbus flickered silver across his form.

			The Beast’s shoulders heaved with mirth, a rush of mephitic breath fleeing its jaws. It cast its mad eyes down, examining the ruins beneath its feet. It shuffled back, bricks bursting to crimson showers beneath its weight. It gave the shattered brickwork a cautious sniff and then, with the absent pattern of a child with one hand in the water, drew its claws through the broken pile.

			It sought the dwarf, Nikolaus reasoned. But why?

			Not caring to wait and see, Nikolaus ensured his final words would be ones of penitence, and charged. He had no true weapon – the End Times would not be averted by axe or spear – and the Beast did not even look up as his scourge whipped across its snout. Brüder Friedrich piled in a breath behind. His mace smacked uselessly off the thick bone that knotted under the Beast’s rags like armour. With a shrug of one shoulder, the Beast hurled them back. Nikolaus howled as his feet were parted from the ground. His head struck brick and his vision swirled with colour, as though the gulls of Chaos circled for a feast of sinning flesh. He saw Schwester Karolina stumble. Her stave caught in the rubble, pitching her from her single remaining leg before she was within six feet of the Beast. 

			The Beast ignored them utterly. They were nothing and it knew it. Instead, the monster lowered its snout to sniff at the body it had unearthed.

			The Slayer was still, dusted red like a cinnamon loaf, orange crest flattened under a jumble of loose brick.

			Bent onto all fours like some cadaverous hound, the Beast’s wet snout snuffled over the dwarf’s body. It lingered on the dwarf’s breeches, drawing deep. The Beast gave a snort of pleasure, a dull light gleaming within its mad eyes. With an urgency it had not previously betrayed it exhumed the body, then swiftly rolled it onto its front and pressed the dwarf’s face into the rubble with force enough to crush a man to marrow. The monster turned to the shadows and gave an angry hiss. A nervous chirrup arose in answer and a pair of black-cloaked figures scurried from hiding. 

			They crouched beside the dwarf’s body and the Beast stepped back to let them work. They snatched the bones that had been stuffed into the dwarf’s breeches and stashed them in their own black wool sacks. One of the creatures then pounced onto the dwarf’s back. It bore a length of cord between two bandaged hands and set to work binding the dwarf’s wrists and ankles. Satisfied, the Beast uncoiled a whip from its right arm. With its twin tails it reminded Nikolaus of the herald of Sigmar, and he smiled. 

			There was a crack and Nikolaus gasped in pain. Blood streamed from two bite marks in his chest. A poisonous fire raced through his veins, swiftly quenched by a cool numbness that promised oblivion. He flopped back. The sky was turning red. It was oddly warm. 

			And he could smell burning. 

			A figure approached bearing twine, but it was fading. It was Brüder Arnulf. At least it looked like him, but his face was wreathed in smoke. The apparition wavered, anger as raw as the rising sun.

			Nikolaus tried to reach out but found his hands tied.

			‘Forgive me, brother,’ he mumbled, tongue fat, ‘we have sinned.’

			Felix dropped from the rooftop and into a crouch. The reddening sky was awash with harsh cries, but they, surprisingly, were actually the least of his concerns. 

			Something was stirring within the City of the Damned. 

			He looked back to the rooftop. Fog drifted across the shingles, cloaking Rudi and the others well. He shivered but, oddly, he did not feel at all cold. The new day promised to be a warm one, if a shred of sunlight could warm the mists of this benighted burgh so thoroughly. Cautiously, he crossed the alley until he came again to the main street. 

			It was as he recognised it from his earlier approach, but now the way was littered with sackclothed corpses and the fog carried a coppery trace of fresh blood. Pressing himself against the wall, he peered out, ducking back as four yapping shadows leapt between the roofs above his head and sprinted past. Each clutched a black sack as if it hid gromril or gold. Felix shifted from the alley to follow their progress. They were fleeing east. Towards the river.

			Felix took a last look back to the sanatorium while he waited for the shadow-creatures to pass out of sight. It was as quiet as a graveyard, barring the occasional shriek like a startled crow. 

			A distant roar sounded, rebounding through the fog-shrouded ruin like a challenge. 

			It was difficult to be certain through the fog, but it sounded like that had come from the east as well. And, much as he tried, Felix could conceive no surer way of finding Gotrek than by tracking the Beast.

			Fast as he dared, Felix left the alley behind and made after the departed scavengers. The ground was treacherous, a bed of rubble studded with corpses and weapons both ancient and new and, every so often, a fresh pack of shadows would come sprinting overhead to force him into a doorway or behind a pile of debris. Felix tried to be thankful for them, for they at least meant he would not get lost in the city’s maze of ruined streets, but he was beset by a creeping dizziness. Each breath was coming harder than the last. 

			The air had ash in it; hands, boots, mail, and even his sword were similarly begrimed. It was as if the city had remade him as one of the Damned, an elemental of divine vengeance. The air was close against his skin. It carried a heat that he would have sworn had not been there just moments ago. Ashen fingers pulled out the mail collar of his shirt. He was sweating, and the metal was hot. He could almost hear the crackle of wood. The red glow on the horizon suddenly struck him as something quite different than sunrise.

			Fire. 

			Silver-black, it flickered across the barren rooftops. By some witchery, the dead city burned. 

			Fog banked the street ahead. Except it was no longer just fog. The dry ruin offered nothing for mortal flame to consume, yet wherever dawn’s rays fell it burned and vented a choking black smoke. Pushing his mouth into his sleeve, Felix ran into the smoke. He spluttered before the sudden surge of heat, coughed and looked around, eyes filled with tears. 

			Flames licked at buildings long since burned. The fires were transparent. Felix could see the damaged brickwork beneath. Reason insisted this could not be real, but the blistering of his face urged otherwise. Smoky effigies of men shimmered, caged behind bars of flame. From many hidden mouths there came a scream, obscured by time and darkness, conjoined into a single everlasting plea. With both hands, Felix tried to cover both face and ears and run. Stripped of emotion, of self, the unending cry was as hollow as the vaporous forms of the Damned. 

			Making a sideways dart across the street, Felix flung himself into the relative calm of an alley. It was a little cooler and the smoke was thinner, and he was able to take his sleeve from his face. He coughed and tried to get his bearings. Smoke and fog made it impossible to see, leaving only his own flawed mental map with which to work. He was as certain as he could be that he was still heading east. With a frown, he looked down at his boots.

			And found himself gazing into the face of a corpse.

			Felix swallowed the cry before it was halfway to his lips. It was another flagellant. The man sat upright against the alley wall. One side of his body was mangled and bloodied, a messy puncture beneath the arm. Fresh blood sprinkled the ground and the corner wall at his back was riddled with holes, like it had been gnawed on by rats. Felix could not look away. It was only that his eyes had never left the man that he was able to convince himself that he had not just seen the head roll around to face him. Ash trickled from its hair. Its eyes were blank and yet somehow accusing.

			No. 

			It was simply the way the body was positioned. It had always been ­facing Felix’s way. 

			Heart stamping into the roof of his stomach, he left the body and continued on. More red droplets led deeper into the alley. And the ash looked scuffed. The flagellants had come this way. 

			Coughing into his sleeve, Felix followed the trail of blood.

			Stricken still with horror, Rudi watched from the small garret window as the entire city crackled into flame. The fire was silver-tinged black and partially transparent, exposing the ruined piles over which they raged. 

			‘This can’t be real,’ he whispered under his breath, clutching the arms beneath his borrowed red cloak and staring blankly into the fire.

			 He could feel the heat closing in, the wind hot and laden with ash. The skin of his face drew back to the bone before the rising heat. And it was real enough to the thousands of voices that screamed from every quarter as one. Rudi wondered if one of those interwoven cries belonged to Felix, or to Nikolaus.

			 In terror, he watched the flames, so reminiscent of those he saw every night in his dreams since he had been small. His anger at being left behind faded, but rather than relief it was guilt that knotted his guts around his heart.

			Again, his cowardice spared him over better men.

			‘Get inside.’ 

			The wolf-cloaked mercenary set a hand on his shoulder. Rudi had been so mesmerised that he had not noticed the Middenlander’s approach. The man’s eyes were shaded, more so than simple darkness could account for. And something in his touch made Rudi shiver. 

			Rudi nodded all the same. ‘Nothing but evil out here.’ 

			Smoke stung Felix’s eyes, burned the hairs inside his nose and brought blisters to the roof of his tongue. Crouching beneath the layer of smog, Felix gave the corpse he had found a shake. It was a futile gesture. The big flagellant looked as if he had been crushed by a giant and then tossed at the wall. The alley outside was a mess of brick, silvery flames sparkling from the rubble like weeds. The destruction was recent and Felix could see fresh blood on the bricks. There had been a fight here, but this flagellant was the only body. He gave the corpse another hopeful shake, but it gave no answer. He shuddered. 

			He should probably be grateful for that fact.

			He returned to the alley, trying to get some sense of where the other flagel­lants might have gone. Smoke and ruin made a difficult task harder. It was possible they had triumphed and moved on, but somehow Felix doubted it. There were no abandoned rags, no alchemical burns on the bricks. If Gotrek and the others had been here when this flagellant fell then it must have all been over quickly. An ambush, perhaps? With no better options, and with the soles of his boots baking over the hot bricks, Felix headed towards the muggy red glow in the sky that he recalled as east. 

			The wall he passed through looked like it had been demolished by a blast of dragonfire. To left and right, through broken partitions, the tenement crawled with flames. Shimmering simulacra wavered through the smoke, screaming with an inhuman unity of purpose and pain. They saw him. Their regard made his flesh hot and his eyes dry and, forging through the heat, Felix burst coughing onto a wide street on the other side.

			Would this happen every day until the end of days, he wondered? Were these damned souls condemned to burn for eternity? How did the gods allow it?

			Felix drew in a ragged breath and stayed flat.

			Down the street to his left, black cloaks almost invisible in the smoke, a pack of shadow-creatures clustered over a rooftop. The building on which they roosted had been spared the flames, shaded from the rising sun in the lee of the nearby bell tower. The creatures gabbled nervously, twitching back from the fires that licked the edges of their sanctuary. Felix looked past them. Smoke made even the bell tower ethereal, but he could see what looked like a market, squared by high-sided buildings of bruised stone. 

			And beyond that, the bridge. 

			He saw figures running through the murk towards it, thought he heard avian shrieks above the undying cries of the Damned. That was where the Beast was headed. 

			Where he would find Gotrek.

			The monster had stationed the creatures on this rooftop as a rearguard. Felix lay still, weighing his options and finding them all heavier than he cared for. The abilities of these creatures were inhuman in almost every way that Felix had yet had cause to judge. He doubted he could sneak by them undetected. He questioned even more his chances in a straight fight. 

			As Felix considered, the sun slid infinitesimally through the thick sky, alighting on the corner of the creatures’ rooftop. The tiling burst into sudden flame as though doused in pitch and lit. The creatures shrieked and scuttled back. Something had them terrified more than mere flame, for there was a human figure staked within the blaze. Felix covered his mouth to stifle a moan, cold dread dousing the hot blisters in his palms. The form was that of a woman, but indistinct, wavering with a silvery halo within the smoke. Hands tied behind her back, her sepulchral gown twisted as she writhed. Her silken hair blazed like tapers, crowned by a crackling laurel of mistletoe. The woman turned her smoky, faceless gaze up the slope of the roof. The creatures clutched each other and screamed, packing themselves into the shadow of the bell tower.

			The rope binding the apparition to the stake burned through and she fell forward.

			Out of the fire.

			The bone-white brooch of a dove upon the woman’s robes was scratched and dark. Felix’s belly filled with ice. A sister from the sanatorium. 

			She had followed him.

			‘Shallya have mercy…’

			Nils’s footfalls brought a nervous creak from the floorboards. They were merely old. There was no sign of the fire damage that ruined most of the city. Rudi turned from the window and slid down the plaster wall. Hopefully that meant the ghost-fire would spare them too. 

			The four Middenlanders – Nils and the cloaked man, Marten, included – that had survived the attack on the sanatorium sat around or, in the case of Nils, paced. The garret was just barely sufficient to accommodate them all. There was one narrow window just within arm’s reach of a now burning rooftop below, one door onto a broken staircase. In other words, no clear way out. The ceiling was low and sloped down towards the window. The walls leaned in close to the musk of surrender. The men watched him, and they watched each other. And they watched the walls. Shadows trickled down the plaster, crack to peeling crack.

			Rudi gave a start as Marten swept out his cloak and sat down beside him. The man did not say anything. With the dreamlike motions of a sleepwalker he picked up his crossbow, inserted a bolt into the track, and slowly started to wind it. The rhythmic crank then strain sounded loudly above the whispered prayers.

			‘Put it down,’ Nils snarled. If Marten heard, he ignored him. Nils just kept on pacing.

			‘Now what do we do?’ one of the mercenaries whispered through clenched teeth. He was sweating in the heat. It was as if they sat above a stove.

			‘We’re damned,’ Marten murmured, all his attention on his crossbow.

			‘Shut up, Marten,’ Nils growled. ‘And I told you to put that thing down. Think you’re going to shoot the dead?’

			‘What else?’ said Marten without looking up. 

			With a click like a Bretonnian guillotine, Marten’s crossbow cranked to its limit. A shadow flickered across his eyes, a faint silver halo playing through the hairs of his white-wolf cloak. 

			‘Captain.’

			Nils exploded, rounding on the seated man. ‘I said shut u–’

			Point blank, the bolt opened Nils’s ribs like a crowbar through a wooden chest, smacking his body back and skewering it to the wall. He was dead in a second. The mercenary’s body slumped forward against the iron bolt. Too numb to do anything but watch, Rudi watched the man’s eyes go cloudy. As if the smoke had taken his face.

			‘Ulric’s teeth!’ roared one of the mercenaries, ripping his sword from its scabbard as he rose. 

			The garret was too tight to swing a punch, much less a sword, and the blade lashed across the face of his still-seated comrade. Flesh and muscle split from nose to ear tip and the man fell, screaming, blood gushing from his jaw to pool with that spreading from Nils’s feet. 

			‘It was a gift, captain,’ Marten murmured in a voice that was clearly not his own. ‘You brought me here to be damned.’

			 The swordsman fell on him with a howl, hacking into his haunted friend as if the man were just meat. Marten made no effort to defend himself, the hewing longsword scattering blood to the walls like holy water. He did not scream. It was as if he were mindless. 

			It was as if he was already dead.

			The final Middenlander was still yowling, pawing at the bloody flap hanging across his jaw as he ran stooped across the garret, chasing his errant blade across the floorboards before coming up to tackle the swordsman from behind. The two men slammed into the wall by the window in a shower of plaster, then slapped into the ruin of Marten’s remains and rolled. Bloody as newborn babes they grappled for the sword. More voices than just their own screamed for murder.

			Rudi screamed, drawing his weapons, and retreated into a corner. Whispers in his mind urged him to join in, to finish them both and flee, to escape this city with his soul. Beneath the window beside him, a shadowy ­figure was beginning to pull itself from Marten’s body. A wolf cloak billowed like smoke. Unconscious of the mewling sound that escaped his lips, Rudi pressed himself into the wall and away from the window. It brought him closer to the door.

			His hands tightened around his weapons as he stared at the wrestling Middenlanders. And he relented to the voices’ urgings.

			The Damned could take them.

			They would not have him.

			Cinders sparkled black and not at all as they tacked to the wind, like burning cutters sailing from the city and across the river’s black calm into the shiftless fog. In places the motes swirled, like cannibal fireflies circling the weakest of their own. Occasionally one fell, plummeting like a stone to sizzle in the water or to burn, lost, alone and undying upon the algal weave that matted the river wall. Hurrlk sniffed at the changing air, heat gnawing through his strata of bandages and grime. Somewhere on the water, a bell tolled, its voice muffled by fog. Hurrlk shuffled, lips drawing muscle by uncertain muscle into a mad grin.

			Bells for the dead.

			In the street behind him, two-score of his scavengers cowered from the veiled glare of sunrise. They buried their heads in the hoods, hunching their shoulders beneath the grisly weight of plunder. The scent of panic they exuded excited something he had long forgotten. It was a thrill of danger, the knowledge that even the Damned could be afraid. He rounded on his minions, whip licking the air with a doubled crack to give voice to his command.

			Move.

			Those to the fore flinched, then broke cover. The rest were sharp on their tail. Hurrlk offered another lash to encourage them towards the bridge. The dead were rising, and even he would not choose to linger. 

			There were fates worse than death, and countless degrees of damnation.

			The last from the alley herded a coffle of sinewy mortals onto the quay ahead of them. They were bound together through wrists and ankles by a single, oily length of cord. Some were mindless, others drugged, and they stumbled witlessly regardless of the desperation with which their herders applied the rod. Hurrlk was tempted to leave them behind, but the commandments of the Dark Master were clear.

			He would have fresh souls. And somehow, that struck Hurrlk as good.

			One of the captives was beginning to stir. Its axe, bolted to its bracer by a length of chain, trailed noisily over the flagstones. A herder lay into the muscular animal with a smooth-headed mace until it subsided. Reeling in his whip, Hurrlk stuck out his tongue for a taste of its barbed end. His accursed physiognomy was as resilient as a corpse, but he recalled the taste of poison, and the effect those flavours induced in softer flesh. His taste buds sang out the sapor of burned caster and lemon peel. He growled. The flame-fur was a fragile mortal, but he had the metabolism of a river troll. 

			The voices had been wrong. He could not be stopped. 

			The bells he had thought imagined grew louder as he pounded the circuit of the river wall towards the bridge. Their mournful song carried across the water. Slowly accreting a critical mass of interest, Hurrlk diverted his attention to the river. An outline of claws, spines and ridges rippled in shadow. It was growing larger and more defined as it cleared the fog and, as he watched, a low-sided river smack clove through the hanging cloud, yawing sprits trailing mist as it came. A single white sail billowed in the burning wind, dragging its course leeward and its starboard hull across his vision. Hurrlk made out the emblem outlined in silver on its prow. A black hand, fingers crowned with silver claws. The ship’s bell clanged as the boat rocked. Mutant men, slack-jawed and blank-eyed, packed the decking. Occasionally, one would slip over the rails and plummet, nothing but the resistance of thin air inducing limbs to flail before they punched the river surface in a great spume of dark water. 

			The craft veered inexorably towards the bridge. It was not slowing down. It was crewed by the mindless. With a tremendous howl of splintering wood, it crashed into the bridge’s wing wall, the aft piling over its stricken stern as though a daemonic hand drove it to its destruction. The shell crumpled, showering the quay with wedges of planking, scraps of white flax and bloodied, twisted bodies.

			Not all of the bodies were still.

			A low moan drifted up from the wreckage. A blubbery hand, unguided by conscious will, emerged from beneath a pile of wood. With a groan the mutant began to dig itself free. Others followed, mindless as the living damned.

			Hurrlk regarded the train of captives, then hammered his whip-bound fist towards the wreckage in their path.

			Take them.

			Stowing blades and slings in favour of cudgels, his minions gave an angry squeal and charged forward to obey. The mindless were not dead, but misplaced. The Master would have the bones of his gloried champion and the Damned, living or dead, would heed his will. The Master would rise.

			And then Hurrlk could finally be at peace.

			The guttering along the rooftop rippled with flame, the fires eating inch by inch into the tiling as the sun’s gaze burned through fog and shadow. Silvery gown haloed in fire, the dread sister stepped free of the flames and into the shadows. The tiles cracked beneath her charred feet. She extended a hand as if to tender mercy. Black smoke leeched from her sleeve.

			Shrieking terror, the huddling scavengers scattered, biting at each other’s arms in their haste to flee. Cloaks flapping in the fiery updraft, they leapt for the street. One took an elbow to the jaw and staggered back. Only its wavering tail and preternatural balance kept it from falling. The apparition stepped in behind it and wrapped both arms about its chest. The creature screamed as though branded, wriggling around to gnash its fangs through the smoky gauze of the woman’s face. Smoke billowed through its jaws, achieving nothing. It howled, the shade offering a soothing whisper as both bodies ignited into silver-black flame. 

			Felix found his hand across his mouth, fearful that he was going to be sick. The scavenger’s wail of torment persisted even as the fire took on a greenish tinge and the body dispersed to smoke in the phantom’s arms. The dread sister met his eyes, smoke twisting across her face into the grim semblance of a smile. And then she was gone. Only the greenish plume of smoke rising above the flames suggested that his mind had not conjured the whole episode. Another shriek sounded from deeper down the street. There was a flash of silver within the smoke that burned down to green, a scattering of screams that swiftly grew distant. Felix could not believe his luck – if that was what he dared to call it. 

			The shade had just cleared his path to the bridge.

			Without stopping to think why, or if the spirit had simply been drawn to the scavengers greater numbers, Felix firmed his grip on his sword, pressed the sleeve of his left hand to his face, and ran. 

			The street opened onto the market square and he paused for a frantic look around. The bell tower that cast its shade to the west was part of a square block of stone buildings. They were stout, angular affairs that aped a dwarfish style which had not been fashionable for centuries. But dwarfish style did not imply dwarfish make and columned frontages had crumbled amidst the rubble of roofs they had singularly failed to support. The flagstones burned sporadically, smoke rising from the cracks as though some hubristic baron had paved a caldera. On all sides, creatures screamed and scrambled for the rooftops. Others simply bolted across the burning square as fast their inhuman grace could take them.

			It was not fast enough.

			A silver form crackled into being within the fleeing pack. With both hands, she took the ragged scruffs of two necks. There was a scream and a spark of fire, and a heartbeat later a pair of immolated cloaks were cast to the wind. The creatures wailed, nimbly swerved around her, but did not alter their course. They were headed for the river. Felix could see it through the smoke. The black water was eerily calm despite the shrill calls of the shadows that drove along it left to right and, muted by the fog, the unmistakable clangour of battle. 

			Felix moved towards it, but this time, the apparition did not depart.

			The black-cloaked multitudes teemed along the quay at her back but she did not move. Her gaze was for Felix and Felix alone. She held out a hand, palm front to command him to stop. Numb with dread, he did so. The shade’s slender wrist was prickled with splinters, as if from a wooden stake, and bound in bloodied cord that fizzed like a lit taper. 

			‘Back, Sigmarite.’

			Felix gaped, heart thumping, desperate to flee yet terrified to do so lest the apparition come for him in the time it took to blink. Her voice was cold, flat, brimming with hate. Scavengers streamed around her in blind terror. She ignored them. Before Felix even realised it he was running, hurdling a flickering pyre of rocks and sprinting for the colonnaded verandah of the large stone house on the near side of the square. 

			The building looked like it had been the office of a merchant. Felix could not have cared if it was the gartenhaus of the Imperial Arch-chancellor. Shoulder first, he charged up the stone steps of the verandah and straight through the front door. The oak had been sturdy enough to withstand the fire but this was an act of violence too far. The wood splintered down the middle and spilled Felix into the heaped debris scattered across the antechamber. Still moving forward, he scrambled upright and hastily snatched his bearings. 

			A staircase curved inside the left-hand wall toward the wreckage of a first floor gallery. Beyond it were ceiling beams and, through gaps in the roof, smoke. In the time he watched, a dozen black shadows flapped across the broken roof for the riverside beyond. The shrieks of their kin were muted, if only slightly, by the thin limestone walls. And Felix doubted that such a barrier would prove any impediment to the passage of the dead.

			Several doors led off from the antechamber and Felix bolted for the one in the opposite wall. He was not thinking clearly, he knew, fleeing from the shades of the Damned towards the sounds of battle. But his racing thoughts brought him continuously to thoughts of Gotrek. He never thought his mind would equate the Slayer with safety, but right now he would have preferred his companion to all the gold in Marienburg and then some. 

			And where there was battle, he would surely find Gotrek, so he pulled open the door and dove through.

			It led into a warehouse. The cavernous room was unbearably hot, thick black smoke belching onto the river front from the shattered door in the far wall. Through the opening came snatches of figures, dull moans, fraught screams, the slap of wood and iron against pliant flesh. Teary eyed and choking, Felix gauzed his mouth with his sleeve and forced a path through the heat. 

			The only light was from the fires that licked darkly at the river-facing windows. They were set into a thin strip above a creaking iron gantry, accessible by a set of wooden steps to Felix’s right. They were charred black. It was a miracle they had survived at all. Beneath the gantry, warped tracks of iron shelving ran the length of the walls. Heat had buckled them, ripping them from their corbels and splaying them across the ground. They had been melted into odd shapes, like claws. Felix took pains to avoid them. Thinking clearly enough to be wary, he angled his sword and pressed deeper. 

			Breathing was becoming painful. He coughed on acrid fumes, could almost feel the ash lining his lungs. The smoke churned, random eddies drawing imagined terrors into the murk. The ceiling gave an ominous creak and he glanced up. The instant he did so, he sensed movement in front of him. 

			She was here.

			Felix stumbled back with a cry and, remembering his sword, swept the ensorcelled blade through the shade’s wrist. There was no resistance to his blow, the blade passing ineffectually through her arm and spinning him round, feet tangling and spilling him to the ground. His heart beat surrender, but a fighter’s instinct turned the fall into a roll, and he found his feet to hasten back. His back hit the ladder to the gantry. It gave an iron moan.

			The shade had not followed. Smoke drifted through her as easily as had his sword, her hair gusting like sizzling motes towards the doorway. The same doorway that her presence barred.

			‘Why do you haunt me?’ Felix screamed, throat hoarse from inhaling too much smoke.

			The apparition merely extended its hand once again, reaching for Felix’s black eye. There was a tenderness there that bitterness could not fully expunge, but rampant heat boiled from her hand. It was not that of a warm body. It was more akin to a hot coal. Or a roasted corpse. Felix beat his hand through the shade’s arm, feeling nothing but hot smoke and then, with a strangled roar, spun and raced up the ladder to collapse onto the gantry. It shook hollowly as it took his weight, an ominous groan spreading along its length as each corbel in turn announced the imminence of its demise. He gasped and scrambled to his feet.

			The iron gantry was white hot. A fiery welt pulsed across the back of his neck where he had lain on it. His mail was beginning to sizzle, his boot leather to melt, and the smell of his own singed hair pursued him as he stumbled to the windows. 

			Each one had been shattered inwards, as though some mighty spell had been detonated on the other side of the river. The central casement opened onto a triangular platform, ash-coated limestone projecting above the quay. The iron parts of a large derrick lay tangled, twisting under Felix’s boots as he staggered out into a scream of cold air. 

			An instinctual dread made him turn and stumble on the debris.

			The faceless shade was at the window. Smoke wreathed her, gouting through the blasted windows. Coughing on the fumes, Felix backed off. Without making any kind of gesture, the spirit beckoned. She wanted him to join her. She wanted him to save her.

			‘Back, Sigmarite.’

			Was that all she could say? Continuing to back away, Felix’s foot slipped into emptiness. He kicked up into smoke, his mailed body drawing him the opposite way like a dead weight. The smoke-filled apparition suddenly surged forward, rearing large in his vision, only to then recede in what ­terror made slow.

			He was falling.

			His back hit something massive and hard. 

			He bit his tongue, then bounced, slamming side-on onto stone flags. He groaned. Something kicked him in the shoulder and he opened his eyes. Agile figures were vaulting over him to engage in a battle that sounded suddenly close. Taking a fevered grip on the sword still in his hand he prepared to push himself up, giving a startled yelp as a set of monstrous claws sliced beneath the underside of his collar and yanked him into the air. Felix gasped in pain. Hot blood trickled down his spine where those claws dug in. He dangled two feet from the ground at the end of a mummified trunk of an arm. 

			And before him snarled the Beast.

			It was unhooded and for the first time Felix got a good look. Its snout was long and grey, with ebon fur peeling from eyes that glowed fierce and mad. Its black cloak was buckled with bone at its throat, swept back across its ogrish shoulders. A thick, wart-encrusted tongue licked its broken teeth as the Beast examined him with a strangely absent gaze. Its pallid tail flicked through the smog as though itself confused. 

			The Beast was the most debased and disfigured specimen of that already foul race that Felix had ever encountered, but he was in no doubt. The Beast was neither ghoul lord nor daemon. 

			The Beast was a ratman.
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			THE CLAWS OF THE BEAST

			With a disinterested growl, the Beast flung Felix from its claws. He sailed through smoke-filled air, then hit the ground with a metallic clank. He rolled over the broken flags like a felled log, cloaked skaven hurdling his body as he rolled, finally fetching up against what felt like an array of legs. There was a rusted jangling of chain. For a moment he lay still, appreciating the full depth and favour of his pain.

			Burned, bloodied, dizzy, he sat up.

			Between the low limestone barrier of the river wall and the buttressed stone of the riverside warehouses, the dense fog seethed with cloaked rats. Felix watched as one of them smacked a steel bludgeon into the skull of a mindless, bone-plated abomination. The dark exoskeleton ­splintered under the blow, but the mutant expressed no pain, no shock. It came on, its bulk bearing itself and its attacker both to the flagstones. The skaven savaged the mutant’s throat, then shrieked as the thing fumbled over its face and, with a hideous absence of mind, gouged its eyes from their sockets. 

			Ignoring their kin-rat’s wails, more of the cloaked scavengers were tearing into the fray to lay into the dead-eyed shells of misshapen men with cudgels and nets. 

			The mutants advanced through the smog from the direction of the bridge, relentless in their indifference. And more were coming. Dripping wet, cloaked in rust-coloured algae, hair and clothing struck with splinters, they flopped over the lip of the river wall and fell ashore. They acted like zombies but for the breaths that made their chests rise and fall, and the way that they so freely bled and died. Dozens lay dead but twice as many more lay trussed and bound.

			Wading into the fray, the Beast unspooled a whip, testing its bite with a doubled whip-crack. It was doubly barbed with bone, what looked like the incisors of some monstrous rat, and glistened with a black lacquer that made Felix think immediately of poison. The great whip snapped over the shrieking ranks of his minions, drawing strips of flesh from the misshapen multitudes that pressed them. Where the whip drew blood, mutants ­spasmed, went slack and fell.

			Something stuck a toe in his kidney.

			‘Wake up, manling. Get up and give me a hand.’

			Felix coughed, thinking smoke must have gotten into his ears, and looked over his shoulder. Hurriedly, he stood. The Beast had thrown him deliberately to where two abject files of almost-humans had been lashed together, bundled against the river wall, and abandoned. They moaned to themselves, pulling limply in all directions. And in the middle of the foremost file, as belligerent amongst them as the strains of a Nordland drinking ballad in an Estalian cantata, orange crest quivering with fury, was Gotrek. The Slayer glared at the mutants that flanked him, their conflicting efforts dragging him from side to side. He spat onto the back of the gelid-fleshed abomination to his left.

			‘Don’t just stand there and gawp. I refuse to meet my doom lashed to some daemon-spawned wretch and without an axe in my hand.’

			Gotrek looked as though he had taken every bit as much punishment as Felix had and then some. His axe, still bolted to his bracer, dangled from its chain between his bound wrists. His face and beard were dusted red. It looked as though the dwarf had fallen under a wall. 

			‘Seems you were right,’ Gotrek grunted, grudgingly presenting his bound wrists to Felix’s blade. His one good eye was bloodshot. It glared beyond Felix’s shoulder to where the Beast battled. ‘The brute was after the bones. Caught me by surprise and took what I had.’

			Felix carefully inserted his blade between Gotrek’s wrists and began to saw. ‘It drove us from the sanatorium too. They’re all gone. Caul, Bernhardt…’ He paused, freezing mid-stroke. ‘Damn, maybe even Rudi.’

			‘You left him?’ Gotrek’s brick-dusted eyebrow arched. ‘After all you insisted the little oathbreaker come along.’

			‘I thought it was for the best,’ Felix hissed. ‘I didn’t realise the city was about to sink into some fiery abyss!’

			Gotrek grunted and pushed his wrists towards Felix’s sword. ‘Less with the talk, manling, and more with the blade. Or must I talk you through it?’

			Felix scowled, sawing through enough of the rope’s slippery outer coating for Gotrek to rip off the rest with a triumphant roar. Felix flinched and looked around, but the skaven were far too busy to notice what was happen­ing behind them. 

			‘What happened? Felix asked as Gotrek wiped oily residue onto his torn breeches, then gripped his axe in a pugnacious, two-fisted embrace. ‘Why didn’t it just kill you?’

			Gotrek gave a crooked leer, running his thumb around the rim of his axe blade until it bled. He jerked his bloodied thumb over his shoulder to the Beast. ‘I’ll tell you what I’ll do. I’m going to march over there, rip off its troll-ugly head, and bring it back here. You can ask it questions until you both turn blue. How does that strike you?’

			Felix smiled wearily. ‘Like a Mootland summer.’

			‘Ha!’ Gotrek roared, no doubt in the hope that something would take note. He started into the fray, then paused and looked back. ‘One thing, manling…’

			‘Yes?’ 

			A look of embarrassment coloured Gotrek’s brutal face as he hid his oil-smeared left wrist behind his back. ‘When you pen that final verse you have my permission to haze over certain details.’

			‘If I survive to see the inside of a book again, I’ll write whatever you like.’

			‘There’s the spirit,’ Gotrek replied, giving a brothers-in-arms slap that near dislocated Felix’s shoulder. It was times like these when Felix doubted whether the Slayer actually heeded a word he said. ‘Stand back, manling. My axe thirsts from chasing shadows, and only the blood of every last one of these vermin will sate it.’

			Gotrek issued an ululating cry and, axe held high, charged for the skaven’s backs. 

			It was oddly reassuring to note that even such twisted specimens as these were still paranoid back-stabbers at their cores. The ears of the nearest twitched the second that cry left the Slayer’s lips. It turned its head just as Gotrek’s axe swept it from its shoulders. More of the skaven hissed and broke off from the mindless to face him. Gotrek laughed at their approach, ripping his axe through a brutal figure-of-eight that sent limbs, heads, as well as the suckered feelers from the manifold limbs of a mindless, spinning asunder in a grisly shower. 

			‘…he is my courage. I will trust and be not afraid. The Lord Sigmar is my strength and my song…’

			Felix looked down, away from the Slayer as the familiar, broken voice rasped at his back. The flagellant’s eyes were glassine and half lidded, as dead as those of the mindless. His lips were flecked with spittle and moved slowly, unconscious vessels for their master’s message. He was sandwiched between two of his acolytes, the last two, and bent against the river wall within the second file of the chain gang.

			Felix collected his sword and began to saw.

			‘Hold on, Brüder Nikolaus,’ he murmured, painfully aware of Gotrek’s joyous howls. ‘I’ll get you out of there.’

			Hurrlk thumped down a gasping, waxen-fleshed fusion of man and monster, then grasped it by the tentacles burgeoning from its clavicle and tossed it back for his minions to bind. The mindless swarmed the quay. They were clumsy, they were slow, but they were relentless. And they were numerous, like mayflies on a marsh. He had never seen so many.

			Did not.

			Would never. 

			He snarled and lashed his whip, another pair spitting froth and jerking as though ravaged by warp-lightning. It was then he noticed the waxen one was rising. It rubbed its head and moaned. Anger flared within his breast like a star thought dead. Why had it not been bound?

			‘Oi, ugly!’

			With a low growl, Hurrlk turned. His minions were dead or in flight. The cretinous fools; as if death held terror for one of the Damned. Surrounded by singed rags and bits of meat, the flame-fur gestured with his axe. The peeling grey flesh of Hurrlk’s lips pulled back over his pale, translucent teeth, his throat rattling like the bars of a daemon’s cage. He drew back his whip.

			‘Aye, come on then. Come give this dwarf a mighty doom.’

			Gotrek ducked the stroke of the monster’s whip, gritting his teeth as it parted a layer of his skin and a clutch of hair from his scalp. It did not draw blood. He rose again, glancing over his shoulder as a skaven fumbled at the tear in its chest, coughed liquid foam into its cowl and fell limp. A soft-shelled mutant stumbled over its body and groped mindlessly for Gotrek’s throat. He cackled grimly and shattered its face with an elbow.

			‘The lash might cow these vermin, but they’ve not a dwarfish constitution.’

			The Beast swung its head furiously from side to side, as if muddled by a train of events too swift for it to follow. Unchecked, a pack of mindless pressed into its back. With a scything sweep of its tail it threw them down, a pair sent flailing over the river wall with a distant splash. Snorting and snarling, it focused its mad eyes on the dwarf.

			‘That’s right, Beast, I’m going nowhere. Come to me or I come to you.’ Gotrek’s lips twisted into an expectant leer. ‘My axe thirsts.’ 

			The Beast threw back its head and barked, a shrill burst of sound that tore the smoky gauze to scattered shreds. It stamped, dropped its shoulders, spread its monstrous arms wide enough to encompass the entire quay with their span, and then charged. 

			Gotrek twitched in readiness as it thundered over the broken flags. The skaven shrilled and skipped from its path, but the mindless were not nearly so cogent of their peril. A ram-horned mutant went down under a massive foot, silvery blood splattering the monster’s bandaged calf. The Beast sprung off the mutant’s ruin, a paw like a knife-studded shovel shearing towards Gotrek’s face. The dwarf stepped clear, deflecting the blow off the flat of his axe, then spun to deliver a counter that clove deep into the monster’s belly. 

			The Beast hollered, but did not stop, its charge bearing it right through the swing and slamming Gotrek to the ground. Gotrek wheezed as the Beast fell on top of him.

			There was no skill at play; neither the instinct nor even the desire for its own survival. 

			Pinning the Slayer under one great paw, the Beast drew back the other for a finishing blow. Gotrek had the strength of a pack of oxen. Felix had seen him fight hand-to-hand with a giant, but even he could not wrest himself from the grip of the Beast. Like a rock from the sky, the fist ­plummeted down. Gotrek threw everything into one last shove, shifting the pinning arm just enough to throw his shoulders from the path of the blow. The flagstones shattered, the Beast’s arm disappearing past the wrist. Arm buried in the ground, the monster roared in Gotrek’s face. Gotrek spat in its open mouth, making it choke in surprise. 

			With a stony oath of his own, Gotrek crooked his left arm around the Beast’s buried paw, locked its wrist into his elbow, and then hewed his axe one-handed into its triceps. The Beast howled in pain and tried to pull away, but Gotrek gripped it tight, its struggles only causing the starmetal blade to sink deeper into the muscle. The treacly dribble of blood caused both their arms to darken.

			‘Not so tough without a wall between us,’ Gotrek growled, wiggling his axe, causing blood to spurt across his face.

			The Beast grunted, thrashing against Gotrek’s hold, dragging the Slayer’s back across the flagstones but failing to break his grip. Gotrek winced as the Beast lifted him and smashed him back into the ground. The mutated creature pressed down, as if to crush the life from him. The stones beneath him cracked, their make as nothing to dwarfen bones. A grin of animal ­cunning pulled back its rotten lips and, with a bellow of raw power, it slammed its free hand into the ground and threw itself upright. Rubble raining from his clothes, Gotrek came up with it. He swung from its wrist.

			Panting heavily with laughter, the Beast spread its claws to strike.

			Felix swore and redoubled his efforts to sever Nikolaus’s bonds. Across the quay, skaven fell upon the mindless that their master’s charge had felled. They clubbed them into submission, bound them with a practiced efficiency and, Felix could not fail to notice, slit a few throats now their master was not watching. And more than a few of those glittering, versicoloured stares were now turning towards him. One advanced with short sword and club. Another came bearing a cord in its wake.

			‘Perfect,’ Felix muttered, sawing for all he was worth before abandoning the job half done, swinging his sword around to guard and backing into the moaning coffle. Nikolaus continued to mutter, dumb to Felix’s efforts. The two flagellants beside him seemed incapable even of that. ‘Absolutely perfect.’

			The skaven’s short sword flashed before him, appearing in a downward arc with the speed of a murderous thought. It was instinct more than any application of skill that angled his blade and sent the notched length skirling down the length of his own sword. There was barely time to draw breath before a second sword-rat rounded the first. It clutched the neck of a bulging sack to its collar with one paw and stabbed a serrated blade for Felix’s throat with the other. 

			Felix spun back, stamped the sword from the first ratman’s paw, using its body for cover as he rolled around it then lashed back across the throat of the second. The skaven fell with wasted breath whistling through its claws. The forgotten sack dropped, disgorging its contents onto the quay. The rope-rat squealed alarm, dropped its length of cord and snatched up the sack, sweeping the spilled bones back inside. It glared at Felix before bolting for the bridge. Felix did not have time to worry about it.

			He swept aside as the steel-capped bludgeon of the first sword-rat whisked for his skull. The heavy club caved in the face of the bound mutant at Felix’s back. The mutant gave a final moan but, lashed to the flagellants and its fellow mutants, the corpse leaned and did not fall. The skaven withdrew its bludgeon, shook it clear of pink matter, and hissed annoyance. Felix gave ground, circling the coffle until his foot struck the stone of the river wall. He teetered backwards, only just deflecting the gut-thrust that sought to take advantage. The vibrations shook his shoulder like the jaws of a wolf. His body was burned out, it was ready to drop. The arrival of a second ratman, this one dragging a weighted net, told him he was done. 

			Felix leapt back and onto the wall just as the net snared the air where he had just been. His boots skidded on the slimy stone and, for a moment, he teetered on the brink of falling into the haunted water. Then his left foot struck a mooring ring and checked its slide. The club-rat hissed and swung for his trailing leg but, with the mooring ring for support, Felix dragged it in and the club whacked the algal mat so hard that it sprung free of the creature’s paw. The rat yelped as its bludgeon hummed to the foggy water. It looked stunned. Felix made sure it stayed that way, driving a kick across its snout that sent it sprawling into its captives. 

			The wall was about a foot across and pasted with slime. The sword-rat was picking itself up, the net-rat egging it on. Spreading his arms for balance, Felix hastened along its top, heart lurching with every slippery step and doing flips every time the bound hand of a mindless groped for his ankles. More skaven were becoming aware of his presence, struggling to shift the uncooperative train in a bid to get at him. But the wall ahead was still clear. A sibilant hiss told him the sword-rat had joined him.

			He risked a look back.

			Quicker and more agile by far, it was closing the distance fast. Felix dared himself to accelerate, clearing the train of mindless and the snarling vermin that fought to make them move, but he knew he was not about to outrun a skaven. He considered diving into the river, using some of the floating wreckage to swim to the opposite shore, but the Middenlanders had called the water haunted and even now, with the choice between a rusted blade and that whispering dark, he knew which he favoured. 

			And he could not abandon Gotrek.

			The dwarf’s arm was still locked around the Beast’s wrist as Gotrek drove a two-footed kick into its belly. The monster doubled over with a startled wheeze and let the dwarf fall. Gotrek’s axe was swinging before he hit the ground. Winded, taken aback by its foe’s ferocity, its claws flashed to deflect the torrent of blows and, inexorably, it was driven back. The mindless were barged aside or else stood there to be crushed. Gotrek ignored them, intent on the Beast. Felix saw them both fade into the bridge’s fog, nothing visible but the red blur of his companion’s rune-axe.

			Felix looked away to parry a sword thrust. His feet slipped under him, causing the ratman’s punch to swipe an inch past his nose. He swayed, too intent on not falling and cracking his skull to retaliate. His sure-footed foe showed no such qualms, fiercely pressing its advantage. Felix did not know how his own sword kept pace, but somehow it did. He could beat this rat, but not here, not with his footing constantly sliding out from under him. From the corner of his eye, he saw another pair of skaven get up from the wriggling body of a bound mutant to come his way. He had no choice. 

			Mouthing a prayer, Felix turned his back and ran.

			A swift thrust stabbed between his shoulder blades. Felix grunted, feeling the bone bruise, but the mail took the brunt and he accelerated away. The sword-rat was hot on his heels. 

			The river wall ended a few paces ahead. There was a gap of a couple of feet where it adjoined the angled slope of the wing wall. Felix braced his nerves, upped his pace, and leapt. 

			He landed on the wing wall and swayed for balance, already slipping down its slickened slope. The sword-rat followed a second later. Felix half-spun to meet it, half-skidded on slime, swinging a kick that poleaxed the creature mid-leap. It screamed as its fall parted layers of mist and then smacked into the water with a dark spume. The tug of a weary smile announced his triumph, only for his feet to then slip and pitch him from the wall and down onto the flagstones with a ringing elbow and a curse. Rising painfully, ratmen already shrilling after him, Felix sprinted for the bridge.

			It was a mighty ruin, riding twenty feet above the river astride limestone columns each twice the girth of a man. Fog clutched its wreck possessively, making it its own, the battling forms of Gotrek and the Beast rendered ­eth­ereal in its embrace. The Beast bellowed, thinned by fog but still enough to break a splinter of dread to worry at Felix’s spine. 

			The monster’s claws scraped blue sparks from the flat of Gotrek’s axe. Felix tried to run to his companion’s side but Gotrek had already pressed his foe deep into the mist. Felix could feel the fog slow him down. It was like running through freezing water, like fleeing from a nightmare. It was doubtless a trick of the shifting murk, but the Beast appeared to be standing taller the further into the darkness it was forced, its animal snarls adopting the vaguest spark of sentience.

			Gotrek roared, swinging two-handed for the Beast’s midriff. The Beast slapped the axe aside, then pulled up with a pained growl, the action causing its split triceps to spurt. Gotrek pressed his attack, raining down blows that would have been too swift for Felix to follow even had they not been sequestered by fog. The Beast howled in pain. Blood painted the mist red. It retreated further, enough for breathing room. It poked at its bloodied hide and panted with what looked like surprise. 

			It was beaten. 

			Gotrek cackled and swung his axe high above his head. The Beast issued a mighty roar and threw itself into the weapon’s path, the starmetal blade crunching through its plate-like pectoral bone. 

			The Beast shuddered and, clutching the weapon to its breast, staggered back. The embedded axe yanked at its chain and jerked Gotrek’s arm after it. The chain groaned, but held, and dragged the dwarf cursing over the rubble after the retreating Beast. Blood thumped between its claws, but the Beast held the buried axe firm. On reaching the bridge’s wall, it leapt onto it, the taut chain flipping Gotrek from his feet and slamming him face down into the stone flags. It backed to the ledge, dragging Gotrek another inch along on his chest.

			‘Kill us both,’ Gotrek roared. ‘That’d be a mighty end!’

			The Beast tittered, saliva spooling from its fur as its twisted jaw shaped into a word.

			‘Huuurrrrlk.’

			And then it jumped.

			The short length of chain raced over the edge. Gotrek bellowed like a wounded ox as his arm snapped up. 

			Felix cried out, mustering the strength to burst through the clinging fog, but too late. Gotrek’s body slammed into the wall, then was dragged over it. His ham-like left fist closed over the side of the bridge, but its surface had been burned smooth and coated with slime. The dwarf’s arm checked his own weight and that of the bone-plated Beast for barely a second.

			Felix made the wall a moment later. He heard one distant splash, followed by another. Desperately, he sought out a shock of orange, a glow of red, anything, but he could barely even see the water for the fog. Numb, he ran further along the wall, deeper into the fog, staring down into the water. Part of him expected to see his companion swinging from a stanchion, or dripping wet and climbing one of those mouldering columns. But even Gotrek could not fail to find his doom eventually. And the dwarf’s end had come exactly as Felix had always secretly feared.

			With him left to the mercy of Gotrek’s slayers.

			The leaderless skaven flooded the bridge in pursuit. Felix backed away, angled his sword, but it felt so heavy. He tried to come up with a plan that did not involve him joining his companion in the river or being hacked apart by vengeful vermin. 

			He tried to think, but… just… could not.

			The mist coiled about his arms and drew him back, its embrace welcoming and cold. There was more than just solidity to it, but will. It moved with the urgings of a thousand minds, suffering as Felix could not conceive. 

			‘Felix.’

			Feeling halfway between wakefulness and sleep, Felix looked back to the warehouse he had just fled. It flickered with spectral fire. The fog darkened his eyes, but he could still discern the silvery halo that glazed the loading platform. It was a woman. Her white robes burned with a distant heat. Cosseted by the fog, his brain pleasantly dim, Felix felt no fear. She wanted something. He did not care.

			‘Felix.’

			The mists closed. So too did his eyes.

			And she was gone.

			‘Felix!’

			Panting and out of breath, a fierce pain stitching his sides, Rudi slumped against the ashen stone of the loading platform. His throat was caked in soot, his skin burned dry and peeling black. His sword dropped from his fingers. Flesh and steel were both drenched with human blood. Caul’s knife had been lost. He tried to remember exactly where, but his flight across the city had been such a gauntlet of terror that his mind refused to look back and face it. 

			He crawled to the edge of the platform. 

			On the quayside below, cloaked creatures herded a hideous pack of mutants towards the bridge. Their chittering voices were low and excited, like warriors returning home from victory. Brüder Nikolaus was amongst their number. Rudi called his name, but the prophet did not turn. He yelled again; no words this time, just a pain in his chest that demanded to be expelled. Nothing noticed. 

			Rudi considered whether he might already be dead. He would not be surprised that his soul had been consigned to the Grey Vaults. He looked again at his bloodied hands. He had been tested and he had failed. Sigmar did not give third chances.

			He looked on as more of the shadow-creatures scurried in their captives’ wake. Their claws scratched through the rubble and beneath fresh corpses in search of any tiny fragment of lost bone. Their ecstatic squeals when something was unearthed made Rudi shudder. Unconsciously, he reached for his sword. 

			He did not think he had ever held his mother’s hand as tightly.

			Squinting through blood-lashed eyes into smoke and fog, he waved his hand and yelled Felix’s name again. The man plainly heard. His face turned Rudi’s way. Before Rudi could call again, Felix was gone. It was as if the fog had claimed his body for its own.

			Rudi grunted as his eyes were speared by a sudden light. 

			Dawn was creeping across the city with the false tenderness of a torturer. The ruined husk lightened while, at the same time, somehow darkening, sinking into its own shadows, like a rat to its burrow to wallow in its pain. He raised a hand to his eyes and peered through glowing fingers into the light. Undying screams welcomed it in ungodly chorus. Flames flicked between the tendrils of fog as though the ethereal barrier had itself been ignited by the sun’s rays.

			For in the east, the sun rose as it always had over Ostermark.

			Bestride the burned bodies of the Damned.

			Blearily, Felix shook his head. Everything had become dark, muted. The ground beneath him was strangely yielding, as if he lay on a bed of kelp at the ocean’s bottom. He could hear screams but they were passionless. Nearby, or perhaps distant, there came a resounding crump. The shocks passed through his body. They reminded him vaguely of the test firings at the Nuln Artillery School. There was an answering rumble, as of a building’s collapse. More screams. Quarrels flicked by overhead.

			What was happening?

			He remembered passing through fog, and the fog had stayed with him. It was a gauze around his eyes, and not just his eyes. He could feel it smothering his mind. Other thoughts, other minds, contested the occupancy of his skin. They came with memories he could not recall, scenes and faces he did not know. But they were too many, and unable to make him do more than twitch where he lay. Giving a low moan, he slapped his palms clumsily to his forehead. He could feel the knot behind his eyes. If he could just get his hands to it then he could pull away the veil and think again. His fingers butted cloddishly against his skull. It was with a detached concern that he noticed he felt no touch; not on his forehead nor in his fingers. He thought about rolling his head. 

			Half a minute later his head rolled. 

			A wiry creature in a black cloak noticed the movement and crouched beside him. It flinched as a quarrel zipped past, then poked him in the collar with a crooked black claw. The creature tittered, dragging back its hood to reveal a long, hideously disfigured face. Felix tried to speak, but could not. Muddled by conflicting thoughts, he tried to think of what he should be feeling. All he could remember was fire, pain, mutation.

			And madness.

			‘How does it feel,’ the ratman snickered, ‘to be damned?’
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			OTHER TIMES

			Felix stirred with a groan. He felt as though he had matched Gotrek through a head-butting contest before finally going down in the twelfth round. 

			And then had a drink to celebrate. 

			He lay with eyes closed on what felt like gravel. The sound of a flowing river passed somewhere nearby, the dapple of water on rock weaving with a wilful breeze to conjure an unsettling melody. His black eye stung as if it had been dabbed with vinegar and the rest of him ached almost as much. The air was warm, unseasonably so, a midsummer mugginess that promised hotter days to come. And yet he felt cold, fog’s damp fingers in his clothes. As if the sun was a lie. Felix airily signed the hammer and prayed for death. 

			But Sigmar, as was his way where Felix was concerned, failed to oblige. 

			How had he gotten here?

			He remembered stepping into the fog, crossing the bridge and coming out… somewhere else. 

			With one hand he massaged his temple. He recalled feeling other minds in his head but they seemed to have left him. The concoction of water and wind crafted a murmuring akin to voices. Disturbed, he opened his uninjured eye, wincing immediately before the unexpected brightness. 

			An open blue sky flamed with a pink aurora. The quixotic display continued in mesmeric silence, pinks giving way to blues, which then sublimed to pink in turn. Felix stared into it, wondering what fury could make the sky itself burn. His gaze focused through the flames towards the largest and brightest body in the sky. The sun guttered fitfully in its shadow. Twice the size of its warmth-giving rival, the bloated disk of the Chaos moon, Morrslieb, throbbed a baleful green. 

			Felix could not believe what he was seeing. He could just about accept that something in the air of this city might make the sky burn with pink fire. But Morrslieb had not passed so near to the world in years, and surely nothing at work here could make it so.

			Painfully, he sat up and looked downriver. The river shimmered with reflected light, as though aquatic sprites pulled at the flotsam that flowed from right to left. Upriver, more distant than Felix would have imagined possible, the sullen grey stone of the bridge was a shaded spectre in the fog. For a moment he had the strangest sense that he heard Rudi calling his name. Without warning, he doubled over, his gag reflex finally besting the resistance of his thumping skull, and vomited Sigmarshafen’s finest goat stew over his boots. He regarded the mess and grimaced.

			‘What could possibly make this day worse?’

			Something hard and unkind prodded one of many bruises on his back. He shifted around, a blur of pinks, reds and dreary stone-greys swimming into slow focus.

			He wished they had not.

			The most loathsome mutant Felix had ever seen greeted his look of disgust with a scowl. He focused on the mutant’s hand and on the long metallic object with which it had summoned his attention. It was Felix’s sword. He looked up into the mutant’s face and smiled ruefully.

			‘Of course.’

			The courtyard that adjoined the eastern side of the bridge was a charred waste, the scar of flame upon all that had not collapsed to ash. The townhouses across the cobbles were black-walled ruins. The tavern overlooking the river was a shell, its former purpose discernible only by the cellar into which the remainder had collapsed. And neither had the bridge itself been spared. The proud grey stone was scabbed black, as though recently ­savaged by a beast’s claws.

			It could not have been so recent. And yet…

			Flakes of black snow swirled gracefully from the charcoal sky. 

			Rudi looked up. There was no sensation of cold as they flecked his face. He brushed them off, crumbling the grimy flakes between thumb and forefinger. The black was speckled with green, motes guttering like wicked stars in a night sky. Rudi cleaned his hand on his borrowed red cloak, then hauled it up over his head to shield it from the strange snow. The green was wyrdstone, the Chaos rock, and a man did not live with the legacy of the Pious in his veins without learning its power to corrupt. 

			It was said that even a touch could drive a man to mutation and madness.

			Sheltering hands and face beneath his cloak, Rudi licked his lips warily. The air was furnace dry. Even the river flopped muddily downhill. Rudi’s eyes narrowed. From the other side it had been swollen. 

			Voices whispered between the drifting darkness, memories at once familiar and strange. He sought out the pewter hammer that hung at his breast. He caressed it, murmured a half-remembered canticle and moved deeper into the courtyard. 

			‘Felix!’ he hissed. 

			He flinched as soon as the words left his parched lips. There was something disturbing in this black snow that made him wish to go unnoticed. 

			But he had seen Felix cross. The man had to be here somewhere. 

			Even as that thought arose, it brought the certainty that this place was not as deserted as it seemed. Holding still, he heard breaths punctuate the murmuring wind. Soft treads caused the ashen ground to whisper. He released his talisman and slid his hand down to the bloodied sword at his belt.

			He was not alone. Something had followed him from the mists.

			Felix gave what he hoped was a cooperative-sounding grunt as a scruffy hunchback in tarnished plate pushed his face into the shingle and patted his boots and breeches for concealed weapons. Felix tried not to cringe from the mutant’s touch. He cursed himself for forgetting about there being warpstone-twisted abominations still at large in the City of the Damned. Felix had had enough first-hand experience of mutant settlements to know that there was more than a grain of truth to rumours of cannibalism and Chaos worship. But his ill-feeling was about more than that, more even than the gelid feel of the man’s fingers.

			It felt like he was being touched by a wraith.

			He risked a look up, blinking grit from his eyes. Two-score bulky mutant warriors watched him from the shingle just upriver. They were garbed in a motley assortment of coloured cloaks and partially corroded armour of copper, bronze, and tin. They were burdened with booty and appeared in good spirits. Each was heavily armed, but none had troubled themselves to bring said weapons to bear on Felix’s account.

			 He could not explain it, but just looking at them was disturbing. Their eyes were shadowed, their voices tinny. As if they were not truly there at all. Felix shivered. 

			The unease was the same as he had felt in the presence of the Damned.

			‘Nothing on him.’

			The hunchback ground his face into the grit, then stepped back to ­collect the spear it had left just out of Felix’s reach.

			‘Are you mindlesh, outshider?’ 

			The mutant that bore Felix’s sword was a sight to send hardened witch-finders early to bed. It was obscenely side-heavy, the musculature on its right side swollen out of all proportion to its left. No doubt this had something to do with the immense black crab-claw that rested its barbed tip in the shingle. But the final flourish of cruelty, as though quite literally to rub the poor horror’s face in the wreck of its human form, was a hairy foot-long spike that erupted from the base of its neck to flatten its face against that swollen right shoulder. The mutant slurped and leaned closer, prodding Felix with the tip of his sword. 

			‘Do you undershtand what I shay, outshider?’

			The mutant’s face was squashed against its shoulder, like a rotten potato from the bottom of a sack. Feature’s converged on the opposite side such that both eyes were stacked upon one side of its nose and white lips ran like scar tissue behind the left ear.

			Felix stared dumbly.

			‘Mindlesh all right. Take him.’

			Two more warriors with far too much muscle to be borne of nature downed weapons and split from the watching group. One of them was wearing a black cloak that had an arrow hole through the collar and alchemical burns on the inner lining. The mutant smelled like a pickled rat. Each hooked one of Felix’s arms in theirs and hauled him off the sand. Felix groaned. His flesh crawled from where the mutants gripped. His head span from Shallya knew what.

			His next thought came to him with such unexpectedness that it made him start. The heavies tightened their grip, fearing he was about to make a fight of it. There had been a battle, he remembered. The skaven had been ambushed as they had crossed the mists. 

			Did that mean that while their slayers made off with burned rags and rusted knives, their precious bones were lying untended?

			Felix struggled against the heavies’ grip, but their arms were like beef hocks.

			‘I have to go back.’

			The mutant’s vertical slit of a mouth widened with surprise. 

			‘Please,’ said Felix, pulling on the mutants’ arms. ‘It’s more important than you can imagine.’

			‘You are hasty, Ologul. As always.’

			The large mutant spared Felix a glare, then ground aside to admit a slender, white-haired man. The heavies did not release their grip, and Felix felt rather like a market fowl as the newcomer looked him over. Felix studied him in kind. 

			Neither the patchiness of his black Sudenland wool cloak nor the way that brocade splayed from cuffs and collar like straw from a scarecrow’s sleeves could hide the richness of his attire. The former province of Sudenland produced the finest droves, and that brocade was pure silver. He looked like one of the down-at-heel noblemen that frequented the quayside taverns of Nuln, but the tarnished brooches and amulets about his neck gave a conflicting impression, like something between a burgher and a witch doctor.

			‘His wits are his own, I believe.’

			‘Then he playsh the mindlesh to trick ush. The time hash come, Morschurle.’

			Felix could not think of a word to say. Both mutants spoke in ­heavily accented Sylvanian, but their diction was archaically clipped. They reminded Felix of the more eccentric players who immersed themselves a little too heavily in Detlef Sierck melodramas of misted moors and haunted castles. And both bore a shadow that haunted their brows. Even the squat power of the big brute, Ologul, was chillingly hollow.

			‘Shpeak then, outshider,’ said Ologul. ‘When doesh Albrecht von Kuber march?’

			Albrecht von Kuber? 

			Felix’s experiences had left him dazed, but he was certain the baron was named Götz. He vaguely recalled the first von Kuber being named Albrecht. 

			Eyes locked on Felix’s, the man named Morschurle opened his palm flat. He held it a moment until Ologul grunted and placed Felix’s sword in his master’s hand. Morschurle gave an empty smile, and passed the sword across his stare.

			‘A fine blade,’ he conceded, turning it over in his hands. The rune-sharp steel reflected the sky’s aurora as though it were doused in pink fire. ‘These symbols now.’ Morschurle’s pale finger traced a series of runes, then nodded to Ologul whose pincer clipped the ground like the beak of a starving bird. ‘We are devout men, though He tests us, but have few friends amongst those bearing weapons of the Templar orders.’

			Drool snarled from Ologul’s lips and down his neck. Felix tried to lift his hands in a gesture of peace, but both arms were still held tight. Sigmar was going to get him killed without even trying.

			‘Yes, the sword once belonged to a holy order, but I came upon it in the ruins of the Worlds Edge Mountains. I assure you that Sigmar and I are not on speaking terms.’ 

			Ologul thumped his pincer to the sand. ‘If not to deshtroy ush then why are you here?’

			‘I came with a friend.’ Felix hesitated before choosing to omit the part about the search for von Kuber. He doubted that anyone dubbed Kreuzfahrer by the men of Ostermark would find favour with the denizens of the City of the Damned. ‘We were hunting a beast. A giant skaven that loots from the dead.’

			Some of the mutants exchanged glances. Ologul slurped knowingly. 

			‘Thish monshter, we know. We watched the animal crossh, but it did not return.’

			‘It… It fell,’ Felix mumbled. ‘And my friend fell with it.’

			There was a murmuring at that. 

			‘The Beasht is a vile animal,’ said Ologul. ‘We have thought it dead many timesh.’

			‘Trust me, I saw it fall; an axe through its heart and then sunk to the ­river’s bottom.’

			‘Trust,’ said Morschurle. He handed the sword back to Ologul, and drew one of the muddy-brown talismans from his neck. He pressed it into his palm, binding it loosely into his fist with the cord. ‘Darkness consumes our home from within, while the Pious comes from without to burn the taint back. We caught between are short on trust.’

			Felix blinked. The Pious? 

			Surely he misheard.

			‘You say you are not a scout of Sigmarshafen,’ Morschurle continued. A dark glow was beginning to seep through the fingers clenched around his talisman. His amethyst eyes did not waver from Felix. ‘Tell me something else that is true. Tell me your name, outsider.’

			Felix regarded the man with suspicion. He was clearly some manner of sorcerer. It was likely the dark power constrained within those amulets that was the source of Felix’s disquiet. Felix scanned the man’s robes and the sigils hung from his neck to identify the school of magic to which he belonged. He saw none, which only deepened his apprehension. Since Emperor Magnus established the Colleges of Magic, it had been law for their members to be identifiable, to the laity and to each other. 

			A firm pressure from the mutant with his left arm came as a ready reminder that he had little choice but to cooperate. 

			‘My name is Felix Jaeger,’ he replied and, for reasons he did not under­stand, except perhaps his oathsworn duty that his companion be remembered, he added. ‘And the hero that slew the Beast was named Gotrek Gurnisson.’

			‘A dwarf?’ said Morschurle, eyebrow arching yet higher. 

			‘Alwaysh do right by dwarfsh,’ Ologul rumbled. 

			The mutant warriors nodded pious accord. Felix stared at them in astonishment. He had always been sympathetic to the plight of the cursed degenerates that the witch-finders forced into the shadows. Despite the pronouncements of the priests, mutation struck the pious and the ­perfidious equally. But he was amazed that, after all they had suffered, these men would still pay heed to the commandments of Sigmar.

			Morschurle opened his fist to let the bound talisman spool down. It was slick with blood, rivulets streaming down the cord from his cut palm. 

			‘Dhar always requires sacrifice,’ the man explained, eyes rolling to the boiling sky. ‘Lies are the get of darkness and the dark wind is powerful here.’ The man snatched the hanging pendant from the air and, shaking his head, nodded towards Ologul. ‘There are no lies in him. Give him his sword.’

			‘My lord reeve–’

			‘He is not our enemy. Return him his weapon.’

			Chastened but still grumbling, Ologul angled himself to his slimmer human side to present Felix his weapon. He held it out, blade down. The heavies let go of Felix’s arms. He teased some life into his fingers, taking his sword with a nod of thanks. He took pains to sheathe it as unthreateningly as he could, then turned to Morschurle.

			‘The ratmen took something from the other side,’ he said. ‘I have to go back for it. I’ll not let my companions have fallen for nothing.’

			Morschurle grinned broadly, a disturbing gesture that caused shadow to stream from the corners of his eyes to his lips. Felix shuddered as Morschurle looked away, to the knot of warriors upriver.

			‘You can come out, Mori. It’s safe.’

			A young girl, no more than ten years old, shyly edged out between the warriors legs. They stuck protectively to her, and she to them. Her skin was inhumanly pale, almost translucent, and he did not think he had ever seen hair that cold a silver, nor eyes so starkly purple. What struck Felix most unsettling was the absence of the smoky second skin these others wore. She shone like a lantern’s glow in deep fog.

			With a fearful look at Felix, she ran to Morschurle’s side, bent backwards against the bulging black sack in her hands. She dropped it at his feet, then hid beneath the man’s arm. She watched Felix from hiding. Morschurle ruffled the young girl’s hair, smiling as she wriggled free and ran down the shingles to splash into the shallows. 

			Letting the girl run, confident in the watchful guardianship of two-score warriors, Morschurle crouched beside the sack and untied it. It fell open to reveal hundreds of fragments of human bone. He was not smiling now. His face was long and serious, almost dangerously smooth.

			‘There were more,’ Felix mumbled. ‘A lot more.’

			‘None of consequence. Let the vermin recover them.’ His fingertips ran the top layer of fragments. He glanced up to watch the girl play, a fleeting smile, then snapped his fingers for the attention of Ologul. ‘Bring the man with us to Die Körnung. Put him with the other.’

			Felix’s mouth framed a question, only for a shove in the back from the spear-armed hunchback to make him stumble forwards and lose his words.

			Other? 

			Was it possible they had found Gotrek, stricken witless as Felix had been? 

			Morschurle had not stirred. He stood with open hands before the bone sack, as a winter traveller would extend his palms to a fire.

			‘The skaven will return for these,’ Felix warned. ‘I’ve crossed them more than once now, and they aren’t going to give up lightly.’

			Morschurle’s open hands clenched into fists and, stiffly, he rose, turning to the waterside where the girl, Mori, waded up to her ankles in sparkling pink water. ‘Come daughter, the wardens will worry if we are much later.’ 

			The girl kicked her foot through the water as though she had not heard. 

			‘Morzanna!’ the man barked. ‘Now.’

			The toil of daemon engines shook the City of the Damned to its pearlescent heart. Caged by ribs of striated stone, the rumbles passed through solid rock to bring a trickling of dust from the pristine walls of Sigmar’s great temple. Morzanna eyed the silver likeness of Ghal-maraz that was suspended from the ceiling. It rattled at its tarnished fittings, like a bloodhound at its chain. 

			Unlike the rest of the city, permitted to linger on in dejection and decay, the temple had received the care due a royal hostage. The roundel windows had been painstakingly pieced together and reset, the floors swept, the marble altar wiped clean after every bloody sacrilege. Banners bearing the twin-tailed comet hung between the windows. The breeze from the imperfectly restored stained glass ruffled the weighted fabric. 

			Morzanna advanced down the central aisle, footsteps summoning a forlorn echo, the fluting banners bringing a smirk to her dark lips. Sigmar had not been the first man to ascend the road to godhood. Nor had he been the first to appropriate that most ancient and destructive of portents, the comet, as his herald.

			Shaking her head as she rounded the altar, Morzanna opened the darkwood portal to the crypts. Warplight and pink witchfire glowed in the depths of the spiral stair, stalking flighty shadows across the rough stone walls. One hand to the outer curve, she began her descent. The roar and thunder of fevered excavations built to a din as Morzanna emerged from the stair and into the crypts. Sharp hoots and strange growls echoed through the hallways. Dust streamed from the walls. 

			Deep into the roots of the acropolis, this complex had been sunk. None, living or Damned, knew how deep they plumbed, nor how extensively they spread. And none but a soulless few could say with confidence what ancient devilry remained imprisoned there. But Morzanna was one, and the Dark Master was close enough to freedom for her to taste his power in the air. Pink fire washed across the ceiling, spontaneous and incandescent, burning like lit spirits in a crystal glass. Her platinum hair took on a bluish shine as it absorbed the static charge. 

			The forces of change were potent here, and only where the physical plane bled so freely into the Realm of Chaos could abominations of the kind she now passed exist.

			Hellish fusions of daemon and machine howled, attacking the walls with the immortal fury bound within their iron frames. Dark runes pulsed from their riveted cores. The massive weight of chain slaving them to their workface looked barely sufficient. Effervescent creatures burst cackling into the material, then vanished but for the echo of their laughter, ­somehow audible over the noise. A ratman overseer lashed his whip across a gang of ­miserable grotesques. They had been men once. Their bones were stretched by warpstone-sorcery, skin pulled taut. Third, fourth and then fifth arms had been formed from their torsos, grafted to hammers, ­shovels, picks and to revving drills that glowed dark with warplight and vented a ­choking smog as they shrieked into the rock face. The overseer spun about with a snarl, chittering curses in its verminous tongue as it felt for some tool that had just disappeared from its belt. Giggling through the folds of the immaterium, the childish horrors scattered, revelling in the entropic ­rapture of Chaos.

			Surrounded by a gaggle of black-garbed supervisors, a squat and grime-cloaked figure turned from a busy section of the rock face. Needle teeth gleamed a sickly yellow as a paw cleared Ubek’s three eyes of hair. 

			‘We have… found it, Morzanna. It is… here.’ The animalistic sorcerer beat a ponderous paw against the wall and grinned. The ratmen chittered softly. ‘Do you hear… that?’

			Morzanna scowled. Steam-drills whistled, bound souls raged, countless mutants beat hammered hands against the wall, and she heard nothing. 

			‘It is… hollow. The shadow-paths to the Master’s temple are… here.’

			One of the ratmen sloped forward. Its eyes were dim, its posture hunched, not out of submission but from sheer apathy. Morzanna sought within its hood for a glimmer of recognition, but there was none. 

			‘We dig-dig all around, great-many tail-lengths,’ he murmured blankly, then waved a palsied paw bound in rags, barely fingers enough to grasp his doubly-barbed whip. ‘That way, deep-deep.’

			‘Why the delay? The ritual is almost prepared. The final pieces are being gathered now.’

			Ubek sneered. His head rolled around his bloated neck to the ratman who had landed himself the role of mouthpiece. The skaven was neither honoured nor distressed. It was as if breathing was a torture, and speaking no less.

			‘Wall is hard-rock, lots-many metals and layered. Makes dig-dig hard.’ 

			Morzanna touched the surface where the other sorcerer had. She could feel the power that bled through. It warped the surrounding space, making the daemon-engines strain against their soul-cages and the pink horrors gibber. Ubek’s sightless eye shimmered a blinding silver.

			‘Has it been so long that you have forgotten the meaning of haste? Tear this wall apart!’

			The skaven dropped its snout in habitual obeisance. ‘Yes-yes, most malignant of white mistresses.’ 

			Ubek was wearing the same clumsy smirk as he pawed muck through his lank thicket of hair. ‘This is not… why I… summoned you. Golkhan looks… for you. Your… pet rat was ambushed and… lost his prize.’ He chuckled slowly, as if copying a memory as to how. ‘Would you still have us… hurry, Morzanna?’

			Morzanna glared at him, hatred of the man still warring with disbelief when she spun away.

			‘You have not asked… who took the bones or… where they were… taken.’

			‘Because I am not a fool,’ she snarled back.

			Ubek panted, laughter flecking his grimy chin with spittle. ‘You could have destroyed… that place any… time. Do you claim… you can?’

			Morzanna rounded on the grimy sorcerer. The ratmen slouched by his side, unmoved by Ubek’s announcement of their kin-rat’s fate. But then they knew better. Damnation was forever. 

			‘Stay here and dig. That is what you are good for. I will bring the Master his prize.’

			Rudi heard footsteps draw closer, padded by the falling ash. With a frightened yell, he spun, bringing up his sword for a downward hack at whatever spectre had trailed him from the mists. It was a cloaked figure, tall and lithe, and with a swift lunge caught his wrist as it was high above his head. Rudi gave a startled yelp, then doubled over with a whimper and a mailed knee in his groin. His sword clattered to the ground, fingers suddenly like grass. He scratched pitifully at darkly tinted mail as his legs caved. Ash billowed out where he fell, making him choke. A knife materialised from the fog at his throat.

			Lying supine, unable to feel his legs below the agony that was his groin, Rudi focused on the blade and tried not to swallow, followed the wiry arm that held it all the way to a hard face. Its coarse blond stubble was smeared with blood, its green eyes wild.

			‘I’m unhappy, Herr Hartmann,’ hissed Caul Schlanger, forcing the flat of his knife into Rudi’s throat. Blood trickled from the younger man’s jaw where the blade bit. ‘Ask me why.’

			Rudi squirmed under the knife. His eyes pleaded. 

			Caul tutted, leaning down to pin Rudi’s forehead with his free hand. ‘I said, ask me why.’

			‘Why?’ Rudi choked. Speaking made the blade cut deeper. Blood trickled down his neck.

			‘Why what?’ Caul sneered as he leaned closer. 

			Rudi could smell the gore on his face. Was this Sigmar’s punishment for him, to come so close to redemption and be butchered like a swine?

			‘Why are you unhappy?’

			‘You’re a rare animal, Hartmann. You’re a man who does as he is told when he is told to. I like that. It’s orderly.’ Caul’s cruel smile became a snarl. ‘Corner the Beast and trap it, I said. Was that too much even for cowards, poets, and damned fools?’ Blade suckling thirstily at Rudi’s throat, he craned his neck to the strange black snow. ‘Now, thanks to all of you, I find myself in a hell reserved for Sigmar’s special sinners. Little wonder the world goes to Chaos in a coracle, for Herr Schlanger is its last bastion of order.’

			‘I can help,’ Rudi moaned, forcing himself to lie still yet desperate to cup his groin and still the pain. ‘My life is Sigmar’s. I never meant to leave this city.’

			‘Spoken like a martyr.’ Caul sneered, withdrawing his knife and roughing it clean in Rudi’s fringe before returning it to his baldric and rising. ‘Dear Nikolaus would be so very proud.’ 

			Rudi felt out his bruised groin and groaned, staring dumbly up until Caul kicked him in the side. Rudi snapped alert, blocking the second kick off his elbow and getting stiffly to his feet. 

			Caul chuckled coldly at the younger man’s vengeful glare. ‘What ­happened to the others? Gurnisson, Armbruster, they were all gone when I followed the last of the vermin from the sanatorium.’

			Rudi rubbed his side, looking to where his sword lay, remembering a madman’s scream as it had pierced his chest.

			‘Hartmann!’

			‘Gone,’ Rudi managed, ‘though I saw Felix cross the bridge before me. It was a matter of minutes, he can’t have gotten far.’ 

			‘You still have no idea where we are, do you. I thought there was no secret safe from peasant’s gossip. I never thought I’d be glad to be proven wrong.’ He turned, peering into the black surrounds before, seemingly at random, starting off downriver.

			Rudi hastened after him, dodging back as he remembered to collect his sword, then hurrying in his silently filling footprints. ‘Aren’t you going to tell me where we are?’

			‘Even if it were a question of where we are, then I still would not.’

			‘At least tell me where we’re going.’

			Caul pointed through the snow to their left. Jagged tusks of shadow loomed in the middle distance, surrounded by an indeterminate haze of formless black.

			‘To the first place you look for one as devout as Baron Götz von Kuber – the temple of Sigmar.’

			‘And what…’ Rudi shuddered, eyeing the black drifts that descended over the city. ‘What if there are more shades?’

			Caul turned back, soulless green eyes like painted lead.

			‘This is the City of the Damned, boy, be assured there will be.’
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			A DOOM COMES

			‘Sigmar is with you, through the oceans and the rivers…’

			Felix tried to hide his disappointment, felt guilty for it. The other of which Morschurle spoke was not Gotrek. 

			Nikolaus Straum stumbled through the sand between the marching warriors, occasioning a brusque shove to keep him from wandering into the river. The cuts to his wrists testified to Felix’s earlier, apparently successful, efforts to cut him loose.

			‘…and the waters will not overwhelm you, and when you walk through the fire it shall not burn you.’

			The flagellant was looking at no one when he spoke, his eyes glazed and wandering. Felix wondered if the man was drugged but it was something more than that. It was tendrils of what looked like smoke that clouded the flagellant’s eyes, and his forehead and tattooed chest were lathered by a fever of the mind. 

			 ‘Nikolaus,’ Felix whispered, laying a hand upon the stump of his right shoulder and giving it a shake. 

			The flagellant’s gaze drifted across the water’s fog. ‘Remain faithful, Brüder Grahl. As we purged the north of Chaos, so we shall this accursed city.’

			Felix shuddered. The flagellant’s mind was clearly elsewhere, but something in what he said made sense and that was what made Felix’s skin crawl. He followed the flagellant’s gaze across the water, watched it ­disturb the mist with its passage like a cold wind beneath a lady’s dress. On some level he too felt the presence of Brüder Grahl, shared the dead man’s fears.

			‘He will not shpeak shenshe,’ Ologul reminded him. The big warrior marched at the column’s rear, deliberately close to Felix and Nikolaus. Morschurle insisted the two men were guests, but Felix was not so sure.

			‘He ish mindlesh.’

			Felix ignored him, seeking a spark of self in Nikolaus’s eyes. There was none. But the shadow upon him was different to that which hollowed the mutants. Tendrils leached across eyes, and mouth. As if something was trying to get in.

			‘There were others with him,’ he spoke at last.

			‘We did shee others, but the ratsh retreated to a ruin, and took their captivesh with them.’ The mutant drooled grimly, moistening his neck. ‘Morschurle brought it on their headsh with magic. Killed everyone inshide. I should know becaushe I had to take Mori through the rubble to find hish bonesh.’

			Felix looked up, tracking the column on its downriver march to where the reeve and his young daughter took point.

			‘A little dangerous for a child.’

			‘She ish a sheeresh ash powerful ash her father. It wash her vishion that forecasht the croshing of the Beasht. It ish she that feelsh the power in the bonesh.’

			‘So there is some power to them,’ Felix mused. ‘I wonder what the skaven want with them.’ 

			Ologul said nothing, nodding in time to his lopsided stride. Felix fell silent, listening to the tramp of feet and the clatter of bronze. The river whispered softly, drifting past with a pace only slightly swifter than their own. The air was warm, but the wind that gusted across its body cut like a knife of edged darkness.

			‘Brüder Fritsch, what answers do you seek in the fire? Is it not enough to know only that it burns?’

			Ologul gave a soft slurp. He sounded wearied, his claw dragged in the sand as he shoved the flagellant away from the water.

			‘The ratsh are shlavesh to the Dark Mashter. Shome of our own kind sherve him gladly, but it ish shaid the ratsh do sho in return for wyrdshtone. Hish temple ish to the easht.’

			The mutant directed his human left hand that way. Spires and towers were visible in the fog like the spines of some slumbering beast. There was no sign of any temple. But he felt something, an emptiness in his gut, that made him shiver. It was that name.

			Dark Master. 

			It had been muttered by the mindless within their cage in Sigmarshafen. He had heard it from the lips of a statue in the Retterplatz. Now it came in the slobbering rasp of a mutated brute beneath a burning sky and in the presence of… something he could only feel and not begin to describe. It had never yet chilled him more. Arch-Lector Gramm had spoken of a ­daemon in the city. One that fire could not purge. He had not spoken the name Master, but it was likely that the two were the same. The understanding was not a reassuring one. 

			For Felix had no desire to be alone with a madman in a haunted city that was ruled by a daemon even the Pious could not slay.

			‘Who… what is the Dark Master?’

			‘A daemon from the dawn of man. We know where he liesh but he ish too powerful and in any cashe hash no body to shlay. All we can do ish wait, maybe one day run, brave the misht ourshelvesh.’

			Felix shivered and said no more. He had learned enough to worry him to his core.

			A single horn sounded from up ahead and Felix looked up.

			Caught in a wide meander the river ahead broadened into a horseshoe-shaped vastness of shimmering pink half a league across. Within that bow of water there was a crescent bar of gritty sand. It crawled with distant figures, as did the sheltered straits between it and the riverbank. The slow-moving water was crowded with nets, lines, flat-bottomed craft and wading men. Beneath the tenacious cawing of gulls, they worked to haul the detritus of the river into a half-flooded district of ruined stone that these mutants called home. It clung to the bend of the river like a scab to a man’s elbow.

			The mutants called it Die Körnung, the grit, and the name was apt.

			The horn had sounded from a tall building that had been fortified and converted into a guard tower. It was part of a square array of such structures, connected by sloping walls of compacted rubble. The fiery sky caught off crossbow bolts and javelin heads across its length. Directly ahead of the returning warriors, abutting the river, there was a gate. It seemed to be the only one

			‘And Magnus did find a sickness in that place,’ Nikolaus murmured. ‘He returned to them with faith and with fire and did say to them: repent, for the kingdom of Sigmar is come to you.’ 

			‘Shut him up,’ Ologul slurped gesturing to one of the warriors with his more-human left hand. ‘I don’t want to hear that name shpoken.’

			‘Sigmar will wipe away every tear, and with death then death shall be no more. Neither shall there be mourning, nor crying, nor pain. For the End Times come, and all that came before will pass away.’

			‘What’s he saying?’ said one of the mutant soldiers.

			‘Pay him no mind. He’sh mindlesh.’

			A vile chant filled the city’s streets, following the flickering line of ­braziers and steel that snaked into the maze of ruins and all the way back to the acropolis. Its length bristled with billhooks and pikes like a barbed serpent, armour shimmering as if it was sheathed in mail. To the rear of the host, bunched like a club tail, ratmen were goading huge spawn from Golkhan’s amphitheatre. They bristled with twisted strength, confused by the change on the wind, their warped bellows igniting the sky like lightning to the chanting mutants’ thunder. 

			Their voices were raised in discordant praise of the Dark Master. Chaos was his essence and he was revered by many names. 

			He was the godless; the accursed divine. And he would rise.

			Morzanna shifted, uncomfortable in the saddle of the massive sable-coated destrier. It had been offered as a token from one of Golkhan’s pathetically devoted subordinates, given with the air of one for whom horsemanship was as natural a part of life as drinking and whoring. The condescension, the ill-tempered lust; it reminded her of the Sigmarites whose dreams she often shared. How she despised them. She could have smote the man’s eyes with Tzeentchian flame.

			She allowed herself the slenderest smile, patting her mount’s powerful neck. Her claws knotted through its mane and she tugged cruelly.

			In a multiverse of infinite probabilities, all things were possible.

			The horse snorted in fright. Its eyes were wide, alighting in dull, animal horror upon the misshapen monsters that marched alongside. 

			She had lived here.

			Some distance ahead yet, the river reflected the sky’s aurora, a ribbon of amethyst and tourmaline that wound between the ruins of home. It was not just the telltale broadening of the water that told her they were close. She remembered these streets, how they had looked and how they had smelled in every one of a hundred times. A storm of mortal memories caught her unawares. 

			She had lived.

			Here.

			A dull ache clenched her jaw. Golkhan rode ahead with, at the warrior’s demand, Nosta at the rear. Morzanna had risen too far to show weakness to either now. The ruins of Die Körnung had been settled at the Dark Master’s subtle behest, its expansion according to a fate he conceived, its survival a consequence only of his desire. Its people had lived the dream of freedom, but were about to waken to learn just how provisory was the benefaction of a god.

			For if Morzanna could not destroy her home, then those other champ­ions assuredly would.

			The gate of Die Körnung was a hole in the wall, barred by a pile of timber lashed together by a corroded chain. The gate was open now, hoisted by a group of obscenely muscular mutant guards with the aid of a straight­forward block and tackle. The column tramped through the gate, the guards reserving a wave for Morschurle and then for Ologul at the party’s rear. There was a whistle from the gate tower, there was a zip of cord as the pulley was released and the stack of logs unravelled to come crashing down behind them.

			Felix could not shake the feeling that he was being sealed into a tomb. 

			The place stank like a sewer and likely was. The faecal damp was everywhere; in the rocks that sagged into the soft earth, upon the children that picked over the morass for anything that did not fall apart in their hands. On every wall a brownish crust five feet from the ground marked high tide and under every algae-stuffed crack there lingered a shadow. Felix’s gaze swept side to side, Ologul shoving him forward whenever he hesitated. 

			The settlement’s most disturbing aspect was not something he could see, nor even smell. 

			Shadows thrown by nothing living followed him. Walking these streets, these men around him, made the hairs on the back of his neck tingle with disquiet. It was like looking upon a grave, feeling the dead man’s hand upon his shoulder.

			Felix wondered what he was doing here. The Beast had been slain and Gotrek had earned a doom worthy of his deeds in the doing of it. He supposed he still had to remind himself that battling daemons was no longer his responsibility. And it was true, that his mind was still not working quite as it should. He would stay for a time, he decided, get some food, get some rest, learn what he could about the Dark Master and, when he figured out how to broach the subject, about the whereabouts of von Kuber. He would take what he learned back to Sigmarshafen and to the ears of the Pio–

			He checked himself, then winced, a dull ache like a coming migraine behind his eyes. This place had clearly muddled his thinking. 

			He would take the information to Captain Seitz and to Arch-Lector Gramm. Of course, that was what he had meant. 

			After several minutes squelching through filth, the ruins gave way to a wide gravel shore. The river shimmered beneath the fog, like a shield set above a frosty hearth. Felix could see the mutants toiling on the bar. He paused, watching the boatmen and the dredgers work the straits. Their calls rang hollow through the mists. As if they were not fully there. Circling his gaze to the outer, incurved, face of the bar, Felix saw a gang of dredgers working a net that snaked out into mists beneath an articulated boom. The wooden segments thunked together in the current, muffled by fog, like the falling of axes upon an executioner’s block. Ghostly in the murk, a black-hulled smack glided in silence, its single cotton sail trimmed, a silver hand glittering dully on its starboard prow. The boom tied it to the bar like an astral tether. Felix felt a sudden nausea. 

			The craft looked disturbingly familiar to one he had just seen destroyed.

			The mutants bore him onto the shingle and he had little time to dwell on his disquiet. The shingle was littered with driftwood, around which gulls stalked the rock pools for mussels and stranded fish. The birds glowered as Felix crunched past and did not trouble themselves to flee. The odour was repellent, the chilling breath of the river as nothing to the stink of bird droppings, rotten kelp and the thinly disguised bite of corruption. 

			Morschurle and their escort were heading towards the riverbank and slightly upriver, towards a stub-nose jetty where a bonfire blazed upon the shingle by the decking. The fire burned silver-black and partially transparent. It gave off a smoke that coiled through the fog into strangely human forms and emitted no heat that Felix could feel. 

			He shuddered, telling himself it was the cold. There was a mugginess to the air, but the fog and the wind that gusted through it had teeth of ice. They brought whispers from the other side and the remembrance of cold. Shivering still, Felix followed Morschurle and the others to the fire.

			The mutated river-folk clustered around it. Some sat in wicker chairs, but most were cross-legged on the pebbles. The air popped as the dried kelp packed beneath the fire sizzled and burst. The wind ruffled Felix’s long hair into tangles, and was cold enough to convince the mutants around the fire to keep their heads down and their mildewed shawls tight. 

			But it did not touch the fire at all. 

			Felix turned deliberately from that uncanny blaze, looking the short slope down to the jetty. A pair of two-man skiffs butted either side. Their hawsers floated in furry coils, long enough so as not to drag the boats under with each rising tide. 

			Morschurle moved to the fire, untroubled by its strangeness, and warmed his palms. His charms gleamed darkly. 

			The seated mutants murmured greetings to the reeve, and to the others as they moved to sit amongst them, but Felix felt their eyes linger on him. They counted his two arms and ten fingers, judged the symmetry of his face, the shade of his skin, the simplicity of his form. 

			He could feel their hatred, their envy. 

			They wanted to string him from the gate towers. They wanted to be him.

			Despite himself, Felix moved nearer to the fire. Still he felt nothing from it. It was an illusion of flame.

			One of Ologul’s warriors shoved Nikolaus into a chair. The flagellant mumbled through the oiling rag that a mutant had stuffed into his mouth and did not try to rise. 

			The young girl, Mori, dropped the sack of bones at her father’s side, then buried herself under his arm. She stared into the fire, and then at Felix, trying to pretend that she was not. She looked familiar but Felix was too beset by feelings of unease to figure out how.

			‘Who would have believed it?’ Morschurle murmured, apparently for the attention of the fire. ‘The bones of Kharduun the Gloried exist after all.’

			‘The bones belonged to a man?’ said Felix, trying to shake off the crawling unease and think. The name struck him as familiar but still he could not quite think. It took longer than he liked to remember. It had been mentioned in one of the forbidden texts belonging to Doktor Drexler, when the Nuln physician had been aiding him in his researches of the skaven. As hard as he forced, he could not recall the context. ‘Is Kharduun the Master?’

			‘He was the Mashter’sh champion,’ said Ologul, leaning stiffly to deposit a blade-rimmed buckler from his back to the ground by the fire. ‘In the time after the punishment there were many warbandsh that fought for the city and itsh wyrdshtone, but Kharduun wash bleshed and none could rival him.’

			Felix hugged his chest, exhaling a plume of fog. He noticed that mist shrouded no other mouth but his.

			‘Clearly, someone defeated him,’ said Felix, unwrapping a finger to indicate the bone pile.

			Morschurle looked up from the fire, finding Ologul’s gaze waiting and nodded, turning back to the silver flames.

			‘It has long been believed by some that Kharduun was not just the Master’s champion, but that he was the Master.’ Morschurle gave a short laugh, and rubbed his daughter’s back, releasing her so as to squat down beside the black sack. He untied its neck and gazed inside like an oracle into a seeing pool. ‘So ambitious was the Dark Master, so it is said, that the Ruinous Powers united to strip him of his body, damning him to immortality without form. But Dhar is strong here, enabling him to claim a mortal host, Kharduun, and cheat the gods’ curse.’

			Felix tilted his face from the chilling blaze, disturbed by the caw of the gulls that circled the clouded shallows.

			‘It didn’t work out, I assume.’

			‘His power was too great, even for a mighty champion of ruin. The body he took burned to naught but bones. Those bones were found, separated and taken, scattered throughout the city and beyond.’ Morschurle smiled, face aglow with a possessive lust, almost as if the bones themselves shone with their own dark power. ‘But now a fraction of the daemon’s power is mine to wield. Now we can fight back, retake our city and sway its followers back to Sigmar. We can be united when the Pious comes, impress upon him our conviction.’

			‘You think a shcrap of the Mashter’sh hosht will help against the daemon himshelf?’ Ologul turned to Felix, as if seeking the support of a fellow sword. ‘They shay he tried to shet himshelf ash a god, to become the fifth great power, and that wash why he wash casht down. And thish is the daemon he would have ush fight.’

			‘Better than fleeing across the water as you would have us do,’ Morschurle replied quietly. ‘Remind me how many of your scouts have returned from the other side?’

			‘I would shtill take my chancesh with the Pioush.’

			Felix put his hand to his forehead and closed his eyes, fending off the wave of unease. 

			Something here was wrong. The air was warm when Ostermark stole itself against the march of winter. At the same time, he alone shivered with cold. The Chaos moon was full in the sky. The mutants spoke in a cryptic dialect of Sylvanian, and spoke of the Pious as if expecting the revered saviour of the Empire to lead a flotilla upriver at any moment. Either they were ignorant of the passage of time or warpstone in water and soil had addled them in mind as much as in body. Likely, they simply conflated the threat posed by Götz von Kuber with that his ancestor had brought upon theirs. But that did not ring true, even to Felix. The mutants were certain. And something was wrong.

			‘You believe the Pious is coming,’ he murmured. ‘Emperor Magnus the Pious?’

			Morschurle pinched his lips, regarding him through arched brows. ‘His elevation by the electors will be a formality, I am sure, but yes. Our last missive said that the Great War was over, and that Magnus’s general, our own Baron Albrecht von Kuber, was escorting him here. First to Sigmars­hafen to muster, and then…’

			He trailed off. Ologul looked grim.

			Felix felt a memory jostling for notice amongst the confusion of thoughts. He had read this somewhere, he knew it. It was a forbidden history, and certainly not one he had learned in the libraries of Altdorf University. After achieving victory in Kislev, Magnus had returned through the northern provinces, Ostland or Ostermark had been the scholar’s guess, to destroy a city so lost to Chaos as to be beyond salvation. Every brick and every stone had been burned, every record of its existence and hence of its fall expunged. Well, nearly every record. Felix had definitely read of this somewhere. 

			But if he had read this…

			And Emperor Magnus was two centuries dead. 

			Felix’s gaze washed over the mutants around the fire, those that sailed the straits and dredged for flotsam. He recalled the sentry towers, the warding stones, the patrols that swept the moors of Ostermark to this day, the salted earth that Nikolaus had diligently maintained, the insistences of Schlanger and Gramm that this place be forgotten. And he felt that same feeling; that his warm body shared the ground with the dead.

			He returned to Morschurle, trying to keep his voice calm.

			‘What year is this?’

			Morschurle gave the question a depth of thought it surely did not deserve. Time enough for Felix’s mouth to run dry.

			‘The year stretches interminably,’ he spoke at last, ‘yet the season does not change.’ He squinted skyward, as though a glimpse of the Chaos moon through the maelstrom could reveal anything that was true. ‘Sun and moons cannot lie, and by their measure it remains the month of Nach­geheim, in the two thousand three hundred and third year since the crowning of Sigmar.’ 

			Felix closed his eyes, clutching himself tight.

			‘No,’ he murmured. ‘No, no, no, that’s not possible.’ 

			Was it possible?

			He found himself thinking back to an old philosophy professor who would posit theory after theory to explain how magic today was so much weaker than it must have been in ancient times. The professor had once claimed to have acquired an ancient scroll, which he had proudly shown despite there being none amongst his students able to interpret the writings of the asur, which spoke of a great ritual performed when the world was young. It had been a working of the elves’ greatest masters and had drawn the magic from the world, sequestered it at the heart of the elves’ island home. As a consequence, he had claimed, those mages were now trapped in time, condemned to re-enact their earth-shaping ritual in perpetuity.

			Felix had not been surprised when that professor was quietly relieved of his teaching duties.

			But what if it were true. Could something similar have befallen the City of the Damned? Did the power to accomplish such a feat still exist in the world? Or rather, had it existed, two centuries past? 

			Which still left the question of why.

			It was clear from the faces of the mutants around him that his question would find no answers from them. As far as they were concerned it was the year 2303. It had been for two hundred years, and it would continue to be until the end of days. 

			Little wonder that crossing the mists had stricken his mind.

			Felix attended the gathered mutants more closely. He recognised them. Whatever damage the passage through time inflicted, it seemed to work both ways, for these were the mindless mutants he had seen slaughtered on the other side. And the boat, the sleek black shade that haunted the mist; he recognised that too. He understood now the shadows he saw upon these men and women, and the whispers upon the crackling fire. These people were dead.

			They were going to flee this place as Ologul wished, and they were going to die.

			Felix’s neck tightened. He trawled his thoughts for a more rational explanation but could find none.

			A long blast from a horn scattered his attempts at thought like the startled gulls that lifted noisily to wing. Their harsh calls sounded like an evil chant, the rustle of the flight’s hundreds of wings beating the air like drums. Noisily they settled, skimming back to the shingle and to the water.

			And Felix could still hear drums. He could still hear chanting.

			A look of worry circled Ologul’s molten features and he turned due east, in the direction of the horn. His pincer snipped out a nervous tattoo.

			‘It will be Iascu’s scouts returning home,’ said Morschurle. ‘It is one sound for friend, and two for–’

			The horn blew a second time. The assembled river-folk fell still.

			‘Two for the Dark Mashter,’ Ologul finished.

			‘It will be another raid,’ Morschurle stated calmly, standing protectively over his precious bones. ‘Everyone should return to their homes.’

			A handful of the seated mutants had begun to rise when Nikolaus suddenly thrashed in his chair, screaming into his gag. Felix pulled the oily rag from his mouth, almost losing a finger in the flagellant’s mindless determination to be heard.

			‘To every man comes his time,’ he blurted, causing his chair to creak as his agitation grew. His withered torso shone with fever sweat. ‘Every time has a purpose. A doom approaches, the doom of all, so be courageous.’ 

			The mutants stared as the prophet’s fit subsided. The shadows shaped masks of terror.

			But Nikolaus was not quite done. He shivered as though, despite his sheen of sweat, the eldritch fire chilled him. He gazed east to where the march of witchfire was just beginning to sear the eastern parapet, showing a brilliant sliver of crimson like a false dawn. 

			‘The End Times come.’
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			THE GLORIED

			The clash of drums beat upon the walls of Die Körnung. The pound of feet and the harsh chants of the Damned made them tremble. From their ­ramparts, the horn sounded twice more in succession, the same outcry peeling down the length of the wall, racing from the source of the alarm in terror. Men galloped from barracks and guard towers to attend the walls. Their bronze armour rattled until, one by one, they stiffened and spun, shields fore, locking into a wall of oak and pine with a rolling shudder. Yelling curses and oaths, the defenders stamped their spears upon the battle­ments. Crossbow bolts whined from guard towers, horns blared from both sides of the wall, monsters bellowed, drums pounded like anxious hearts.

			And into that din screamed the families of Die Körnung. 

			From balconies and revetments, roped ladders were flung, men and women leaping after them before the bottom rungs had hit the ground. Some clutched spears or battered swords, running with the lopsided gait of men buckling armour on the run. They were the selfless few and the majority fled, tiny rivulets running through the alleys to become streams that fed the panic into a surge for the river.

			Directly in their path, Felix watched them come with a sinking feeling.

			‘It ish not a raid,’ said Ologul, eyeing the twisting shadows that witchfire bade dance against the high towers of the township. ‘The Hand ish loaded and ready to shail. We have boatsh enough to get all to the other shide.’

			‘No one leaves,’ said Morschurle, calmly rising to confront his fleeing people. ‘We are not defenceless. Get these people armed and get them to the walls.’

			‘And what of your daughter?’ said Ologul, gesturing the girl with his crab-like hand. ‘Ish she to die by my shide?’

			Morschurle twitched, but did not answer. He squatted down beside his daughter, stroked her hair down her cheek, then held firm her jaw as if fearful of letting go. ‘Take the bones and run home. Bar the door and do not open it until I return.’

			‘I thought not,’ Ologul muttered, but hefted his buckler and turned into the coming crowd nonetheless.

			Morschurle turned back, looked past his commander of the guard and gesticulated to the boatmen and gangmasters that crowded the shore. 

			‘Cast off. Nobody boards.’

			‘Are you inshane? We’ll have no eshcape.

			‘The walls, Ologul,’ said Morschurle, already hitching up his tattered robes and running up the shore.

			Ologul scowled but, seeing no alternative started after him. His warriors, still dressed for battle, were quick to form up. Following their leader’s example, a handful of the running mutants fell in behind Ologul’s warriors, but most were still fanning across the shore like a swollen estuary, running wild for the open water. And a good number were coming towards Felix.

			Just downriver, a mob blundered into the water alongside a laden skiff and dragged its pilot into the water. The craft tipped wildly as a dozen men and women each fought to board. Felix looked over his shoulder, through the transparent bonfire to where the two boats were still tethered to the jetty. Beyond it and the capsized wrecks that littered the boating lanes, the black wraith of the craft Ologul called the Hand drifted through the fog. 

			These people were going to die. He could not let them board that boat.

			Leaving the wall to Ologul and the others, Felix retreated to the jetty. The planking creaked beneath his weight. A mutant man barrelled after him through the bonfire in a cascade of sparks. His wet clothes were singed, his hair like dank mould, his brow lathered with terror. And he was not alone. No sooner had Felix registered his appearance than five more charged around the fire and through. He saw Nikolaus thrown from his chair, disappearing under the stampede that followed.

			Felix raised his sword high above his head as the mutants closed. Fear widened their eyes as they saw the blade gleam with a pink fire. This was madness. This was someone else’s madness. 

			And he would end it here.

			The sword came streaking down. The lead mutant screamed as the blade clove through the sodden hawser tethering the first boat. Cursing Sigmar for these poor souls’ fate, he drove his boot into the craft’s side and shoved it out. The current bore it downriver. The mutants wailed and veered from the jetty, crashing into the water after it. A dozen pairs of hands had the skiff from both sides. The water seethed as more joined the fray.

			‘You can’t leave,’ Felix yelled above the splashes and cries. ‘You mustn’t!’

			They were too far gone to hear, and Felix doubted he could have made them heed his words even had he been able to explain. 

			He could not explain it to himself. 

			The mutants of Die Körnung stormed the jetty by the dozen. More ploughed directly into the water, driven under by the desperation of those that followed. The planking groaned under so many. 

			Felix raised his sword to hack through the second hawser, but a mutant tackled him around the waist and slammed him against the groaning boards. The mutant scrambled up and dived for the boat. Dozens more leapt after him, causing the boat to rock, tipping them all screaming into the water.

			‘Stop!’ Felix yelled at their fleeing backs, helpless to do anything but watch as still more stormed into the water. He heard the cry from a hundred mouths, the conjoined torment of the Damned. The Dark Master has come. Felix felt weak. He was one man, and there were so many. ‘You go to your deaths!’

			Fate would not be denied. He had seen it. It had happened.

			Would happen. 

			As he struggled for an answer, a shriek sounded from the walls. Felix saw a spider-legged creature surmount the distant rampart. Its forelegs waved in challenge, chitinous mouthparts spreading for another hellish wail before a guard smashed the butt of a spear between its eyes and it fell. Watching hell descend upon the walls, Felix imparted a last look to the floating shade of the Hand. His fingers flexed around the grip of his sword. 

			There was nothing he could do here. 

			He was about to force himself into the flow of bodies and make for the wall himself when his returning gaze alighted on one of the many capsized wrecks that littered the straits between the riverbank and the sandbar. A wide tear in the prow had been partially, almost deliberately, curtained with matt-brown algae. The water around it eddied strangely. It butted into the jetty. Then moved backwards a foot. 

			Against the current.

			Felix was still staring when a black-cloaked figure boiled up from the water between the wading mutants. Knives flashed. Blood and water ­scattered in equal measure, body parts slipping into the water before any had a chance to scream. Those further back wailed and tried to fall back, only for the press to force them onto the killer’s blades. 

			A second ratman burst from the water’s surface with a gasp, then back-flipped onto its craft’s back. Its cloak was sodden, its breathing sharp, water wept from a pair of arrow-straight throwing knives. The boat rocked beneath it, pallid tails breaking the surface like sharks’ fins as more of the ratkin struck for the shore. 

			Felix set his feet on the planking and angled his blade into a guard.

			Fate would be cheated after all.

			There was no way out. 

			Feral mutants continued to spill from the city’s roads, gathering into packs just shy of the missiles zipping down from Die Körnung’s walls. Between walls and city there lay a partially demolished strip of grey dust and ruin. It was a minefield of loose rock and treacherous ground that promised broken ankles and worse. But the sight of the walls stoked the invaders’ fury. Those walls were little more than rubble piled upon rubble, their foundations slipping through squalid earth, offering handholds aplenty to any whose faith sufficed them to dare. Their fevered chants preceding them, the warriors howled their bloodlust to the sky, assaulting piecemeal under a volley of crossbow fire, then to withdraw and lick their wounds while others succumbed to that same savagery and charged. 

			Ordered regiments in loose mail and wielding long billhooks advanced into the clearing behind the rabble and mustered out of bowshot under the stewardship of Golkhan’s cloaked and black-mailed lieutenants. They were hard-faced and cruel, more human-looking than most and, like the lord they served, hailed from outside the City of the Damned. Each wore matching livery of grey cloaks emblazoned with a silver comet and smaller icons of Chaos, swords drawn and pistols braced at their waists.

			The armoured steed of Golkhan the Anointed cantered the length of the battle line. Its gait confounded the eye, sickening the bellies even of the perverse. Each of its six legs were doubly jointed, as dark as fired logs and riven with spines. Eyes like onyx glared with sadistic intent from beneath a silvered champron, the metal harder and heavier than mere steel. The steed’s teeth snarled like those of a predator, curved and coloured red by daemonic saliva. Golkhan drew hard on the reins to bring it around for a second pass. The unholy steed of Chaos slowed, snorting at its master’s gall. 

			‘The earth will be made to tremble,’ the champion bellowed, amplified by his daemonic mask to a crescendo that made the blockish missile towers shiver, as though this was prophecy already fulfilled. ‘The mountains will kneel, the rivers will bleed with the blood of men, and the sky will fall. Your souls are sweet wine to the Shadowlord.’ Golkhan beat the flat of his massive claymore into his chestplate and bellowed like a shackled beast. ‘He is the harbinger; the herald of conquerors, of the Anointed! Spill your veins for he who is godless!’ 

			The hell-beast that bore him stamped its bladed hooves and brayed to be a party to the coming violence and Golkhan swept his claymore high, riding on a wave of acclamation.

			‘Rivers! Of! Blood!’

			With a final snort of ill-tempered bloodlust, the daemon-steed reared. Golkhan’s lieutenants marshalled their units and, as one, the host of Chaos marched.

			The earth trembled.

			And now the rivers would bleed with the blood of men.

			Ologul hurled a javelin into the front rank of the host, watched it rip through the heart of a black-scaled fanatic, an eight-pointed star tattooed across its chest like a target. 

			From the turrets of the guard tower to his left a group of crossbowmen loosed, the rattle of hoary old wood lost amidst the thunder as men charged through the ruins and monsters howled. Weapons were reloaded and men spun, screamed, and fired. A soldier rose above the ramparts and levelled his crossbow to fire. The weapon dropped from his hands. Blood spat from the billhook blade that had torn through the top of his spine. The man pawed feebly at the spike jutting through his throat, living still as the billman yanked him from the wall and into the screaming frenzy below.

			The front rank made the walls and, chanting in discordant unison they climbed.

			‘Rivers of blood! Rivers of blood!’

			A final volley of missile-fire rattled across the parapet before men stood back drawing short spears and swords.

			‘Shtand to repel!’ Ologul roared, abandoning the stock of javelins and snatching up his buckler. He anchored his stance, locked shields with his neighbours, and leaned his shoulder into it just as a flayed and faceless horror brained itself upon his boss and died by a comrade’s spear.

			There were more. Too many to hold. This time the Dark Master meant for nothing but their destruction. That thought did not trouble him.

			He had long been plagued by the impression that he was already dead.

			Upturned skiff rocking in the disturbed waters, the ratman hurled its knife with a precision that, under other circumstances, would have been impressive. Felix flinched back and swept his sword across its path, meeting the thrown blade with a resounding clash. The ratman hissed and readied to hurl another. Felix narrowed his body to meet it.

			Beside him and beneath, terrified mutants thrashed through the water, those desperate to get out wrestling under those still anxious to get in. They crushed up against the pilings of the jetty and Felix swayed as it groaned beneath him. A skaven clambered from the water and onto the end of the jetty. Dripping wet, it drew a short sword and snarled.

			And then the jetty collapsed.

			Amidst a splintering of rotten wood, Felix, the ratman, and a dozen mutants were tipped into the water, skidding over the planking and slamming together into the crowded shallows. Felix came up gasping, only to be shoved back under. Claws sank into his scalp, his own blood dispersing to mingle with that of the bodies that scudded across the water’s surface. His mouth filled with silt-laden water and he resisted the urge to cry out. The sounds of frantic swimmers rushed through the water. Oars pounded the surface like drums over a chittering undercurrent. Air streaming from his lips, Felix beat at the paw that held him under. His blows were clumsy and slow. Then, remembering his sword, he slid it up through the foul creature’s belly. Its hold slackened.

			The distant murmur of battle rushed nearer as he resurfaced with a gasp. 

			Water streamed between the links in Felix’s mail. He hungrily sucked in another breath. The water around him was littered with bits of wood, with bodies, its surface slicked with blood. The skaven had pursued the surviving mutants onto the bank. Screams were coming from everywhere. A pink glow was rising from the walls. 

			A hiss from behind made Felix spin. 

			The knife-rat leapt from its upturned skiff, its blade an extension of its own downward arc that stopped only against the angle of Felix’s sword. The creature squealed at the pain in its knife-paw, let the weapon fall and swiftly drew another. Water splashed around them as Felix countered, ripping a bloody strip through his foe’s black cloak. The creature snarled and dived. 

			Its tail thrashed once and then it was gone. 

			Felix circled on the spot, trying to control his breathing, to listen. But the cacophony from the beach and from the walls was too much. A chant carried over the clash of steel and the zip of bow cord.

			‘Rivers of blood.’ 

			His attacker did not break the gore-slickened surface. With any luck it had fled. 

			A child’s scream banished his thoughts of catching breath.

			It had come from close by, from the bonfire that, by virtue of its eldritch nature, continued to burn. The area was littered with bodies, but these had fallen to the stampede rather to an enemy’s blade. Felix found his missing knife-rat stalking amongst them. He heard its tittered laughter and the scream came again, long and harrowing and painfully shrill.

			Mori, Felix realised, already running. 

			The girl was still here. 

			And she had the Dark Master’s bones.

			The wall heaved with bodies. Across a line no wider than the distance between two shields, mutated warriors on both sides hacked and strove and spat and roared. Nightmares of Chaos-blended flesh stamped over supposed allies to haul themselves onto the parapet to hammer the rank of shields with fists like lead. Claws shattered on shields. Hardened flesh and armour-like scales split before knives and spears. Bodies rolled down the sloping walls like the last fruit of a fire-ravaged tree.

			‘Your lives mean nothing,’ Golkhan roared. ‘The Dark Master cares not for your pain.’ The champion’s daemonic steed stamped madly, dark eyes roving and hungry. ‘Morzanna!’ This last erupted from his visor as a screech of tormented steel.

			‘Your will, black lord?’ said Morzanna, doing her utmost to ease her own beast’s dread

			‘Bring down those walls or I will flay your hide right here and use your carcass to bard my steed!’

			‘Even you would not dare.’

			‘Your patron does not frighten me, witch. He is a means to an end. The end. I know his true name and I know he needs me more than I need either of you.’ Golkhan leaned forward. His daemonic mask snarled. ‘Lest we forget that he is the one in a cage.’

			Morzanna bared her teeth, barbed enamel enough for fear and dis­belief to share.

			‘You are an ignorant fool.’

			‘I am a champion of Be’lakor!’ Golkhan roared, loud enough for the defenders on the wall to hear, to clutch their ears and moan in horror. ‘He who serves no master.’ He swung his claymore to the walls. Warriors flickered through the fogged clearing, plumed helms and feathered crests, a riot of disorder as though the dead plain burned. ‘Sunder those walls for your champion. If you cannot, I am sure the shadow-bitch, Nosta, will do it gladly.’

			Morzanna’s claws sank into the muscle of her horse’s neck. It whickered in pain, Morzanna’s face turning dark in the gust of shadow that ruffled both their hair. 

			‘Your will, black lord,’ she growled, power making her voice husky.

			Golkhan’s steed edged back, nostrils flaring as its uncanny senses caught the flow of Dhar. 

			She cast both from her thoughts. Words dribbled from her lips, honeyed by dark magic. The din of battle sank like rainwater into parched earth, the pink torches turned grey, the sky dark. Through the Wind of Dhar she could feel Nosta, the arrogant waif throwing her witless strength against the gate. But there was another of power at work. She could see him like a cloud in the night sky. She traced the shimmering path of his efforts to a tower where a man knelt. He was in agony. Blood streamed from his hands from his efforts to annul her casting. Men stood around him releasing a hail of quarrels but they were small, dim things. She focused on the tortured mage. With a single word she could break him, paste his brains across the roof of that tower. The word was on her tongue, but a child’s sentiment would not let her speak it. No matter. 

			Skill alone would not suffice against one twice forsaken by the gods. 

			Terrified beyond restraint, Morzanna’s steed reared, fore hooves flailing as it tossed its head from side to side. Morzanna’s claws dug deeper into its neck. Blood streamed. Dhar always required sacrifice, even to one – particularly to one – as far down the road as she. With a wild snort, the horse smashed its hooves to the ground. The earth beneath them split, cracks spidering outward in chaotic patterns. Morzanna hissed a word and dark energies spiralled from her bloodied claws to tighten around the horse’s neck like a noose. It gave a strangled snort, power spreading into its shoulders, its fetlocks, its hooves. It continued to stamp.

			The earth gave a calamitous groan. 

			Morzanna set her sight upon the guard tower. Bolts spat from its turret like wasps disturbed by the flight of a dragon. She was not like the Pious. She was not. Her father was already dead. This was just sweeping away Magnus’s mess.

			Golkhan watched, holding his breath, expression unreadable behind his mask.

			Morzanna cradled the world in aethyric hands. She felt its bones creak.

			And she twisted. 

			A sudden tremor passed through the township and under the gritty floodplain just as the ratman shaped itself to pounce. The quake tossed it from its feet and into the bonfire. It squealed and threw its arms above its head to cushion its fall, rolling clear in a fizz of sparks. A dozen strides too many down the shore, Felix was swept sideways, as though the earth had just been dragged six feet to the left. He landed on his chest, looked up to see the agile ratman rise first. The creature slapped down the little fires that burned through its rags and sniffed for the child. It found her hiding beneath a chair and hissed delight.

			Felix snatched up his sword and rose with a roar, pounding up the gravel slope. He was too far away to save the child, he knew that, but perhaps the distraction would grant him the time he needed. 

			As he had hoped, the skaven turned around at Felix’s yell. Its muzzle peeled back to a mocking snarl, then snapped brutally sideways as something struck it from behind. It fell in a slack heap and behind it, beaten purple by the stampede, stood a man.

			He lowered his fist and, swaying slightly, looked down on the unconscious creature. 

			‘And Sigmar made unto them a wall of steel…’ 

			A smoky nimbus flickered around Brüder Nikolaus. The words were his but the voice was not, at least not entirely. Felix examined his own fingers, looking for a similar shadowy creep, but there was nothing.

			The shaking ground made the flagellant fall to his knees before Mori’s ­hiding place. The blood on his knuckles was bubbling down to green vapour and he wiped the residue on his sackcloth kilt before extending the hand to the girl. She stared at it, flinching further as Felix appeared from behind the fire. 

			Felix raised his hands and backed off, trying to look unthreatening. Nikolaus whispered something Felix could not hear and pushed his hand forwards. The girl hesitated a moment, then reached forward to take it. Nikolaus reacted with a beatific smile and pulled her free.

			Felix took a deep breath, not knowing when he would get another chance, and looked to the walls. They held, but Die Körnung was being shaken to its sodden roots, decades of fortification and repair coming loose in minutes to batter the street with rock, wood, and filth. Even through the fog, Felix could see the cracks that were spreading through the walls.

			‘Nikolaus,’ Felix hissed. ‘Can you protect Mori for me?’

			‘White lady,’ Nikolaus murmured, then looked to Felix as if realising for the first time that he was not alone in some dream. ‘Sigmar empowers the weak, he inspires the strong.’

			‘Good,’ said Felix. He grasped the man’s shoulder and stood, swaying with the shaking earth. ‘Take her, take those bones, and get out of here. Take one of those boats; just whatever you do don’t take her across the water.’

			‘And how will you serve, Brüder Arnulf?’

			Felix shook his head and turned away. It had been too much to hope that the man was lucid. At least he could tell friend from foe. 

			‘I’ll be at the wall.’

			Magic shrouded Morzanna’s eyes in darkness, her body now little more than a conduit for the primeval fury of the Dark Master. She blazed with power, and with a pain commensurate. Blood slicked her hands and lathered her animal’s neck. The destrier pounded the earth with every fading ounce of strength. 

			The rock beneath her wrenched apart, as though gods played tug-of-war for their share. Morzanna lifted one shadow-bound hand, pointed to her father’s tower and screamed a word of power. With a shuddering that plunged deep into the earth’s heart, one of the disseminating fissures widened, the ground before it falling away. The ruins before her cracked in two, piling rubble and screaming men into the opening abyss like gravel tipped from a spade. The earth continued to tear. It reached the wall.

			The wall could not stop it.

			The scream of stone blended to that of men, a single outcry of terror as earth became air and together they fell.

			Breathing hard, Morzanna watched the wall crumble, destruction reaching out its claws to drag more of the construction into the gaping trench. She had missed the tower. 

			By accident or unconscious design.

			She clung on as her exsanguinated steed shuddered and died, but Morzanna’s claws were sunk so deeply into its neck that she could no longer see her knuckles and she remained secure in the saddle. 

			‘Death for the Dark Master,’ Golkhan roared. His daemon-steed snorted in fury, bearing the Chaos champion into a charge as his voice boomed over the destruction like thunder. ‘Bring me the bones of the Gloried. The first to find them will live to see his rise. Every other one of you will die by my sword!’

			Howling like dogs, Golkhan’s warriors scrambled over the heaped ­rubble of the wall. From some ingrained reserve, shell-shocked defenders found wit to raise shields, form a line, and see battle joined. The two hosts came together with a staccato thump of brazen flesh upon bronze, discipline and desperation pitched against rabid ferocity. Men yelled and monsters roared, blood of every colour and thickness spraying across the rictus snarls of all.

			A pistol cracked, flooding the gritty air with ash and thunder. A defender fell with a steaming crater in his cuirass. A warrior with flesh like coal and knives for hands threw himself into the gap, tearing two defenders apart before the line could be closed. A tramp of feet sounded above the din, a regiment of mailed billmen marching in ordered file through the smoke. The line faltered. Another pistol round took out a spearman. 

			At the heart of the line, Ologul thrust his claw into the air like a standard and bellowed for order. For a moment he got it. The defenders roared defiance. The invader’s shock troops bellowed bloodlust and charged. 

			As if it had never departed, the clash of steel was rejoined with a vengeance.

			Then came something far worse.

			Felix’s chest tightened, glimpsing the armoured knight through the clashing billhooks like a wolf spied through swaying grass. Its mount was a creature straight from the realm of nightmare, equine only in the most disturbed way. A horse would have broken a leg on the loose ground, but the six limbs of the daemonic steed took it with ease, driving its master onto the defenders’ shields and smashing them down like a battering ram.

			Felix squeezed his fingers around the reassurance of his sword, but found it had little to offer. This was not the way he had thought to die although, thinking on it, hearing the screams of the mutants as blood and broken bones turned defiance into rout, one way was surely no worse than another.

			The thought was darkly reassuring. For die he was about to.

			He faced a Chaos warrior.

			Ologul screamed a command, the wavering defenders hastily falling back from their defensive line. With a feral scream, the host of Chaos harried their retreat, snatching shields from unsteady grips and tearing men apart. Ologul issued another bellow. There was a weary clatter as the men reformed into a schiltrom, spears threatening every angle. 

			The Chaos warrior laughed at the projecting blades, seeing how they shivered, and turned in his saddle to wave his reserves into the township. Ologul slurped defiance in the face of the charging hordes. He dragged his mutated body into the knight’s path, lifted his buckler, and snapped his monstrous claw in challenge. 

			Wailing like a flock of daemons, the invaders swept past the Chaos warrior and the defenders’ embattled formation, sprinting well clear of the fallen wall. Black-cloaked vermin took advantage of the chaos, sweeping over undefended walls and onto the highest rooftops. Slingshots whirred and cracked, punching bloody holes through fleeing fighters. Those the ratmen missed were swiftly overtaken by the pursuing host, bringing isolated pockets of mayhem to the streets of Die Körnung.

			Felix struggled to tell friend from foe as one muscular abomination struggled to rip the throat from another. Then a pack of bloodstained monsters screamed his way and the distinction became moot.

			Felix met their charge with one of his own, his blade impaling a crazed fiend through the chest. His charge bore him into the skewered monster shoulder first, throwing it to the ground as he wrenched his weapon free in a spray of fragmented ribs. From his left, a scaly-faced creature swung at him with a club. Blood rained from Felix’s blade as it swept upward, the mutant’s belly spitting scales from the touch of steel. The mutant’s guts hung open but it came on. Felix spun around its clumsy swing, deftly severing its spine with a backhanded swipe. The creature jerked and fell and he kicked the paralysed mutant onto its face and leapt over it, eyes on the melee at the wall. 

			Ologul was taking a hammering from the Chaos warrior. His shield was in pieces, his arm bleeding, his warriors buckling before those of the champion. And the knight’s black, weirdly grooved armour looked unmarked.

			Felix ran forwards, Karaghul flashing across the hand of a swordsman that came too close, sending the blade and a clutch of fingers to the ground. The warrior screamed from its two mouths until Felix punched it in the face and ran on. The ground beneath his feet became rubble and the scale of the tear in the earth that had toppled the wall became clear. The rising scent of sulphur almost made him gag. 

			Attackers came at him from every side. He no longer held to the hope of survival. His runesword split a billman’s mail, sending him shrieking into the abyss. To his surprise he was not much troubled by that. He parried a sword thrust meant for his belly, turned the blade, tripped the wielder, then stabbed down through his armpit. All he felt was determination, a resolve to hold the breach for as long as he could. To grant Mori another few minutes to flee. 

			To earn a mighty doom on Gotrek’s behalf.

			Through the never-ending tide of foes, he saw Ologul’s claw scissor uselessly across the black hell-steel of the daemon-steed’s barding. The Chaos warrior hacked through the arm at the elbow, laughing as the daemon then butted the mutant champion to the ground and stamped his bones into rubble. With his fall, the defenders’ resolve crumbled. They broke and ran; the hosts of Chaos at their heels. 

			The Chaos warrior did not pursue. Some instinct made him hold, turn, and meet Felix’s eye across the field of battle. Felix could not see the warrior’s eyes through his closed helm, but the look was one Felix had learned to feel through the back of his skull. It was the look of a noble spying a merchant’s son. 

			And sensing sport.

			Felix growled, angling his sword into an inch perfect schrankhut guard. 

			The knight chuckled and swung from his mount. Rubble crunched beneath heavy black sabatons. Feral mutants gibbered and fell back as he strode through them. His claymore looked twice the weight of Karaghul and was half as long again. Felix backed off, settling into a ready stance, pebbles scuttling into the creaking abyss as he circled. He tried to position the Chaos warrior between him and it. 

			It was a slender advantage but he would take what he could find.

			‘I tire of bleeding beasts and spawn,’ said the warrior, in his element amidst the shrieking packs that charged past them, screams and clashing steel sounding continuing defiance from the township. ‘But you are wear­ied. Perhaps I should be chivalrous and fight you with my hand behind my back.’

			Felix felt surprisingly calm for a man squaring off with a champion of the Ruinous Powers. His guard was true enough to spear a hangman’s noose. ‘I assure you, I know how to handle a sword.’

			‘Before I was anointed with the destiny of Be’lakor…’ the warrior returned, stowing one murderously spiked gauntlet behind his gorget. He mirrored Felix’s circling steps, onyx claymore in his left hand. 

			‘…men would say similar things about me.’

			The straits between the riverbank and the sandbar were littered with corpses and debris. In amongst the floating carnage, swimming creatures drove up from beneath to stuff still-moving bodies with knifes. Nikolaus ploughed into the river belly-first, swallowed a mouthful and swam upright, gagging on blood and slime. He felt feverish, confused, and the water had a sickly warmth, as though he floundered in another man’s guts. 

			Sigmar’s judgement had fallen again upon the City of the Damned.

			Shaking gore from his body, he waded deeper and grabbed the boat that was still moored to the stricken jetty. There was a corpse in it, a foul thing with no eyes and a nose too large. It was a woman, and disconcertingly appealing in death. 

			Even here. Even now. 

			He shuddered, wishing for a punishing pain, and tipped the body into the water. Unhooking the mooring line, he dragged the boat to the bank. His actions were automatic, but they nudged aside a portion of the shadow that veiled his mind.

			He had been a seaman once.

			The white lady waited on the gravel. She clutched a black sack. She was frightened, but Nikolaus could help. For some reason, that filled him with warmth.

			‘Get in, my lady.’

			The girl glanced back to her home, then took Nikolaus’s hand and clambered up onto his shoulders. He took the sack from her and stowed it beneath the aft rowing bench. The girl jumped in and then turned to him, slender hand outstretched.

			It was then that Nikolaus noticed he had only one arm. The realisation stunned him. 

			When? How?

			‘Quick!’ the girl screamed.

			She was looking over Nikolaus’s shoulder. A pair of cloaked shadows were sprinting down the shingle, a third already slipping through the water like a poisonous eel. Voicing a prayer, Nikolaus rammed his shoulder into the skiff’s hull and shoved it off. The girl wailed, but he ignored her.

			‘Be stout-hearted, you sinner. Step through the fire of battle, and let sins be cleansed.’

			He found a leathern thong tied at his kilt and unhitched it. 

			It felt good. 

			Felix’s sword moved swifter than his hands could command. Steel blurred before sweat-blinded eyes as survival instinct somehow forced his blade to counter the Chaos warrior’s every stroke. 

			A pity the fiend was barely trying.

			The warriors of Chaos were peerless, those select men and women for whom a lifetime was insufficient for the slaughter they craved. They had been the best and the most brutal, even before their Dark Gods elevated them above their mortal foes, gifting them power and strength for the havoc wrought in their names.

			An impact rang down Felix’s blade. He grimaced, but his arms had numbed long ago. It was a miracle he still held his sword at all. Felix backed off, searching for an opening in the warrior’s guard. 

			There was none. 

			The knight stabbed for Felix’s left side. Had Felix’s head been able to keep up, he would have recognised the feint. Instead, instinct parried the blow, inviting the head butt that crashed the bridge of his nose in a burst of hell-steel and gibbering daemon-lights. Felix screamed and fell back, too beaten to do anything more than twist his neck as the blade skewered the rubble by his ear. An armoured boot stamped into his belly. Felix yearned to scream, but had breath enough only for a sharp gasp of pain. 

			The warrior leaned forward, laying his vambrace across the banded steel of his thigh like a huntsman posing with his kill.

			‘I am Golkhan the Anointed, destined Everchosen of Chaos, and you were no sport at all.’

			‘Sorry to disappoint,’ Felix managed, blood dribbling from his nose and into his mouth.

			‘You are tenacious for one so insignificant. What brings a civilised man to the City of the Damned?’

			‘For the baron.’

			The warrior chuckled hollowly. ‘A thousand millennia without form has taught Be’lakor to sculpt the fates of men. He wished to bring outsiders to his city and he has.’

			Felix pulled at the spiked sabaton that was driving through his mail and into his gut, but the foot within may as well have been cast of lead. 

			‘You’re from outside?’ Felix wheezed. ‘You know when we are?’

			‘I see all Be’lakor promised me coming to pass. And your von Kuber will be the key to it all!’

			Golkhan upended his blade to Felix’s heart, lifting it so the comet motif that crossed the hilt drew level with his eye slit.

			‘I have enjoyed this distraction. But all good things must come to an end.’

			‘Why?’ 

			‘Because otherwise they go on forever.’

			Felix swallowed, pain spearing from his gut, crying eyes fixed upon the hanging blade. 

			He tightened his grip around his own sword and prepared.
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			A HERO’S RETURN

			Bloody water splattered Nikolaus’s face as he lashed his scourge across the face of the first of the two cloaked creatures. Its scream became a torrent of bubbles as it went under. The second splashed around its kin. It feinted and jerked back, seeking to circle into deeper water towards the boat, but Nikolaus blocked it. It stabbed again, earning a lash across the knuckles that made it hiss with pain. It was swift, but the water robbed it of that advantage.

			There was a scream from the boat. Nikolaus thumped his scourge into his opponent’s snout and turned. 

			The swimmer had pulled itself up onto the prow, causing the skiff to rock. It stood, dripping, rolling with the waves. The white lady stumbled over the black sack as she backed into the stern. The creature snickered and advanced. 

			The first whose face Nikolaus had bloodied was now swimming in an arc for its stern. Already waist deep in water, Nikolaus waded after it, helpless to do anything but watch as the child raised one hand. 

			The shadows around the girl condensed, as though a cloak had ­suddenly been drawn in, and there was a blinding flash. A spear of lightning leapt from her arm, a black nimbus washing out to envelope the entire boat. There was an implosion of sound. Nikolaus’s ears popped. And then a scorched ratman shot across the prow and plunged into the river with a spume that was already turning to steam. The girl was flung back the opposite way, screaming as she splashed into deeper water.

			Ignoring her, the swimmer pulled itself into the boat and made a grab for the abandoned sack. It did not look back as it tightened the cord, hefted the thing to its shoulders and dived headfirst into the water.

			Nikolaus watched it go.

			Protect the bones, he had been told.

			A plea for help pulled his attention back. 

			Protect Mori. The girl floundered. Don’t take her across the water.

			Ploughing into the river with a clumsy, one-armed stroke, he let the vermin keep its prize.

			Flicking horsemeat from her claws, Morzanna watched without a flicker of emotion as savages plunged through the breach her power had torn from the earth. Men with faces she dimly recalled were cut down and trampled. There could be no mercy for those that crossed the Dark Master.

			She was empty inside, but such was the price of dark magic. It was a fair exchange, considering her soul was already the jewel in the crown of Be’lakor, the Dark Master, first of the daemon princes.

			Claws to her cold, dark breast, she tracked the ruined wall to the tower she had failed to destroy. She sought within herself for a glimmer of anger, of gratitude. But there was nothing.

			No, that was wrong. Not nothing.

			She ran her fingers through her hair, claws tapping the vestigial horns. It was danger she felt. And one she recognised. She had felt it once before. 

			She glanced across the killing field to the breach where Golkhan prepared to break his mortal toy. A vicious smile played with the corners of her lips. 

			For this was a bout she would gladly watch.

			A sloping bed of rock dug into Felix’s back, stiffening the back of his throat with the scent of powdered granite. Screams carried over the shift of rubble, sounding from all around, making his own feeble cries all the more piteous. Through his tunnelling vision, he saw Golkhan the Anointed. The Chaos warrior laughed as he forced his boot into Felix’s belly. Blood drained down the slope of his body and into his head. It felt heavy, a thumping presence to contrast the hollow agony in his gut. Fighting against the crushing weight with a howl of defiance, Felix lashed his sword from the ground and up, aiming for the join between plates around the warrior’s groin, but his arm was ponderous, his aim wide, and Golkhan merely twisted to deflect the flat blow harmlessly off the steel faulds that skirted his hips. 

			Golkhan greeted his effort with a hollow chuckle and smashed Felix’s sword from his grip. It rattled to the rubble and slid several feet downhill towards the abyss and out of reach. It shimmered pink where dust did not cloak it. Felix grasped for it and the warrior pressed down a fraction harder. Felix whimpered, reduced to pawing at the champion’s grieves. 

			Upside down, through fog and rock dust, with one beaten eye and another that swam with pain, Felix saw mutants run, fight, scream, and die. A ­piercing shriek rose above the lesser wails and rang through the beclouded ruins. It was familiar. A shadow struck from the township. In its paws it clutched a sodden black sack.

			Felix felt the pit in his belly open out to consume him.

			Nikolaus and Mori were dead.

			The ratman swerved past the pockets of combat, its light step skipping over the stinking morass into which those few armoured men that might have given chase sank. Felix watched a bronze-armoured defender down his foe and heft his short spear like a javelin. His cuirass was struck red with blood, his wide face frantic. A shot rang out, close enough to make Felix’s eardrums shiver. Splinters of bloodied bronze erupted from the mutant’s chest. The spear dropped from its hand and it fell. The ratman chittered anxiously, speeding towards Felix and the Chaos warrior. Felix felt the pressure on his stomach ease and then release.

			Golkhan turned, finding a grey-cloaked soldier stood upon the rubble behind him. Black smoke leached from the muzzle of his pistol. The man offered a crisp salute.

			The Chaos warrior returned it. ‘Matthaus! See this rat to the temple. And sound the retreat, we have what we came for.’ 

			Felix felt the pressure return, his vision blacking out as Golkhan rolled him onto his front. 

			He lay on his face, too broken to stand and stared into the fog, distracted from the crunch of hell-steel boots by the distant peel of a bell. The black hull of the Hand slipped through the distant murk. It was heading upriver. To the bridge. Fate could not be averted. Nikolaus had been right all along.

			The End Times were coming.

			The grey cloaks of the Chaos host parted to admit the fleeing ratman and his escort, then smoothed into file, all while beating an ordered march back over the sundered wall, billhooks presented like the gift of an early death. Islands of frenzied bloodlust were left in their wake, howling defiance of the call to retreat before suffering wounds enough to staunch their craving for pain.

			Stiffly Felix rose. He had it in his mind to chase after the ratman, but he ached like the end of the world and one look at the bristling wall of billhooks disavowed him of any thoughts of heroics. Mutant soldiers in leather and bronze limped past him, part of a weary counter-charge that was bludgeoning its way over the hold-outs and towards the breach. Felix bent, winced, and recovered his sword, wondering if it had always been this heavy, and joined them. 

			Blood was a great leveller. 

			The left side of Felix’s face was puffed around his black eye. Gore dyed his blond hair crimson and pasted it to his face. His gait was hunched, exhausted, his sword dragging like a broken limb. He appeared no finer than any within these walls – and in that he counted the dead no less than the living.

			The sounds of continuing battle raged from beyond the wall. 

			Perhaps there was still hope.

			With just a score of battered warriors at his side, Felix crested the breach to look out onto the killing field beyond. The cleared ruins had been cloven in two by the fissure that had demolished the walls. The great trench jagged towards a point at the centre of a crater on the far side of the clearing. It had split the Chaos host almost completely in two. It was difficult to see in the fog, but Felix judged anywhere between fifty and two hundred men retreated in a narrow line across the clearing. Their withdrawal was orderly, those still intent on fighting either inside the city already or bleeding into its soft ground.

			The battle Felix had heard was being fought to his left, the direction of the riverside gatehouse. The Chaos forces there were being beaten back, confusion spreading as some other force assaulted their flank. 

			Felix caught a flash of orange hair and a familiar roar as a starmetal axe severed an arm from a mutant’s body. His mouth caught itself in a smile. He lifted his sword so the mutants beside him might see and be encouraged.

			And then he charged into the killing ground towards an army of Chaos.

			Panic was a contrivance of Chaos, if any facet of nature so universal ever could be. It snarled from the helms of billmen, displayed its vigour with bristling billhooks and the virile scent of saltpetre and sweat. 

			Buffeted by fleeing warriors, Morzanna watched in astonishment – and a little satisfaction – as the host of Golkhan the Anointed dissolved before her eyes.

			‘It is one dwarf!’ Golkhan howled, loud enough to make Morzanna wince and raise her hands to her ears. 

			The warrior’s steed stamped and shook out its mane, until Golkhan finally exhausted his patience and hauled so hard on the reins that the daemon’s fore hooves were dragged from the ground. It snorted defiance until Golkhan smashed a gauntlet into its champron. Blood ran from the eye hole, streaming over the dried gore that caked its muzzle. It whinnied. Golkhan raised a fist and it fell silent.

			‘It is afraid, black lord,’ said Morzanna, raising a placating hand that itself dripped with horseflesh.

			‘Daemons are animals. They understand stronger wills, and pain when that will is defied. And like animals, they cannot fear.’

			Morzanna’s lip curled before she caught it. The warrior’s ignorance was almost as stunning as his pride.

			‘This dwarf is vision-sent, black lord. A champion of light and not here by chance. The weapon he bears is the bane of daemonkind. Your horse recognises this better than you.’

			‘This champion is small, like a quail’s egg, and I will crush him as one.’

			Morzanna bowed low. ‘It will be glorious, black lord.’

			Golkhan caressed the neck of his now docile mount, steel scraping steel, then turned on Morzanna with a voice colder and no less hard. ‘I am new to your schemes, witch, but do not mistake me for a fool.’

			Morzanna forced a smile, suddenly conscious of the grey cloaks and tinctured mail that surrounded her and their lord. 

			‘The bearded pest is not the only one with a destiny. I am to be Ever­chosen of Chaos. The herald of the End Times promises this is so.’

			‘But, lord–’

			‘But nothing!’ Golkhan roared, slamming his fist into his mount’s barding, then singling out one of the men at Morzanna’s back. The man stepped forward. His face was blackened with gunpowder smoke. The colour matched the thick curls of his head and the short crust of his beard. 

			‘I am not some mindless berserker to be tempted by a worthy foe, nor a hapless dilettante to be swayed by the forked tongue of a comely witch.’ Golkhan spat the last, before dismissing her from sight in favour of his summoned man. 

			‘Send the gladiator spawn to cover our retreat. Let our sorceresses witness the emptiness of their hearts.’

			Felix fended a blow, creatures fleeing on all sides in a clattering blur of faces and weaponry. The mutant swordsman grunted and came again, lazily thrusting for the exact same spot on Felix’s chest. Felix caught the blade with his, deftly twisted it from the mutant’s grip, then kneed the creature in the groin. It doubled over Felix’s shoulder, a gasp of vile air washing past his ear and he rammed his pommel stone into its belly. It fell off him, crashing over a rump of rubble. 

			Felix shook hair from his eyes and, with a wince, tested out his knee joint.

			The invaders were in full retreat, and Gotrek seemed determined to butcher his fill. The Slayer roared, axe spinning high above his head, a shining harbinger of blood-wracked ruin. By his side, two warrior-penitents howled like sinners at the stake. Their sackcloth coverings were torn, bloodied, riven with brick dust and ash, but the savageness of their appearance was as nothing to that which gripped their faces. The one-legged sister beat at the mutants with her stave and a ferocity that surpassed that of the abominations that fled before her. Her brother-in-faith lashed wildly with a mace, a trail of mangled fingers left in the Slayer’s wake. The three ­warriors cut a swathe into the Chaos ranks, mutants turning to the sound of bloodshed, only to be dispatched to their Dark Master by axe, mace, or splintered stave. Grey-cloaked lieutenants screamed into the spreading panic. Pistol-fire crackled across the line of retreat, masking the scenes of summary execution under a pall of smoke. The dwarf spotted Felix through the swirling carnage. He smeared blood from his one good eye and winked.

			‘Good to see that you made it over that bridge in one piece, manling. For a time back there, I was worried.’

			Felix sidestepped an axe-blow. The blade struck sparks from a ­crumbling length of wall. ‘You were worried about me? You were the one that fell in the river.’

			‘Drop of water never killed anyone,’ Gotrek roared, slamming his axe so hard through a mutant’s skull that he had to strain to rip it out. ‘Hah! More’s the pity.’ A mutant fled past him. A sharp thrust from his axe’s shoulder shattered its spine and it spasmed and fell. Gotrek beheaded it before its knees were fully bent. He laughed, looking over its toppling shoulders to the two flagellants that battered gamely, if blindly, through the fleeing host. 

			‘Bit the worse for wear, but they do as they’re told if you tell them loud enough.’ As if to prove the point, the dwarf windmilled his axe above his vivid crest and bellowed at the two to rally to him. The woman crashed her stave across the back of a mutant’s neck and moaned. Gotrek shrugged. ‘Well, sometimes they do anyway.’

			Felix parried another opportunistic thrust, actually grateful for the host of Chaos that kept his attention from the two mindless fanatics. A short time ago that had been him. But for the grace of Sigmar that might be him still. Within that anarchic swell, Felix could see the Chaos warrior, Golkhan, high on the saddle of his giant mount, as easily as if he rode a skiff across a bumpy lake. The warrior was surrounded by a cohort of grey cloaks mounted on more mundane steeds. One of them hoisted a slight woman into their saddle. She was garbed in black, hair as white as the chalk cliffs of Nordland, but with tanned skin like a Tilean corsair’s. There was something about her that was familiar. And then it struck him.

			Nikolaus’s white lady. The visitor to his own dreams.

			The glimpse came and passed in a moment, seen through the wave of billhooks like a corpse rising from the ocean’s depths. The withdrawing horde was sinking into the fog. In the path of their retreat, the fog wavered around a trickery of spidery silhouettes. A foghorn blared. 

			Felix noticed that those delicate shadows had grown very large.

			A hairy limb like an articulated pike stabbed through the mist and crashed into the ground. Rock shattered. Another leg followed, this one multiply jointed and plated to a black mirror shine. On four more weaving, drunken, limbs, the creature’s bullet body heaved from the mist. Chitinous ­mandibles clacked hungrily either side of a clutch of tentacles that felt the air in place of eyes. A second monster emerged in the wake of the first. Its worm-like body was segmented and slimy, borne from the mist on the rustling of thousands of spike-like feet. A collar of spines bristled about a hugely armoured headsection that split on all sides into beaks to emit a redoubled foghorn bellow. 

			From the walls of Die Körnung, there came a command to fall back. The beasts of hell bore down. To Felix, the order seemed somewhat superfluous.

			Gotrek’s one eye lit up, and he started forwards, parting a terrified mutant warrior from his legs with an impatient hack of his axe. He called back. ‘Which do you want, manling, the big one or the ugly one?’

			In lieu of a forthcoming answer, Felix’s mouth simply hung open and waited for one to arrive. The creatures were huge, advancing together, crushing against the sides of the street and drawing screams from the mutants whose retreat bore them through the gauntlet of legs, spines, skewers and clicking mouthparts. He wondered which was the ugly one.

			‘You decide,’ he managed, leaning wearily against a blackened stub of corner wall to catch his breath as Gotrek charged ahead with a roar. 

			The spider-spawn clicked its mandibles, scuttling about on the spot to meet the dwarf’s charge and sending out a maggoty scream of tentacles. Gotrek bellowed a war cry, his axe cleaving through a dozen, spraying himself and the spawn’s carapace with oily mucus. The spider-spawn squealed and lashed out with a bladed limb. Gotrek ducked. His axe tore a chip from its black carapace as it whistled by his crest.

			The centipede rippled around its embattled cousin, weaving between the scraps of ruin towards Felix. There was a mindless deliberateness to its intent that curdled the contents of Felix’s stomach. He gripped his sword tight and retreated behind his stub of corner wall. The spawn paused before the wall, tapped it with one of its many beaks, then reared onto its hindquarters to peer over the top and hiss. Felix stumbled back, sword ready. The giant centipede watched him from the myriad holes in its armoured headsection that may have concealed eyes. It clacked periodically against the intervening wall, as though confounded by its very existence.

			Felix gave a relieved laugh.

			Big, but not too bright.

			A ripple of segmented muscle swept back from the creature’s head­section, rearing it back. Felix’s grin faded. He had time enough to spin on his heels and run as, with a blistering torrent of bony clicks, the spawn smashed its skull through the wall. Masonry crumbled like soil. 

			‘Oh Sigmar,’ Felix panted, his companion’s pugnacious roar carrying over the rippling crunch of a thousand peg-like feet. 

			‘Why do you hate me?’

			Not daring to look back, Felix just ran, vaulting the rubble that littered his path. The pursuing monster undulated between those same scraps of ruin like an eel. And it was gaining fast. At a particularly solid-looking bit of wall, Felix jumped, gripped the top and hauled himself up. Old masonry crumbled in his fingers, boots scratching uselessly against the brick face as his biceps strained. He cleared the wall, then dropped eight feet in a battered crunch of chainmail. He groaned with feeling, placing a hand to the wall to steady himself as he rose. 

			He could still hear it coming.

			‘Felix! Back from the wall.’

			Without pausing to think who would be screaming orders, Felix did as he was told. He took one step away from it and dived, the very instant that an armoured head came crashing through. A beak snapped inches shy of his toes, almost exactly where his neck had been the moment before. For the second time in as many seconds, Felix hit the ground with a grunt of pain. The centipede thrashed its head section. The wall crumbled like burned bark. 

			‘Down!’

			Dark matter uncoiled like a whip. The taffeta veil of fog seemed to flex. 

			Felix pushed his face into the ground, gravel pouring the smell of char into his nose as a single black lance seared over his prone body. It was followed a split second afterwards by a thunderous crack and a long, drawn-out squeal. A wash of burned meat found his nostrils and settled there. Felix rolled onto his back. The centipede gave a strangled warble, its beaks scorched black, and pulled its head back through the wall.

			Felix battled a wave of dizziness, mouthing a ‘thank you’ as he tilted his head back to address his saviour.

			Leaning fully into the breastplate of one of his soldiers, Morschurle dismissed Felix’s gratitude with an exhausted wave. His robes were torn, plastered with ash and dust as well as blood, much of it his own. Both hands and the underside of his chin glittered like stars in clear water. Each pinprick was a shard of glass. The talismans around his neck were no more. He had lost every one contesting the sorcery that had shaken the walls of Die Körnung to their knees.

			‘No thanks are needed,’ the sorcerer wheezed. Peeling himself away from his supporter, he sank down against a stretch of wall with a grateful sigh. He summoned his men with a loose flap of his fingers. ‘Go. Finish it off. But be wary. It is still dangerous.’ The soldiers saluted, clutched spear and shield, and ran in pursuit of the wounded spawn. 

			Once they were gone, Morschurle abandoned any pretence of vigour. He dabbed at his lacerated jaw with a piteous whimper. Felix cast an anxious look after the reeve’s soldiers. He could still hear Gotrek screaming curses. There was a crunch, as of a starmetal blade hacking through six inches of exoskeleton, followed by a belligerent roar.

			‘Don’t leave me just yet,’ said Morschurle. The man panted through his mouth, his nose clotted with blood. His eyes were wide with pain, but there was a determined set to his jaw, as if what he meant now to do was a thing he had long vowed to do before he died. ‘I have something to tell you and,’ he gave a sickly smile, gesturing to his bloodied robes, ‘not long in which to do it.’

			Felix began to protest. ‘I’ve seen graver wounds heal.’

			‘Shut up and listen. I came to tell you about the Dark Master. About Be’lakor.’

			Felix stilled his retort and nodded, crouching by his side. 

			‘Go on.’

			‘I told you before that the daemon is without body, but he is everywhere and he is everything; air, soil and blood.’ Morschurle held up a bloodstained and glittering palm, face riven with pain. ‘He is the portents of death that I see in my mind.’

			‘And the bones, the bones of its champion Kharduun, what does it want with them?’

			‘That I do not know. But what Be’lakor craves even over his vengeance on the gods is freedom.’ He swept a bleeding hand across the sky. Pink clouds roiled. There was a chitinous crack like a thunderclap. ‘He is trapped here, damned as are we all.’ 

			Felix pinched his lips, waiting for the man to continue.

			‘Yes, Felix. I am a seer after all. I understand that in a sense I am already dead. That I died long ago. That was why I made my pact with the daemon prince.’ He grimaced at the accusing look that passed Felix’s face, waved a hand to bid him quiet. ‘I am no friend of Be’lakor. I fought him with every tool I could find. But all he wanted was for me to protect my people, to ensure that they did not try to leave and to take in any that crossed from the other side. Like you.’

			‘If that’s all he wanted then why does he kill you now?’

			‘I do not know that either. Only that his plans go beyond mere escape.’ Morschurle slumped back against the wall. He was clearly in great pain, but he looked content. ‘I kept my part. The daemon will keep his. It is what daemons do.’

			Felix gave an incredulous snort. An arachnoid shriek brought dust trickling over Morschurle’s silver hair.

			‘You may not have noticed in the confusion of your home being ripped open from the ground up, but your honourable daemon has just about killed you all.’

			‘The deal was not for my life,’ said Morschurle, eyes flicking to the violated ruin of Die Körnung. ‘And it was not for theirs.’

			‘For Mori’s,’ Felix finished for him.

			‘My daughter in exchange for every life in this city. Dark Gods demand a high price, but they are fair. Look me in the eye, Felix. Tell me that the Pious would have offered even this meagre an exchange. Tell me that and I will tell you I am sorry.’

			Unable to say it and mean it, Felix said nothing.

			Morschurle lay back and closed his eyes, crossing his arms across his chest in death’s repose.

			‘Then do not judge me.’

			Felix shook his head angrily and rose, slapping dust from his breeches. 

			‘The Dark Master’s soul is caged beneath the temple of Sigmar,’ said Morschurle, eyes fluttering open as Felix turned to leave. ‘It is the one constant in this place, the place that all roads lead. I cannot say with certainty what you will find there. Know only that Be’lakor cannot be slain. It is his curse. But maybe you can prevent his escape.’

			‘How?’ said Felix.

			Horror painted Morschurle’s features.

			‘The Master is everywhere. He is everything. He knows you are coming. And he is not afraid.’

			‘How do I stop him?’ Felix asked again, dropping to his haunches to give the man a shake, but the man had no answer.

			Morschurle was dead.
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			THE AFTERMATH

			The marble steps of the acropolis sang their praises to Golkhan’s return, the hooves of his daemon-steed sounding out like bells. The exaltation rang down the escarpment, resounding from the ramshackle bowl of his amphitheatre. From the temple’s colonnaded approach, daemonfire crackled from sconces, somehow rendering its flawless colouration black.

			Rejoice, went the unspoken cry, the Dark Master will rise.

			A bent mutant in grey livery lumbered from the temple to take Golkhan’s reins. The champion acknowledged him with a nod, then swung his leg over the daemon’s rear to dismount. He thumped its hindquarters. Respect, if not affection. 

			Squashed into the saddle of a flesh and blood stallion with one of the Anointed’s lieutenants, Morzanna remained mounted. And not by choice. The horseman’s bladed riding gauntlets enclosed her like a cage. She glared at the warriors and worshippers that turned the temple’s courtyard into a bazaar. She had been the Master’s chosen, her body moulded into his dark likeness. At what point had his eye alighted upon Golkhan? When had she become a canary in another champion’s cage?

			A black-cloaked figure appeared before Golkhan and pulled back its hood. Its eyes were dry and cold, like machined rubies. When it spoke it was with all the feeling of a reflection.

			‘Our task is done. Kill-work many creatures, but portal to shadow-paths is found-found. Master’s temple-cage is open-free.’

			Golkhan raised a fist, turning triumphantly to his men. They cheered him, as though their lord had just returned victorious from a joust. 

			‘And the relics,’ Golkhan shouted above his followers’ acclaim. ‘Are they prepared?’ 

			‘As we speak-squeak,’ answered the overseer. 

			Golkhan rounded on Morzanna, arms spread wide, and laughed. Even distorted by hell-steel, it was the truest sound she had ever heard from him. His arms flexed back, armoured fingers scraping beneath his helm’s seal. With a grunt of pain, he began to pull. 

			Morzanna watched in fascination. She knew as well as any that the gods’ gifts were not readily returned. 

			Golkhan the Anointed howled in agony as the helm wrenched from his face in rivulets of blood. The howl became a cathartic roar as he hurled the device from the acropolis, then sank into a cold laugh. He turned to Morzanna and smiled. 

			The man beneath the helm was gaunt, grey-eyed, older than Morzanna had imagined, but handsome in a severe sort of way. The flesh of his cheeks and forehead were red raw. His raven hair was crushed where the helm had sat. And she recognised him.

			‘You…’ she whispered.

			‘The End Times come,’ said Golkhan, ignoring her. ‘The pieces are ready and it is time for the pawns to move.’ He gave his mount one last clap, meeting Morzanna’s eyes with his for one fierce instant. It was a sight more terrible than any mask ever bound to the souls of daemons. 

			‘See that it is done.’

			Water lapped soullessly at the gritty shore. The burned pilings of a jetty were blackened and crisp, the tips sharpened to brittle points. It was not quite real, ephemeral as the spirits that lingered on the breeze. Rudi held his breath, layer upon layer of unease settling upon his shoulders like a weighted shroud. His gaze swept the ruin before him. The evidence of rebuilding was everywhere if a man was careful enough to look for it. Rubble had been cleared from the streets to construct new walls. The buildings themselves had been fortified with layers of rock. 

			This had been somebody’s home long after the calamity was supposed to have cleansed the city of its sins. 

			Was it possible that Sigmar had selected a handful to live on? Perhaps to earn absolution. Or maybe not all the residents of the damned city had been equal in their impiety. It was a strange and unsettling thought. But then, in this place, most were.

			The ruined burgh slumped into the river, surrounded by the remnants of a wall that looked to have been demolished brick by brick. The east wall had taken the heaviest punishment. Lumps of stone carved with gargoyles and delicate engravings lay broken and scattered over the nearby streets. They had no place there, unless hurled from above by catapult and Sigmar’s wrath. 

			The wind whistled through what remained and Rudi shivered. Somewhere within the desolation, a rock cracked against another. 

			Probably just the wind.

			‘What was this place?’

			‘Even Sigmar will miss a few fleas when His mighty hammer crushes rats. That way.’ Caul’s knife indicated the broken east wall. 

			The whispers followed them from the river as the two men picked their way through the stricken township. The rubble underfoot was fluffy with ash snow. Fog spilled from rusted embrasures, sweeping doorway to doorway and away down alleys. Rudi took a tense grip on his blade. 

			At last they arrived at the wall and, at Caul’s insistence, Rudi went first, emerging on the other side and taking shelter behind a jumble of masonry. He looked across the clearing to the thin line of houses at the far side. Mist lay upon the field of ruin like a murderous lover. It pressed itself to lumps of limestone, tightening over the arms and necks of breached breastplates. When Rudi squinted, tried to focus on what looked like a spire or a balcony on the other side, it was as though daemons manifested from the shadows until his eyes jerked back and there was nothing but mist. For a long time he stared. His heart thumped as if to remind him he still lived.

			‘I don’t think we’re alone,’ he hissed.

			‘The Damned walk here as they always will,’ Caul whispered back. His garb gave a leathern creak as he crouched down beside Rudi. ‘All who ever lived. All who ever died. Sharing this space in their own time. Aware of us only as we are of them.’ He threw his knife into the air and caught it, proceeding to toss it quietly from hand to hand. ‘In Nuln, folk still speak of the great fire and that was a thousand years ago; in Aquitaine, they whisper the name of the Red Duke, and then only in daylight.’ Caul smiled grimly, eyes unflinching green, blade blinking left to right. ‘Scars live on in a city’s memories, even as those that suffered the cut die and are replaced. This city has suffered as others dare not dream. Dark magic suffuses it – its sewers, its skies, and even the very souls of its people. Magnus came to destroy and he did. But answer me this, Hartmann.’ Caul caught the knife in his left hand, then placed it flat on the ground between them. ‘If you returned to Sigmarshafen to destroy the painted window of its cathedral with only this blade, do you think it could be done?’

			Sensing a trick, Rudi thought for a moment, then cautiously shrugged. ‘Yes. Easily.’

			Caul covered the knife with his four-fingered hand and dragged it back.

			‘You misunderstand destruction. I speak of the utter annihilation of a thing. Dark magic and violence are a foul mix that Magnus, in his faith and in his blindness, could not begin to comprehend. It was only afterwards that he realised what it was he had done.’ Caul gestured across the ruined vista. The scope of destruction hazed even as the two men watched. ‘The city, like a window, could be broken, but not destroyed. Shards remain, and we are in but one. Beside us lies another, and another, and another; powerful moments, fractured in time without end or beginning.’ 

			‘So, Felix…?’

			‘Is probably here somewhere, in the next shard or the one after, doing as we are doing.’ He picked up his knife and slowly edged from cover. ‘If it’s not too much trouble for the lesser half of Gurnisson and Jaeger.’

			‘So… are you saying we might be in a… er… other time?’

			‘Smart boy,’ Caul whispered, recovering his condescending smile. ‘I see now why you chose to flee rather than fight the Beast.’ 

			Rudi ground his teeth, making the other man’s grin all the broader. 

			Caul nodded towards the ash snow that was still falling in fits and starts. He drew deeply through his nose, as though causality was something he could smell. ‘Knowing my history, I would say it looks like Magnus has just been and gone. Would you not agree?’

			Rudi tingled at the thought that his feet might grace the same earth as Magnus the Pious. The scene of spent, but still latent, fury took on a kind of purity, the quiet of a cloister, rather than a crypt. 

			A distant crack echoed through the flowing fog and this time both men started. 

			‘Come,’ said Caul, quietly. ‘As we both know, Magnus left something alive here.’

			‘The Beast,’ whispered Rudi, sweating despite the chill of the fog, the creeping shadows more menacing than they had been before.

			Caul waved him quiet. 

			‘We don’t stop until we reach the temple.’

			An evil-looking gull tore its hooked bill through a mutant’s belly, gobbling down a lump of flesh before Gotrek startled it into flight with a sweep of his axe. The dwarf set the weapon on a ridge of rock, then planted his backside upon the mutant’s breastplate with a grunt of pleasure. If Gotrek was bothered by the blood and filth that marred his impromptu stool, then it clearly troubled him no more than the corpse it contained. Its arms and legs wiggled with morbid anima as the dwarf bent forward and shook off his first boot. He turned it upside down, releasing a trickle of brown water and an odour that belonged nowhere but the foulest marsh. Felix drew back with a scowl, but the stench concerned his companion about as much as the bodies and blood. Gotrek unplugged his second boot. The tough, hobnailed orc-hide came loose with a slurp and he set down both beside his axe. He looked over the battlefield, airing his toes, giving every indication of judging the nearby feet for a matching size.

			‘Strange company you’ve been keeping,’ Gotrek observed, nodding to the mutants in their battered armour that staggered through the ruins in a daze. Some were already at work stripping the corpses, but most just blinked up at the sky, as if to burn the memory of such destruction from their eyes. He turned back to Felix with a crooked smirk. ‘But a decent scrap, nonetheless. I envy you, manling. I wouldn’t have minded a crack at that champion myself.’

			Felix growled, staring across the field of slaughter towards Die Körnung. These were people that lay dead around them. Families. He said nothing because he knew Gotrek would not care. Suppressing his anger made his next question harsher than he had intended. 

			‘Where have you been anyway?’

			The brow above Gotrek’s one good eye arched. ‘If you wish someone to follow your every footstep then I suggest you find yourself a rememberer of your own.’

			‘I suppose I should count myself fortunate you came looking for me at all. With the Beast slain you might have just walked back to Osterwald.’

			Gotrek chuckled, making the body beneath him jerk. Sarcasm appealed to the Slayer’s bleak sense of humour. 

			‘Actually, I was looking for the creature’s body when I found these two.’ The dwarf jerked a thumb towards the two flagellants. They strayed amongst the mutants, muttering, clenching and unclenching their fists, regarding their surrounds with a dazed distaste. ‘Wandering like chickens and ankle deep in the river, not that they noticed. They were like those mindless we saw on the other side, only not quite, raving on about holy war and some long march from Praag.’ Peeling bluish blood off his knuckles under his teeth, Gotrek shuffled around on his breastplate to watch them. ‘Shame the witless oafs keep calling me Thangrek.’

			‘Who’s Thangrek?’

			‘Grimnir’s hairy arse if I know. It’s not as if they had the sturdiest minds to begin with.’

			The earless flagellant that Felix recalled as Friedrich, stood looking up at the pink sky, calling a name over and over, but Felix could not make it out above the cawing gulls. Felix saw patches of darkness split from the ruins they hid beneath to move within the fog. It could have been the dancing lights of the aurora, but Felix suspected otherwise. He saw one such shadow occupy the same spot as Friedrich, the man’s voice moment­arily twinned to another’s before the darkness passed and the penitent clearly stood alone.

			‘Do you see any of this?’ Felix whispered. ‘Tell me it’s not just me.’

			Gotrek frowned, looking to the burning sky and then back across the corpse-strewn clearing. ‘I don’t think you’re losing your mind if that’s what ails you.’ He rapped his axe with his bare, hairy toes. The runes glowered a dim red. ‘You’re soft, manling, but you’re not mad. There’s something foul afoot here.’

			Felix let out an overly dramatic sigh. ‘Thank you, I suppose.’

			‘You’re welcome,’ Gotrek replied with a grin.

			Felix’s eyes narrowed. The broken walls of Die Körnung wavered even as he watched. It was not fog or settling rubble. It was more than that.

			‘When I look at something, it’s as if I’m seeing it from different eyes, all at once. It’s like–’ he hesitated, uncertain how to continue. Gotrek regarded him, patient as a cliff face. ‘Do you realise where we are? Or when, I should say.’

			‘Aye,’ said Gotrek with a slight nod. ‘Two hundred years past, give or take a day or two.’

			Felix gaped, stunned that Gotrek could say something so implausible as if commenting on inclement weather. 

			‘A dwarf always knows where he’s about, manling. And besides,’ Gotrek directed an ugly glare towards the sky. Pink fire ignited and flared back in waves. Suffering in malignant silence, Morrslieb glowered an ugly green. ‘Chaos moon’s as big as a troll’s backside. It’s not passed so near since the end of the Great War. Two hundred years past, give or take a day or two.’

			‘How is it even possible?’

			‘You recall Karag Dum?’ Gotrek flexed his toes, studying him archly. ‘Chaos twists time as hard as it does earth and flesh. Trying to understand it is as likely to melt your eyeballs as do anyone any good, so I suggest you just accept it.’

			‘Accept it?’ Felix spluttered. He did not know what he had expected from his companion. Panic? Helpless rage? But Gotrek faced change in the time-honoured tradition of the dwarfs – ignoring it and waiting stubbornly for it to pass. Felix resisted the impulse to try and strangle him. 

			‘Put your boots back on. We’re not done yet.’

			‘Not that I’m complaining, but that’s uncharacteristically keen.’ Gotrek leaned closer and looked into his eye. ‘You’ve not had one of those…’ he waved his meaty fist vaguely, ‘things in you have you?’

			‘I wish people would stop implying that.’ 

			With a sigh, Felix located an armoured corpse of his own and sat. Metal creaked like his own joints as his weight spread. He kicked aside a length of spider-leg and then, wearily massaging his aching temples, related to Gotrek all he had learned of the Dark Master, Be’lakor, and of the curse that afflicted this city. 

			The dwarf listened with an eager intent. When Felix had finished, Gotrek wore a grin as wide as the Reik and was hurriedly fastening his boots.

			‘So there’s some truth to that fanciful talk of a daemon that cannot be slain.’

			Felix nodded grimly, spreading his arms in not-entirely-mock surrender. ‘One whose plan all along has been to lure people to its city. And here we are, like rats to its bait.’

			Gotrek gave a sideways leer, pulling his bootlace tight. ‘Sometimes rats bite.’

			‘The two of us against a Chaos warrior, a sorceress, their army and then, in case that’s not enough for you, their daemon lord? As plans go, I think that even we’ve had better.’

			‘Even Sigmar did not fight the hordes of Chaos alone.’ 

			Gotrek craned his neck to look around Felix’s shoulder. Felix swivelled around. 

			Nikolaus walked across the ruins towards them. He was sopping wet and the discolouration of his bruises was beginning to blend with his tattoos. A gull disturbed from its feast flapped at his head, but he did not notice. His eyes were distant and, though he spoke, he gave no indication that he knew who it was that listened. Mori shuffled quietly behind him, empty-handed and similarly bedraggled. Fright not yet departed made the girl’s eyes a vivid, sparkling purple. The depth of colour changed as he watched. It was striking. And somehow familiar. 

			Boots tied, Gotrek collected his axe, his one eye focusing as he screwed its chain to his bracer and muttered into his beard. ‘Sigmar didn’t want for a mighty doom.’

			Felix lifted his leg and twisted so he rode his corpse side-saddle. He nodded to Nikolaus, but got no response.

			‘The temple of Sigmar is no place for a child.’

			‘His grey fortress is for all,’ Nikolaus mumbled, picking at the scabs on his chest as he rocked on his heels. ‘Young and old and men of all lands. The white lady will forgive me there. Only the sinful will break upon its walls.’

			Felix’s mouth framed the words. 

			White lady?

			Felix looked at Mori again. He could not believe he had not seen it before. 

			Time was broken here. She could be young and old. She was the sorceress he had seen at Golkhan’s side, the visitor to his and other men’s dreams. His regard made the girl clutch even more firmly to the back of Nikolaus’s thigh. So sweet a child. What horror had driven her to the path she was predestined to take? Her father had been right. Dark Gods demanded a high price. But they were fair.

			He wondered if he should do something, but the idea of what he might have to do sickened him. The thought of what Gotrek, or even Nikolaus in his right mind, would do if he knew offended him even more. As if sensing the course of his thoughts, the girl let go of Nikolaus’s leg and ran back for the ruin of her home. Nikolaus wept though he clearly had no idea why and did not turn.

			Gotrek grunted, a familiar refrain to the weaknesses of men, and stood, planting his hands behind his hips and bending backwards until his spine clicked. He levered upwards and limbered his axe arm with a sweep through the fog.

			‘Are we moving then or not? Before even I grow old and the Pious finally decides to show up and burn this place down.’

			Felix sighed, checked his sword was secure in its scabbard, and spared a last look to the now-orphaned child. There, at least, was one thing in their favour.

			‘I doubt that Magnus will be coming.’

			Konrad Seitz awoke with a thundering heart. He sat bolt upright, sheets crumpled and strewn over the wide foot of his bed, his linen nightshirt clinging to his chest with sweat. Stiffly, as if the limb that grasped it belonged to another man, he lowered his sword to the bed. He stared at the blade, his body still living the nightmare they had shared. 

			With a breath of cold morning air, the beat of drums and marching columns that had filled his dreams faded into the drumming of rain against his sill. Through the window, high in the baron’s stone manse, Sigmars­hafen emerged into a new dawn of fog and misery. Konrad recovered his sword. It shone with a dull lustre in the beclouded sun.

			When would it all end?

			A clamour of mailed boots rang from the grounds immediately beneath Konrad’s window, followed by urgent shouts from the hall. Still unsettled, Konrad swung from his bed and arranged his sheets into an order more befitting a captain just as the first of several fists hammered at his door.

			‘Yes!’ Konrad snarled. ‘Bloody Sigmar, come in.’

			The door swung inward to disgorge three grey-cloaked militiamen. They were dripping wet, breathless from an uphill sprint from the township to the fort. They must have been freezing, but pride would not let them shiver. Their familiar faces and the black bands at their biceps marked them as Konrad’s own feverishly loyal moralpolizei.

			‘Captain,’ said one, cold frosting his wiry beard. ‘The pens have been broken, and the gate breached in the night.’

			‘An attack?’ Konrad hissed.

			‘No, from within,’ said another. ‘The dwarf and his man are gone. And they have taken Hartmann. Two of our men were found dead in the inn where they were staying.’

			‘Two of mine? What were they…?’ 

			Konrad shook his head violently, stalking to the window and the blanched offering it beheld. The City of the Damned festered in the distant fog, like a bruise on the earth’s dead flesh.

			Remnants of the nightmare stirred his blood, imbuing the bone-white sink of misery with glory, terror, all the trappings of a righteous war. He was not even sure that it had truly been a nightmare. It felt so vivid even now, like a vision. Like a memory. He could still taste the blood, feel the warmth in his breast as the hideous get of Chaos were slaughtered like animals, the purging fires raging from horizon to horizon. The acclaim of his peasant army rang in his ears, the humble soldier who would be Emperor. It did not matter that it was not his name the memories sang. He would do just as much and more, and this time he would finish it. In Götz von Kuber’s name.

			He would burn out the Dark Master.

			‘Empty the town,’ he growled, voice hoarse from a night spent bellowing orders to his dreams, visions of dark lords and their white ladies triumphant in his mind. ‘Every child old enough to walk. Every woman strong enough to carry a blade. 

			‘We march on the City of the Damned.’
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			TWISTED

			Felix walked stiffly along the deserted highway, sword low, muscles tired. The buildings either side stood tall and thin, shrouded in black like priests at a funeral. They were well back from the roadside, withdrawn behind walled gardens, twisted hedgerows, and weed-choked lanes. Apart, yet somehow close, and with every breath Felix took contriving to edge closer still. It was as if space were being constricted, gaps being closed. The air twinkled with malevolence. The city around grew dark, adopting a strange hyper-solidity as reality upon reality shivered into place, one atop another atop another, until every brick and stone was an amalgam of an infinite number of near identical others. No wonder everything was closing in. 

			There was not the space in one world to fit it all.

			How long had they been walking? It felt like hours.

			The road ahead seemed to twist as he watched, yawing side to side like a ship at sea. There was a lurch of nausea and he threw his gaze to the weed-choked slabs beneath his feet. He was thankful he had not eaten since Sigmarshafen. 

			But the worst part was the voices.

			They were whispered and indistinct and, like the walls, inter-tangled with many times a thousand others. It was garbled madness hiding under the illusion of words. And it was slowly driving Felix mad.

			‘Are you sure this is the path?’ 

			Felix’s voice trembled as much as his hands. It was impossible to believe that a force of hundreds had just fled this way. 

			‘Aye,’ Gotrek grunted without turning from the narrowing, never-ending path. ‘You can see where these weeds have been recently trodden.’

			Felix examined the weeds. He could see where they had been crushed under marching feet, where they were thick, where they were burned to brittle crisps. He could see where there were no weeds. 

			And the temple of Sigmar drew no nearer. 

			Every so often, Felix caught a clear view of the acropolis through breaks in the ruined buildings. Always ahead although, despite their path remaining straight, sometimes a shade to the right or to the left. Despite his best efforts his eyes were drawn to it. Streams of cloud ­circled its pinnacle, as if they too were slave to its might. That sky was the ­reason he had tried so hard to avoid looking at the temple. And it was the continual punishment for his weakness of will. It juddered like a stalled machine, the pink aurora that had troubled him so nothing but a facet of a vast continuum, every instant of which sought its place in the ­heavens. As well as pink, the sky was alternately and simultaneously blue, and black, and steely grey. Moons of every size and phase filled it. And across it all, blazing in an arc of golden majesty before bleeding to a violent crimson over the western sky, was the sun. Felix tried to make out an individual source of light but could not. A thousand suns shone from a thousand different times. 

			And still Felix felt cold.

			Leaving Gotrek to forge ahead, he glanced back the way they had come.

			The road behind them bent in what would have been a sickening contortion had it been performed by a worm, much less by brick and stone. It was endless ruin, a maddening allegory for the city’s damnation. The horizon twisted to a point infinitely compressed and indefinably wide. It roiled, inconstant, a degree too high in the sky. It was enough for Felix to question the plausibility of his own existence. 

			What was any man in a place where time and dimension meant nothing?

			The three flagellants taking up the rear seemed of a one with the madness that surrounded them. Their eyes wandered with independent wills, their faces slack and lathered with perspiration, muttering to the voices as they stumbled on. Their words were gibberish, sentences changing halfway through as whatever madness gripped them at that moment passed over their mind to another.

			‘Sigmar, hammer of man. Sigmar, hammer of man…’

			Nikolaus muttered, over and over. The prophet seemed relatively coherent, or at least more constant. Every so often he would pause in his chant, stare into the shadows and rub his face in confusion before beginning afresh. 

			‘Sigmar, hammer of man.’

			Felix looked away, hugging his sword arm to his chest for warmth. He heard the voices too, though he struggled to shut them out. The feeling that Rudi walked beside him was so powerful that he was surprised to turn around and see nothing but mist in vaguely human form. He shuddered.

			It was like being haunted.

			Rudi eyed the ground as he walked. It crunched where he trod. It was a strange sound. Not at all like brick or stone. And it was uneven, lumpy beneath his thin soles and brittle like chalk. 

			‘I find it hard to believe you are descended from the warrior-pilgrims of the Pious,’ came the voice of Caul Schlanger, out of sight but not of hearing a couple of paces ahead.

			‘I am,’ Rudi whispered, angered and yet strangely not. 

			His body felt too far away to be reached by anger. His ancestors had been peasant warriors, uprooted by the Pious’s crusade and settling in Ostermark when it was won. He felt them around him, those forefathers that had fought to cleanse the City of the Damned. There were others too, his mother, his grandparents, folk of the moors, their remains again uprooted and brought here. They welcomed him. 

			As though he had returned home

			‘A recent arrival perhaps,’ Caul went on. ‘A dung-gatherer’s son fled the greenskin siege of Osterwald?’

			At last, anger smouldered through the fog that separated himself from his body. He looked up, saw Caul’s green eyes pass over him as if he were rotten.

			‘I am of the blood of the Pious.’

			‘Then act like you feel it. This will only get worse as we get nearer.’

			Rudi shivered and looked to the horizon ahead. And gasped.

			They stood upon a field of bones. 

			Rudi turned, shattering a rib to powder. Bones and fog as far as the eye could pierce. A dark wind glittered with a cruel will, making bones creak and the two men’s cloaks snap. He heard voices in it. All of a sudden, Rudi began to shake.

			‘What happened to the road?’ 

			Caul shrugged and continued on his way. Head spinning, Rudi stumbled after, shuddering with the snap and crunch that each step brought. 

			‘I see people I know,’ Rudi murmured. ‘I think Sigmar meant me to come here. To find them.’

			‘There are thousands here,’ said Caul. The man’s calm was jarring, as if it was him, rather than the field of death, that had no place in this world. ‘Tens of thousands. They came for warpstone and riches and now they are all damned. It stands to reason you would recognise one or two. That they would recognise you.’

			‘Can they not be saved?’ 

			Caul shrugged again and walked on.

			‘You know a lot, Herr Schlanger, can’t you tell me that?’

			‘I know all I could learn. Gotz was not my only master. When I was young I was adopted by a vigilant brotherhood, and placed in his service to watch the City of the Damned.’

			‘Truthfully?’ 

			Caul did not turn, but Rudi saw a smile shape his jaw. ‘Truth is the chain by which fate makes each of us her whore.’ A gust of wind took Caul’s cloak and he turned into it, calming the snapping wool under one four-fingered hand. ‘When men accept that things are as they must be, then Chaos will always thrive. Remember that and that only, and you may yet prove yourself a son of Ostermark.’

			Rudi nodded, trying to remember what Nikolaus had said about Sigmar being within every man, whoever that man was and wherever he found himself. It was difficult to imagine that his god could reach him in a place such as this, but he prayed all the same. He prayed for the chance to do his pious ancestors proud, for the strength to find Baron von Kuber, slay the Beast, and free the souls of the Damned. It was a lot to ask, but he was a man of Ostermark and he would see his country cleansed. He prayed that Felix and Nikolaus were alive.

			And, almost as an afterthought, he prayed for his own life.

			For what seemed like forever, Felix walked, passing one benighted ruin after another until they blended into a continuous smear. Hours passed. The band of sunlight throbbed but never shifted. The sky fluxed with a constant change that told him nothing. 

			And still the temple drew no nearer. 

			‘Stop dragging your feet,’ Gotrek growled. 

			Even the dwarf had lowered his voice, his scarred face, while not afraid, was nevertheless taut with worry. His axe glowered red, but the ruddy glare did not travel far, lost to the cracks between dimensions long before it could alight upon Gotrek’s face. The sight of those ancient runes glowing dully within the confines of their starmetal cells was the single most terrifying sight of all.

			‘It didn’t look this far when we started.’

			‘We’re not lost if that’s what you’re getting at.’ With a scowl, Gotrek glared back at the flagellants who muttered and raved, inconsistent in voice as the wind through the husks of the Damned. 

			‘I thought that you liked them,’ said Felix, one hand splayed across his collar. His throat felt like the street looked. It was closing, sinking into his belly.

			‘They disappoint me as men so often do.’

			‘It’s not their fault,’ Felix murmured. ‘It’s this place.’

			‘Then why hasn’t it affected you?’

			Felix swallowed with an effort. The shadows were closing, the voices getting louder. The road ahead stretched out, screwing up to an infinite horizon. 

			‘What makes you think it hasn’t?’

			Felix unclawed his hand from his throat. Shadows overlay it like a second skin. Without even realising that he fell, he felt Gotrek catch him in one arm. The dwarf smelled earthy and raw, real, his sheer rigidity a barrier behind which a man might shelter. Gotrek held him steady. 

			‘Can you go on?’

			Felix found it within him to laugh. Even to him it rang false. ‘I don’t see Brüder Nikolaus composing that epic.’

			‘I suppose I can’t leave you behind then,’ Gotrek reasoned, apparently in all seriousness. 

			‘Trust in Sigmar…’ Nikolaus mumbled, lifting his tattooed arm to point at something over Gotrek’s shoulder. ‘Acknowledge him and see your paths made straight.’

			‘Helpful,’ Gotrek grunted, but turned all the same. For a moment he was silent. ‘You seeing this, manling?’

			Felix shook his head, keeping his face down. ‘Whatever it is I’d rather not see, if it’s all the same to you.’

			‘You’re wetter than a wood elf sometimes,’ Gotrek growled. ‘If I didn’t think you’d want to see this, then I wouldn’t have wasted my breath.’

			Felix looked up, over his companion’s shoulder. 

			Disorientation warred with disbelief, dragging him between them into a miasma of horror. They had been following the road for hours. They had never turned.

			This was impossible.

			And yet the five them were standing within an enormous amphitheatre. The arena was dusty and flat. There was blood in it, the sand broken by strips of gristle and bone that nodded like flayed rats in the focused howl of the wind. Felix spun around. The street was gone. Instead, stepped terraces of blotched, veined stone rose on three sides into a confusion of wood, as though the upper levels were fused from the workings of a mad bird and a giant spider. 

			‘Aye,’ said Gotrek, planting his hands on his hips to glare out across the fog-sated belly of the arena. ‘That was about what I was thinking.’

			The plain of bone wavered at the edges, as though hazed by a heat Rudi did not feel. Figures drifted through the fog. Their voices reminded him of men he once knew. 

			Caul stopped walking abruptly, raising a hand in warning. Rudi stumbled into his back and stopped. It was becoming difficult to concentrate. There were too many voices, too many memories. Caul drew a knife into each hand and crunched forwards. After a few paces, he crouched amongst the jutting bones, like a reptile stalking through tall reeds. The shadowy figures were familiar, yet remote, seen through the gauze of a burial shroud. He struggled to understand their voices, moved to quiet tears by the ­garbled nonsense.

			Caul tossed one of his knives into the air, caught it by the blade, and gauged the distance. 

			A blistering wind loaded with sand and chips of bone pattered against Felix’s mail. He felt it scratch his face as he turned on the spot, gaze tracking upwards to the tangled mess of wooden spars that sprouted from the upper tiers of the amphitheatre. It was deserted as only a structure meant for thousands could be. Balefire torches clawed at the wind, sending shadows to run and hide amongst silent stone terraces. 

			‘Did you not say all roads would lead to the temple?’ said Gotrek. 

			The runes of the Slayer’s axe glowered balefully in the dust storm swept up from the arena, his stiff crest buffeted this way and that.

			Felix nodded dumbly, squinting into the full strength of the wind that drove through the frame of timber and stone that made the amphi­theatre’s open side. And through it, he saw the acropolis. Like a bitumen shard its jagged edges rose from the ash and fog that clung to its base. Steps cut into the sheer sides followed its climb towards the marble-paved court at its summit. And there, so white amidst the ash and ruin that it glowed like Mannslieb against a black sky, was the temple of Sigmar. 

			Where all roads lead. 

			Unbidden, an instant of true faith flared within his breast. It was like nothing he had experienced, like a pure fire burned his heart clean. From those pristine walls there seeped a sickness and, inconstant as his faith was, it disgusted him. Every occasion that he had called to Sigmar for strength, to Shallya for protection, to Ulric for mild winters, he remembered in that moment. He was at once uplifted and appalled.

			Be’lakor was a daemon that recognised no god. It was empty.

			It was godless.

			He stared, breath held lest the touch of the divine flee his chest on exhaled wind, the dust blowing across shapes that appeared almost human. Felix’s heart fluttered. He spared them a glance but no more, he had seen shades aplenty this day. It was Gotrek that rapped his arm with an open fist, grunted in the spectres’ direction and readied his axe. Felix slid behind the Slayer’s back with a habitual ease. What devilry did the Dark Master send now?

			Man and dwarf watched, hands tight to their weapons as the apparitions drew nearer. They emerged from the dust, close enough to see a face. Felix’s eyes widened, sword lowering. Gotrek held his axe firm.

			‘Schlanger!’ Felix laughed, unable to staunch the flood of relief that was making his chest shake as if with mirth. He rammed his sword into its ­scabbard. ‘What are you doing here?’

			The man gave a bewildered cough, looking around as though the innards of an arena were the last place he expected to find himself. In his hand was a knife, which he self-consciously slid back into his baldric. He coughed again, shielded his mouth from the dust with a handful of his cloak, offered Felix a terse nod as though passing an acquaintance in the street, hissed ‘Jaeger’, and turned his back so as to regard the temple.

			Laughter fading fast, Felix turned to Gotrek who met his look and shrugged, lowering his axe if only a fraction.

			‘Some men are born pains in the arse.’ 

			The second shadow, forgotten in Felix’s initial surprise, stumbled into view.

			It was Rudi. Felix shook his head in disbelief and ran to greet him. At the last moment, he checked his stride. There was something wrong. The man’s brow was damp, his eyes unsteady, his face shadowed. It took him a few seconds but he noticed Felix’s presence, acknowledging it with an uncertain smile.

			‘Rudi,’ Felix breathed.

			‘Yes and no,’ Caul answered him, turning back around. With the four fingers of his left hand he pointed out Rudi and, muttering softly, the flagel­lants. ‘The pious fall first to the calls of the Damned. I don’t know why. Maybe their minds welcome the intrusion of another.’

			Rudi muttered something under his breath and started fumbling with the clasp of his cloak. Felix stepped back from him, rubbing his own temples, as though the reminder of the malady was sufficient to bring on its symptoms.

			‘I always knew you were a fraud, Schlanger. Have you ever been inside a temple?’

			‘Oh, I feel it. The wheel of time turns but here, at its hub, all things stay the same. The Damned are drawn here as we are. That is why it gets worse.’

			‘You know a lot,’ said Gotrek. ‘Considering.’ 

			‘I know my history,’ Caul answered, offering the grimmest smile, then mocked a courtly bow. ‘And in my youth was one apprenticed to a magister of the Gold College.’

			Felix groaned, swept up a hand to cut the man off. 

			‘I still recall a cantrip or two,’ Caul concluded with a smirk.

			‘I wish Konrad had just killed me in my sleep,’ Felix muttered. ‘It would have spared me this.’

			‘Konrad is a virtuous man,’ said Caul.

			‘Yes, I think I saw his virtue come for me with a knife in the dark.’

			‘Konrad holds men to nobler standards.’ Caul chuckled briefly, then shuddered in a sudden cold that all six men felt. Gotrek merely stood with arms crossed over his bare chest and glowered. ‘It is no discredit to him that all men cannot meet them.’

			Felix turned his face to the temple. He was cold, he was hungry, he had been beaten half to hell. He vented an exasperated sigh.

			‘What are you–’ He spun back, finger raised to Caul as though it was a knife. ‘You! You sent those men to kill us that night in Sigmarshafen.’

			The man greeted the accusation with a grin, only for a tattooed ham of a fist to close over his elbow and wipe that smirk from his face.

			‘Did you put something in my ale?’

			‘No, I put something in my ale.’ Caul struggled against the dwarf’s grip but abandoned the effort as pointless. ‘Maybe this will teach you not to steal.’

			‘I’ve a lesson coming for you as well, manling. You think a handful of cut-throats and a mug of tainted grog will fell me?’

			‘Of course not,’ Caul laughed. ‘If they could then you were not what I needed and I would not have mourned you. But as it was, I needed you in the City of the Damned before Konrad’s… virtues bettered him at last.’

			Gotrek shoved the man off with a snarl. ‘Tell me why I shouldn’t kill you.’ The dwarf patted the haft of his axe against his meaty palm. The chain jangled against his bracer. ‘Maybe I’ll consider it.’

			Caul spread his palms in peace. His gaunt features betrayed no fear, but Felix suspected there was nothing about the man that was true.

			‘I am here for von Kuber. And to prevent a daemon’s rise. That should be reason enough.’

			Gotrek leered, his axe twitching for the man’s neck, but pulled back at the last with an angry snort.

			‘Well come on then. Show me this daemon I’ve heard so much about. This city’s a haunted bloody deathtrap and even I grow sick of it.’

			Felix could not help a wry smile. He flinched at a touch on his neck, jerking around to find Rudi laying his cloak across his shoulders. The Sudenland wool was ragged, singed, and with a few more blood stains even than it had had before. Felix proceeded to fasten the collar ties. He felt a little more himself just for wearing it. He smiled thanks, but Rudi had already turned his back, shuffling through the dust towards the temple. 

			On second viewing, the temple did not appear nearly so unmarred. Its walls were dusted with dirt and mould, more grey than white, slumped under the weight of ash on its tiled roof like an arch-lector under his robes of investiture. It summoned no fire to Felix’s heart.

			‘Sigmar and those that serve him created this,’ he murmured. ‘And Sigmar was once a man like us. Does that make him less than powers like Be’lakor?’

			Gotrek shoved past Caul Schlanger until he was at Felix’s side, hands on his hip before the temple of Sigmar. ‘You’re speaking to a dwarf, manling. Our gods lived, wed, drank, and aye, they died.’ A thick digit like an Averland bockwurst scored the line of blue tattoos from his eye patch, down his cheek, to his dyed and crusted beard. ‘Grimnir didn’t take these with a mind to a long and happy life.’

			Felix stole a deep breath. The temple beckoned but, despite Gotrek’s words, the presence of Sigmar was well distant, his aegis unfelt. In his heart, Felix knew.

			It had not been the god of men that had spared this place.

			Overcome by emptiness and regret, Morzanna’s spirit re-united with her body. Nerves fired, expecting cold winds and drizzle, and finding instead the harsh glare of balefire. The temple was oddly quiet and it took her a moment to rationalise the change. The acropolis was empty, the amphitheatre deserted. 

			It was as if the End Times had passed and left her behind.

			The sudden beating of her heart was a ready reminder that she was not too lost to humanity to fear. She knew what it meant to be alone. The power of fire, of death, had taught her well the true face of suffering. Nothing survived forever; not unchanged.

			Vividly, she remembered her black world after Magnus had come, when nothing stalked the ash but loneliness. The visions brought by second sight had been as close to contact as she could grasp. She could not remember now how many years had passed before she learned the consequences of her farseeing; dark magic crystallising from the contrail of her spirit self, raining like pollen to seed the subconscious mind with nightmares. Nor could she recall how, exactly, she had come to master the ability to manipulate how and in what form those seeds would flourish. The ability to share her thoughts through the dreams of another. After so many years alone, it had been glorious. 

			‘Do all follow-come?’

			The flat voice startled her, a clawed paw settling upon her shoulder. The skaven overseer regarded her without emotion or recognition. Morzanna covered the ratman’s gnarled hand in hers. Even in the darkest days, she had not been truly alone. And even as the disfigured Beast had shunned her, had hidden from all the monster it had become, in its way it had been as lonely as her.

			‘Then come-quick,’ the rat insisted, drawing back on her arm. She gasped as its claws burrowed between her fingers to clasp her hand in its paw.

			Morzanna smiled and let it lead her.

			‘You have served well, Hurrlk. We have all earned our rest.’
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			THE TEMPLE OF SIGMAR

			The arch of sunlight throbbed against the sky like a vein. An intermittent drizzle came and went, dappling the marble steps of the acropolis. But always there was the wind. Felix’s hair and cloak thrashed, as if even they wished to climb no higher. He tried to ignore the elements, and it was not hard. His mind was numb from the legions of voices. They grew louder as he scaled the steps of the acropolis. 

			Halfway up, the amphitheatre spread vast before them like a gaping maw, Rudi cried out, weeping as if seeing a loved one in pain. He started towards them. Felix grabbed him before he could throw himself onto the escarpment.

			‘They died,’ Rudi yelled, fighting against Felix’s arm. ‘The Beast took them in the Totenwald. I saw them die and I see them.’

			Felix and Caul shared a glance. They both felt it.

			‘It’s getting worse,’ said Caul. ‘It will get worse still.’

			‘Wonderful,’ said Felix, shepherding the boy towards Nikolaus who seemed to be a calming influence on the others. 

			The flagellants stumbled ahead. The wind whipped at their sackcloth, throwing their knotted belts like censers. Felix’s calves ached like something Shallya had forgotten. But he could see the top. Growling a hymn to fortify his mind against the voices, he soldiered on. He only recalled the chorus, but there were only a handful more steps. 

			Gotrek, his dwarfish stamina indefatigable, met them at the summit. He stood upon a courtyard of lustrous white marble. The stone was pigeon-coloured, swept clean but stained with dirt. Ash had sunk into the joins. All manner of rubble had been piled up around the sides of the courtyard, like some mountaintop rockery.

			The dwarf’s one good eye was bloodshot from the constant buffeting of ash and the glittering warpstone on the wind. His beard pressed to his mouth to strain the air, he turned to Felix. ‘Something’s shifting beneath us. I can feel it in the stones.’

			 Felix covered his face with a bundle of cloak and moved to join his companion. Caul was moving towards the temple’s colonnaded frontage. His eyes darted above the rumpled grey wool he had pressed to his mouth. Rudi and the flagellants had been herded towards the centre of the courtyard. Too mindless to know better, they choked on ash between their crazed utterances. Their cheeks were stained crimson where their eyes bled.

			‘What’s this?’ Gotrek muttered, attention drawn by a rectangular panel of marble entablature recessed beneath the decorative cornices above the columns. The principle motif was of a comet, but it was circumscribed by the angular engravings of a runic script. 

			‘We haven’t the time for this,’ said Caul, making a futile effort to usher Gotrek from his find.

			‘Shift your hand or I’ll shift it for you,’ said Gotrek without removing his eyes from the engraved script. 

			Wisely, Caul removed his hand.

			‘For once I agree, Gotrek,’ said Felix. ‘We should move while we still can.’

			Without answering, the dwarf looked around, found a hunk of rock as long as he was broad, and wrapped his arms around it. Baring his teeth, he strained, slowly dragging the stone backwards until, in an astounding feat of strength, he tilted the thing up, letting it teeter until, with a shove in the right direction, it crashed into one of the pillars. 

			Caul’s cloak dropped away from his gaping mouth. 

			Still not offering an explanation, Gotrek proceeded to clamber up the impromptu ramp towards the cornice. There, he licked his thumb, reached up on tiptoes, and wiped a layer of dust from the marble frieze. 

			‘Is it dwarfish?’ Felix asked.

			‘Aye,’ Gotrek nodded, cleaning his thumb under his armpit. He lay his fingers to the frieze, shifting them slowly left to right, left to right, as though by touch reading words upon a page. ‘Little wonder this structure endured while the human-built rubbish around it crumbled.’

			‘Gotrek, Can you please hurry this–’

			‘Shhh!’

			A sudden drizzle spattered against Felix’s face. It was the harsh, vivid chill of the Ostermark Moors. 

			‘Gotrek?’

			‘Here we go.’ Gotrek cleared his throat, then read aloud. ‘And on the sixth day of the two hundred and thirty-ninth year after the crowning of Sigmar, was this temple completed in his name. This last stone is laid by Hadri Greyback, master stonesmith of Zhufbar. May it endure as long as the mountain from which it was hewn, in honourable service to the dwarf-friends of…’ 

			His finger held over some runic inscription at the frieze’s bottom. Felix held his breath. Caul watched with one hand buried beneath his cloak; possibly for warmth, but suspiciously close to his belt of knives.

			‘Of where?’ said Felix, after the silence had become untenable. He glanced warily towards Caul. He needed to know. ‘What city is this?’

			In silence, Gotrek climbed back down. He looked first to Caul, then back to that last runic mark.

			‘Mordheim,’ said Gotrek. ‘This place was called Mordheim.’

			The mention of that name gave Felix a shudder. He tried it in his own mouth, uncertain where he had heard it. It was not a name commonly known, even amongst those who made it their business to learn that which was uncommon. And then Felix remembered where he had come across it. The books of Doktor Drexler, in Nuln. At the time he had thought it apocryphal. In its descriptions of comets directed by the hand of Sigmar, of warbands of every race converging to battle for the city’s scraps, of the exploitation of its dark power by daemon princes to manifest human form and wreak terror, it had seemed wholly fanciful. The clues had been here for him to see. He should have put them together before now.

			‘Mordheim,’ Caul scowled. ‘The City of the Damned. Trust a dwarf to be unable to keep a secret.’

			Gotrek bristled at the implication. ‘This place was no secret. Your people forgot, as you always do.’ One meaty fist thumped his chest. The arm was grazed red from dragging the massive stone, but its strength was undiminished. ‘We remembered and knew well enough to keep away.’

			‘Forgotten, indeed, and rightfully so. If we could have purged every record from your books of grudges we would have done that too. Albrecht von Kuber made emissary to King Barundin of Zhufbar to that effect, but was given short shrift.’

			To Felix’s surprise, Gotrek burst into roaring laughter.

			‘Aye! I’d wager.’

			Caul positioned himself beneath the architrave at the temple’s entrance, pulling a long knife from his baldric. ‘So now you know. Know also that Albrecht’s diaries make it clear that the daemon prince Be’lakor must not be slain, that doing so could free it to return to the Wastes, to enact its purpose as bringer of the End Times.’

			‘And anyway,’ Felix cut in. ‘I was told that it can’t be killed, that it has no body.’

			Gotrek chuckled, clearing his beard from his nose to take a hearty draw of the tainted air, which he promptly spluttered back up. ‘Such foulness as I’ve not tasted since our voyage to the Wastes. A daemon could be solid here if it chose to be.’ Gotrek flourished his axe with a manic grin. ‘It’s freedom it wants, and I’ve got freedom for it right here.’

			‘You’d risk the end of the world for your own impish honour?’ Caul spat the final word as though it tasted bitter.

			‘Better hope it kills me first then, hadn’t you.’

			‘In Sigmar’s name, I’ll kill you both!’ Felix screamed.

			His eyes were trembling, the sky turning cartwheels, and a strange darkness was thundering towards him under the architrave. 

			There was a snort, the clatter of hooves bearing down, and before Felix could shout a warning, the daemonic mount of Golkhan the Anointed burst from the temple. Felix saw dark eyes flash with hunger within the deep sockets of its champron. Caul was dashed aside, the man’s lissom frame thrown from the daemon’s hell-steel barding. It threw its mane and, ignoring Felix entirely, snapped its jaw for Gotrek’s face.

			The Slayer screwed back with a curse, twisting his axe to swat the ­daemon’s muzzle aside, only for the creature to rear, flailing its fore hooves and batting the axe down. Gotrek drew back, switching his axe from right to left and shaking out his ringing hand. Felix charged, Karaghul thrust underarm like a spear for the creature’s throat. Six legs rattled like a spider’s and the daemon’s hindquarters swung around, smacking Felix onto his back and sending his sword skimming across the courtyard. 

			With an exultant snort, the daemon kicked at Gotrek with its hind legs. The dwarf ducked, spinning underneath to come level with the creature’s formidably armoured broadside. He lifted his axe high in both hands, bunched the muscles of his shoulders and gave a mighty roar as he sliced clean through the daemon’s neck. The daemon’s head thumped to the flagstones. Its torso wavered upright for a fraction of a second before that too yawned backwards, crashed into a marble column and slid down. 

			Gotrek clapped dark blood theatrically from his palms, then turned on the recumbent form of Caul Schlanger. 

			‘I forget what it was you were saying.’

			Caul grimaced, but thought better of picking up the argument where they had left off.

			Recollecting his sword, Felix gently stabbed the daemon’s unarmoured belly. With daemons, it was impossible to be too careful.

			‘This was the mount of the daemon’s champion. I saw him ride it.’

			‘A gift from his dark master, no doubt,’ said Gotrek.

			‘If he left it behind then my guess is he went somewhere it couldn’t follow?’

			Gotrek grinned. ‘Below my feet, I tell you.’ He started inside, calling over his shoulder as he passed under the architrave. ‘Look for a low door. A tight stairwell. Something like that.’ 

			Leaving Caul to recover his dignity and muster the others, Felix followed his companion into the temple of Sigmar.

			Morzanna descended the stair to the crypts, following the rhythmic click of claws. The darkness was so complete she could no longer see the hand upon the wall beside her face, but she could hear the slither of his tail across the stones, smell the soft, peppery scent of his fur. She did not try to speak. Unless he had something to say, then she knew she would be wasting her time. Warpstone, mutation, and the cruel perversion of immortality the ­master moulder had thought he craved had broken him. That was how he and the twisted ghosts of his clan-mates could cross the mists while no other could.

			They were already mad.

			And that was not going to be changed, however many warpstone-spawned monstrosities he created to then ‘cure’. The work pits and the arena were littered with the insane monuments to his failure.

			The stairwell opened onto eerie quiet, their footfalls echoing through the roughly excavated chamber. Daemons did not scream for release. Men did not gnash their teeth or make futile struggle against the drills and steam-hammers that Hurrlk had grafted to their limbs. She missed the cry of steel and rock, the pressurised whistle of steam. For unchanging centuries those sounds had been with her. They were comforting. Like the sound of her father’s prayers when she had been a child. Her heart hardened. 

			She was not a child anymore. 

			Columns of limestone marched in sombre procession from the arched entrance through to a bloodstained altars where there hung the tarnished likeness of Ghal-maraz. The benches had been taken to leave standing room for a thousand. The open floor was bathed in shifting colours, alternately gold, crimson, pink, and aquamarine. The creeping display made Felix’s guts clench, but he soon realised there was a prosaic force at work. Roundel windows of stained glass were set into both longer walls. They had been broken. Felix could see the creeping tracks of some murky brown adhesive, as though the windows had been traversed by a maddened slug. The walls were panelled with marble. More dwarfish letters ran their length, the script passing unbroken from panel to panel the full circumference of the temple, interspersed only by windows. Even after centuries of neglect, the gold of hammers and the silver of comet’s tails glinted with colour when the light struck them just right. Felix held, just for a moment. 

			Only the great Cathedral of Altdorf represented a grander sight.

			‘A door over here, manling.’

			Gotrek pulled open a darkwood door situated behind and just to the left of the defiled altar. It led to an unlit stair. It spiralled only one way. Down. Taking a sniff of the foetid air, Gotrek positioned his axe so that its steady glare would illuminate his way, and began to descend. Felix paused just long enough to ensure that Caul saw where they were headed, and then followed.

			At last, Morzanna saw evidence of Hurrlk’s workforce. Bloated, ironclad abominations lay slumped at their stations in chains. Steel had been worn to flesh and then finally to bone, before Hurrlk and his minions had let them be discarded. Morzanna moved through them without pity. Soon the city would be liberated. Time would flow and mortal bodies would perish. They would acclaim her. Had their minds not been destroyed by torment, stimulants and, evidenced by the tangle of nails and copper wire over their craniums, Hurrlk’s obsessive ‘treatments’. 

			The passage grew progressively narrower as they entered the more recently excavated regions of the crypts. There was blood on the walls, increasing numbers of damaged constructs evidence to the labour directed here. The presence of bodies did nothing to negate the sense of emptiness. Their breathing was listless, autonomic. They would stop if they could. The walls were rougher, recently gouged, supported by wooden joists scavenged from the ruins without. The City of the Damned held no shortage of lumber, particularly when the same derelict could be exploited over, and over, and over again. 

			The air this deep was warm, moist and well used. A magical haze distorted rock and air with equal, ambivalent power. With every breath she felt it. It lit a fire like vodka in her belly, the taste lingering inside her throat like a sticky liquor. So much more than she had felt before.

			Inconceivably more. 

			The effect grew more intense the deeper they delved. Her breathing became laboured, fingers tingling, head swimming with dark potentiality. Hurrlk walked through it, appearing to feel nothing and perhaps he did not. With an effort of will, Morzanna followed. And that was when she noticed something amiss.

			The daemons were gone.

			A measure of the empyreal dread that had driven them out began to creep into her mind and suborn her subconscious. The magic was not merely some exudate from the Realm of Chaos. It was possessed of a dark malice, an evil so ancient, so elemental, that even Morzanna felt tainted. 

			Vibrations passed through the thick air, will alone enforcing the gener­ation of sound from the fickle particles of the aethyr. The voice of her daemon patron struck her like a crushing blow to the soul, it mocked rather than encouraged, daring her to fail even as it threatened failure’s consequence. 

			Deeper, my daughter. Do not surrender now.

			The stairwell under the temple was narrow, wallowing in a dull, even red that slowly faded as Gotrek bore his axe around the turn of the stair. The steps had been smoothed over the centuries and were too narrow for Felix’s comfort. He was grateful the walls were close enough for him to lay hand to each side. Gotrek showed no such caution. The slaying of the daemon had only whetted his appetite for killing, and the dwarf took the spiralling descent as one born to stone. The light grew dimmer and Felix, unable to match the dwarf’s pace, was swallowed by darkness. Panic threatened. He took a calm breath and buried it. There were only two ways; up and down, and he needed light for neither. 

			In fact, with the departure of Gotrek’s light source, Felix could see an actinic pink picking at the corners of darkness below. It did not look far. Both hands to the walls, Felix counted the steps, ninety-three in all, the pink glow brightening with each one until he emerged into a fierce light. He squinted, eyes adjusting to the illumination and sudden space. 

			He was in a rough-hewn chamber; walls, ceiling and even the floor gouged by shovel and pick. It extended for about twenty feet before, as if by ill-luck, falling into a corridor. A pair of balefire torches burned in perpetuity from corbels on the wall. The air was warm and thick as mud. His chest ached from breathing it, but he welcomed the pain as a flagellant did the lash. It was a distraction from the voices. Hearing the careful tread of Caul and the others from the stairwell, Felix started down the corridor.

			Like the chamber before it, the way was hand-cut. Every dozen paces there was a wooden brace against the ceiling, every three dozen another bracketed torch spewing acrid pink fumes. Coughing into his cloak, he hurried on, emerging into a second, wider, chamber just after Gotrek, and just in time to hear the dwarf’s indignant cry. 

			Slumped against the walls in chains as thick as Gotrek’s arms lay abominations which even the Ruinous Powers would have cast from their realms as obscene. Steam-drills hung idle and crusted with blood. Iron-plated chests glowed hot, causing necrotising flesh-grafts to bubble and bleed. Mutated beyond nature’s scope, bodies fused with mechanical elements and infected with daemonic taint, the wretched core of each was something inviolably human. Felix signed the hammer, trying to ignore their distant stares.

			‘Someone should put them from their misery,’ said Gotrek, axe twitching, but doing nothing. There were too many to deliver mercy to them all. 

			The chamber widened further into a cavern as they progressed. Occasionally, a rough gash in the rock face revealed smoothly laid stone or the corner of an engraving. Shafts bore down and off at tangents, sloping shelves of bare rock curled up towards secondary, long abandoned work faces. Felix swore he heard voices ahead. But then he heard voices from all around, and in the cavernous deeps, it could have come from anywhere. These catacombs were not just being excavated, they were being re-excavated. Perhaps the first baron, Albrecht von Kuber, knowing what was trapped here, had collapsed the acropolis upon the daemon’s head? 

			With a worried look back, Felix hurried in step with his companion’s brisk pace.

			He did not need a dwarf to tell him the baron had been less than thorough in his efforts.

			Hurrlk awaited her, infinitely patient, hunched before a ragged tear in the rock face. The signs of haste were plain. The edges were jagged, blackened and glassy, and chipped with metallic debris from some explosive device. Cracks extended through the rock and into the ceiling. Rubble had been left where it was blasted out. The opening itself was unsupported. 

			The skaven had rightly presumed that it need not remain open for long.

			Morzanna gazed into the breach. Therein lay the mercurial glow of a portal to the shadow-paths, the ways between worlds. The dark magic it exuded was afflicted with the most mephitic taint. With an irony that must have delighted the Ruinous Powers, it was both the wellspring of Be’lakor’s corporeal might and the source of his damnation. Following the purge of the Pious, the daemon’s sundered essence should have returned to the Realm of Chaos. 

			But it had not. 

			It had come here, to this buried temple, to be trapped liked every other soul. 

			But soon the great daemon king would be free. 

			Morzanna hesitated only a moment at the threshold. Power beat at her face like a furnace. It was a garbled distortion of darkness and colour, of energy and form. The shadow-paths belonged to the realm of daemons and gods and other, older, entities stranger and more powerful even than they. A mortal did not simply walk into the lands of the gods. 

			Not unchanged. 

			She smiled and stepped forward. It had been too long since she had felt something truly new. 

			The cavern ended abruptly at a granite face. Gotrek’s axe blazed in the magic-soured air, crystalline arteries of zircon and quartz glittering in the glow. The digging here had been fierce. Bits of rock were scattered, seared with alchemical burns that varied in colour from rock to rock. Gotrek gave a disapproving snort. 

			‘Effective job, but hasty. Skaven work if ever I saw it.’

			Felix frowned, turning as Caul and the others panted into view. The man breathed as Felix did, slow and deep, face flushed like heated iron. Rudi and the flagellants mouthed unheeded nothings. They wavered on their feet. It looked as though they would collapse at any moment.

			Gotrek traced the breach with his fingers, presenting the dust to his good eye and rubbing it in with a low chuckle. Felix saw what had caught the dwarf’s attention. Beyond the Slayer’s broad shoulders swirled some manner of portal. At first glance it was a silvery-grey, but colours flowed like oil over water. Gotrek lifted his axe towards it. When the blade came within six inches the portal began to crackle like kindling, its cryptic colours bleeding to the edges to reveal a pellucid window of silver light. Gotrek twisted around and grinned. 

			‘You coming?’

			Felix gave a sigh, then set his jaw and nodded. As if he had ever had a choice. 

			The portal spat small arcs of black lightning that raked the flat of the starmetal blade. The air stung with ozone. Gotrek’s beard began to turn fluffy and rise. The axe pressed into its surface and the skin of energy flexed, the instinctual flinch of living flesh from a flame. Gotrek continued forwards until first his axe, then his arms, and then finally his entire body had disappeared. The portal continued to writhe, as though physically pained. 

			Felix had learned well the effect Gotrek’s weapon had on daemons and their manifestations, but the malignant will he sensed from the portal had not been dimmed. 

			Merely redirected. 

			Felix took a deep breath and climbed in.

			Best then to be on the other side before it looked back.

			Reality flexed, like the beaten skin of a drum, and Morzanna crossed the threshold of reality into the shadow-paths. There was a sensation of travel. Stars diffracted their light all around, vibrating like wasps in a spider’s web. They were blurry, milky smears that faded into infinity behind her. The flow of lights gave the impression of incredible speed, and of direction, but she felt nothing, as if her velocity was so great that sense and sound could no longer reach her. And she was not alone. She saw shades, pellucid echoes of the Damned. Like the bizarre streaking lights, they streamed past without so much as a whisper. Faceless. Voiceless. There were hundreds of them. Thousands.

			Tens of thousands.

			My army, thundered the voice of Be’lakor. As puissant as before, it came now from everywhere, all the more intense for being the only sound admitted to his pocket reality. They answer the muster as will all. Service to the Dark Master is timeless and does not expire with death.

			The words of Be’lakor reverberated within Morzanna’s skull, pounding on her ears from within. At that moment she would have stepped back if she could, retreated to her own dimension of ash and fire and been content. Dark laughter flexed its fingers beneath her skull, kneading the bruised lobes of her brain. 

			The gods betrayed you child, as they once betrayed me. Come. We are all damned now.

			Sounds surged towards her, like wolves on a wounded deer. There were voices, broken squeals, a blinding palette of noise that breakneck acceleration smeared into a funnel of dark glory. Then suddenly it stopped. 

			Her feet were on solid ground. Her lungs drew real air that smelled of warpstone and sweat. The chanting voices of mutants and the chittering of ratmen flooded her flesh and bone ears with sound.

			The mutants she heard packed the floor of a large, circular chamber. Its high walls were obsidian smooth, carved with archaic glyphs that twisted before the eye and sank unread into the stone. Pillared arches led to other doorways, presumably onto shadow-paths to other dimensions and other times. Bodies rippled and twisted in a warpstone haze as though viewed through a distorting glass. Smoke drifted between them and through them. Morzanna saw human-like shapes but there were so many that it was impossible to distinguish one figure from another. They were silent, waiting. At points around the chamber, arranged into the motif of an eight-pointed Chaos star, galleries sat atop grooved pilasters. Skaven leaned over the rails, lassitude infecting every inch of their ­bearing. Their shoulders were stooped even beyond their racial hunch, eyes dim, tails drooling from the platforms to lay across the bowed heads of the mutants below. 

			Morzanna turned her attention to the chamber’s centre, the object of the mutants’ devotion and the ratmen’s dejected stares. 

			Rendered in glittering warpstone chalk, an eight-pointed star mirrored precisely the orientation of the galleries. At its centre, an altar rose organically from the obsidian flooring. It was the length of a coffin and about half as high again, barbed at both ends with elaborate curving spines. It was black, but of a shade far beyond the mundane darkness of the walls, columns, floor, and the cloaked ranks of degenerate ratmen. Emptiness incarnate, the witchfires and sickly warplight were drawn in to their deaths. Upon its stygian face lay the skeleton of a man. He would have been tall, no less than seven feet, with broad shoulders that bespoke immense strength in life. A pair of mutants, eye-less and with long, ribbony fingers caressed the remaining fragments, mewling mad devotion as they actualised its assembly. 

			A swelling awe overwhelmed Morzanna’s earlier uncertainties. 

			For the possession of a single knuckle of this skeleton would sorcerers have gone to war. Kharduun the Gloried was the former, mortally flawed, avatar of Be’lakor himself. Even in decay a measure of the Master’s potency imbued them, somehow contriving to overshadow even the altar upon which they lay. Morzanna could not shake the fear that, at any moment, the skeleton would rise from its repose. That it had power enough to do so was beyond question. 

			All it required was the will.

			At seven of the eight points encircling the skeleton a darkly robed sorcerer assumed their position. Ubek flexed his mammoth paws. Nosta gave a distorted ripple of unbidden excitement. The others similarly made ready. The air, already suffused with the vitiating power of Chaos, began to warp. Morzanna felt the accrual of magic as a pressure on her eardrums, painless at first but rising. It swelled against the walls, like a dragon chick against its shell.

			Your place, daughter.

			As though her limbs were the daemon’s to command, she moved to the northern point of the star. The position was the most powerful, and the most perilous. First amongst the eight, she was the channel through which the others would draw the Wind of Dhar from the Polar Warp Gate. She was the one who would suffer the most. Ubek, in the ancillary position to her left, welcomed her with a covetous growl. 

			She wondered what these petty sorcerers expected to happen next. Each had been plucked from their own time before the coming of the Pious. They had not seen the world that she had seen. And even she did not know what Be’lakor intended for his former champion. The uncertainty should have thrilled her. 

			It did not.

			The walls trembled, flecks of chalk flickering around the corona of the Chaos star. 

			Bring forth the Anointed, Be’lakor rumbled. With the death of a champion shall a champion be remade.

			Golkhan strode through the kneeling mutants. They did not attend him, focused on their chant. The smoky haze broke and re-knit as he passed. The channels carved into his armour collected deep shadows, as though the Chaos warrior was being hollowed. His armoured ­shoulders ­trembled with anticipation, grey eyes fixated upon the altar and its ­promise of power. He approached the Chaos star. There was a ripple of energy as his foot crossed the chalked line, the disturbance spreading thin as the rest of his body crossed. Then, with a flash of silver, the wards sealed behind him. 

			You will be my weapon on this earth. My will again made flesh.

			As one, the sorcerers began to chant the words that Be’lakor positioned, syllable by syllable, within their minds. At each point of the star, hands traced their unique sequence of sigils, the magic so dense that they held their shape once formed, oozing like jelly through their fingers.

			Golkhan approached the altar.

			One of the sightless mutants selected a fragment of ulna, enwrapping it within tendril-like fingers and caressing it with its lips. Golkhan spread his arms as the mutant came and, with great reverence, fixed the fragment to the matching depression in Golkhan’s vambrace. There was a click as it slotted home. The mutant held its breath. 

			And then the champion let out a howl of agony, clutching the offending forearm in his other gauntlet.

			‘It hurts!’

			The laughter of Be’lakor reverberated between column and stone.

			You desire power the gods themselves shun. Of course it hurts. 

			The fingers of the second mutant willowed over the array, a gourmand at a feast of power. Golkhan ground his teeth.

			A shard of pelvis, perhaps. I would have my champion scream again.

			Felix dove through the portal just as the cavern around him began to shudder. There was a wave of repulsion that sought to throw him back, its hatred a physical force against his skin. It was like being bound in wire wool. But its full fury was directed elsewhere. The mercuric skin swelled and broke before him.

			Felix could not begin to imagine what Gotrek was suffering. 

			There was no sign of his companion ahead, or of others behind. Felix tried to take in his surroundings, but he had entered the realm of the ethereal, a world that his mind could only superficially process. There were lights, voices, spectres of men briefly beheld, a sensation of forward speed. Wavering tentacles stretched through the grey. The black tendrils extended from his direction of travel and, for a moment of panic, he feared they came for him, but they reached past him. The voices were drawn to them, changing in some strange, feral, way as they drew near. With their every twitch, the entire sub-dimension trembled.

			With a sudden scream of sensation, Felix felt hot air on his face and his body was expelled back into the world of the physical. 

			Still struggling to translate his perceptions of that other plane, he saw fading tendrils flickering across his vision. They reached into the portal at his back, and for the numerous portals that ringed the circular chamber in which he found himself. Losing them with the realignment of his senses to the material plane, Felix tracked the tendrils to their source, shielding his eyes from the electric shell of energies that marked an eight-pointed star at the chamber’s centre. There was a black-robed sorcerer at each of its eight points, an altar enshrined at its core, an assortment of human bones lying upon it. A powerful figure struggled in the grip of torment between two others. He was difficult to make out in detail. Power shimmered across his armoured body as though it were concealed behind a waterfall. 

			But, even without the warrior’s voice-distorting helm, Felix could not mistake the cries of Golkhan the Anointed. 

			The energies of Chaos roared through Morzanna’s veins like floodwaters through the cities of men. It purged, it renewed, it reminded the forgetful of its power. Retaining a grip on her sanity was challenge enough, her torment on a plane that surpassed anything Golkhan could suffer or conceive. Slaaneshi princes would have spent a year in solitude for a portion of what she felt now. Straining every sinew of her will to each ritual word, she fought to keep her head above the flood. 

			She was aware of the others’ suffering as she was of the pulse in her thigh, the ache in her fingers. They hurt as she hurt, cried as she cried. Through the guileless veil of the firmament they were connected. To her left, Ubek panted with the effort of matching her. Nosta’s piteous wails passed through the minds of all as an understanding of true power finally bludgeoned its way into their skulls. 

			The gates are opened, spoke Be’lakor, words manifesting simultaneously into each sorcerer’s mind. Now you are ready to begin.

			New instructions appeared in Morzanna’s mind. In that one moment she knew his intent and, through her, the others learned it too. She felt their horror as if it was her own. It went far beyond the creation of a champion. She struggled to keep up with the Dark Master’s bidding. The air was already thick with magicks and it resisted. A force of attraction drew on her temples as though to rip her soul through the roof of her skull. 

			The world was changing, realities aligning. The ground rumbled beneath her feet and her body overflowed with the warping power of Chaos, spilling from her pores to lance through the eight points of the star.

			With one mouth and one mind, the sorcerers screamed.

			The black temple rumbled, the columns shaking. The Chaos star rippled and sparked, flaring across Golkhan’s armour as the champion widened his stance to keep from falling. The willow-thin mutants that flanked him swayed. The captivated mutants kept up their chant as if the acropolis was not being shaken apart around them. The walls shook again, harder this time and for longer, and Felix crouched behind a column, inexplicably terrified that the rattling of his mail would betray his presence to the keen-eared skaven. He was so intent on what he was seeing, that he failed to notice the arrival of Caul Schlanger at his side. The man’s face was impassive, his eyes cutting across the disordered rings of kneeling mutants to the warrior within that sorcerous star.

			The gaunt features of Golkhan the Anointed were stained silvery black by the energies that shot around him. And he seemed to have grown. A horned shadow loomed over his shoulder, and his armour was bulkier than Felix remembered. For where once the black plates had been run with hollow channels, now there were bones. They interlocked as smoothly as they would have done when bound in that giant’s flesh, as though one champion of Chaos had been subsumed into the living skeleton of another. Arms spread in rapture, Golkhan tilted back his head and knelt. Felix could see his face clearly. He was grey-eyed, with furrows in his forehead and silver in his dark hair. Balefire raced across his ossified armour. 

			Slowly, Caul slipped a knife from his baldric. Then another.

			‘Too late,’ he hissed.

			‘I don’t think so,’ Felix replied, unconsciously adopting the man’s whisper. 

			Gotrek was standing nearby, searching over the mutants’ bowed heads for a sign of the daemon prince. Rudi and the flagellants mingled together by the portal. Rudi looked around in confusion, but clearly none of them had a clue where they were or where they had just been. 

			‘It looks like they aren’t finished yet.’

			As he spoke, the two mutants that shared Golkhan’s incandescent cage stepped behind his genuflecting bulk, arms describing an arch with, at its top, a horned and thick-browed skull. Balefire defiled its bleached surface to a densely shadowed silver. The warrior tensed, jaw clenched ready, palms balled into fists. The skull closed over his cheeks, fusing to the vertebral column embedded in his backplate and coif. 

			The champion’s tormented howl sent a shudder through the enveloping magicks and out across the floor, the hellish lights a fitting shrine for this apotheosis of pain. 

			Golkhan doubled over, then arched back, fingers grasping under the jawbone as if to rip it off. But it was fused more rigidly than his own bones. The chant of the mutants pitched higher. Even the formerly lethargic ratmen leaned from their galleries and chittered excitedly amongst themselves. Still screaming, the champion struggled to stand. He crashed to his side as the floor shook, torment flowing like a libation to the Dark Master. Sheet lightning crackled across the ceiling. 

			A silver spark leapt from Felix’s sword, earthing in his fingers with a sharp crack.

			‘It’s over,’ Caul repeated, ‘because that...’ With his knife, he pointed to the Chaos warrior who was now climbing to his feet, fists clenched in acclamation of their own resurgent strength. 

			‘That is Baron Götz von Kuber.’
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			BLACK HORROR

			Their champion’s howls did not signal the end of the sorcerers’ work. If anything, it marked its beginning. Power flashed across the eight points of the Chaos star, earthing into the material in fiery tracers of dark energy and a terrific rumbling that shook the deep chamber to its core. Crouched behind a pillar, Felix set his palms to the floor as the whole edifice trembled. It was warm.

			‘Tricked,’ Caul hissed, calm melting down to a terrible wrath. ‘Me! The Beast did not capture Götz; it just slaughtered his escort so he could escape.’ Caul’s voice was rising in pitch and fury. Felix grabbed his shoulder to shake the man quiet but he was having none of it. He shouldered Felix off and flipped a knife into a throwing grip. ‘The fire is too good for him. The flames would sooner gutter and die.’ With a scream, and before Felix could stop him, Caul flung the knife. 

			The blade hissed through the charged air, streaking a perfect course for Golkhan’s open mouth. It struck the energy field. There was a brilliant flash and tempered steel tore itself asunder in a luminous hail. Caul snarled and drew back his second blade, but this time Felix was ready and grabbed his wrist, slapping down Caul’s second hand as the man grasped for the knife. Felix twisted the man’s wrist to dislodge his grip but the man held the knife as though double-jointed and wriggled loose, shoved Felix back and shaped to backhand the blade across his unguarded throat. 

			‘I told you to never touch me,’ he hissed. But he held his strike, looking over Felix’s shoulder.

			A sibilant hiss pulled Felix around. A ratman dropped from the nearest gallery. Another followed, scabrous feet meeting the floor with a delicacy incongruous with the hatred in its eyes. The mutants kneeling around the Chaos star continued their chant, too absolved of wit to recognise what was happening at their back, but from galleries all around the chamber ratmen noticed the intrusion. They shrieked outrage and – if Felix was not mistaken – terror.

			With a gravelly chuckle, Gotrek limbered his axe arm. He paid the ratmen no mind, his one eye for Golkhan alone. And he would butcher every mutant between them whether they deigned to notice or not. Felix tucked in behind the Slayer, pressed his own back to his and angled his sword against the closing skaven.

			He hated this part. 

			While he might not choose to visit Ostermark of this era again, had he the option of returning to an Altdorf tavern to dissuade a young poet from making the acquaintance of a certain Trollslayer, then he might consider it.

			‘Ready, manling?’

			Felix shook off his thoughts, giving the Slayer an incredulous look. ‘Are you?’

			Gotrek’s grin was infectious. ‘I’ll take that as a yes.’

			The mutant did not utter a sound as Gotrek’s axe clove head from body. A gout of arterial blood drove the severed appendage eight inches from its neck and on an arcing trajectory like a hobgoblin rocket, leaving a haemic contrail until it smacked into the side of another’s face. It did not notice. The Slayer jovially severed its spine, then cracked the jaw of the mutant knelt beside it with the haft. The dwarf shoved both bodies aside, and barged through to the next. The chant continued unabated. The mutants acceded to the Slayer’s axe with the apathy of martyrs. 

			Felix retreated over his companion’s leavings, stumbling on limbs as he fended off the hissing ratman that was trying desperately to get around him. It feinted, dodged, probed, then like the sudden crack of a whip followed through with its off-hand weapon. Felix swiftly reoriented to counter the mazy knife-work, parrying the blade before it plunged under his mail shirt. Already he was sweating, lungs heaving in the thick air. 

			By Sigmar, these rats were fast. 

			Nearer the portal, Caul Schlanger was similarly engaged. His grey cloak flowed between two opponents as though the three of them danced, ribbons of blood cast for the acclamation of the crowd. But his audience was in an unappreciative frame. More ratkin were descending from the nearest gallery and the three flagellants battered into them like sealers from the frozen north. The vermin were swifter and more agile, but the men failed to heed the wounds they took. Flesh split and bones cracked, only to then fall upon their would-be killers and rip them apart with bare hands and a vicious fervour. Rudi fought right alongside them. 

			The ceiling gave a sudden groan and the temple shuddered. 

			Felix swayed for balance as the ratman, already spinning into its next attack, stumbled. Its arms swam to keep itself up, but when the ground pitched a second time it was tossed onto its back. Felix ran it through. His sword struck stone and he pulled it back. There was a look of hatred in the creature’s eyes, right until the moment its head dissolved into green vapour.

			Felix left it and sought out Gotrek. The Slayer was not hard to find.

			He had gotten ahead, cutting a corridor of bloody ruin for Felix to follow. Blank, blood-spattered mutants flanked the path. Their empty, mindless chant made his skin crawl. Between every mutant, there wavered a dozen faceless spectres. They attended the ritual, but their mere presence was enough to make Felix’s skin flush as if it burned. If Gotrek saw them he did not share Felix’s dread. The dwarf’s axe glowed, streaming with vaporous tendrils as he barged through. The shades did not regard him, and simply reformed once he was past. 

			One of the spectres twitched.

			Felix rounded on it with a yell, his blade passing through it as smoothly as Gotrek’s body.

			The apparition began to spasm. It fell to the ground, smoke churning through its body, thickening into what looked almost like claws that gouged into the flagstones. Felix backed away, warding it with the full length of his blade as it writhed upon the ground. Was it possible he had hurt it? Smoke knit together into muscle before his eyes, twitching with each ­spasmodic pulse of dark magic. Its arms turned black and gnarled, stretching to ape-like proportions. Its head, though vaguely human, sank into its shoulders. Its eyes gleamed a quiet blue, captive shards of the damned soul to which this body now belonged. It bared its teeth, dark lightning spitting across the salivary skein that sheathed its maw. 

			Felix recalled the dark tendrils he had witnessed emanating from the Chaos star, how the shades had been drawn to them, turned savage, how those tentacles had reached past him for the City of the Damned.

			On dumb instinct, Felix readied his guard.

			And the first black horror of Be’lakor pounced.

			Morzanna screamed the words her patron bade her utter. She could no longer hear the voices of the others, just power, pounding through her skull like the pulse of a god, crackling before her eyes like grey lightning. It was a lot, but she could control it. Just. The world lurched, and Morzanna was one of the few that did not heave with it. She was an anchor, her will sharpened by the present as a hook for time itself. Realities that for two centuries she had not even considered separate were reuniting. 

			And she understood what Be’lakor planned.

			A ritual of a power and scope that had not been attempted since the Great Ritual of Nagash. What was such a working to one who had measured his existence in aeons long before ancient Nehekhara felt the tread of the Great Necromancer? Be’lakor would heal the flailing tear in time the Pious had left behind. With minds like hers as glue, he would unite the broken shards and drag the City of the Damned, whole, five centuries into the era of the End Times. 

			It was terrifying in its audacity. 

			But Morzanna was one mind. Even she was not powerful enough to draw an entire city from its cell in time. There were others. Morzanna could feel them, connected by a shared experience of time, the Slayer and his human companion, the hermit and his devotees, Golkhan the Anointed. Their spirit auras sharpened to flickering points. Reality compressed around them.

			Her tortured awareness expanded, and gladly, distance no boundary to a seeress with body and soul flooded with the stuff of Chaos. Across the damned city of Mordheim, buildings phased in and out of existence, as though the city itself sifted through a billion iterations before settling on that which it would occupy for eternity. Buildings rose and fell, were burned and then remade, then changed. 

			Across it all shades slipped through the cracks of time, thrashing as their bodies hardened and changed. From those displaced souls would the Dark Master forge an army, a host that Golkhan, invigorated by his patron’s might, would lead from their city, march upon the Wastes, and wrest the crown of the Everchosen for himself. Be’lakor would usurp the chosen of the Great Four. 

			And he would announce his triumph with the ashes of the End Times.

			Shuddering in pain, Morzanna’s focus spun towards a troop of men, saw them storm across the bridge and, with a mighty horse-drawn wagon at their head, into the narrow streets of the city. Almost at once, the growing legion of black horrors descended upon them. There was screams, a peremptory crackle of musket-fire, the waving of banners and the vainglorious charge of the pious. She saw the wagon itself crash over the first wave and into the ruins of the city’s roads.

			Though ignorant of the Master’s true ambition, Morzanna had cultivated his cat’s paw to perfection.

			Her spirit-sight grasped upon Konrad Seitz. 

			The man was exactly as he appeared in his own dreams. He stood tall at the forefront of his wagon as a deluge of black horrors loped from alleys, walls, and sewers. The men rallied to their captain. They would survive long enough to draw the city into their time. In valour, Konrad would assure the Master’s rise. 

			As much as his traitorous liege, von Kuber, ever had in spite.

			The chatter of repeater handguns filled Konrad’s ears, spitting Grey Mountain lead into the smoke. The heavier thump of a Hochland long rifle sounded from the war wagon’s rear, pitching a black horror from its perch atop a ruined wall. Sulphurous black smoke washed across the wagon’s open top. The men coughed, but did not for a second dare relax their ­trigger fingers. 

			The war wagon of the von Kubers was a scarred veteran of the Great War. Its hoary oak chassis was plated with iron, a curtain wall that surrounded the forecastle of the driver’s perch. Rain beat at the grey pennants that rippled from each corner of its ramparts, droplets sliding down slack reins to the disembowelled remnants of the four horse team. 

			The driver was dead. 

			Arch-Lector Hans-Jorgen Gramm hunched over him, hands drenched from his efforts to staunch the flow. Konrad climbed onto the driver’s bench, tried to make out the temple of Sigmar shown him in his dreams, but could not for the fog and drizzle.

			‘Men of Sigmar, blood of Magnus!’ 

			A bounding horror galloped across the tenement tight to the wagon’s right and leapt. Like a diving eagle, it plummeted for the fortified wagon. Coolly bringing his pistol to bear, Konrad blasted a hole through its chest. Its twitching corpse landed near the eviscerated horses, amidst the constricting circle of priests and peasants that were being pressed back towards the wagon. One of them righteously beheaded the thing with a hoe. 

			‘Folk of Ostermark,’ Konrad roared, fishing in his pouch for fresh shot and drawing up his powder horn, without pause for breath. ‘If we die, then we die doing Sigmar’s work. For von Kuber, for the Empire, and for Sigmar!’

			The beleaguered men roared their love for the god of men and readied hooks and scythes for the daemonic harvest. 

			‘Passable last words, my lord,’ Gramm rasped. He tried to roll the driver’s body from the forecastle but had not the strength in his arms, and settled instead for drawing up the man’s mace for himself.

			‘I am no one’s lord,’ Konrad retorted, thumping the hammer talisman worn upon the heart of his mail. It rested upon the heraldic comet of von Kuber. ‘I have two lords.’ 

			The two men swayed as the wagon beneath them shook. Konrad leaned over the high walls of the forecastle, tracked his aim along its flanks, convinced they had just been rammed. But it was not just them.

			The whole city was shaking.

			The sky bled with colour, the blazing arc of sunlight beginning to fragment, to constrict. The entire sky phased in and out as if seeking some kind of equilibrium. Konrad’s skin prickled and rose, every hair on his arms taut as though being drawn upward. As if Konrad himself was in some way responsible for reining the heavens into plane.

			With a snarl he discharged his pistol into a daemon’s back. He did not know what was happening and he did not care. With smooth precision, he reloaded. As Götz had always said, they were warriors, and they would see this end. One way or another.

			The black horror shrieked, silver claws ripping for Felix’s throat. Felix fended it off as best he could, but it was like trying to discourage a wolf with a stick. He jabbed for its face, seeking to exploit the superior reach of his weapon over the daemon’s claws. It scuttled back, bunched its hindquarters, then lunged, spinning like a javelin through a blur of silver and black. Felix cried out, tried to slide clear, but a simian fist on an upward rise punched the wind from his chest and lifted him from his feet. The blow turned him over and he slammed face first into the ground. 

			For a split second he clung to the tremulous flagstones, then remembered himself and rolled to his right. A black fist crunched the stones where he had been. Propped up on his elbow, Felix’s sword lashed out backhanded, severing the daemon’s arm at the elbow. It howled, but did not bleed, flares of silver balefire streaming from the stump. Felix ­scrambled up. The black horror gnashed its fangs and flung itself forward. Felix braced and swung, a fencing school mittlehaus hewing its unguarded chest and cracking its ribcage like a conker. Felix dived aside before it landed. The body went skidding a dozen paces before flopping to a stop.

			He just wished he had the opportunity to savour his triumph.

			Everywhere he turned, faceless shades were being pressed into humanoid bundles and given form. Felix saw one ripped from the mind of a kneeling mutant only then to thrash and condense. The mutants’ chant faltered, serried eyes blinking confusion before the newborn daemon tore its spine from its back and began to feast. Daemons freshly forced into physical form hooted and raged, feasting on corpses or bringing down uncaring mutants to slake their hunger. A monotonous whir sounded over the gibber­ing and shrieks. There was a crack like a pistol shot and the black horror that had been about to dive onto Brüder Nikolaus’s back took a bullet in the side of the face and went down in a broken heap. The ratmen around him looked up to the slingers on the more distant galleries and hissed. 

			Uncaring, the sling-rats proceeded to rain missiles into the melee.

			Caul grabbed one of his attackers by the throat and dragged its body over him. Bullets pulverised the dying creature and raked through those still standing. Hissing pain as his shield consumed itself in acid, Caul rolled clear, thick steam rising from his cloak to cover him as he scrambled behind a pillar. The others were not so quick-witted. Sling-fire mowed through man, ratman, and daemon alike. Nikolaus roared for the aid of Sigmar as all around him fell. The bloody-eared flagellant was struck in the collar, flipping him almost head over heels so his shoulders hit the ground before his feet. The one-legged sister crashed her stave across a skaven muzzle before she too was gunned down. Felix could do nothing but watch as Rudi caught a ricochet to the temple and went down under a mound of vermin. He staggered back, powerless to help. 

			From their vantages, the slingers shrieked and continued to pour down fire, widening their arc to cut a swathe through the kneeling mutants in case any man hid amongst them. Anything to ensure the ritual proceeded unhindered.

			The ritual.

			With an effort, Felix dragged his attention towards the altar and the sorcerers that surrounded it. They were the ones bringing these daemons into being. It was them that would break the daemon prince from its cage. Felix shielded his eyes, squinting directly into the aethyric glare. 

			The baleful light revealed a hulking silhouette. It grew large as Felix watched, like a body rising from the river’s bottom until, in a ripple of silver fire, it broke the surface. Jolts of energy burst around its armoured bulk, writhing in the darkness that leeched from its unholy exoskeleton. Golkhan the Anointed clenched his fists and roared, leaping from the altar and ripping his claymore from its scabbard.

			A second figure was already there waiting for him.

			Hefting his axe, Gotrek charged.

			Rudi gasped for air, overcome by the strongest sense that his spirit ­re-inhabited his body after a lengthy absence. Empty, foul-smelling cloth was draped over him and the only reasonable response his body could give to that first rush of breath was to vomit it back up. Spluttering on the bitter taste in his mouth, he rose, experienced a swirl of dizziness but managed to hold himself up. 

			Coloured lights jagged across the ceiling. The floor trembled. The air was thick and odorous, like pickled meats, and filled with howls as though he had been deposited on the threshold of hell. His heart stilled. What if he had? Had he not always been told that such was the fate of those who failed Sigmar?

			He coughed, hawking a partially digested lump of gristle from the back of his throat and tried to calm down. He was not dead. His heart was beating too fast for that, and the difficulty he was having drawing in the sickly sweet air attested to the fact he was still breathing. The last thing he remembered with genuine clarity was the river, crossing that strange haunted battlefield with Caul Schlanger. And even that was muggy. 

			Rudi got feet beneath him and stood. He saw the corpses of two of Nikolaus’s followers. He did not know how they had gotten there, but then he was not certain how he had gotten here. It looked like they had fallen well, heaped beneath Sigmar’s enemies. From the fallen gear scattered around them it was not difficult to find a weapon, a short sword for his sword hand and a dagger for his left, as he had always favoured. 

			There was one thing Rudi still did know for certain. He was a man of Sigmar, blood of Magnus, and he had come here for a purpose. 

			He looked up, squinted. There was a star. A star in the centre of a fallen temple, as if the gods had torn away the sky and set it here that it might shine free. 

			A figure strode from the glare. For a moment it looked like von Kuber, but he had only seen the baron once before, and then from afar. He was clearly mistaken. This man was as tall as der Kreuzfahrer, but clad in bone-plaited black armour that shone with malice. His eyes glowed dully silver within the sockets of a horned skull. The Chaos warrior roared a challenge, thundering from the glare to engage another figure that, now Rudi’s eyes had adapted, he saw was none other than Gotrek Gurnisson. 

			Staggering to the dwarf’s aid like a dead man towards the light, Rudi paused. 

			The flagstones trembled, but it was due to something other than that which shook this chamber to its roots. Something was approaching, something big. A deep, animal roar sounded from a distant quarter. Turning slowly to face it, Rudi lowered his weapons. He exhaled a single word.

			‘No…’

			Golkhan’s blade met Gotrek’s axe, hell-forged onyx and starmetal blue colliding in a prismatic hail of sparks. Gotrek ripped his axe back and smashed the haft sideways into the warrior’s midriff. The champion retreated a pace, stealing the blow of strength, and thumped his pommel stone into the dwarf’s chin. His jaw cracked, the blow spinning him, blood spraying. He swung a reversed blow to counterbalance, axe shearing for Golkhan’s left knee joint. The Chaos warrior parried it.

			‘You’re trying too hard,’ the champion laughed. ‘How like a dwarf.’

			‘I heard you used to be someone I’d feel bad about killing.’ Gotrek scowled, rubbing his bearded chin and spitting a gobbet of blood. ‘How like a man.’

			Golkhan circled, ignoring the daemons that rampaged through his followers around him and the crackling energies at his back. 

			‘Are you not going to ask me why? Is that not what heroes do?’

			‘I don’t need to ask,’ Gotrek growled. ‘You were given a duty without end and you grew weary of the honour.’ He pivoted on the spot to shadow the Chaos warrior’s steps, spinning his axe in one fist until it hummed with menace. ‘Your ancestors were of a nobler age. I send you to them with my apologies.’

			‘Evil begets evil, Slayer. The world is rotten. Be’lakor promises a clean end.’

			‘I make you no such pledge,’ Gotrek growled. ‘First I’ll kill you, then that lot,’ Gotrek pointed to the sorcerers concealed within their magical shield. ‘And then, if he ever dares show himself, your daemon lord.’

			Laughter, sonorous as a punch to the diaphragm, reverberated between column and stone. The sorcerous star rippled before its power like a soap bubble in a gale. Golkhan acclaimed his patron’s voice with a grin. 

			‘I am no one’s subject. The Master is but the herald of he who is greater, tasked with crowning the Everchosen to lead the armies of the End Times. So you see he must be allowed to rise. Without him there can be no end.’

			Gotrek drove a feint for Golkhan’s left shoulder, forcing the warrior into a parry.

			‘Fight me already, you petty blowhard.’ 

			The Chaos warrior stepped back, baring his armoured chest with a flourish. ‘I was peerless before I was gloried. And look at me now! I will cut you into pieces, limb by limb. I will slave your soul to Be’lakor’s will, that you might bear my banner to the Wastes. You will be at my side as I claim the crown of the Everchosen and bring about the end of days!’ 

			Wielding his massive claymore one-handed, the Chaos warrior attacked with a scream. Gotrek blocked the first stroke, just barely, suffering a deep cut to his left bicep and supplying a vicious dent to the warrior’s breastplate in kind. The champion retaliated with a torrent of blows that Gotrek matched, scowl fixed. The dwarf ducked a reaping swing, losing a scrap from his crest, then roared forwards, ramming the shoulder of his axe into the champion’s armpit. The warrior grunted and stumbled. Gotrek’s axe flashed across his pectoral plate, splitting a fragment of rib. Golkhan howled in agony as if it had been his own bones severed, clutching the break in one hand and sending a wild riposte that Gotrek blocked with ease. The champion came again, a maddened belly thrust that Gotrek batted down, his counter shearing a strip of bone from the warrior’s vambrace and sending the great champion of Chaos into convulsions on the floor.

			Gotrek circled around him and kicked him in the belly. 

			‘Limb by limb, was it?’

			‘That axe,’ Golkhan moaned, shoving himself back along the flagstones. Unsteadily he rose, using the horns of a kneeling mutant to haul himself up. He touched the shaven bone of his forearm and grimaced. ‘The white witch warned me about that axe.’

			Gotrek presented the blade like an oar to a drowning man. ‘It’s not done with you yet.’

			Golkhan gripped his claymore in both hands and flew into the attack. His first blow hammered into Gotrek’s guard like a tree striking a mountain. The claymore rebounded. The Chaos warrior hissed but came on, leading with his spiked spaulder to split Gotrek’s cheek and spill him to the ground between the champion’s legs. Golkan laughed, legs bestriding the recumbent dwarf, claymore upended for a killing drive. Gotrek’s feet scissored through both of Golkan’s feet, sending the warrior crashing to his back with an outraged roar. Both fighters grabbed for their weapons, rose as one, and struck blades with another furious spark. 

			Panting, Golkhan drew back. Gotrek began to chuckle, wiping a speck of blood from his eyebrow and rubbing it into his beard.

			‘You’re bleeding,’ the champion wheezed.

			‘I’ve suffered worse picking my nose.’

			Golkhan snarled, but backed further, hand clutched to the broken rib.

			I gift you an apportionment of my own might and still you fail me, Golkhan. 

			The disembodied voice rumbled over the anarchic bloodletting that filled its temple, impossible to ignore as a volcanic eruption in a thunder storm. 

			If becoming Everchosen of Chaos was nothing more than wearing a crown, then I could have chosen any mortal of a hundred thousand. 

			‘Your champion is weak, like elven bladders,’ Gotrek roared, lifting his face to seek the voice’s source amidst the dark distortions and daemonic howls. ‘Face me yourself. Unless your courage is better hidden even than your foul hide.’

			Gotrek son of Gurni, you would challenge a god. Your audacity amuses. 

			‘Stay away!’ Golkhan shouted. ‘I need no aid.’

			A deep bellow sounded close by; the daemon’s laughter boomed through it.

			You forget yourself, vessel. There is but one Dark Master.

			Across the tumult of shrieking ratmen, chanting mutants, rampaging daemons, the whip-crack of sling-fire and the shaking walls, one of the myriad portals rippled with energy. 

			A gigantic form emerged. Its muscular body was hunched, bound in dark rags. It turned in Gotrek’s direction, lowered its hooded snout, flexed its fists and issued a titanic bellow every bit as mighty as the voice of Be’lakor. 

			‘Grimnir’s bloody crest,’ Gotrek swore. ‘I saw that monster downed by my own axe.’

			The Beast was shoved aside to make way for an identical twin. The newcomer ignored the angry jaws of the first, cracking the twin tails of its rat-bone whip into the daemonic host.

			They had wondered how it could be in two places at once.

			What is death, Slayer, when time has no meaning? Be’lakor’s laughter turned mocking. Consider that, as you welcome death in my dominion.
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			THE END TIMES

			For centuries, the bitterness of the Damned had festered, been allowed to become fury. Now, by the power of the Dark Master, they had been granted form, powerful limbs and killing claws with which to vent that long-frustrated rage upon the living. All of the living. Alone or in rampant packs, they ripped into the surviving mutants, charging down the fusillades of the withdrawing skaven. 

			From the galleries, the skaven unleashed salvo after salvo onto any that approached too close. A pack of horrors overwhelmed one such position. The ratmen defended it with a fury and then, as scenting a signal, gave a collective squeal and broke, making the absurd leap from that gallery to the next. The black horrors bounded after them only for a hail of fire to beat their punished bodies back to the ground. Despite their efforts, their ferocity and their weapons, the skaven were pushed back, rallying at the last around the great bulwark of the Beast. Its bellows shook from column to column, its whip striking down black horrors with every stroke.

			Felix had not the time, or the vaguest inkling of where to begin, to consider how that fallen monster had gotten here, nor how its mirror twin was even now crashing through the black horrors like a mounted Reiksguard through goblin bowmen. 

			It was charging towards Gotrek.

			His companion saw the monster closing, thumped Golkhan off the shoulder of his axe, then swerved to avoid the swipe of its claws. The Beast hollered like a branded giant and struck again. Gotrek ducked under its arm, coming up to parry a tirade of blows from Golkhan’s blade, then sent the champion reeling with a backhand blow in time to evade a punch from the Beast that would have taken the head off a troll.

			Clearly, the Beast was not dead.

			Felix had journeyed to the Chaos Wastes, been transported through daemon-infested pathways to mystical islands, but this was the first time that Gotrek’s quest had taken them to a realm where time itself had no consequence. He took his sword in a hardened grip. Fluids he had no name for greased his face and gloves, threatening his sight and making his grip slippery. He closed with his companion.

			By Sigmar, it would be the last.

			A black horror skidded across his path. Felix hacked it down. A hand grabbed the back of his knee. Felix cried out, kicked back. The hand let go and a body fell. He spun round, lifting his sword two-handed to sever whatever came for him now. 

			A man lay before him. Two faces contested one head, both its mouths frozen in their repetitious cant. Its four eyes looked into Felix’s two, and it shivered. The shiver became a twitch, then a spasm, and the mutant doubled over in agony. Fingers clawed at the black flagstones, shoulder blades rippling beneath flesh that was becoming harder and darker by the moment. Felix stepped around its grunting, half-made form and struck its head from its shoulders. 

			What insanity was this? Was this the reward these creatures had been expecting for their service to the daemon prince? 

			Somehow he doubted it.

			Felix looked across the shaking chamber to see the same change being enacted over and over, flesh and shadow equivalent in their damnation. Even one of the fleeing ratmen shrieked and began to convulse before its comrades hacked it apart and tossed the pieces to the closing horrors. Felix felt an itch beneath his skin. Surely his imagination. There was no sign of hardening flesh or warping bone. But then he was not one of the Damned. He thought of the women and children of Die Körnung and his heart broke. 

			This was why Morschurle had been commanded to remain.

			These people had been innocent, before corruption had warped their bodies and anger their minds. This madness had to be stopped. And it had to be done now.

			The Beast bellowed, thumped its chest and threw a left hook. Gotrek’s parry drew blood from its knuckles. The monster barked, then swung its right and missed, pulping a black horror that had been readying to pounce on the dwarf’s back. Gotrek saw the daemon crash to earth, grinned, and grabbed the flapping end of a bandage from the Beast’s snout. The Beast snorted as Gotrek yanked down its snout, cracking a clutch of teeth with a head butt that sent it sprawling. Gotrek cackled, but a second later was on the ground himself, the guard of Golkhan’s claymore smashing into the base of his skull.

			Felix accelerated into a run.

			Golkhan pinned the dwarf beneath his boot, the tip of his sword parting the crusted beard like a beggar seeking bare flesh at a brothel. His gauntlets capped the pommel stone for a beheading drive. 

			Felix closed the remaining distance and then, with a yell, lunged into a flying tackle that ripped Golkhan from his feet and sent them both rolling across the floor. 

			By the twin virtues of luck and his foe’s surprise, Felix came up on top and smashed the flat of blade into Golkhan’s face. And again. Golkhan snarled, the shadow of a grin playing within his bone helm, and he punched up with an open fist. It caught Felix a glancing blow under the nose, but it jerked him back as though struck by a hammer. Black spots were summoned to his eyes, there to detonate with a force felt at the back of his skull. 

			Or was that his head striking the flagstones? 

			Had he really just seen Gotrek hit square in the head and get back up? Not for the first time, he marvelled at the thickness of his companion’s skull.

			‘Peasant fool,’ Golkhan bellowed, raising his sword for an over-arm slash. The sorcerous after-glare from the nearby Chaos star glittered across his armour. ‘You could not best me before and you would try now? Fate will not spare you a second time.’ 

			Felix clenched his eyes and waited for the cut of hell-steel to part lungs from liver. 

			Instead, there was a shiver of starmetal and a shriek of pain. Something heavy and metallic punched Felix in the belly and, on reflex, he curled into a ball. The object that had struck him rolled off him and onto the floor. He opened his eyes and touched it.

			It was the right arm of Golkhan the Anointed. The Chaos warrior’s claymore lay a few feet away. Black horrors clustered protectively over the severed pieces and snarled.

			Gotrek stood over him, the silver-blue blade of his axe struck crimson with human blood. ‘Carry your own bloody banner. I’ve been to the Wastes and returned. Twice.’ And then, to Felix, as the champion continued to scream. ‘Does like the sound of his own voice, doesn’t he.’ Felix offered his arm and Gotrek lifted him one-handed before shoving him on his way. ‘Go, manling. Deal with the sorcerers. Leave this lot to me.’

			Before Felix could protest, the Beast returned with a roar. 

			Gotrek’s parry sheared a claw from its hand, but it did not feel it. Its fist impacted like a meteor, lifting the dwarf a foot from the ground and two dozen back. Somehow, he landed on his feet. He puffed out his cheeks and gave an ugly grin. The shaking ground made him sway but otherwise he kept his balance. 

			‘The sorcerers,’ Gotrek roared. ‘Go.’

			The Beast’s rotten gaze rolled over Felix. There was no hint of recognition.

			Finish the human, Be’lakor interceded. Let him disturb the ritual and I promise your damnation will be eternal.

			The Beast grunted obeisance. It sniffed him, as if to get Felix’s measure, then huffed with a fraught, wheezing laugh at the soft man it smelled. Felix backed off. With a deliberate flex of its claws, the Beast followed. He glanced to his left, expecting aid from that quarter, but none was forthcoming.

			His companion’s attention had been drawn elsewhere.

			I will handle the dwarf myself.

			Between the serried columns, air was flowing like oil, layered waves of quasi-reality rolling back to unveil a single point of elemental darkness. It was empty, like a hole, no larger than a nail. But it was widening, colours and sounds streaming into the vortex as it grew and stretched into a tear. Felix felt the unchained energies spilling from the void, heard and saw the reaction of the Chaos star to this new outpouring of power. The black horrors gibbered, prancing over only to bury their faces in their palms and look away. Their anarchic cries became shrieks as an arm drove through the tear. It was twice as long as a man’s, musculature like a classical hero sculpted in black marble, and fingered with black talons that raked through the thickness of reality. Another set of claws forced their way beneath its triceps and, with the bellow of a god seeking escape from hell, it strained. The tear widened. 

			Felix caught glimpse of a face, of wings, of a black crown. 

			Gotrek cracked a smile and readied his axe, nothing but grim anticipation in his one good eye.

			Wracked by a shuddering pain, Morzanna forced the ritual incantation through her teeth. She tasted blood. Her gums were bleeding. Be’lakor arose. Chaos streamed from the tear he had made. Morzanna gagged on its fury. It was like holding a leak only to be suddenly overwhelmed by a flood.

			What could have driven one so all-powerful to do something so stupid?

			Before she had been floundering, but now she drowned. Power within, power without. It was too much. She felt it rise above her neck, felt her mouth go under, the waters closing over the horns on her head.

			It was the dwarf. The bane of the Master’s kind.

			‘Hold,’ she hissed aloud to the buckling sorcerers. ‘Until the Master can seal the rift behind him.’

			She groaned, gritting her teeth to resist, when a sudden shock to the barrier dashed her focus. Something had struck the warding lines and was trying to push through. An aethyric counterforce rippled across the point of intrusion. A heartless fiend like Golkhan could brave the raw essence of Chaos and hope to emerge unchanged, but otherwise the torment on a man’s soul would be excruciating. She could not imagine the man who would be mad enough to try.

			‘Repent, schwester.’ The burning silhouette of a one-armed man ­hammered against the wards, white fire and spears of warp-lightning flying from the blows. ‘The Lord Sigmar longs to be gracious. He offers justice. Be purged in flesh and let your spirit meet him blessed.’

			‘Leave me,’ Morzanna moaned, trying to concentrate on survival, but the pounding and prayers would not stop.

			She knew well this man’s monstrous dreams. It could be no coincidence that he had come to this city, survived its horrors, and found his way to Morzanna’s side. In a way she was glad. 

			Like Hurrlk, he felt almost like family. 

			Morzanna ground the hurt beneath bedevilled teeth. They had been a gift from Be’lakor, the one god that had yet to turn his back. Her master was near. It hurt now, but soon it would all be over. 

			For everyone.

			Felix retreated from the advancing Beast, closer to the altar, pulling his sword and dodging back as the monster tested his reflexes with a sweep of its claws. It panted breathily, clearly finding them wanting.

			‘Gotrek!’ Felix shouted, scrambling back as the Beast came again, this time for the kill, not even bothering to entertain the broken arm that a parry promised. 

			Felix pirouetted, the monster’s fist breezing past his shoulder, and thrust back, but the creature’s reach was long and his sword barely tapped its bone-plated belly. Snarling frustration he wove between the monster’s fists, seeking in vain to strike a telling blow of his own. 

			An eruption of light from the direction of the altar suddenly seared his peripheral vision with gibbering pink lights. Unsighted, Felix retreated on instinct, feeling death streak past his burning eyes in the paw of the Beast. Blinking away colours, he rolled across the blow, coming in to hack an inch through the bandaged flesh of the monster’s forearm. The Beast grunted and flung him off. Felix landed cleanly, leapt its scything tail and slipped around its back. Aiming for what he prayed was the twisted monster’s heart he drove his sword into it. His runesword struck bone and bounced clear. Felix gave a disbelieving moan, then staggered back as a mace-like fist swung around.

			Felix winced and lifted his arm to his brow. The Beast was hidden in the glare of the Chaos star. Something had happened to make it burn mag­nesium white. And from somewhere, he could hear a hymn.

			The glowing monster growled, spreading its lumpen paws as if wanting Felix to observe the shadow of its bulk. And then, to Felix’s horrified amazement, it spoke, issuing a rasping stream of words.

			‘See-smell, man-thing. Hear us, touch us. We are broken. Many times we die-die. Change bodies to burn and still back we come. Many times, again, and again, and again, forever-ever.’ The Beast snapped for the tip of Karaghul that waved before its snout. Felix pulled back, eyes watering, and the Beast snarled. ‘Never-not let you stop us. When this ends then we die-die.’ The Beast drew up from its hunch, glaring over Felix’s head to the emergent ­daemon prince. It released a sharp breath that sounded almost like a sob. ‘We wish-ready to die.’

			Felix crouched back, angling his sword into the glare, waiting for the animal bellow or the eruption of shadow that would betray an attack. Instead, it came slowly. It did not have to kill, only keep him from the sorcerers. Its bulk blocked the light, enough for Felix to see the broken intellect that glowed within its hood. A scabrous tongue flopped from its muzzle, licking across the teeth Gotrek had shattered. 

			Just as it withdrew the muscle, a short blade erupted from the front of its throat. For a moment the Beast just stood there, its tongue probing for the steel tip is if to taste it and judge it real. Then, with a grunt, the monster heaved forward. 

			Light seared again into Felix’s eyes, leaving the redly glowing after-image of Rudi Hartmann clinging to the grip of the short sword like a climber to a piton. The young man lay amidst the monster’s rags, feet lost somewhere in the folds that enwrapped its tail. He yanked on his buried short sword. There was a crunch of splitting vertebrae and a paltry spurt of thick, warpstone-flecked blood as the blade came loose.

			‘That was for my brother,’ Rudi hissed. ‘And this,’ with his off-hand he rammed a knife into the orbit of the monster’s left eye, ‘is for my father. And this…’ He stood, bent across the monster’s giant back, shifted his grip on his sword and then buried it to the hilt in the Beast’s black heart. Breathing hard, he pulled back. The dirty pommel stone quivered in place a clear foot to the left of where Felix had aimed his blow. Rudi regarded it appreciatively, signed the hammer with deliberate strokes across his breast, then brought the pewter talisman to his lips for a kiss. ‘That was for almighty Sigmar, may He take pity on my unclean soul.’

			Rudi cleaned his knife on his breeches, then looked up and shuddered, trying with all his might not to wilt before the daemon prince that inched his portal ever wider. The talisman did not leave his lips. 

			‘Gotrek has it occupied,’ said Felix, mouthing a ‘thank Sigmar’ as he felt out Rudi’s trembling shoulders, expressing through touch the thanks that he could not, just then, put into words. 

			‘We have to stop the sorcerers,’ said Rudi. ‘Can’t you feel what they’re doing?’

			Felix could feel it. 

			It was like the earth was being lifted beneath his feet. Stone screamed with the conjoined voices of the Damned. This close to the Chaos star, the brightness was fierce, the heat punishing, the noise enough to make Felix want to tear off his ears and bury them under a rock. Blind as a beggar, gloved hands over closed eyes, Felix discovered what it was that made the power of Chaos rage and curse.

			‘Repent now and die early, for Sigmar is a god of vengeance…’ 

			Felix opened his eye the narrowest split, peering between glowing ­fingers. The whole front of Nikolaus Straum’s tattooed body was consumed in white fire. His one hand was crisp but continued to hammer at the unyielding barrier. 

			Whatever the flagellant had in mind was clearly not working. 

			‘We need Gotrek for this,’ Felix shouted. ‘We need his axe.’

			Rudi regarded him, eyes wide and uncowed by the nearness of Chaos. ‘I have faith that Sigmar wouldn’t have led us here for no reason. Don’t you?’

			Felix bit his lip, staring into the incandescent fury that burned right through his hands and gloves. He was not sure what he believed anymore.

			Without waiting for him, Rudi hastened to Nikolaus’s side. He squared his shoulders alongside the flagellant’s, following the stream of verse until it neared a passage he knew. Adding his prayer to the prophet’s, Rudi opened both palms, withholding a moment before the unholy fire, then turned his face away, clenched his eyes, lifted his voice that Sigmar himself might hear and plunged both hands into the barrier. His voice lifted into a wail, but he belted his hymn through the pain. Felix felt his respect for the flagellant’s fortitude grow. Not a single tremor disturbed his faded tattoos, sea maidens and monsters unmoistened by so much as a bead of sweat. 

			Silvery balefire flared to white, energetic sparks jetting around the two men’s hands. But the wards did not yield.

			‘Is this your plan?’ Felix yelled, body shaking with frustration and guilt. ‘We may as well battle the daemon prince!’

			‘Find strength and be faithful, Brüder Felix,’ Nikolaus roared, not looking up. ‘Even in this place, in the bowels of the daemon’s own hell, we bring Sigmar with us.’ 

			Felix bit back the angry retort that owed as much to fear as to faithlessness. 

			This chamber existed outside of time, and of space, a temple to a daemon that scorned the gods. A daemon whose laughter grew ever more real. 

			How could any being of light exist in such a place? 

			In a rush, he recalled his experience within the amphitheatre, an outpouring of remembered fervour so potent that it swept him back to another time no less dark. To the halls of Karag Dum, where he had felt the strength of the Heldenhammer flush his veins of doubt, replenished them with the strength to wield the Hammer of Fate and strike a blow upon a daemon of the Blood God. 

			What he would give for such a weapon now. 

			The hammer charm at Rudi’s breast flashed silver. 

			Perhaps he did not need one. Forgoing hesitation lest zeal fade as swiftly as it had flared, Felix joined Nikolaus. Green-black chalk glittered by his toes, flames playing over his fingers as he raised them to the fire. He struggled to keep up with the flow of Nikolaus’s words, but gave up. 

			Maybe Felix could not quote the teaching of each of Sigmar’s carls as the hermit could, but Sigmar was a warrior and, much to Felix’s ongoing dismay, so was he. He took a deep breath.

			‘Sigmar aid me!’

			And thrust his palms into the fire.

			Far beneath the black waves of Dhar, Morzanna perceived many untruths. Drowning in delirium, Morzanna saw images scatter like moonlight upon the ocean waves, lost lives and forsaken destines, fates worse than damnation. 

			She would have wept had she not already been subsumed by a sea of tears.

			The chaotic spread of visions twisted before her eyes, showing nothing but herself in a million different ways. She was an old woman in bed; screaming in the embrace of a tattooed pirate; commanding the armies of Chaos across a misted isle; burning on a pyre before a triumphant mob; battling a handsome poet and a tattooed Slayer across a dozen battlefields; a mother of two boys; a child. 

			Were these illusions, possibilities, or were they memories? The last image lingered. 

			The child returned her stare. The eyes were the same as hers. 

			Had she really used to be so… human?

			Felix’s hands felt as though they were immersed in fire. The barrier was so bright that it was no different with eyes opened or closed. So he opened them. Lightning arced between eye lash and brow, painful flares earthing at his fingertips and sending glowing tracers spiralling the length of his arms. His reflective mail coat was as brilliant as the full face of Mannslieb. 

			The barrier held but he felt it waver. The roar was infernal, denying an audience for any sound but that of his own shouted oaths. The agony was indescribable, but in a strange way it helped. Pain tore through the corridors of his mind, slamming doorways as it went, cutting off sense from reason, instinct from purpose. There was nothing left but intent, the sense of something higher. 

			He had been purified in fire.

			With the heightened awareness of near-death, Felix felt the malignant stain on the soul that was Be’lakor. He was not laughing now. Through a skein of magic and hate, he felt the daemon’s panic, the fury of a demigod at the despoliation of its will. But the daemon seemed insignificant. 

			For there were others with him.

			Rudi and Nikolaus yes, their pain incandescent as his own, but more besides. For a blessed instant it felt as though Sigmar had heeded his prayers and dispatched his legions to their aid. In that moment the pain was as nothing and, screaming the name of his god, he pushed.

			The verse Be’lakor implanted into Morzanna’s mind grew distant as she sank. She marshalled her strength, managing to grind out a syllable of the Master’s incantation before her mouth filled with power. Three men grasped for her through the torrent of darkness, but they were not kind hands.

			Fools, she thought. Did they not understand the balances they upset?

			The three were close, forging deeper than she would have thought possible for so few. And then she saw why. They were not just three. They were hundreds. A hundred times a hundred.

			Half seen, the expressionless shadows shoaled through the dark. Their faces were like smoke, bodies haloed in the silver witch-light of the grave. Even distant, so distant, she felt their wrath, the pound of their fists as they beat like solid silver upon the surface. Morzanna opened her mouth to cry out, felt her lungs flood with the seas of change.

			The Damned had come as Be’lakor had said they would. 

			They had come for her.

			Rudi could no longer see. All around him was blinding white. The heat was intense but he did not burn. These were the fires of the damned, that would torture for eternity and never consume. 

			He felt pain.

			But also love. The fire scourged his flesh of sin.

			It was as if he and his brother had burned alongside his mother after all. He felt their nearness, and that of others he knew. He saw comrades, childhood friends, and distant ancestors. They welcomed him home, celebrated him as one would a returning champion. They were dead, he remembered, but he was neither appalled by their unlife nor horrified by their approach.

			They were damned. Sigmar had tested them harshly, but they had passed.

			And he would not fail them now.

			‘Finish the stunted wretch!’ Golkhan howled, clutching the stump of his arm.

			A sea of black horror flowed and shrank around the spinning isle of death and ruin that was Gotrek Gurnisson. Charred black limbs scratched for his chest and arms, only to recoil before the powerful warding runes of his axe and be parted from their bodies in a sweep of super-sharp starmetal and an arterial shower of daemonic essence. Limbs, teeth, heads and foul blood flew up in a storm. The Slayer’s back bled from innumerable cuts, but still he stood, still he waited. The Chaos warrior bellowed to be heard above their gibbering, resorting at last to kicking one into Gotrek’s path. It bounced to its feet and reared, but the moment the red glow of the ­Slayer’s axe fell upon its face it hissed and shrunk back. Gotrek hacked its head from its shoulders, then spun to split the jaw of an opportunistic lurker with a gleaming uppercut.

			Forget the Slayer, Be’lakor bellowed, straining to tear open the streaming vortex to admit the spiked pinion of a bat-like wing. Protect Morzanna.

			‘I serve neither her nor you,’ Golkhan returned. Spittle flecked his jaw. His chest heaved with agony. He thumped his cracked set of second ribs, before returning the hand to his stump with a grimace of pain. ‘You serve me! I have what I need from you.’

			You have nothing! If I am not freed then the End Times will never come. The world will linger. It will suffer and never die.’

			The stricken champion snarled, but the desperation in the daemon prince’s voice swayed him. With a stab of pain, he removed his hand from his mangled shoulder. The black armour of Be’lakor had sealed the wound in an agonising mulch of curdled blood and hell-steel. There was little blood, but it hurt like salt in an open wound. He swept his gaze across the black hordes. The last of the mutants had been changed or slain, the ratmen had fled for the portals. Even his own lieutenants were gone. He would have cursed Be’lakor for his foot soldiers’ indiscriminate bloodlust had he not known from the beginning what would happen to the mutants once they changed. 

			As he looked past one of the many silvery portals, he caught a sweep of grey from behind a column.

			One of his.

			Golkhan gave a triumphal snarl. Men could always be trusted over beasts, rats, daemons, and witches. He lifted his arm, fist clenched in salute.

			‘You!’ Get to the altar and deal with those thr–’

			The thrown knife slammed between his eyes, near ripping his head from his shoulders but for the ungodly strength of his gorget and vertebral plates. His armoured body struck the ground, dead before it did so. 

			Be’lakor howled helpless fury, straining to tear the world apart with the power of his bare claws. 

			Across the chamber, from behind a trembling column of obsidian black, Caul Schlanger gave a thin smile, setting three more identical knives in parallel lines upon the floor. Satisfied with the ordered arrangement, he looked up towards the Chaos star. Before it had sparked with a periodic brilliance. Now it blazed like a bound star. And Caul had been schooled in magic well enough to recognise a misspell that had passed well the point of no return. 

			He threw a farewell salute to the screaming daemon prince and, whistl­ing a dirge, turned back towards the portal for the city. Jaeger and his company had left him for dead in the house of Shallya. 

			It was only fair that he returned the favour. 

			‘We rejoice in our sufferings,’ Nikolaus intoned. His voice was level even as his body burned. ‘Suffering brings endurance, endurance strength, strength triumph.’

			His soul was being weighed by fire, cleansed, sins as kindling for the flames of judgement. And he had many sins. More than enough to consume his unworthy flesh. It was right the white lady should be here with him. She was not real, he knew. At least they had likely never met outside his dreams. It did not matter. Nor had he ever met Sigmar. It was what they represented; old lives and new, sin and salvation. 

			It was not just the white lady with him now. Here was Brüder Arnulf, all aggressive pride, and there strove Schwester Karolina. Her body was whole again, and she was beautiful. The realisation stirred nothing within him, his detumescence divine.

			He had been purified.

			His skin was blistering, peeling black, lead ink turning molten and dribbling over bare bone. 

			Like a man of Sigmar, he embraced the pain. 

			The war wagon of Baron Götz von Kuber rocked like a storm-tossed greatship between the black horrors that scaled its flanks. A sergeant of the moralpolizei struck down from the rearcastle with the butt of his Hochland long rifle. It cracked the daemon’s jaw, shaking its grip and throwing it down amongst the unholy creatures that swarmed the wagon’s ironclad wheels. Another mounted the battlements, sunken face snarling before receiving the full fusillade of a pair of repeater handguns. Both weapons clicked to empty and the headless corpse fell. The men gasped in relief. Another horror scaled the sides behind them. One man spun, unloaded his emptied chamber point blank into its belly, then shrieked as the daemon ripped the guts from his still shuddering belly.

			Konrad Seitz shouted for order, for the men of Sigmar to stand tall to the last. But there were too few left. The baronial banner had been trampled into the ash, the horn split, his musician slain. A handful of peasants could still be heard, fleeing for the river with a pack of horrors in loping pursuit. The rest lay dead in rings around the wagon, like the lines through a tree trunk marking an account of massacre and retreat. His own guard lay amongst them, men and boys, templar knights and warrior priests. 

			All dead. 

			A black horror sprung from the melee that consumed the wagon’s rear and onto the high battlements of the forecastle. With a snarl, Konrad span, rammed his dragoon pistol halfway down the daemon’s throat and pulled the trigger. The back of its skull blew back over the wagon in a sticky vapour. 

			‘Men of Sigmar!’ he bellowed, though he stood alone. 

			Hans-Jorgen’s eyes stared wide and accusing to the heavens. A great tear split his vestments and coloured his pale chest red. Konrad holstered his pistol and drew his sword. 

			‘Blood of Magnus!’ he roared, climbing over his battlements to drop into the wagon’s rear, hacking open a gibbering horror as he landed. 

			The handful of men parted without a word to admit him to their ranks. The daemons closed, but Konrad stood amongst equals and as equals they would perish. His heart swelled with courage and filled his veins with pride. Konrad clenched his sword and screamed. His comrades beside him did likewise.

			And suddenly he did not feel nearly so alone.

			Felix groaned. Rudi and Nikolaus were faltering, but the barrier was ready to give. He knew it. He had pushed it so far that the aethyric skin was bent around him, stretched so thin that he could see the agony on the sorcerers’ faces. They had all to endure only a little longer. He ground his teeth and pushed hard. His muscles screamed from the effort. But where he pushed, the legions of the Damned pushed with him. They were innumerable, thousands upon thousands. There were farmers, fishwives, merchants and priests. And there were warriors. Felix saw the outline of armour and axes, Magnus’s army, the shades of those that had once battled Chaos and would now battle it once more at Felix’s side. 

			Had he really been so scornful of human nature that he could believe such men would fall to bitterness and rage, have thrown in their lot with the harbinger of the End Times? 

			He was a fool, but right now he was a glad and righteous fool. 

			Then, within the electric glare of power and fire, Felix caught sight of something that stole his breath.

			He was tall, proud, armed and armoured like an emperor, silver smoke coiling within an open helm. Its wavering shield bore a griffon rampant, the heraldic mark of Magnus the Pious. Felix’s heart swelled until it might burst.

			All who ever lived. All who ever died.

			That was what Caul had said. They were the Damned. Of course the Pious himself would be here amongst them. Amongst his own. 

			An electric shock bit his wrists, the vengeful strike of a dying serpent. He felt an end within his grasp. The flashes illuminated a faceless spectre at his side. It was a woman, wreathed in mistletoe and gowned in scorched taffeta. The faceless sister could not smile, but her warmth was comforting, and Felix felt her tenderness. She helped him, as she always had. 

			And together with a thousand others, they pushed through the last vestige of resistance.

			Morzanna felt the commands of Be’lakor, shivering like a quake from the ocean’s depths. The voice commanded, it threatened, it cajoled and it pleaded. But it only made it worse. It was hopeless. It was the daemon prince’s own fault and it knew it. She smiled, as if the imminence of death gave her permission to be disobedient.

			She had always known the Slayer would be the destroyer of them all.

			‘No, Morzanna. Fight. Do not believe that death can free yourself from me.’

			Death.

			The notion widened Morzanna’s smile. Shadows crept from her eyes like tears, tenebrous threads coiling about her throat and enwrapping her arms in darkness. They pulled her down. Her chest burned, straining not for air but for a release from the power that filled them. One by one the sorcerers fell, blood streaming from their noses and eyes. They were envious, hateful, and treacherous. She despised them all, as much as she did herself. Ubek was the last, his lips parted in a hateful sneer that froze into a rictus as his blind eye blinked shut for the first and only time.

			‘Death,’ she whispered, her flesh igniting with silver-black fire even as she drowned. She closed her eyes, unable to bear the empty faces of the Damned as they bore down. 

			‘That would make a welcome…’ she paused, smile spreading to her eyes as she felt the fires burn. ‘…change.’
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			SALVATION

			The explosion was as brilliant as it was unexpected. No sooner had Felix felt the barrier give before him than he was lifted from his feet and flung across the chamber like a leaf on a gale. He saw Nikolaus fall to his knees, a prayer parting his lips as he was dashed to the ground and broken like a twig. The Damned were scattered, the shadowy beings dissolving before the wave of unleashed might. 

			Felix crashed into the side of a column, spun around its girth and sent tumbling along the ground until he hit another. Silver ringlets scattered from his battered mail like a trail of schillings, twitching across the flags as the chamber trembled before the strongest quake so far. Felix spread both hands to the floor for fear that it would drop away from under him. 

			Overcome by a sudden urge to be elsewhere, Felix pulled up his knees, winced as no man should ever have to, and got haltingly to his feet. His leg was numb from hitting the pillar, a bruise to his thigh the size and colour of a roggenbrot loaf.

			The centre of the chamber had been scoured bare. The altar was gone. There was no sign of the sorcerers, the warpstone sigil, or anything else for that matter besides a hole in the ground. Power crackled across the chamber, incandescent flares licking the walls and causing stone to dribble like fat. Black horrors gambolled without purpose, slapping into columns and each other as the walls shook. And in the midst of their disarray, a dark angel wavered like smoke. 

			It was Be’lakor. 

			The daemon prince was almost as large as the Beast, larger still if one counted its leathery wingspan or the jagged height of its black crown. But where that degraded monster had been a rounded mass of malformed muscle and bone plates, Be’lakor was lithe, his powerful body sculpted in volcanic glass. That statuesque might was now hunched, as though wounded, bat wings cocooning its body. How it had come to be hurt, Felix could only hazard. Gotrek’s axe passed through the daemon’s leg trailing a wisp of black smog. 

			The daemon laughed coldly, the creak of glacial ice. ‘You have taken my army, you have beaten my champion. My ritual has been spoiled but not ruined.’ The daemon’s voice was sonorous and smooth, but just a voice now that it did not cross planes. The chamber trembled, sending dust through the daemon’s body. It chuckled darkly, as though tickled. ‘I will be free. I may find myself five years past or five hundred. It is but a turning of the world to an immortal.’

			‘We’re both here now, you sack of steam.’ Gotrek made another swing. The runes of his axe flared with a frustrated brilliance as they clove through the smoke that was the daemon prince, Be’lakor. ‘Fight me now and have done.’

			Be’lakor continued to fade. Only an outline remained, shadow upon shadow, a hint of a crown. ‘Your doom is coming. Trust that when it nears, it will be my hand that guides it.’

			‘When?’ Gotrek roared, stamping through the fading shape. He looked up, swung his axe and roared. ‘Tell me who and I’ll seek him out.’

			Laughter echoed.

			‘You seek prophecy from a daemon king, son of Gurni. By thwarting me you assure only the crowning of another. The Everchosen of the four powers will march south and all will become darkness. If I must anoint their champion then I will see to it he has might enough to end you, Slayer.’

			The voice faded to nothing. Gotrek growled and lowered his axe.

			‘I look forward to it.’

			Cracks were spreading along the ceiling, the serried columns now looking decidedly unstable. Over shaking ground, Gotrek came running, snatched at Felix’s arm and pulled him around before running past in that peculiarly dwarfen gait that looked as purposeful as an ox but without the grace.

			‘I told you this place wasn’t sturdy,’ he called over his shoulder. ‘I give it five minutes before it comes down on our ears.’

			Grunting through his pins and needles, Felix set off after him. His companion sounded remarkably buoyant considering he had once again been denied a doom. Felix could not keep the scowl from his face. 

			Probably because they were both about to get buried.

			The black horrors of Be’lakor thrashed insubstantial fangs as they passed, following their master into oblivion as the power that sustained them waned. Some remained solid enough to fling themselves onto Gotrek’s axe, and the Slayer was more than happy to oblige. Around the crumbling chamber, Felix saw a handful of ratmen and grey-cloaked soldiers still fleeing for the myriad silver-shimmering portals that led back to the city. He pointed to one.

			‘There. I’m certain that’s the one we came through.’

			‘You sure? They all look alike to me and I don’t want to bump into myself coming the other way.’ The dwarf suddenly chuckled, his errant good mood confirmed, and nuzzled his axe blade to his bearded chin as he ran. ‘Now there would be a doom and a half!’

			‘Just take it,’ Felix growled.

			The portal shimmered as though it suffered. Its surface quavered before Gotrek’s glowing axe, but the reaction was half-spirited. The dwarf was striding towards it, pinching his nose as if about to dive into deep water, when Felix saw the bloody pile of flayed corpses to his left shift. The body on top of the heap sat up and groaned. The young man’s eyes narrowed as they sought focus.

			‘Did we win?’ Rudi croaked. His skin was charred, his fringe and eyebrows completely burned away, and his woollen smock smouldering where it still clung to his flesh at all. 

			Felix wondered how he looked. He doubted his cloak could take that amount of darning. 

			‘Aye, lad,’ said Gotrek. ‘You slew the Beast like a hero.’ He stomped over to where the stricken boy lay, bent onto one knee and hoisted him up over one broad shoulder. As though bearing nothing but the weight of his own brawny bulk he rose again and turned back towards Felix, shifting the lad so he lay draped around his thick neck. Rudi said nothing. He was out cold. Gotrek gave him a congratulatory slap on the rump. ‘When you come too we’ll talk about thieving a dwarf’s honest doom.’

			The chamber shook as if to a blow. Felix started for the portal and waved to Gotrek to follow.

			‘What of Nikolaus?’ he barked. ‘And the lizard?’

			Felix dropped his eyes. ‘Nikolaus took the brunt of the blast. I didn’t see Caul. He’s probably gone too.’

			‘They will be remembered,’ Gotrek said simply, then lumbered into a run that drove him through the mirror of the portal.

			It rippled in torture. Felix took a deep breath, aware that it might well be his last, and jumped in after.

			The transit was different this time. 

			It was briefer, for one, but empty. The voices were gone, replaced by a malignant presence that probed warily at the emptiness the Dark Master had left behind. Even other daemons, it seemed, shunned Be’lakor. 

			Felix was certain it was only that wariness that kept him alive long enough to burst out the other side. Sight, sound and smell returned in a bundle and, for a moment, it was difficult to extricate one from another. He heard Gotrek’s roar, followed by a whoosh of starmetal and a bony crack, smelled a bitter musk, then his vision cleared enough to see the dwarf tug his axe from the skull of the Beast. The monster’s eyes flickered red within its torn hood as it collapsed amidst a pile of vitrified rubble. 

			‘Stay down this time,’ Gotrek growled, smearing blood across his face with his bicep.

			The pack of skaven that had followed their master back into the catacombs squawked and scattered, bounding over the blast debris and half-mechanical monstrosities for the exit. 

			The cavern trembled and Felix threw a hand to the nearest wall. He wished he had not. It groaned beneath his fingers, cracks splaying out from the surface and deep into the rock. The dwarf turned his blood-smeared eye to the ceiling, blinking away a trickle of grit that streamed from above. A tremor made his assorted chains and piercings chime, trembling pink in the strobing balefire. 

			‘The rats have outdone themselves this time,’ he said, lumbering into a run that took him after the fleeing ratmen.

			Felix followed, running past the empty stares of the daemon machines. The abhorrent creations did not stir as the walls at their backs crumbled. Felix wondered if they were unaware, like golems awaiting their maker’s command. But he knew that was not so. They knew what was coming and welcomed it.

			They ran into the main chamber, Gotrek in the lead and pounding for the hall to the stairwell. Sheets of rock were cascading from ancillary shafts, spilling into the excavated chamber like avalanches and flooding the cavern with dust. A gang of daemon machines disappeared under a torrent of rock. Felix coughed and covered his mouth with his cloak. His feet were numb from the shaking and he could barely see ten feet through the dust. Incandescent flares lay within the shroud where torches had been torn from their corbels to blaze upon the ground. 

			The ground ahead crumbled into a crevasse. It was widening by the second. 

			Felix saw black cloaks leap over it and keep on running. He gave a cry of despair but Gotrek did not slow down. Rudi’s face pounded into the small of the dwarf’s back as he took the gap flat out, thumping into the far side without breaking stride. With a yell, Felix jumped after, the rock crumbling from his boot just as he cast off. His heart lurched as he smelled the dry reek of emptiness below, arms milling in a wild panic before he landed in a rough stumble that hysteria forced back into a run. 

			The acropolis trembled in its death throes. The ground behind him sheered back into the abyss. 

			Felix willed his legs to pump harder, but his bruised side was still numb. His unbalanced stride bounced him off the wall and scratched his arm, but at least he was heading forward. Gotrek was disappearing into the dust cloud, but there was only one way to go now. No chance of getting lost.

			That at least was something.

			Coughing and with chest burning for want of clean air, Felix staggered into the antechamber and through it to the stairwell just as the ceiling began to groan. Footsteps and distant squeals echoed from above the cry of tortured rock and Felix made after them as swiftly as his limp allowed. He had made a turn and a half when there came an earth-tearing crash. Rock dust erupted from the opening below, causing Felix to hack up what precious life his lungs had been holding onto. Grit flew into his eyes and he blundered on, not daring to open them. The walls shuddered in his hands, bleeding mortar, caving inch by inch. Felix pressed his hands to both walls, as if he supported them rather than the other way around. Eyes still shut and weeping rock dust, Felix took a step that was not there and fell heavily into the temple of Sigmar. He opened his eyes and blinked away the grit. His gloves were prickled with stained glass.

			Gotrek was waiting for him.

			‘Up you get, manling. Dwarf-made it may be, but this place has stood up to about all it’s going to.’

			The windows had been shattered, throwing coloured glass like caltrops across the floor. Sturdy walls shook, the great silver hammer swinging so hard on its chain that cracks spread through the marble walls with each successive blow. The hammer whirred several feet above Felix’s head but still he hunched under its swing as he limped after Gotrek and out into the open air of the acropolis. 

			Felix did not know what he had been expecting. 

			But not this.

			The sky shuddered and stalled, one moment flickering black and white, then exploding through a mad spectrum of colour. The sun gave a fitful glow, spitting like a fire in the rain as it faded, shifted across the sky or simply vanished altogether only to bleed back a moment later. Felix felt rain on his face, but before he could catch glimpse of black clouds they had burst apart, descending on the city in a rain of ash. The city itself was just as maddening; piles of rubble, buildings, entire streets blinking in and out, falling into ruin and rebuilding as time’s shackles were cast off and broken. Roads ripped themselves from the earth. Iron and brass screamed across the sky. 

			On the road towards the bridge, a row of houses sunk into the earth, the ground unable to support the mass as stone after stone after stone contested the single point in space. The buildings exploded. A mountain of stone and an iridescent storm of the eight colours of magic cascaded over neighbouring districts.

			Felix ran to the edge, swaying with the shaking of the acropolis, and looked out into the wide bowl of the amphitheatre. Black-cloaked skaven were fleeing across the arena, sheltering in the open pit as the structure around them crumbled. The sand beneath their feet rippled like molten lead. Something was rising. Felix looked away, unable to stomach the short-lived screams as the space their bodies occupied was suddenly claimed by mortar and stone. The towering edifice of the Stadtverwaltung stormed up from the arena, barging aside the ramshackle terraces before both ­crumbled like ash before Felix’s eyes.

			Mordheim was tearing itself apart. 

			The river and the wall of fog that surrounded it were the only constants in sight. Fog lay over the eastern and southern walls of the city like extensions to its ramparts, obscuring his view of the stone beneath. They were much closer than the river, but he had no idea if the walls were gated or where a gate could be found if they existed. He did not even know if the mists could be crossed anywhere but the bridge. That left only one option, and Gotrek was already moving, his expression one of rigid determination as he pounded down the marble flight from the acropolis. The steps trembled underfoot, eventually giving way to a paved road. A wide avenue led through groaning ruins to the distantly glimpsed turrets of the bridge towers. The road was not twisting in on itself as it had before, which Felix supposed was something but, as he watched, weeds took root between the flagstones, flourished and then died, bursting apart in showers of jade to seed the earth with shivering motes of power. 

			Rudi stirred, blinking in confusion at the tattooed back that was his reward for regaining consciousness. Gotrek grumbled something dwarfish and set the boy down. Rudi stumbled, unready for the shaking ground. Gotrek watched him for a second then gave an approving grunt.

			‘I can’t hear the voices,’ Rudi mumbled, face awash with colour as he gawped at the sky.

			‘No,’ said Felix, briefly smiling. He had not had chance to notice, but it was true. 

			Rudi turned back, looking up the steps to where the temple was slowly beginning to come apart. ‘Brüder Nikolaus?’

			‘Talk later,’ Gotrek growled. ‘If you can flap your lips, you can move your legs.’

			‘Move?’

			‘That way,’ said Felix, pointing across the tortured tenements towards the bridge. From the confused maze of streets ahead, there came the rumble of musket-fire. Gotrek started to move and Felix was right alongside him, turning back to shout. ‘Quickly!’

			 ‘Quickly,’ Rudi agreed, stumbling the first few steps but swiftly recovering the knack of it.

			Together, the three of them tore down the ever-changing street, Felix and Rudi more than once relying upon the other to catch them as a weed materialised around their ankle to trip them or flagstones gave way to potholes. Gotrek ploughed through it all. 

			At a crossroads, they paused for a heartbeat.

			Between the blinking of an eye, Felix saw that the torn ruin on the far right corner was packed with tattooed goblins. Their shrill war cries sounded in a sudden burst as they cavorted through the broken walls, feathered bandanas waving, slinging arrows into some other group of men that took cover behind a cart in the street and returned fire. Felix flinched. An arrow flew towards him. The next instant it was all gone. The ruin itself was heaving at its foundations as if it might rise up and crash through the streets to freedom.

			It was as if the city’s disparate times had been pressed into one place but not stuck, and it was uncertain which it was meant to occupy. 

			Felix blinked, still staring into the swelling building as Gotrek dragged him down the left-hand avenue. They cleared the crossroads just as the structure burst apart. The explosion annihilated the surrounding buildings, scouring the crossroads with shrapnel while arcs of chromatic energy tore the air like lightning. Again, Felix and Rudi had each other to thank as the ground bucked and pitched them into each other’s arms. A wave of ozone crashed over their heads. They kept running, turning another bend, trusting to Gotrek’s instincts as the dwarf led them through an alley and onto another wide street.

			The air reeked of blood, a cloud of gunpowder smoke prickling its way up Felix’s nose and down his throat. He coughed, gripping his sword as Gotrek charged from the alley to behead a black horror that had been busy feasting on a corpse.

			It was the corpse of a man. 

			His garb was plain, undyed woollen smock and breeches with a felt cap upon his bloodless head. A pitchfork lay beside him, broken at the haft and covered under the peasant’s spilled guts. There were more of them, hundreds, torn open and lain out like crops before the changeling sky. Gotrek stepped over the body. The vanquished daemon was already beginning to fade. 

			The clangour of blades and human cries could be heard from ahead. Another musket round made the ash cloud quiver. Someone was clearly still alive. Felix ran into the open, avoiding treading on corpses where he could, squinting into the fog for signs of life. A pair of black horrors gibbered as they saw him, loping in from the right. Gotrek barked a laugh, swinging his axe as he spun away to face them. The daemons went for him, leaving Felix and Rudi to come upon the battered war wagon alone. 

			Felix had not seen the like in the Empire’s armies for years. And this one would not be riding to war anytime soon. The horses had been butchered, the lamellar plates of their barding had been peeled back to expose the meat and were frothed with blood. The wagon itself looked as though it had been mauled. It had collapsed onto its rear axle, the wheels ripped clean off, its ablative flanks gouged to the wood beneath. But someone had hoisted a banner in the lee of the armoured forecastle. It was iron grey, emblazoned with the twin-tailed comet, and it was from there that the sounds of fighting came.

			Felix and Rudi shared a look, then ran through the sulphurous murk to the savaged flanks of the wagon. Handholds were easy to find, and Felix hauled himself up, getting his fingers around the rim of a shield and pulling himself onto the wagon’s ramparts. 

			The wagon’s interior resembled a ghoul’s abattoir. Bits and pieces that had once been living things lay everywhere, the battlements pasted with blood up to an inch thick. A black horror spun through the charnel reek and snarled, bunching as if to pounce. 

			Still straddling the rampart, Felix kicked it in the face. The daemon sprawled onto its back and Felix jumped into the wagon after it, moving to finish it off. He had taken one step and lifted his head when the daemon’s chest erupted in a shower of black gristle and a crack like a splitting stone. Powder smoke rushed hungrily over the fading corpse, making Felix cough and his eyes sting.

			A soldier in torn cloak and bloodied mail jumped over the body, swinging his pistol like a club. Felix cried out in alarm and ducked back. The gun stock struck the reinforced wood and split. The soldier snarled, tossing the ruined weapon aside and drew up his sword.

			‘Konrad,’ Felix shouted, holding up a hand for peace.

			The militia captain regarded him, confused. In his other hand, Felix tightened his grip around his weapon. The man’s snarl slackened, some of the animal instinct passing from his eyes. He lowered his sword and, gladly, Felix eased his hold on his. 

			‘Dwarf-friend,’ Konrad breathed. He swallowed as if he had been waiting hours for the chance to do so. His horseshoe moustache clung to anaemic cheeks, adhered by his own blood to his flesh. ‘Is this your doing? Did you and your companions unleash this hell on the city?’

			‘What?’ Felix hissed, too thrown by the very idea to think what else to say.

			‘Where is von Kuber?’ the man pressed. 

			Felix did not answer right away, time enough for Rudi to scale the ­wagon’s sides behind him and drop down. Konrad’s blade swept up to cover him. Blood loss and exhaustion made the steel shake.

			Rudi faced the sword down, taking a step forward and palming the weapon gently to one side. Standing on the cusp of collapse, Konrad had not the strength left to try and stop him. 

			Felix had not noticed it before, but Rudi was three inches the taller.

			‘The baron was in the temple,’ said Rudi. ‘Along with others.’ Something firmed within him as he looked past the soldier to where the acropolis lay hidden in the fog. ‘He didn’t make it out.’

			Konrad’s mask sublimed to one of grief. His eyes widened, his jaw soft­ened, a tear moistened the jellied gore that caked the corner of his eyes. And then it was gone.

			‘His watch is over. There are no more von Kubers and the city must burn.’ 

			As if choosing that moment to make its point, the fire-blackened tenement to the wagon’s left side suddenly erupted. The three men ducked, shrapnel beating against the wagon’s flanks. 

			‘This city is doing a fine job on its own,’ Felix shouted. ‘The daemon has been banished, the curse is broken. There’s no need to die here.’

			‘Broken?’ said Konrad, incredulous, the crack of musket-fire from the direction of the forecastle a terse reminder that all was far from peaceful. ‘The Damned haunt the streets in daemon form. A temple to blessed Sigmar is defiled and must be restored. Run you say?’ The soldier chuckled darkly and turned his back. He gazed into the smog. ‘I say no. The City of the Damned will be purged. It will be sanctified and then it will burn.’

			Felix swallowed his rejoinder, shook his head angrily as he turned away and set foot to the rear ramparts to hoist himself up. Even after everything, he still felt the strongest urge to introduce Konrad Seitz to his fist. That was the problem with zealots. 

			They would never change. 

			‘Come on, Rudi,’ he called back, noticing that the man was not following. 

			The young man moved to Konrad’s side and helped him stay upright. There was a determined set to his jaw, face turned back across the forecastle in the direction of the temple. ‘Captain Seitz is right.’ 

			‘Rudi, don’t be–’

			‘Go, Felix. This isn’t your home, it’s mine. My family. Many of the Damned have been freed but there’s work still to be done here. I don’t have Brüder Nikolaus to do it for me now.’ 

			Held in the crook of Rudi’s arm, Konrad gave a wolfish grin. ‘We’re sinning men of Ostermark, and there can be no more running. We’ll save them all and burn the rest.’

			Felix stared for a moment, a lump in his throat. Then, unable to think of a word to say, hauled himself over the wagon’s rear. He landed on the bloodied flags with an almighty twinge in his bruised leg and started limping for the bridge.

			‘Where’s the lad?’ shouted Gotrek. His face and arms were black and glowed faintly with daemonic ichor. Somewhere underneath the belligerence and grime, Felix detected a trace of concern.

			Felix looked back to the wagon, like a beached wreck in the gloom, unsure quite what answer to give. ‘I think he always meant to die here.’

			Gotrek nodded, understanding as only a Slayer could, then clapped his arm, leaving a bloody print on his sleeve. The pair of them ran, leaving the war wagon and its embattled men behind. Felix prayed for them. 

			To his surprise, he felt confident that someone listened.

			The bridge was closer now, unchanging while earth, stone and sky ­shattered and blurred. It was like observing the accelerated passage of seasons; watching trees grow, flowers blossom and then die, creatures shifting too fast to be recognised except by a gut reaction to their presence, only the shape of the land itself to grant constancy. 

			Gotrek taking the lead, they emerged onto the courtyard. 

			The bridge reared vast from the fog, grey-stoned towers proud in spite of their ruination, the black claw-marks of the fire’s touch at their throats. It was raining ash, but Felix ignored it, running ahead of Gotrek and charging for the bridge. A man was sat upon the steps in the ash snow like a hopeless paramour in the rain.

			He had a knife.

			‘Only two?’ said Caul Schlanger, turning the blade to clean soot from his fingernails. ‘You do make a habit of this, Jaeger.’ He did not look up as Felix marched towards him, lifting the four-fingered hand as if to inspect its cleanliness, then curling them down one by one, ‘Ulisson, Straghov, Varigsson, Magdov–’

			The last name turned into a blast of wind as Felix closed, planted his foot into the seated man’s chest and slammed him back against the trembling steps. Caul snickered drily and set down the knife. Felix did not shift his boot.

			‘Bastard, Schlanger,’ he hissed. ‘You could have helped us!’

			‘You think I didn’t?’

			Felix levelled his runesword to the man’s throat. ‘Don’t think I’ll be unduly troubled to have a fifth name on my conscience.’

			Caul winced at that.

			‘Where have we met, Schlanger? And if I think you’re lying, I swear to Sigmar that I’ll gizzard you like a fowl.’

			The man’s green eyes met his, each unmoved as a frozen lake.

			‘We have never met, Jaeger, but we share a mutual acquaintance.’ 

			‘Tell me,’ Felix pressed, angered by the slow creep of the man’s smile.

			‘We are members of a secret order, he and I, pledged to the understanding and eradication of Chaos. You will have heard of it. The Golden Brotherhood.’

			‘Max Schreiber,’ Felix barked. ‘You know Max Schreiber.’ 

			‘Like the father I never had,’ Caul smirked, a fastidious show of ordered enamel. ‘He keeps well. In Altdorf, last I heard.’

			Felix turned briefly to Gotrek before withdrawing his sword and sheathing it with a disgusted snort. He stepped back.

			‘I still don’t know whether to believe a word from your mouth.’

			Caul rubbed his throat, helped himself to his feet and mocked a ­hammer across the chest which he finished with a courtly bow and flourish. ‘Like holy Sigmar, a liar is all things to all men.’

			‘Did Max send you here?’

			‘Men like Konrad and Gramm would burn us for the knowledge we keep, but we knew something foul dwelt here. Something best left undisturbed. It was easy enough to bring myself to the baron’s notice. He always had positions for killers.’ He grinned, fondling his knife as though recalling something peculiarly delicious. Then he shrugged. ‘I suppose now we know why.’ 

			‘You could have mentioned this before. How did you–’

			Caul shook his head, lips tight as though something in this amused him. ‘You can ask me every question you like Jaeger, why Herrcher Schreiber told me of his adventures, or how he knew you were in Osterwald and would come to me. But it won’t matter.’ He stepped back, up to the next step and into the mists, spreading his arm to the bridge. It trembled slightly and even the river, seen this close, bubbled as though it boiled. ‘Because I very much doubt you will remember any of this.’ 

			Gotrek strode past them, a dozen strides onto the bridge. At the point where the mist began to thicken, he held. His axe pulsed balefully, painting the grim dark red. 

			‘Gotrek, wait,’ Felix shouted, suddenly afraid. ‘Even the daemon wasn’t sure what time he would return to. How can we be?’

			Gotrek chuckled, cold as the mists that pricked goose bumps from his arms. ‘You have something to do tomorrow that can’t wait?’

			Felix blew an exasperated raspberry. His companion did have a point.

			Gotrek clutched his axe in a strong grip, his one good eye glaring into the future.

			‘I’ve been promised a doom. And a dwarf never forgets.’
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			The sun touched hesitantly upon the ruins of Mordheim, edging the shadows from its jagged spires and down into the alleys, scattering gold upon where the autumnal warmth struck upon leaden frames, flagpoles, shards of glass. A cool breeze from the south pushed the fog from the River Stir and out onto the moors of Ostermark. The light wind made waves that caught the light at their crests, shimmering across its length and breadth, the earth affording an object lesson in beauty to the heavens. Clinging to its silver curve, Die Körnung sank ever so slightly into ruin. Its walls were shattered, its buildings ash and home to freshwater crabs and tough brown algae. The silted flats offered unconditional surrender to the water.

			White hair scuffed like a dandelion clock, eyes dampened like crushed lavender, Mori sat amidst the burned, stake-like pilings of the jetty and stared across the water to the ruins of the other side. She sat with crossed legs, brown water halfway to submerging her knees. The sporadic sounds of musket-fire came from distant quarters, an occasional shriek to startle the circling gulls. She did not know how long she had been sitting there.

			She gave a sniff and wiped a tear from her eye. Her sleeve was muddy. She did not care.

			Watching the dappling brilliance arc subtly through the water to face the drifting sun, she gradually became aware that she was not alone. With a giddy rush she spun around. The crush of disappointment was instant. The beach was empty but for gulls. 

			But she felt something there.

			‘Hello?’

			Her voice echoed back to her. Her heart knotted. It was as if she heard another’s voice.

			‘Hello,’ she called again, waiting for the echo.

			Why do you weep, daughter?

			Mori froze, splayed fingers sinking into the silt. ‘F-father?’

			Not yet.

			‘Sigmar?’ she whispered, looking tentatively to the sky.

			So much more.

			Mori looked dubious, but she said nothing. It felt good just to be able to speak and have another reply in kind.

			One fruit withers on the vine, while another will flourish. The forest burns to allow young saplings to cast their own darkness.

			‘I… I don’t understand?’

			Follow the river to the south gate, then take the Totenwald path to Drachen­fels. There the barriers between worlds will be thin enough for me to speak with you again.

			Joints cold and stiff, Mori stood, looking up the deserted beach to catch a glimpse of he who spoke. There was no one there. His words seemed to appear directly in her mind.

			From there I will show you the Paths of the Old Ones. Mordheim has been denied me, but a fresh evil will soon arise on distant Albion. Damnation teaches nothing if not persistence.

			‘Why do you want me?’

			The voice chuckled, like a winter chill on bleak scarp.

			Dark Gods demand a high price, daughter. But they are fair.

		

	
		
			KINSLAYER

		

	
		
			 

			‘Knowing the object of the Slayer’s quest as I do, I have never laboured under the illusion that our friendship – if you could call it that – would last forever. Indeed we might both have had cause to bemoan ill fortune that our association had lasted as long as it already had when Gotrek and I finally parted ways.

			‘Many was the cold night that I had lain awake and dreamed of the day I would be free of his oath, and looking back I cannot blame myself for taking the chance of a settled life for myself and Kat when it was offered. And yet, it is only human to wonder what hurt might have been spared had we all left Karak Kadrin together that day. The truth that I cling to is that our paths have always seemed guided by unseen powers with a great destiny in mind. For how else could a dwarf so determined to seek death ever have survived so much?

			‘Does this mean that I can forgive him for what we did in Kislev?

			‘Though I try, I cannot. Perhaps I write this too soon after the event, but the End Times are upon us, and I fear that this grief will not fade in the short time we have left…’

			– From My Travels with Gotrek, unpublished,
by Herr Felix Jaeger
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			Autumn 2524

			‘It can’t be done,’ said Gotrek flatly, scooping up his tankard and sitting back, challenging the longbeard to convince him he was wrong.

			Borek Forkbeard took a moment to consider his reply. It was not the way of longbeards to be hurried, and particularly not over so important a matter as this. The old dwarf sat quietly, thinking, polishing the lenses of his pince-nez spectacles with one white fork of his beard while the bustle of the inn went on around him. It was rough and dirty and the patrons were no cleaner. The dwarfs here were farmers, herders, and miners of what little lead and tin there was to be found in this part of the Worlds Edge Mountains. The longest faces were worn by a party of prospectors consoling themselves with a last drink before making the short return to Karaz-a-Karak. Through the open doors and windows, the grassy foothills basked in sunshine. Goats and hogs dotted the hillside. The Skull River was a sliver of sparkling light between two hills on the western horizon. Gotrek sipped his Bugman’s – Borek was neither poor nor shy with his wealth – content to wait on the longbeard’s mind. Snorri Nosebiter, however, had never been so patient.

			‘Snorri does not know what there is to think about.’

			‘Snorri wouldn’t,’ said Gotrek.

			‘Gotrek and Snorri will both be famous and rich, Snorri thinks.’

			‘Famous maybe,’ said Gotrek. ‘The famous fools who thought they could ride into the Chaos Wastes, find a dwarfhold two centuries lost and return with her treasures. Aye, we’ll be famous all right.’ He took another mouthful of Bugman’s, then snorted and turned to Borek. ‘And may shame find you, Forkbeard, for putting such ideas into this wazzock’s head. He’s a miner not a warrior and his mother wouldn’t let him even as far as Everpeak for the ore market.’

			Borek blinked at the rebuke, then cleared his throat and reset his pince-nez on his nose. ‘This expedition is not without peril, you are correct, but it can be done. Every precaution has been taken.’

			‘These wagons of yours,’ said Gotrek, sounding particularly unimpressed. ‘Aye, you mentioned.’

			‘Protected by steel and rune, and driven by the power of steam alone.’ The longbeard nodded to Snorri. ‘We have plenty of strong arms and stout hearts, but I need good engineers in each wagon to keep the convoy together through the madness of the Wastes.’ He removed his glasses again and fixed Gotrek with a stare as if laying down a challenge. ‘Snorri tells me that you are one of the best.’

			‘Snorri tells you…’ Gotrek muttered.

			‘Do it,’ urged Snorri. ‘It will be just like your adventures with Hamnir. Only with Snorri.’

			‘It’s different now and you know it,’ said Gotrek, though from the wistfulness in his tone it was clear that he was not at all as sure of his position as he wanted to be. ‘I have a family to consider.’

			‘Will you at least promise to think about it?’ said Borek.

			Snorri grinned hopefully.

			Gotrek scowled into his beer and drank. ‘Fine, I’ll think about it.’

			Snorri stared into his empty tankard and let the earnest talk of Khaza Drengi, the Slayer Hall of Karak Kadrin, break upon the huge bulwark of his shoulders. He kneaded his knuckles into his temple and rapped on the bar for the attention of the steward. His memory was coming back.

			He was going to need another beer.

		

	
		
			PART ONE

			OLD FRIENDS

			Autumn – Midwinter 2524
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			LOST

			Snow fell across the oblast in thumb-sized flakes, white-furred reavers of the frozen north. Where exactly these raiders ravaged, Marszałek Stefan Taczak could not say for this was the time of raspotitsa, of roadlessness, when hills, rivers, and whole stanitsas sank under a flat plain of featureless white. The remnants of the Dushyka rota reined in on either side, reduced by the blizzard to little more than mounted shades.

			Nine men.

			That was what remained of the cavalry pulk he had led into the Battle of the Tobol Crossing. Nine men. Beaten men. They rode slumped in the ­saddle, swathed but for their eyes in bloodstained cloaks and captured Kurgan furs. Their animal layers were flecked with white, like a froth of exhaustion, but a numbness of heart and body meant no man shivered. It was that same fatalism that granted each man a shot of satisfaction, like koumiss still warm from the mare’s teat, at the fate that winter would soon share with the northmen. Raspotitsa returned the herdsman and the hunter to his tirsa, the merchant to his city and the warrior to his hearth, but to an army on the march it was death.

			As fiercely as Stefan wished to see the closing of the year in such terms, he could not. There were no victors when Lord Winter marched to war.

			‘Thirty Kurgan, marszałek. All dead.’

			Stefan’s esaul, a beef and gristle man named Kolya, reined in his steed beside him. The mare, Kasztanka, responded numbly and Kolya clapped vigour into her neck and snow from her mane. He looked to Stefan. Blood flecked his blue eyes. He nodded once to the scene of butchery that had led Stefan to call a halt. In the lee of a rough horseshoe of banked snow, bodies and parts lay scattered around a doused firepit. A thin sheen of ice glimmered from the bodies where their warmth had melted the snow. Now they were cold. The snow slowly covered them, smothering the butcher’s ruin as purblindly as it did roads and tirsas and the hideous skull dolmens of the Kurgan. This had happened recently.

			They were gaining.

			‘The same as before,’ Stefan murmured. Not a battle but a massacre. This was not war as he understood it. ‘What did this?’

			Kolya offered a no matter shrug. ‘As the wise woman would say, marszałek, when the winter is hard the wolf will eat wolf.’

			In the privacy of his face-scarf, Stefan smiled. It was easy to forget the huntsman who had used to paint stick-horses on stones to scatter wherever one of the oblast spirits had spooked poor, skittish Kasztanka. They were half-brothers, a blood relation as common as widowed mothers, and it was good to remember that the oblast had not always been this way. The northmen had come many times and always were driven back.

			Kislev was the land and the land was Kislev.

			Stefan looked up and squinted into the icicle teeth of the blizzard. The snow-swept vista stretched to the ends of his experience and beyond. It had suffered a grievous wound, perhaps more than one, but it still looked like Kislev to him.

			Kolya made a clicking sound under his tongue and brought Kasztanka around to the right. She whinnied shyly, jumping into the high snow before settling into a walk as Kolya guided her around the edge of the Kurgan camp. There were more bodies, scattered, a breadcrumb trail leading north. Some of the northmen had tried to flee from whatever it was that had caught up with them. It had not done them any good. They had been beheaded, dismembered, taken apart by a monster so far beyond the abilities of an entire marauder warband that there was no evidence of it anywhere. ­Stefan fixed on a severed hand half buried in the snow. A hand-axe was still gripped in the blueing fingers. He felt a kind of gratitude for that. Many of the ­northern tribes shared the Norse belief that a warrior’s spirit would forever roam unless he died with weapon in hand.

			The north wind turned then, skirting the northmen’s horsehoe wall and blasting both their faces with snow. It carried the coppery, obscenely sweet odour of recent death. The horses snorted anxiously. Kasztanka stamped her hooves and whinnied until Biegacz, Stefan’s mount and a stablemate since birth, nuzzled his old companion and blew reassurance into her ear. Men of the southern cities liked to mock the bond between an oblast man and his horse, but few men loved an animal as Kolya loved Kasztanka. It was her, rather than his own blood brother, that was keeping the bold man Stefan had known alive.

			‘Marszałek!’

			The shout cut through the blizzard with little warning of the horseman who cantered through, then reared to a standstill in a flurry of snow. Boris Makosky was younger than Stefan, had been a trapper making a decent living selling meat and fur to merchants from Praag before the incursion, but defeat had aged him. There was grey in his fringe and something feral never far beneath the surface when he spoke. Even when he did not, it was there in his eyes. If a man was brave enough to look.

			‘There are tracks that continue north. It is too heavy to be a man, but whatever else it may be it is a beast of two legs.’

			‘Can you not tell what it is from its tracks?’ said Kolya.

			‘An ogre mercenary that fled the fall of Volksgrad, perhaps? One of the trolls that the Kurgan say now occupy Praag? We have seen worse ­migrating south.’

			‘But these tracks head north,’ said Stefan. ‘They follow the same warband as we do.’

			Makosky shrugged angrily. ‘What I can tell, I have told. If you want more then speak with Bochenek.’

			That stung. The rota’s scout was feeding the foxes of the last stanitsa they had found: the price paid for spotting the Kurgan ambush too late. ­Stefan said nothing. On the oblast, a man learned to conserve warmth any way he could and that included keeping his mouth shut when words were not welcomed. Instead, he glanced again to the ruined corpses, ­worrying what such a monster might do to the captives those Kurgan had taken with them. The capture of the wise woman, Marzena – who had clearly exhausted her good fortune when Kolya and Bochenek had heard her screams and ­rescued her from the beastman herd that had invaded her home in the Shirokij Forest – had hurt them all, but Kolya most of all. His brother had always been one to seek out omens in the shapes of clouds, to beseech the ­spirits before partaking of a spring, and to heed the ­wisdom of the Ungol hags.

			Stefan shook his head grimly. Snow dropped from his brow. What kind of beast, though, would render such carnage and not even pick at the bodies it had left behind? Stefan did not like the inevitable option that that left.

			Daemon.

			He shuddered, reaching for the szabla scabbarded by his left stirrup.

			‘A man may seem brave when fighting sheep,’ said Kolya, quoting another of Marzena’s proverbs, ‘but be a sheep when faced with brave men.’

			Stefan drew himself upright in the saddle to regard his brother fully.

			‘I speak of the monster, not you,’ said Kolya, the memory of a smile haunting his thin lips. ‘These men were frost-bitten and half-starved. Their war leader left them behind while the bulk of his host continued north.’ He indicated that direction with a nod. ‘We ride on?’

			‘For our lost brothers,’ said Stefan, spurring his mount around to face north. ‘I would not leave any man in the hands of the Kurgan, and I ­certainly won’t abandon an old woman.’

			Kolya nodded, but Makosky’s scowl merely darkened. The man seemed to come alive only in the heat of the hunt. The land was wide, with too few beastmen to be found roaming lost and starving on the steppe. ­Usually they were ridden down with relish.

			Other times, they were made to pay for what they had wrought on Kislev.

			Nothing that Stefan could think of short of a victory, however small, or the remote possibility of reuniting with the Ice Queen’s pulk would rally his men’s hopes.

			‘We are gaining,’ said Kolya, then raised a hand to sweep over the dead. His manner was grim, barren of hope and glad for it. ‘These men will not miss their furs now. When the horses are rested, we will bring the vengeance of Dushyka onto the Kurgan and their pursuer both.’

			‘Tell me of your adventures in Praag,’ said the black-robed priest of ­Grimnir, walking barefoot through the soot and steam of Grimnir’s foundry, deep within the halls of Karak Kadrin. The air was thick and black. It tickled the throat with the honest taste of coal and cushioned the clangour of ­hammers upon anvils and the hiss of bellows. Shrouded to their bare arms in the murk, visions of Grimnir himself at his fabled forge, a score of dwarfs worked their anvils with a single-mindedness that bordered on brutal. Their straining muscles crawled with tattoos and coursed with sweat. Not one of them spoke. It was just them, the iron, and the sanctity of the forge.

			Snorri Nosebiter said nothing, for it was an old question, and merely watched as the priest padded in a circle behind his back, Snorri twisting in his chair to follow his progress as far as he could. The snap of taut leather arrested him and pulled him back into the chair.

			Oh yes. Snorri kept on forgetting that.

			He was secured into a high-backed wooden chair and, though it took a lot of leather to strap in a chest as massive as Snorri’s, this priest was taking no chances. The stump of his right leg was laid out upon the anvil in front of him. He remembered that his old friend Gotrek Gurnisson had cut it off for him. He grinned in success at having remembered, but then almost immediately frowned.

			Was he happy about that? Clearly he was still missing something.

			‘Snorri,’ the priest prodded, circling back round to the front. He wore his black hair long and his beard forked, and walked with his hands clasped behind his back as he spoke. He wielded his voice with an authority as unsubtle as Snorri’s hammer. His bare feet slapped the hot floor. ‘I asked you a question.’

			Snorri maintained his frown. He was here to remember, that much he remembered. Deep thought scrunched up his face. It was unique, even as faces went. It had taken so many beatings that bony regrowths knobbled his jawline and brow and his nose was flattened between his cheeks. One ear was a cauliflowered mess while the other had been torn clean away to leave a pinhole in the side of his head. Sometimes, when things got boring, Snorri could hear air whistle through it.

			‘What kind of name is Skalf Hammertoes anyway?’ said Snorri.

			‘I was a ranger, and not a very good one. I do not hide from my shame as some might.’ He looked askance towards Snorri. ‘Praag.’

			‘Snorri does not remember.’

			‘I think that you do.’

			Snorri watched the priest circle behind him once again. It was making him dizzy. He closed his eyes to think. Praag. He had travelled there with Gotrek and with young Felix on the airship, Spirit of Grungni, to fight Chaos. The fighting had been all right but he hadn’t enjoyed the journey much. There had been too much time with nothing to do but think.

			Snorri did not like thinking. It did not agree with him. It gave him memories.

			As he thought now, back past that point, his mind flinched like a dog from an old master who had once been cruel. There was an old wound that was still buried there despite the years he had spent trying to forget. And now he was supposed to remember. Why?

			Because he had promised, that was why.

			He saw a dwarf woman and her child. He did not remember if the child was his but the regret, the anguish, that knotted in his chest at the memory told him that he had loved these two as if it were. The knot tightened. His heart was a lead weight on his lungs. He had killed them both. Or had he? But their deaths had been his fault. Yes, that was right. He could not remember.

			‘Interesting,’ said Skalf, checking his stride. Snorri opened his eyes, blinking as if he had just had his head submerged in a barrel. The priest’s lips twisted in amusement. ‘You talk when you think, Snorri Nosebiter. I can only assume it is that thick skull of yours that has seen you through so many of our age’s great battles.’ Snorri beamed. ‘I want you to tell me about the second time you visited that city, when you returned there without Gurnisson and the human. It was around then that your memory began to fail.’

			The priest snorted at some private joke and Snorri bristled. This beardling priest was mocking him. By what Grimnir-given right? Something about being asked the question, though, made his mind go there. His skull ached. The three brightly coloured nails that had been hammered into his head in place of the traditional Slayer’s crest throbbed. Pain threatened to flush his mind of hard memories, but he grunted and willed himself past it. He had made a promise. He owed Gotrek that much.

			‘Gotrek and young Felix disappeared into a magic door. When Max could not find them he and Snorri went back to Praag to fight Chaos some more.’

			‘This is Maximilian Schreiber? Your wizard friend?’

			‘Max is the wisest human Snorri knows. One time Snorri fell asleep in a bucket of vodka and when he woke up Max made his sore head go away.’

			‘Then perhaps he is not so wise,’ Skalf snapped, ‘for a hang­over is Grimnir’s way of making the last night’s fools suffer.’ The priest took a deep breath and went on. ‘What did you and Max do in Praag?’

			‘Er…’

			Snorri vaguely recalled the following summer as a sequence of disappointing skirmishes with beastmen and marauders with just the one halfway memorable battle with a champion’s warband somewhere upriver. But he could not really remember that either. Then there had been that incident with the daemon-possessed violin that, even after he had sobered up, Snorri had thought sounded rather unlikely. Max was not the sort to make that kind of thing up, though. Not at all like that young rascal, Felix. He remembered being sad to have missed it. Then he remembered something that he had not before.

			‘Ulrika was there too, Snorri thinks.’

			‘The zanguzaz?’

			‘Oh, she wasn’t a vampire then,’ said Snorri, then paused to think. ‘At least… er…’

			‘Doubt,’ said Skalf with a grim half-smile. He unclasped his hands from behind his back, then laid them flat on the anvil by the stump of Snorri’s leg. He leaned forward. His eyes were a hawkish amber. ‘Doubt is progress, and progress is good. I think you have always wanted to forget.’

			‘Snorri thinks this priest is stupider than Snorri.’

			‘Gotrek and his rememberer were unique individuals,’ Skalf pressed. ‘They were possessed of a destiny I cannot pretend to understand. Their quests swept you along, Snorri, allowed you to forget your pain. But then one day they were gone, and you were left alone.’ Snorri tried to pull away. There was a leathern moan and the strap buckle bit into his massive forearm. Of course, Snorri thought miserably, Snorri forgot. ‘Pain is like gold. However deep you try to bury it, someone will always dig it up again.’

			‘Snorri thinks… Snorri thinks he would like a beer now. Or ten.’

			‘Of course you would,’ said Skalf. He gestured towards someone that Snorri could not see. Snorri smacked his lips. They would probably be bringing beer.

			Another Slayer strode through the smoke. He wore his hair in two crests, sharp red horns at the front but shaved down to the scalp at the back. His bare, muscular torso was a web of red and black tattoos. It looked like the musculature of a flayed body. But not a dwarf’s though, Snorri realised, as the Slayer’s face emerged from the smoke, painted into the snarling visage of a daemon. Snorri grasped instinctively for a weapon, causing his chair to rattle.

			Acknowledging neither Snorri nor Skalf, the Daemonslayer dropped a large leather bag onto the anvil. It hit with an iron clank. The bag was open and Snorri glanced inside. In amongst the common hammers and tongs of the smith’s craft, there rested an oddly proportioned spiked mace. There were no spikes at the very head of the weapon and there was no grip at all. The end of the handle where it should have been was flat and smooth and skirted with triangular iron flaps that were each punched through with eyelets. But nowhere in amongst it did Snorri see his beer.

			‘Snorri wants to know what you two are up to.’

			The Daemonslayer laid his palm on Snorri’s shoulder. Burning, bleeding ligaments and sinews crawled across the well-muscled arm, but the touch was not unkind. ‘I owe you a debt, Snorri Nosebiter.’

			‘Snorri will take your word for it.’

			‘As you should, for my word is iron,’ spoke the Daemonslayer, retrieving his hand so that he could devote both to removing the mace from his bag and laying it reverently upon the anvil. Hammer and nails followed and the Daemonslayer then positioned the smoothed-flat haft of the mace up against the stump of Snorri’s leg. It was surprisingly warm and was a suspiciously good fit.

			Snorri had a very bad feeling about this. He hoped he was going to get his beer sooner rather than later.

			‘That worm-eaten peg that the humans gave you to replace your leg is hardly fit for a son of Grungni,’ said Skalf, but Snorri was having difficulty focusing on him. His gaze slid to where the Daemonslayer was making a ring of measured little guide nicks around his leg by scoring an iron nail through the meat. ‘Surely the shame of it was the reason you refused your old companion, Makaisson, and remained here while he joined King Ironfist’s throng for the march to Sylvania. Or could there be some other reason?’

			‘Snorri… cannot remember.’

			Skalf snarled; the wrong answer. ‘The von Carsteins rise again, Snorri. All of the blood-suckers. The king aligned himself with elves, elves, to fight them.’ He looked to the ceiling and presented his open palms in dismay. ‘Many Slayers found their dooms there in that mighty defeat. Even Makais­son did not return.’

			Skalf nodded to the Daemonslayer, who then picked up a nail and threaded it through one of the eyelets at the junction of the mace-leg. It dug into Snorri’s thigh. The Daemonslayer lined up his hammer.

			‘My name is Durin Drakkvarr,’ he muttered. ‘I owe you my life, and my death. On the lost halls of home I will see that you find yours.’

			‘This is going to hurt,’ said Skalf.

			‘Can Snorri not have his beer first?’

			Skalf stuffed a rolled up leather belt into Snorri’s mouth. ‘You have already had too much. That is the problem.’

			From the corner of his eye, Snorri saw Durin swing his hammer. He tightened his eyes, bit down on the belt, and grunted as the Daemonslayer took his time striking nails through the eyelets of the mace-leg and into his thigh. The hammering from the nearby Slayers proceeded unabated. As if they did not hear.

			When it was done, Durin laid a hand briefly on Snorri’s shuddering shoulder, then diligently wiped up the few splatters of blood and put away his tools.

			‘Tell me of your “Spider Lady” , ’ said Skalf, quietly, pulling the belt from Snorri’s mouth as though nothing had just happened.

			‘Snorri is going to kill you when he gets out of this chair.’

			‘There is nothing darker than a kinslayer,’ said Skalf calmly. ‘Even threatening it is enough to earn your name in blood in a clan’s book of grudges.’ The priest shrugged. ‘Lucky for you I have no family. Now answer my question.’

			Snorri tried to think of something else, but couldn’t stop his mind going where it was bidden.

			Woods. Giant spiders in the trees. An old lady screaming.

			‘Snorri… saved an old lady in the woods. Big spiders… attacking her… Snorri… killed them all.’

			‘Slow down,’ said Skalf. ‘Take a breath.’

			Snorri did as he was told and found it helped. ‘They stung Snorri a lot and when he woke up, the old lady told him that he would not die yet. She said Snorri would have a great doom. Like Gotrek’s.’

			‘And this destiny, is it to be found here within the temple of Grimnir?’

			‘Maybe,’ said Snorri, disfigured brow knotting in concentration.

			The old lady in the woods had said more, been more specific than he remembered, but it was gone now. An old lady standing over him. She is sad. You will have the mightiest doom. Even though it made his head hurt he tried to remember. He had made a promise. The harder he tried to remember though, the harder it seemed to be, like swatting a fly with a hammer. Thoughts of his supposed destiny always carried him nearer to memories of his shame, as if they were connected somehow. He wondered what Gotrek would do. They had been friends since before either of them had taken the Slayer oath. Perhaps he and Gotrek would both meet their ends together. That would be nice. It would make up for… for… He winced, his crest of nails throbbing in the roof of his brain.

			‘Snorri can’t remember.’

			The priest stroked his beard thoughtfully, took a considered breath, then directed a nod to Durin Drakkvarr. Snorri watched as the Daemonslayer produced a massive pair of tongs. Durin studied the straps holding Snorri down.

			‘These will not hold him for this.’

			With a nod, the priest turned and whistled into the smoke. The two nearest Slayers looked up from their anvils, then downed tools and started towards them. Each took one of Snorri’s arms and, at a hand gesture from Skalf, one of them put a hand over Snorri’s brow to hold steady his head. The iron bite of Durin’s tongs approached from behind, followed by a yawning silence, and then a pressure on his skull as the tongs clamped onto the first of Snorri’s nails.

			‘Not those,’ Snorri moaned. He strained against the two massive dwarfs, but they had him pinned. All he could move was his eyes. They rolled up to fix the Daemonslayer with a pleading gaze. ‘Please.’

			‘Forgive me,’ Durin whispered. ‘But I owe you too steep a debt.’

			‘Grimnir takes sacrifice in the blood of his Slayers,’ whispered Skalf. ‘Malakai has gone. Gotrek has gone. It has been over a year now, Snorri, and still you cannot or will not recall.’

			The priest nodded to the other Slayers to begin.

			‘And now Grimnir demands his due.’

			‘It was for your own good,’ Durin growled over the low murmur of grim talk that permeated the pipe smoke of the Khaza Drengi. He glared straight down into the iron jug of ale that he circled with his hands. Red ink picked out the tendons and black emphasised the shadow. It was as though a daemon of blood and bone sought to crush that tankard with its bare hands.

			The Daemonslayer did not drink and Snorri regarded both him and the dwarf’s ale with equal glumness. Tentatively, he ran a hand across his head. His fingers brushed piggish grey bristle, and he winced as they passed over the scabbed-up punctures where his crest had been ripped out. It hurt as though he had jumped prematurely from a gyrocopter and been scalped by the spinning blades. He glared at Durin, dunking his little finger into the mug of water in front of him and withdrawing it for inspection. His expression soured.

			Snorri was not feeling especially forgiving just now.

			At low-slung tables all around the hall, Slayers sat hunched, locked in conversation over the great battles being fought all over the Old World and drinking with the determination of those for whom tomorrow was an unasked-for concern. The tables were packed and half a dozen dwarfs stood with beers resting on the bar, trading boasts with the bar-dwarf for the day, a leather-faced old Slayer named Drogun in an ill-fitting white apron. At the other end of the bar, a sullen slab of dwarf called Brock Baldursson dished up meat paste and potatoes from a steaming pot. The hall was busier than Snorri had seen it all year and was filled with unfamiliar faces.

			It was a sign of the times that Khaza Drengi was the last hall in Karak Kadrin to house more dwarfs than it had been designed to accommodate.

			Two tables over, a pair of dwarfs built like battlements wrestled arms across the table. Snorri recognised one of them. Krakki Ironhame roared merrily, a large pie in one hand, as he nonchalantly inched his opponent’s fist towards the tabletop. The Slayer’s girth was mammoth, even for a dwarf, and his hair, a natural fiery red, produced a fat, undyed crest. The day the dwarf arrived from Karak Hirn on his way north, Snorri had broken his knuckles on that same ‘lucky’ table. They seemed to be better now, but Krakki did not appear to have got any nearer to Kislev.

			Snorri turned back to Durin. The dwarf had still to touch his drink. It made Snorri angry just thinking about it going to waste.

			‘If you choose to dislike me, Snorri, I will understand. But I am trying to help you.’

			Snorri scowled into his mug. ‘Tell Snorri again why he can’t have a beer too.’

			‘Because Skalf would not untie you until you vowed to renounce it, remember?’

			Every word from the Daemonslayer’s mouth sounded blank, emptiness coloured only by the dimmest grey of regret. It was impossible to hate a dwarf that sounded like that. It would be like trying to hate the dark. Snorri rubbed his head ruefully, and then his throat. He could not remember the last time he had been completely sober, but then that had always been the point. Some dwarfs got philosophical when they drank, others belligerent, but not Snorri. It made him numb and that was how he liked it. He shook his head, scratched the grey boar-bristles across his scalp as if he could scour his thoughts from his mind. Then, into that induced emptiness, popped an unrelated thought. He brightened immediately.

			‘Snorri remembers a human tavern called the Emperor’s Griffon. Human beer doesn’t count, does it?’

			‘It is still beer.’

			‘So they say,’ Snorri grumbled.

			The idea of never having another beer made his throat ache like the Arabyan desert, but forever was too big for him to deal with then and there. He wanted a drink now. He glared sulkily over the hard-drinking Slayers. If he could not drink then there was always the possibility of getting hit. The world was an ugly and unjust mistress and always looked better after it had knocked Snorri about the head a few times. Cheered by the prospect, he appraised the Khaza Drengi with a fresh eye. Brock Baldursson had the hard look of an old fighter, and Snorri had once seen Krakki punch out a priest of Grimnir with a set of freshly broken knuckles, but the rest were a disappointing bunch of scrawny-looking shortbeards that Snorri would not bet on in a fight with a goblin. He sighed.

			‘Snorri hopes he finds his doom very soon.’

			Durin lowered himself to the table until he dropped into Snorri’s eye line. ‘I hope that for us both. I have sworn before the Shrine of Grimnir that you will find a worthy end.’

			Snorri stared acidly at the other Slayer. He was not getting off that easily, not after he had stolen Snorri’s nails and would not even let him have one beer to make up for it. ‘Does that make you Snorri’s rememberer then? Because Snorri doesn’t need a rememberer.’

			The Daemonslayer sat back and picked up his tankard as if considering his words with the care of a gemcutter over a rare stone. He took a sip, swallowing as if it might be his last. Snorri watched every twitch as it went down his throat.

			‘I am not your rememberer, Snorri, though clearly you need one more than most. I am just a dwarf with a debt.’

			Intrigued now despite a stubborn will not to be, Snorri waded into the murky stew of his memory. He had journeyed with many fellow Slayers in his time, but most had already beaten him to their ends. Rodi Balkisson, although the details of it were hazy, had been slain by Krell at Castle Reikguard while his other recent companion Agrin Crownforger had fallen in battle with an entire beastman herd. Grudi Halfhand had taken the orc that had shamed him to a worthy end at the bottom of an ale barrel. Further back, memories became sharper and came quicker. Bjorni Bjornisson, the selfish bastard, had been cut down by that Chaos warlord during the siege of Praag, cheating both Gotrek and Snorri of mighty dooms while he was at it. Ulli Ullisson had fallen earlier that day. He thought back further. Grimme had been as sour as this Slayer, but the red tattoos and air of horror that clung to this one were wholly different. In any case, Snorri distinctly recalled Grimme being incinerated by a dragon, just moments before that dragon had gone on to crush another Slayer, Steg. Snorri chuckled. That one had made Snorri laugh.

			It had been a good death. They all had. He sighed.

			But not for Snorri.

			‘I am not surprised you do not remember me,’ said Durin. ‘And not just because of your problem.’ For a moment, the dwarf’s gaze was distant. His eyes seemed to widen, sinking into the black-inked pits of their sockets. He swirled his ale. ‘There were many of us that you and your companions rescued from Karag Dum that day.’

			Durin looked up to find Snorri staring intently at his face. The daemon’s face he wore twisted into the first smile Snorri had seen on it. It was not, he decided, something he wanted to see again sober.

			‘The face of the Destroyer,’ said Durin. ‘Like you, it is difficult for me to remember. Like you, I must make myself if I am to follow my true path. How long before that which befell Karag Dum is the fate of all? The Chaos Wastes expand. Already daemons walk freely across the Troll Country.’ Durin’s words were growing louder and his face hotter as he continued. Behind him, there was a crashing of bone into oak and a thunderous eruption of laughter. Durin ignored it. ‘I am leaving for Kislev, with you or without you. I will not be here when Karak Kadrin is caught by the Wastes. And be assured that it will be. I have lived through that once, and daemons will not hunt me through my own halls a second time!’

			Durin was on his feet and panting with emotion. Snorri did not know what to say. He should probably want to punch him for suggesting Karak Kadrin might fall, but even Snorri knew that greater holds than her had fallen before and would fall again. Durin Drakkvarr came from one of them. He shook his head. Tempting as it sounded, he wanted to remember his shame first. He had promised.

			Except he did not want that at all. He wanted–

			He hung his head.

			Valaya’s sweet breath, he wanted a beer.

			‘Snorri!’ The shout from the arm-wrestlers’ table startled Snorri from his thoughts. Krakki Ironhame thumped on trunk-legs towards them. ‘Grimnir’s britches!’ he laughed. ‘Did you lose a wager or did you just walk underneath Malakai’s Magnetic Rune? Hah! You look old without your crest. I barely recognised you.’ The fat dwarf gave Snorri a mighty smack across the back. Snorri’s nose wrinkled. Even at the best of times, Krakki smelled like sweaty pork that had been left the week to marinate in ale. These were not the best of times. ‘But I like the leg.’

			Snorri’s mace-leg thunked into the flagstones as he remembered it was there. ‘Snorri is getting used to it.’

			Krakki’s grin slowly faded as he took in the contents of Snorri’s mug. ‘What in Gazul’s damnation is this?’

			Snorri sagged miserably into the table. Whoever said that thing about misery and company had definitely not been a Slayer. ‘Snorri made an oath.’

			‘Then maybe I can piss in that mug for you, Nosebiter,’ Krakki laughed, belly rippling with coloured tattoos. ‘My water’s richer than anything drawn from the wells of Karak Kadrin.’

			‘An oath is an oath,’ said Durin, softly spoken yet deathly serious as though arguing in his sleep. ‘It is not to be mocked.’

			Krakki jerked his thumb over his shoulder in the direction of the Daemon­slayer. ‘Friend of yours?’

			Snorri pulled a face. ‘Snorri would not go that far.’

			With a shrug that suggested he had not really cared either way, Krakki helped himself to a chair and deposited his bulk into it. There, he leaned in, as though sharing a secret for Snorri and Durin alone. ‘You speak of Kislev,’ Krakki boomed and Snorri winced, wondering if the dwarf thought Snorri could not hear properly with one ear. With horror, Snorri wondered how Krakki would sound through two. ‘And you are not alone, but first you have to worry about getting there. The Underway north of here is overrun with beastmen. They even drove the goblins out, bless their evil green hearts.’

			‘We will clear them,’ said Durin.

			‘Good for you,’ said Krakki, then mimed a wazzock gesture with a finger looping over his temple and returned to Snorri. ‘The manlings kindly allowed the Chaos hosts to march right over them and now they’ve nothing better to do than find and break all the Underway gates they find. A runesmith led an expedition of Ironbreakers and Slayers under the humans’ fort at Rackspire to reseal the ways, but he was captured by beastmen and carted off to Praag. Or so the survivors of his throng say.’ He glanced at Drogun, fiercely polishing tankards behind the bar.

			‘Wait,’ said Snorri. What Krakki was saying chimed with something that Durin had been trying to tell him before. What was it? He scratched the pinhole where his ear had once been, slowly coming to a conclusion so stupid it could only have come from Snorri’s own head. ‘Kislev can’t have fallen,’ he said slowly. ‘Kislev men fight almost as well as they drink. Snorri likes them.’

			Krakki smacked the table and barked with laughter. ‘You have been buried in Khaza Drengi too long! Here, give me that trough-water they’re feeding you.’ The Slayer took Snorri’s mug, and then Durin’s too, spreading them apart on the table. With a frown, he bellowed to the bar. ‘Drogun! Bring me that old clay tankard, the ghoul-ugly one.’ Krakki waited, drumming his sausage-fingers on the table while the leathery old Slayer came grumbling over and stamped the requested vessel onto the table. It was indeed ugly. Gargoyles leered from every side of it and the handle had been shaped to look like bone. Why anyone had ever made such a thing, Snorri could not guess.

			‘This is Praag,’ said Krakki, positioning the gargoyle mug in front of him ‘Obviously. It was sacked months ago by a warlord named Aekold Helbrass, only he got pushed out of Praag by some other warlord, leading a horde of trolls so they say, and continued south.’ Here, he placed his huge palm over Snorri’s mug. ‘This one, being piss-weak, can be Kislev city. Their queen tried to catch the Chaos horde as they forded the Lower Tobol.’ He shook his head grimly and took his hand back. ‘Helbrass crushed them. Their city fell soon after.’

			‘Sounds bad,’ said Snorri. He liked Kislev. He had had some good fights there and liked their vodka. He did not want to think that it could have been destroyed without him even realising the fight had started. And also, he was almost certain that Kislev city had been where Gotrek had been headed. ‘Does anyone still fight?’

			Krakki sat back, big eyes rolling to indicate the sullen potman behind the bar. The dwarf noticed the attention, but merely grunted and continued to stir his stew. ‘Brock Baldursson was on the Tobol Crossing that day with a throng of the Kislevite clans. It takes something to drive a dwarf from his home and Brock won’t say much, but it sounds like Helbrass unleashed a special kind of hell that day.’ Krakki’s eyes lowered, voice dropping to a rumble. ‘Of course, he wasn’t a Slayer then.’

			‘And Helbrass?’ murmured Durin. ‘What became of him?’

			‘It’s not as if he’s anywhere to go but south, but there’s no one left to tell of it.’ Krakki pointed then to Durin’s mug. ‘Erengrad. She still stands, but has been essentially annexed by the Empire. And she’s on the other side of the Auric Bastion.’

			‘The what?’ said Snorri.

			‘That’d take some explaining,’ Krakki laughed. ‘What matters is it’s keeping the enemy good and hot. They’ve nowhere to go so there’ll be plenty waiting for us once we’ve cleared the Underway.’

			‘What is… here,’ said Snorri, jabbing his finger into a knot in the table. It fell just to the left between ‘Kislev’ and ‘Praag’ and just looking at it made Snorri’s head feel funny.

			‘There’s nothing there,’ said Krakki, gently. ‘That’s just the table. Try to pay attention, Snorri.’

			Snorri stared at it anyway. You will have the mightiest doom. Spindly brown legs split out into the oak from a dark core. Spiders in the trees.

			‘But Helbrass?’ Durin pressed again.

			‘Better question,’ said Krakki, leaning back against his chair and grinning like a half moon. ‘What threw the conqueror of Kislev out of Praag?’

			Praag, thought Snorri, letting the Slayers’ talk fade into the whistle through his torn ear. It always seemed to come back to Praag. It was a city full of memories, and despite the certainty of battle and death he found that he was not at all eager to return there.

			‘Snorri,’ Krakki’s voice dragged him up by his working, cauliflower ear. ‘If I didn’t know better, I’d say you looked scared.’

			With a sad grin, Snorri went back to staring at the knot in the table. An old lady standing over him. She is sad. She is… angry. Snorri shook his head. Scared? He was outright terrified and the fact he was not certain why did not help at all. The image of that dwarf woman and child rose in his thoughts. He could smell burning, feel blood on his hands. He scrunched his eyes and tried to think of something else. There were too many memories and the priest had been right. Snorri did not want any of them.

			The thought of those ghosts following him from Khaza Drengi and catching him alone on the wastes of Kislev petrified him far more than dying in shame.

			Slowly, Snorri unclasped his fingers from around his mug and dragged them to the lip of the table. There, his fingernails crunched into the ancient wood and he pushed himself until he stood eyeball-to-eyeball with Krakki Ironhame. His new mace-leg thunked against the stone floor. Krakki met Snorri’s eyes, his ginger brows lifting questioningly. Snorri wanted a drink. His head ached for the need of it. Without breaking eye contact, Snorri reached for his mug, brought it to his lips and tossed it back. A shock of mountain water struck the back of his throat. Snorri’s eyes widened. His throat tightened in protest, but it was too late. Snorri gave a gargling sound as the dregs drained into his belly.

			And just like that, Krakki began to laugh.

			That’s it, thought Snorri. Snorri has had enough.

			Muscles bunched through his neck and shoulders, then exploded forward, sending his forehead crashing through Krakki’s nose. Blood spattered from the fat Slayer’s face and he tipped back, spinning on nerveless toes before smashing full-on through the end of a table of feasting Slayers. The other end of the table swung up, swiping the bowls from under the dwarfs’ noses and catapulting gravy and ale across the hall. Leaving the shouting dwarfs and Krakki’s poleaxed body to their own devices, Snorri slumped back down into his chair. He wiped a piece of beef gristle from his head.

			That had not been nearly as satisfying as he had hoped it would be.

			It seemed that there was nothing for it but to go to Praag and die as quickly and as gloriously as was still possible. It was what the old lady had promised, what everyone seemed to want. Every­one except Snorri, of course, but when had that ever mattered? He had always followed others, ever since that first trip into the Chaos Wastes. That had been before he and Gotrek had both become Slayers, before he–

			His jaw clenched.

			No. He would not remember that.

			A proper fight was what he needed. The priest was right about that too. And at least Kislev was where Gotrek and Felix must be. They had a marvellous knack of being where the fighting was fiercest. They were both just lucky that way. He looked up over the wreckage of the table, heart sinking at the sight of Durin picking his way through it to fetch him another mug of water. He let out a long, resigned breath.

			The End Times could not come soon enough.
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			JAEGER AND SONS

			The Kurgan marauder stumbled through the shin-high snow and slush that banked the partially frozen river. A white skeleton of frost filled the lines between his armour’s leather plates, the pieces haloed in turn by snow-sodden furs. His eyes were bloodshot. His greased face bore the scars of a torturous journey, over the Frozen Sea and across the Worlds Edge Mountains, all for this one chance at the soft lands of the south. The man fell to his knees. His voice raised a bitter scream as Felix Jaeger planted his boot into the Kurgan’s chest and wrenched the glittering runesword from his belly.

			Felix backed off, sword raised into a guard as the northman tumbled away to the river. The sound of ice water slushing against the rocks drove under the howl of the wind. A collection of burned-out cottages poked out of the snow where the land abutted the water. The snow fell thick and heavy and he blinked around in confusion. He could not seem to recall how he had got here. His confusion faded with the intrusion of battle. It was coming from all around. Felix tightened his two-handed grip around the dragonhead hilt of Karaghul. The Templar blade had never fit so perfectly into his hands.

			There was meaning here, even if it did not extend beyond the reach of his blade or the next second of his life.

			His eyes were starting to throb, so hard had he been staring into the blizzard, but he dared not blink. Who knew how many northmen were out there? Felix watched the thick flakes fall. He could not keep his eyes trained any longer. He blinked.

			‘Manling! To your left.’

			Felix jerked, shot his gaze left, and swept Karaghul across his body to parry the heavy berdish axe that hacked for him through the snow. The two weapons clashed apart, but Felix had been on the receiving end and his knuckles took the worst of the impact. He spun aside as the axeman came on in a storm of white fur and seal-blubber breath. Felix parried, danced back, set his feet and angled his blade for a flawless nebenhut guard to catch the overarm slash that the Kurgan’s posture screamed was coming next.

			But the steppe barbarian was no student of fencing and in truth Felix’s own body was no longer as quick as he remembered it being. The northman gave a berserker howl and, rather than slash his axe back, turned his great strength to control the weapon, swing it up and stab the spear-like point on the eye of the blade at Felix’s breastbone. Felix cried out in surprise and flung his sword across the path of the blow. It hit flat into the haft of the axe, deflecting it instead onto Felix’s face. He ducked and turned aside, then watched the heathen weapon stroke an inch past his eye and impale the flapping red Sudenland wool of his cloak.

			Felix dug his heel into the bigger man’s foot, then punched him in the throat as he doubled over. The Kurgan staggered back, but held onto his axe and dragged Felix by the cloak along with him. With a guttural curse, the warrior yanked on the haft, throwing Felix sideways before beating at him with the flat of the blade. A tavern brawler’s instinct hunched Felix into a foetal position and the blade passed overhead. He gave a muffled cry as the move swept his own cloak over his head and the world turned red.

			For an instant, all Felix could feel was panic. His heat pounded, his muscles falling slack as if to ease the passage of the Kurgan’s axe, but it could not have lasted more than a second. He could feel the presence of the northman’s body tangled up with his, the warrior refusing to let go of his weapon even though it was still caught in Felix’s cloak. His side was pressed into Felix’s chest. Felix needed no second invitation.

			He knifed his knee into the proximate area of the northman’s kidneys. The muffled grunt of pain that elicited was sweeter than a harp’s strings. The grip on the axe loosened, enough for Felix to bring up his sword and thrust it straight through the taut red wool and into the northman’s chest. There was a wet cry and the opposing weight fell away.

			Felix shook his cloak back over his shoulders. A fresh blast of freezing air welcomed him back with an icy slap in the face as Felix kicked aside the berdish axe and silenced the northman’s gurgling with a swift stab through the throat.

			Clearly the Kurgan had never worked Nuln’s seedier taverns.

			A dozen fur-clad marauders were advancing through the ruins by the river. Felix could hear more battling out of sight, but he tried not to worry too much about those. Chances were he was not going to live to have to deal with them. To his surprise, the thought left him oddly elated, as if there could be nothing finer than dying on this nameless snowfield today.

			A brute howl pulled his gaze back from the ruins. There in the snow, a sanguinary blur of starmetal silver and ink-strapped muscle hacked through a score of barbarian northmen. Gotrek Gurnisson fought in a ring of bodies and human debris. Despite wearing nothing above his tattered trews but piercings and spiralling blue tattoos the dwarf gave no care to the cold as, with a roar like a collapsing cliff, he swung an axe that a man would struggle even to lift and severed a northman’s leg below the knee. The marauder, meeting the bone-hammer of Gotrek’s knuckles, was dead with a snapped neck before his knees were fully bent. Gotrek roared for more and more came. At their head strode a warrior in a ringmail hauberk with a white bear cloak and an antlered helm. The northman’s bare arms were heavy with trophy rings. He spun his twinned axes in anticipation as he chanted some guttural gibberish about his deeds and his gods. One blade left a crimson trail of power through the air it cut.

			A champion.

			Felix had seen Gotrek dismantle such arrogance a hundred times, but as the two warriors joined it became clear that Gotrek was struggling. The dwarf looked as though he had been fighting without relent for days. Somewhere along the road he had lost his eye patch and gore bled from the gaping socket. Cuts and bruises coloured his skin as if they and his tattoos fought a contest to see which could take the greater portion of the Slayer’s flesh. A pair of arrows stuck out of his chest. The shafts were thick, garishly fletched in the Kurgan style, and had been fired from their powerful recurved composite bows. Had Felix taken a shot to the heart like that he would have been dead before he knew what hit him, but Gotrek’s slab-like chest was tough as tempered steel and sterner protection than Felix’s mail vest any day. But still, they slowed him.

			Slipping the Slayer’s guard, the champion dragged his blade across Gotrek’s chest, adding a deep score to the tally and bringing a spurt of blood. The Slayer howled, throwing the Kurgan champion off and driving him back with a storm of blows. His starmetal blade slammed deep into the northman’s gut. The not-so-favoured of the Chaos Gods regurgitated blood, choking on that last mouthful as Gotrek flung him from his axe and into those that came roaring in behind.

			With a yell, Felix cut down the last Kurgan between him and the Slayer, hurdled the northman’s corpse and, turning mid-leap, slammed into Gotrek’s back to beat down a northman axe that had been destined for his unguarded shoulders. There was a strange thrill, the feeling like that of wielding one’s first practice blade and finding it achingly familiar but not quite as remembered. He parried another attack, feeling Gotrek’s massive shoulders grind over his as the dwarf carried on doing what no one did better. Felix ducked a swinging adze, parried a sabre. The northmen were coming thick and fast from the river, drawn to the ring of steel and the Slayer’s howls.

			Kislev, Felix realised, with the sudden clarity of ice-cold Kurgan steel, and that river was the Lynsk. He had seen it often enough from Praag’s Gate of Gargoyles and could not count the times that his dreams had returned him to this spot since. It was as though his subconscious would not believe he had survived that battle, as if he was living on borrowed time. Felix laughed.

			He did not know why exactly, but this whole situation was surreal. If he was in Kislev then he must also be behind the Auric Bastion, the magical barrier that had been erected to hold back the Chaos hordes.

			And trapped in Kislev with those very same hordes!

			No wonder Gotrek looked so awful. The Slayer regarded Felix, laughing as he parried and fought, as if he had gone mad. Talk about pots calling kettles black. His laughter turned melancholy as he sliced through a Kurgan’s hide jack, then reversed his grip and sliced his blade back across the northman’s throat in a red slash of arterial blood. Well, thought Felix, spitting Kurgan blood from his gums, you have to laugh don’t you.

			‘I can’t believe I actually missed this madness.’

			‘Less… talk,’ Gotrek wheezed, parrying the stab of a knife, then punching the eye of his axe into its wielder’s gut. The man doubled over, his head parting company with his shoulders a moment later. ‘Don’t fall for want of a breath and miss my…’ A hand-axe decorated with evil glyphs clanged off the flat of his blade. Gotrek elbowed the Kurgan in the face, kneecapped another, and sliced his axe through the belly of a third. ‘…my doom.’

			‘Wouldn’t miss it for the world,’ Felix said. And by Sigmar he really meant it.

			‘The world’s ending, manling. Or hadn’t you noticed?’

			Felix ceded the point, parrying a sword thrust then offering a counter that left a northman one hand the poorer. The next time someone suggested he spend a winter campaign in the north of Kislev he would know exactly what to tell them. Assuming of course there was going to be a next time for anything. He glanced up at a rumble from within the blizzard. Hoof beats.

			‘Gospodarinyi!’

			A single horseman swaddled in sheepskin and hemp galloped from the blizzard, guiding a shaggy Ungol pony by the stirrups as he drew back on a recurved bow. Coloured tassels shivered from the bow’s tips as the rider loosed. The feathered shaft zipped through the falling snow, and smacked through the Y-shaped opening of a marauder’s bull-horned barbute with a ferocious clang as the metal head exited the back of the man’s skull and struck the inside back of his warhelm. The marauder spasmed backwards as though his corpse was trying to work out how to run before he was dashed against the breast of the careening pony. A second Kislevite horse-archer chivvied his horse through the shank-high snowdrift, screaming ‘Yhah!’ at the top of his lungs and drawing back on his own bowstring.

			The arrow flew over Gotrek’s shoulder and took his assailant through the heart. Gotrek howled pure frustration and beheaded the dying northman. Another centaur-like shadow breezed in false-silence through the blizzard and charged into the disordered northmen. What had seemed a certain massacre became a rout. The Kurgan were running and the Kislevites yipped and urged their steeds on to give chase.

			Gotrek growled and sank to one knee. He caught himself on the haft of his axe and pushed himself back up. Felix offered no help. He could not have supported the Slayer’s weight even if he thought his aid would be welcomed. The Slayer met his look and nodded grimly, lowering his own axe at last.

			‘Aye, manling. I thought I had it for a moment there.’

			Felix smiled. He doubted there were many men who could understand why a dwarf might be less than thrilled at surviving such a battle, but Felix and Gotrek had shared much that was unusual. They were as near to friends as it was possible for members of two such different races to be. And strangely enough, he had come to share his companion’s disappointment. ‘There’ll be more out there.’

			Gotrek’s grim look passed and he chuckled, running the pad of his thumb down the edge of his axe until it produced a bead of blood. It was one of the few parts of the Slayer’s body that was not already bleeding. ‘It is the end of the world, after all.’

			‘That’s the spirit,’ said Felix.

			Man and dwarf both turned towards the Lynsk as the tramp of hooves and the jingle of tack turned from the pursuit and galloped towards them. Just from the sound of it, Felix could tell that it was a larger beast than the rugged steppes ponies ridden by the horse-archers. The runes of Gotrek’s axe painted the falling snow a baleful red as he watched a snow-white Reikland destrier trot into view. It carried the nobility of its breeding with the force and assuredness of an emperor. It deserved a satin caparison, a harness of pure silver, and a knight in shining full plate, but somehow the warrior austerity of its leather saddle and tack was appropriate. And the woman who reined it in and turned towards them was as striking in her own way as any knight of the Reiksguard.

			She was almost as tall as Felix and, though unhelmed, garbed in a gleaming haubergeon crafted from lamellar plates of white steel. Knee-high leather riding boots encased her legs. Despite the cold she wore neither hat nor gloves and her pale skin was laced with blue veins. He looked up, already knowing whose face he would see.

			This was a dream.

			The realisation was as sudden as it was obvious. It hurt like a blow to the ribs.

			Of course it was a dream.

			The woman looked down from the saddle, chin tilted proudly upwards. Her short hair was blonde as ash and railed against the wintry conditions of her homeland. She had not aged a day. The Slayer hefted his axe warningly.

			‘What’s she doing here?’

			Felix had no answer. Assuming that this was a dream, then her presence was obviously his doing. Unfortunately it was one thing to recognise that one was dreaming and quite another to act on that knowledge or make sense of it. He had loved her, would always love her, but she had been lost. The pain struck him like new. He had lost so many good friends while he and Gotrek ploughed on, but none still hurt him in the same way that she could.

			The woman bared sharp, inhuman teeth. Her smile was colder than the oblast and more feral than any Kurgan. Dream or no dream, Felix felt sure that she, if no one else, still knew how to hurt him.

			His surroundings began to slip away. Gotrek’s scowl sank into blackness. The horse-archers and the ongoing battle grew distant and dim and even the cold was blunted before it reached his skin. He tried to cling onto it, even the cold, but it was as if there were cracks in his very soul, like some ancient Nehekharan urn that would leak empty as fast as it could be filled.

			No, he thought, sensing wakefulness like a remembered dream. No, there is nothing for me there.

			‘Ulrika!’

			‘It is all right, Felix,’ the vampire smiled. ‘I will wait for you.’

			Weak autumnal sunlight slanted through the casement window and across the oak desk where Felix’s face lay on its side and half buried in parchment. The early strains of arguments and of passing horses intruded from the street beneath his window. The study in his family’s Altdorf home was east-facing – the better for Felix to suffer early – and hateful little splinters of light shot off the un­even glass into his eyes. Felix buried his face under his arm with a groan, disturbing his delicate filing system and sending parchments sheeting to the floor. Eyes duly covered, he sank deeper over the desk. It smelled of iron gall ink, tannins from leather bindings and, from a more recent spillage, of sweet apple schnapps.

			His dream was a world away, but it remained so vivid he could still feel the snow on his face and the weight of Karaghul in his hands. His thumping skull made him grimace. He certainly ached as if he had just spent the night painting the oblast of Kislev red. This, he concluded, though arguably several hours too late, was what became of men his age drinking themselves to unconsciousness upon their desks.

			Grudgingly, he withdrew his arm from his face. The unkind sunlight glanced off the band of dwarf gold on his ring finger. He studied it like a man hypnotised. Angular dwarfish script ran around the outside. With his thumb, he turned the ring around his finger, watching the sun highlight one rune after the next. He never had asked Gotrek what it said.

			This is my life now, Felix thought.

			He wondered if there was any schnapps left in the bottle.

			‘Felix?’ The voice was the hangover that followed the excesses of his dream. It was a woman’s voice, but not at all like Ulrika’s. The accent was that of a Drakwald peasant rather than of a boyar’s daughter and had not the noblewoman’s confidence or strength. ‘I know you’re awake, Felix. I can see your eye is open.’

			Kat.

			Felix grunted something that he had intended to be intelligible and levered himself up from the desk and into the back of his chair. The sudden rush of blood to the right side of his face made him wince.

			Kat held by the study door. She had been young once, still was really, twenty years Felix’s junior, but their battle with Heinrich Kemmler had worn her. Her skin was drawn, her hair brittle like straw. The brown of her eyes seemed to be sinking into the white. The Bretonnian silk chemise she wore had been a sumptuous fit when it had belonged to his brother’s wife, Annabella, but on Kat it draped like a robe. That Felix had recovered from the lichemaster’s magic while she did not was a mystery that baffled every physician in Altdorf. Even Max Schreiber had been at a loss. She bit her lip, as if there was something she wanted to say, but she would not meet his eye. Instead, her gaze took in the clutter of manuscripts, books, dropped clothes and old plates. Annabella called it his ‘hermitage’.

			‘Is something the matter?’ said Felix when she still did not look inclined to move or speak. Irritation took over. Had she woken him from a good dream just to stand there and judge?

			‘You never talk about Ulrika,’ said Kat and as soon as Felix heard that name on her lips, he groaned under his breath and looked to bury his face in his hands. He must have mumbled it in his sleep.

			‘Just a dream,’ Felix muttered into his fingers.

			‘Do you dream of her often?’

			Felix dragged his fingers from his face. Stubble scratched his palms. Sigmar, how long had it been since he had shaved?

			It had been years since he had last seen Ulrika, and their involvement, even when he could still call her human, had not ended on the most cordial of terms. He took a deep breath, as if he could still smell the sweat and horse of her from his dream. His heart danced. Yet all it took was one dream.

			‘I told you that she… died. I couldn’t save her. I don’t like to talk about it. I can’t help my dreams.’

			Kat nodded slowly, looking as though she meant to press, before hugging herself around the chest and taking strength from it. Periodically they would have this argument or one like it. Felix had experienced so much, while she had been struck down in her prime. Sometimes Felix forgot that it must hurt her more than it hurt him. Guilty, he turned back to his desk as though nothing was currently more crucial than unscrunching these balls of parchment and ordering them into neat piles.

			From behind his turned back, there came a shiver of silk as Kat shifted from the doorway. A sheet of parchment crunched underfoot. An empty bottle fell over and rolled across the carpet. Felix winced, steeling himself for a lecture.

			‘We missed you at dinner,’ said Kat.

			‘I was busy,’ said Felix, indicating the sprawl of papers without looking up. Much as it might have amazed him twenty years ago, Imperial propa­ganda did not write itself. At the touch of a hand upon his shoulder he softened slightly. He covered it with his own, then drew it to his lips to kiss her fingers. Kat’s wrists were so thin he could see where the flesh sank between the radius and ulna bones. Felix sighed. He had spent too much time speaking with Kat’s anatomists and physicians.

			‘You didn’t come to bed again.’ Kat leaned forward, ran her fingers through his soiled cloak and sniffed his lank blond hair. Her nose wrinkled. Kat seemed peculiarly sensitive to bad odours lately. ‘At least put some clean clothes on. You reek like a sewer.’

			Taking a deep breath, knowing there were things that Kat hated more than his drinking, Felix nodded towards the chart that had been tacked to the plaster wall behind his desk. To the uninitiated it was nothing but a tangle of blue lines and strange symbols. To the more erudite, however, it would have been apparent that there was an order amongst the scrawl that resembled the layout of Altdorf’s main streets. There was Karl Franz Avenue, and there Hans Josef Street, and when looked at through that lens, the gulf that split the diagram roughly into thirds could only be the confluence of the Reik and the Talabec that separated the islands of Altdorf into equivalent portions.

			It was the most complete map of a city’s sewer system that existed anywhere in the Empire and probably anywhere else but the dwarfholds themselves. Felix had commissioned it himself and had mapped some of it personally. More than he let on in fact, but what Kat didn’t know…

			‘I hope you found something this time?’

			Felix sighed and slumped back into his chair. He dragged a sheet of parchment – scribbled with the worst kind of populist bile he had ever seen – from the desk, scrunched it up and idly tossed it at the map. ‘Nothing but rats. The sewerjacks Otto hired are either blind or every last skaven has abandoned Altdorf.’

			‘Or they were never down there.’

			‘Don’t you start,’ Felix snarled. ‘It’s bad enough that Otto still clings to that fantasy. Even after what they did to father.’

			‘I’m not saying they don’t exist,’ Kat snapped back. ‘I’m just saying that in all my years tracking beastmen, I never saw one of these ratmen.’

			‘And just how many years was that?’ Felix cut in.

			‘Maybe,’ said Kat, Felix’s acid only making her harder, ‘the city you found under Nuln was for a special purpose. Maybe after you and Gotrek defeated them they retreated from the Empire, or–’

			‘Kat!’ said Felix, raising a hand to ward off any more. Kat looked stunned and he realised he had shouted. ‘I swore an oath to punish the vermin that murdered my father. It’s the one thing I still have that I…’ Felix caught himself and very deliberately clammed his mouth there. Kat just stared at him, willing him to say what they both knew was on his mind. His frustration was no fault of hers. She was sick. It was the guilt that poisoned him. He felt like a murderer who had cheated another into his noose on some legal technicality. After he had seen Snorri safely to Karak Kadrin, Gotrek had honoured his own promise and released Felix from his oath. Felix had been perfectly entitled to his decision, but no one had forced him to return with Kat to his brother’s charity and leave his companion to seek his doom alone.

			These were Felix’s troubles, not Kat’s. He had made an oath to her too, after all. Instead, he took a handful of parchment sheets and shuffled them loudly. ‘Sorry, Kat, but I do have real work to do as well. I wouldn’t want Otto to throw me out again.’

			‘Fine,’ said Kat. ‘But Otto and Annabella have asked after you and I told them you would join us for breakfast. So you’d better.’

			‘I will,’ Felix muttered.

			‘Fine,’ Kat breathed, turning to leave just as Felix’s brother, Otto, burst though the study door.

			‘Felix, I–’ Otto’s fleshy nose recoiled and he drew back as though personally affronted by the odour. ‘You really do live in here, don’t you? I had thought that Annabella was merely exaggerating for effect.’ He took a breath that set his jowls to shuddering, unaccustomed by the exertion of limping up the two flights of stairs from his study to Felix’s. Despite the hour, Otto was fully dressed in robes of velvet and brocade accoutred with folly bells and a glittering satin sash. A gold-topped walking cane wobbled in the grip of one pudgy hand while the other held a clutch of rain-splotched letters. Politely, he bowed to Kat, an excuse to eye the improperly-covered neckline of the younger woman’s chemise. Not for the first time Felix wondered whether it was only brotherly love that had behoved Otto to set aside grievances and take them in when they had turned up on his doorstep a year ago. Otto swallowed heavily and returned his attention to Felix. ‘Why are you still not dressed?’

			‘Because I can write as well in yesterday’s clothes as in anything else.’

			‘Yesterday’s?’ said Otto, as though this was a fallacy too far.

			‘Is there something you wanted?’

			Otto thrust one of the letters he held into Felix’s hand. Felix took it and examined the handwriting. It was addressed to him. He masked his surprise well, flipping the letter over and presenting its broken seal to Otto. ‘You opened it.’

			Otto waved the statement away. ‘Do you know how much correspondence this war generates for me, Felix? Of course I opened it. I don’t even read the addressee any more. But that’s not important. It’s come all the way from a village called Alderfen.’

			‘Is that meant to impress me?’

			‘Spare me, Felix, I thought you were travelled. Alderfen is in the north of Ostermark, only days from the company offices in Badenhof.’

			‘Ahh, I see,’ said Felix, returning his attention to the letter and reading through narrowed eyes as Kat slid a consoling arm around Otto’s elbow and hugged him to her. ‘It’s from Max,’ Felix smiled, temporarily forgetting the both of them. He and the wizard had been romantic rivals, allies, and before the other man’s summons to the von Carstein war in Sylvania and then on again to the north they had almost managed to become friends. Memories, it turned out, were as good a foundation for it as any. He checked the date on the letter. Nachgeheim: almost four months ago. Felix hoped the situation had improved since then.

			Max and the other magisters of his college had been called to the aid of the Supreme Patriarch himself in maintaining the Auric Bastion. It was an impregnable barrier, Gelt’s great miracle that would forever end the threat of Chaos to the Empire. Or that was what the Reiksmarshal would have Felix write for the information of the masses. But Felix was wise enough to recognise a thing that was too good to be true.

			Felix skimmed over Max’s disquisition on Chamonic principles, leylines, and aethyrial harmonism. It was enough to make Felix want to bury his face in a bowl of water. Sigmar’s blood, it was as if the man was right here in the room.

			…no one has ever succeeded in holding Chaos at bay, Felix. I do not believe that anyone has ever even thought to try, and for good reason. My colleagues and I will tread water for as long as we can. I do not know if there is safety in the south, even here I hear rumours, but were I in your position I would find somewhere safe and take Kat there. And I hope for your sakes that you both remember how to wield a weapon…

			Felix glanced at the glass-doored cabinet on the wall that held Karaghul and folded the letter. ‘This is dated months ago,’ said Felix. ‘Before Gustav even left Altdorf.’

			‘I know, I know,’ said Otto. ‘I can read, but it shows that a letter can get through.’

			Kat patted his hand. ‘Your son will be fine.’

			‘Of course he will,’ Otto mumbled stiffly, avoiding everybody’s eye. ‘He is safe and well in Badenhof and keeping a good eye on those thieves we call distributors. It’s just…’ He trailed off, then waved despairingly towards the letter in Felix’s hand. ‘I did more than just open it.’

			Felix nodded slowly. It sounded bad.

			Ask me. The words jumped unbidden into Felix’s head, fierce in sword and mail. Ask me. I will go north and find my nephew.

			‘Anyway,’ said Otto, after a calming breath. ‘Get yourself dressed. We have to go.’

			‘Go?’

			‘The Reiksmarshal is conducting a public rally at Wilhelmplatz this morning. Every guttersnipe in the altstadt knows there’s a pfennig in it for anyone who brings word of his appearances. Kurt Helborg can’t pass the gates of the castle without me hearing of it.’ Otto snatched the letter from Felix’s hand and waved it in the air. ‘I am going to show him this and demand his news of the Kislev Verge.’

			Felix sighed. What with Mannfred von Carstein and his brood said to have escaped the blockade of Sylvania, with Chaos on the march and rumours of strife in every human realm but the very heartlands of the Empire, Felix suspected the Reiksmarshal had enough on his plate without caring to concern himself with one missing merchant. He stood up all the same. Family, when it came down to it, was all he had left now. ‘I don’t know whether he’ll be able to tell us much.’

			Otto scoffed, his old self again. ‘Jaeger and Sons is the main provisioner of wood and cereal to the entire front. If we stopped today then tomorrow there would not be a full belly in Ostermark. Perhaps I will remind the Reiksmarshal of that too when I see him.’

			‘Am I to stand behind you and look menacing?’ said Felix.

			‘Nothing so terrible, Felix. Have you been working for the Reiksmarshal or not?’

			‘Not exactly,’ said Felix, mindful of the parchments scattered all over the floor. ‘No more than every sword, scribe, and battle mage in the Empire. I’ve never even met him in person.’ He shrugged. ‘Considering my misspent youth, I think that’s for the best.’

			‘Just get changed,’ said Otto, already leading Kat away by the arm. ‘And wash yourself, would you? You smell like a sewer.’

			The chill in the courtyard was biting. The sky was the colour of washed slate and the wind blew dead leaves over the walls and into the garden of the townhouse. A young girl with boyish blonde hair shivered in a woollen smock as she raked them up from around the feet of the servants that bustled around Otto’s best coach. They were women mostly, young and nervous-­looking, supervised by a few of Otto’s greyer hands. Like so many of Altdorf’s young men, the bulk of Otto’s household had already gone to war.

			The rake’s iron teeth rattled across the flagstones.

			Not a good day to be abroad, Felix thought, only then to smile sourly at the irony. Just minutes earlier he had been craving the wilds of Kislev. It wasn’t exactly Estalia at this time of year. Wondering what was keeping Otto, Felix stamped his feet on the cobbles and wrapped himself deeper into his cloak. It was a deep blue and, though very fine, far too heavy for his own tastes. It felt like walking around with a child perpetually tugging on the back of his shirt. It was warm though, he could not deny, lined with mink, and felt like being embraced by a cushion.

			With nothing much else to do while the hostlers applied the final buff to the coach’s brass finishings and replaced the horse’s nosebags with halter and bridle, Felix watched the girl as she obliviously raked leaves. He tried to conjure in her place an image of the lad that had done this job before her: black hair for blonde, halberd in place of a rake, the rich cream of Reikland instead of drab homespun. His mind rebelled. It was the mental equivalent of imposing a death’s head mask over the poor girl’s face. How many boys like that had signed up and gone north because of him? And for what? War and plague, the march of the dead, rumours of a man claiming to be the Herald of Sigmar? If Otto heard half of the rumour that Felix had then he would be a lot more worried about young Gustav than he was already pretending not to be.

			‘No, no, no, that’s not good enough. I ordered twenty barrels. For twelve it is not even worth the haulage all the way to Hergig.’ Otto limped from the house accompanied by his butler, Fritz, and a gaggle of expensively fripperied young men that seemed to all be competing to jump on Otto’s shadow. ‘You tell Muller I expect the rest of the consignment by tomorrow morning.’ He signed a document that was pushed in front of him without reading it. ‘Good. See that the count receives a half-ton more grain on top of that.’

			‘Charity, Otto?’ said Felix.

			‘Business,’ Otto replied, shooing his assistants with an exhausted wave. Over the last twelve months Otto had visited every town west of the Talabec and even when at home he was up at all hours receiving agents, clients, suppliers and the middle­men of the lot. Forget great destinies, mystic leach from artefacts of power and the changing touch of Chaos, to Felix it was abundantly obvious why the penniless rogue remained hale while the merchant grew fat, white-haired and frail. ‘There is money in war, but the real profit is in rebuilding. It is crucial that Jaeger and Sons be in the best position to benefit from our patriotism when the war is won.’

			‘You think it will be?’

			‘Father built the Ostermark business from the ashes of the last Chaos incursion, Felix. Every few decades, it seems, they come, and every time they are sent running back. This time will be no different.’

			Felix wasn’t sure it was that simple, but decided to keep his mouth shut. Nobody liked a doomsayer and he should know, he had argued with enough of them over the years. All he knew was that this time it felt different. Perhaps he’d just got old enough that he had become one of those old men that sat in taverns nursing their favourite stein and complaining that the winters had grown colder.

			Taking Felix’s silence as agreement and – accepting his knowledge of such things – trusting it, Otto grinned. His teeth were black from too much Lustrian sugar in his wine. One hand gripping his cane, he snapped his fingers until his butler handed him a large roll of parchment. From the plaster dust on the back and the splotches in the corners, it looked as though it had been pulled from a wall. ‘I wanted to show this to you before we left. Look.’ With Fritz’s help, he unfurled it.

			Felix’s heart sank. It was a poster of the type commonly found nailed to village posts or to the walls at crossroads. As few men in the Empire were able to read, it was dominated by a huge illustration. It showed a gleaming phalanx of halberdiers marching towards a vast wall in the distance. The depiction of the wall was perhaps the most striking thing. It was drawn so as to appear mountainous, with a halo of power around its summit. Artistic licence perhaps, but Felix’s own conversations with Max suggested more truth than fiction. The image was surrounded by small print, beneath the bold header: ‘Victory in the North’.

			A little premature, Felix thought, but Otto was tapping his finger on the second of two signatures at the bottom; the one that came immediately below Kurt Helborg’s. Felix sighed. When Otto had first had Felix’s journals published without his knowledge, the last place he would have expected the damned things to end up was in the lap of Reiksmarshal Kurt Helborg. Apparently the name of the Saviour of Nuln carried a helpful romance amongst the pfennig dreadful-reading peasantry.

			It said Felix Jaeger.

			‘The servants have been collecting them,’ said Otto, blind to Felix’s darkening expression. ‘Not very civic of them, I realise, but I doubt the city will miss just one.’

			‘I’d say not,’ said Felix sourly. ‘I sometimes think that they are using them to buttress the walls in case of a siege.’

			‘Don’t be prickly, Felix. Keeping the young men of Reikland up for the fight is valuable work, and certainly worth more to Jaeger and Sons than the paltry sum they pay you to do it.’ He tapped his finger on Felix’s signature again, then gave Fritz the nod to furl the poster up and take it away. ‘That’s the Jaeger name on every street corner and barracks of the Empire. That’s what’s paying your way in my house, Felix, and maintaining Kat­erina’s donations to the Shallyan hospice.’

			Feigning numb toes, Felix stamped his feet and turned his back. He closed his eyes and mumbled his own imprecation to the goddess of peace and mercy. He didn’t want another argument about how much money Kat was costing his brother and he certainly didn’t want to listen to him enthuse about the number of men that Felix had coaxed to war.

			The heavy scuff of ill-worn leather boots made him look up. A pair of big men exited the servant’s quarters under the screening maple trees and the tangle of ivy and started across the yard towards the coach. Both men were dressed in long black coats and gloves with cudgels buckled at their hips. The first was a head taller even than Felix, broad shouldered and with a neck like a cannonball. The second man was older, bald-headed and scarred, his muscular upper body counterbalanced by a gut that strained against his gentlemanly waistband. Felix knew professional muscle when he saw it. These were dangerous times for a merchant to be travelling, even within the borders of Reikland which was as yet relatively untouched by war. Why, only recently, rampaging flagellants had put the torch to half of Nuln, the offices of Jaeger and Sons and Otto’s own home included. Felix sighed.

			That city had no luck.

			Schraeder, the senior coachman, directed his companion up to the box as he put on a tall black hat. The man tugged on the rim of his hat and opened the passenger door. Felix was in no way reassured by the show of deference. That hat and coat could not have been more intimidating on a troll.

			‘Ready to leave when you are, sir.’
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			ENCOUNTER IN WILHELMPLATZ

			The steam of Felix and Otto’s breath filled the closed passenger compartment as the coach clattered over the cobbles of Befehlshaber Avenue. Suppressing a shiver, Felix took a handful of cloak to smear condensation from the glass window.

			A mist clung to the ground and there were few people about at this hour except beggars and refugees from the south, homeless and frozen and with nowhere else to go. Face to the cold glass, Felix watched a black coach pull out and follow them a way before disappearing into the fog. Felix shifted his attention to the colourful rank of daub and wattle shopfronts and town houses that dragged by. Behind them lay Karl Franz Park, and the bordering trees raked the rooftop shingles. Autumn had burnished their leaves a dazzling copper. Each one shone in the low sun like a ritual blade as the wind willed them again and again to cut. Their cultist-robe rustle drowned out the dire portents of the street-corner doom-mongers and the weeping of the foreign vagrants that clung like mould to the roadside. Despair was on the air, and whether native Altdorfer or amongst the influx fleeing the wars in Tilea, Estalia, and Bretonnia, the taste of it was the same

			Already, men were calling these the End Times.

			It was going to be a hard winter. Felix’s natural cynicism reminded him that the priests of Ulric and Taal and Manann made similar pronouncements every year in the hope of extorting a few more pfennigs from those praying for a short snap and a warmer spring. This time though, Felix believed them. The ratcatchers were up to their ankles in vermin, the geese had fled the Reik early for their southern roosts, and the chill had come early. The signs were clear, but only the most dyed in the wool curmudgeons were complaining about it. Felix had firsthand experience of how powerful an ally the Kislevite winter could be, but somehow Felix doubted that this one would bring anything more than a respite.

			If the rumours were to be believed, that Praag and even the proud Gos­podar capital, Kislev City itself, had already fallen, then the northmen had all the shelter they needed to gather their strength until spring. Felix could not help a shiver of dread, some premonition of horror. Even the terrible Asavar Kul himself, in the great incursion two centuries past, had failed to broach the city of Kislev. That it had fallen now without most men of the Empire even realising that it had come under attack was deeply disturbing. Doubly so as it had been achieved without a single substantiated report of Archaon, Asavar Kul’s infernal heir apparent, taking to the field. Recalling the many ill-fated attempts he had made to confront the so-called Everchosen of Chaos during his career as Gotrek’s henchman surprised him with a smile. Then he sighed, shook his head, and resumed to staring out the window. The rattling of the coach over the cobbles bumped his head against the glass. He was an idiot.

			There really was nothing to commend those days.

			Nothing at all.

			‘Pfennig for your thoughts,’ said Otto. His heavy cheeks were flushed with cold and every so often he stamped his feet on the boards and rubbed his arms with mittened hands.

			Both men swayed to the right as the coach took a left turn.

			‘Uncharacteristically generous of you,’ Felix replied drily.

			A dull roar from the direction of Wilhelmplatz rose slowly over the dry whisper of the trees. It sounded like the cries of the beastman hordes at the walls of Praag and seemed oddly fitting to his memories. Felix watched his breath re-steam the window. Then his eyes narrowed. Using the hem of his cloak, he again wiped it clear and looked back the way they had travelled.

			The black coach was still with them, about a dozen lengths behind. The two horses pulling were winter white and long-haired, trotting through mist up to their shaggy fetlocks. A pair of pennons fluttered from the rear. They depicted a white bear on a frozen field. The motif was itchingly familiar, but Felix could not quite place it. His hand moved to his lap, but the ­reassuring touch of Karaghul was not there.

			Merchant gentlemen, he had learned, do not carry swords.

			He was about to mention the coach to Otto, but his brother had reclined into the leather-backed seat and closed his eyes. Felix could not tell whether or not he was asleep: his lips were moving, but he might equally have been preparing his speech for the Reiksmarshal as dreaming.

			Felix looked back. But the coach was gone.

			The Wilhelmplatz rocked to the roar of the hundreds of peasants crowded in between the gates of the Imperial palace and the surrounding tenements. Women in wool dresses and winter shawls screamed curses. Old men hoisted orphaned grand­children onto their shoulders that they might share the vitriol being directed towards the mutants being paraded before them. Upon a raised wooden platform surrounded by a double rank of halberdiers, a pack of mutants closed in on a single knight of the Reiksguard. His full silver-white plate shimmered with cold. The scarlet jupon that overlay it ruffled in rhythm to his footwork, the rampant griffon of the house of Wilhelm rending the air with claws of gold thread. The man had on an open bascinet, his face tanned, and wore a trimmed black beard and a broad smile. The pitch of the mob grew fevered as the knight danced from a mutant’s clutches, swung his sword in a bravura flourish, and rounded on a second with a cry.

			‘Not exactly von Diehl, is it?’ Felix yelled, citing the great playwright as the halberdiers ushered another trio of ‘mutants’ onto the stage, stuffed limbs swinging from bloated costumes as they walked. There was a gathered hiss as one flailing limb forced the knight to duck, then a roar when he came up grinning, saluted the crowd and set about the poor actor with the flat of his blade. The crowd jeered as the mutant stepped on the oversized foot of its own costume and crashed onto the stage. The knight planted one foot on the body, raising one clenched fist in triumph. On cue, the square erupted with laughter and mocking cheers, the high stone walls of the Imperial palace providing a thunderous acoustic return.

			All eyes were on the tableau being enacted on stage, but Felix felt certain he was being watched and it was making him nervous. Bowmen liveried in the red and blue of Altdorf kept watch from the palace’s sprawling ramparts while swordsmen in feathered sallets and padded hauberks patrolled the perimeter of the heaving square. The approaches were blocked by units of halberdiers, large weapons gleaming, as the soldiers searched carriages and held up foot traffic. Spilling out of the White Lady tavern just out of the square along Downfeather Alley, a group of drunken adolescents hurled abuse at the picket of halberdiers. The soldiers ignored it, but Felix saw the bowmen in the nearby windows shifting their aim and he did not doubt that there would be plain-clothes Kaiserjaeger following those boys home after the rally, probably with conscription papers handily pre-signed by the Reiksmarshal himself.

			‘You realise I’m still technically a wanted felon,’ said Felix, eyeing the nearest unit of swordsmen warily.

			‘Nobody cares, Felix,’ Otto replied, yelling directly into Felix’s ear.

			Felix gave a tight smile. He did often wonder if his current employers had the faintest idea that he had been dodging Imperial justice for the past two decades following his role in the Window Tax riots. Probably not. Most of the officers in Wilhelmplatz today, up to and including the Reiksguard on the stage, looked like they would not even have been born when Felix had been breaking windows and generally making a nuisance of himself. Simpler times, he thought, suddenly feeling very old indeed. There was a reason that nobody remembered the Window Tax riots any more.

			Like Felix himself, they were simply not that important.

			‘Pay attention now, Felix.’ Otto’s voice was water thin under the oceanic roar of the crowd. Schraeder and the even larger coachman stood either side of him, and the peasants wisely gave them a wide berth. ‘I’m going to catch the Reiksmarshal before he takes the stage himself. You stay here and keep an eye out.’

			‘For what?’ Felix called back, but Otto and his men were already off. Felix swore, the prickling scrutiny on the nape of his neck growing ever so slightly more urgent now that they were gone.

			A tumultuous cheer filled the square and Felix’s attention was drawn along with everyone else’s to the stage. The knight had just tripped one of the mutants and pushed him into his companion, causing them both to roll off the stage and land on top of each other in a heap. Only the surrounding box of halberdiers held the baying mob back. They beat at their breasts and screamed slogans into the soldiers’ faces. With a sick realisation, Felix recognised the ones that he had written himself. Some kind of collective madness had them. Surely even the dimmest villein knew that those mutants were just players in padded costumes.

			Felix scanned the crowd. Something about it all made his skin crawl, reminding him of the summers spent at the family logging camps in the Drakwald. He had used to watch the forest from the house as he watched these men now, convinced utterly that something hidden lurked there.

			From the Kaisergarden entrance, just to the left of the road that he and Otto had taken, the picket of halberdiers waved through a black coach. A chill passed through him. No, not just any black coach. It was the exact same black coach that he had seen before. The white bear pennons fluttered in the storm of noise like topgallants in a gale. Feeling a nervous itch crawling up from his chest, Felix watched the coach pull into a roped-off enclosure. Dozens of other coaches were parked there, worthies attended by Altdorfer soldiery and by gruff-looking heavies in an array of heraldic surcoats. The horses nuzzled each other and whickered their own reassur­ances against the commotion. Felix recognised the heraldries of Nuln, Stirland and Ostermark – mainly because of the amount of time he had spent in and around the guardhouses and gaols of those states over the years – but most he did not recognise.

			The driver jumped down from the box to open the passenger door, but Felix could not see who emerged for all of the rippling banneroles and halberds in the way. He cursed, then shuddered, that feeling again, and crossed his arms under his cloak.

			An animal scream from behind made him start.

			Felix turned, shivering off his unease, to find a gang of young bravos had clambered onto Otto’s wagon. They shook it and screamed like Arabyan monkeys. One of them danced with bottle in hand from the box. They all wore the red and blue ribbons of the newly enlisted around their sleeves and, doubtless encouraged by the free spirits of a grateful city’s innkeepers, were all uproariously drunk. While Felix felt no great enchantment towards Otto’s property, the men were clearly spooking the horses. The farther of the two threw its mane as it fought against the tracer in a vain bid to back into the chassis of the coach. The nearer horse merely trembled, wide-eyed and staring, as if it had just smelled a wolf. Out of habit, Felix swept his cloak over his left shoulder to free his sword arm. Even after all this time, Karaghul’s absence just felt wrong. He shook his head ruefully. There was nothing like a sword to de-cloud sotted minds, but he doubted this situation called for it. He started forward.

			At least he had meant to.

			The crowd roared, oblivious to the revelation that his feet were rooted to the ground as though glued to the cobbles. Felix gasped as he tried again and failed. Grabbing one leg in both hands by the knee, he tried to pull but it did not move an inch. He was sweating now despite the cold, yet absurdly grateful that his arms at least had done as he had asked. He had felt them as they touched his thigh. His legs were fine.

			They simply would not move.

			A piercing laugh made him look up. One of the young men had tripped over his own ankles and fallen off the top of the coach, to the great mirth of his comrades. Felix grit his teeth and tried to push himself through whatever was preventing him. It was not so much that he failed as that his legs refused to try. Shaking the muscle of his thigh under one hand, he fought down a rising panic. It could not be that gang of drunks. What in Sigmar’s name was going on!

			‘Forget wagon, Jaeger,’ came a guttural, but deliberately precise voice from the crowd behind him, right where the poor horse directed its terror. ‘Only give yourself nose-bleed. And maybe attract soldiers. Not want attract soldiers, yhah?’

			Unconsciously, Felix’s gaze found the troop of state swordsmen that had unnerved him so just moments before. ‘Do I not?’

			‘No,’ said the hidden man. ‘I not come all this way to harm, Empire man.’

			For some unfathomable reason, Felix laughed. Why did he find that so difficult to believe? Bracing himself for the effort of turning, he was surprised to find it easy. He barely even had to think about it before his feet were shuffling him around to greet a short man in brightly coloured fleece breeches and coat and a hemp cloak. His eyes were narrowed, his skin walnut-hard and of a hue that looked mildly jaundiced but for the absence of any other obvious symptoms. His bowed gait indicated a man more accustomed to riding than to walking. Now Felix placed the odd accent; as plainly Kislevite as the drooping moustache on the man’s face and the mink-flapped chapka on his head. He was one of the Ungol nomads that subsisted on the northern oblast and the Troll Country.

			Had subsisted.

			Felix tried to raise a hand in greeting, found he could not. He grimaced. ‘Do I know you?’

			‘You are Jaeger, yhah? You are – how you say in Empire – friend of my friend.’

			Some friend, Felix thought, struggling increasingly desperately to move an arm, a leg, anything; but all he seemed capable of controlling was his eyes and his mouth. Only the certain knowledge that he was utterly under this strange man’s power kept his tone civil as he asked, ‘Who?’

			‘My lady, you remember?’ The Ungol smiled, teeth starkly white against his tan skin. Something was coming. Felix could sense the darkness of it spread through the subliminal unease of the crowd. Behind him, the horse whinnied in terror. It was a wiser beast than the fools around it gave credit for. A sense of recognition thrilled through the will that bound Felix’s body, like dogs with prey and excited by the approach of their master. What was worse, Felix thought he recognised it too. He stopped fighting, surrendering to that itch that had crept from his chest and now hid like a spider at the back of his mind.

			It could not be…

			The Ungol stepped aside and dropped to one knee. ‘I present my lady: the Boyarina Magdova Straghov.’

			The crowd seemed to fade, the brightly clothed Ungol receding into it, and Felix was dreaming again. At least that was his best explanation for it.

			She looked exactly as Felix remembered her, a sleeveless jerkin worn over a white linen shirt, leather britches cinched at the waist with a studded belt, long legs encased to the knee within fur-edged riding boots. A long cavalry sabre was sheathed in a leather scabbard at her hip. The only incongruity was the black widow’s veil and long leather gloves that she wore to shade her skin from the sun, but despite the layers between them, Felix could still make out the pale skin, the high cheekbones, and those wide, almond eyes.

			‘You are not going to scream, are you, Felix?’ said Ulrika, breaking the spell. ‘It would not be very attractive.’ She glided nearer, then brushed back his overlong fringe with the back of her hand as if to see him better. Felix’s skin tingled at her touch. Belatedly, the thought arose that he should tell her to stop, but then her fingers nipped something in his hair. He felt a pinch. Then she yanked sharply back.

			‘Ow!’

			Ulrika presented the pale strand tweezered between forefinger and thumb. Her eyes sparkled with amusement. ‘A grey hair, Felix?’

			‘Keep it,’ said Felix. ‘I’ve plenty more.’ He rubbed the sore spot on his head, realising only then that he was free to move again. He held his hand out, gave the fingers an experimental flex. The last time he had seen Ulrika had been in Nuln over two years ago, before his and Kat’s paths had crossed.

			If she had had this kind of power then, she had kept it to herself.

			‘I apologise for the entrance,’ she said, setting her hands on her hips and angling her jaw proudly upwards. Without meaning to, Felix smiled. He had seen that posture all too often when they fought – and Sigmar had they fought – with Ulrika acting every inch the spoiled boyar’s daughter who could think no wrong. ‘But you were the one about to fight six men half his age.’

			‘Half our age,’ Felix corrected. ‘And I could still have taken them, thank you very much.’

			‘I don’t doubt it.’

			Felix watched her for a moment, trying to determine if she was teasing him, sorely tempted to remind her who had ended up with their backside on the floor more often than not when the two of them had sparred. He looked again at his hand and tested the fingers once more. Of course, that had been then. He shook his head with a sigh.

			‘It’s good to see you, Ulrika. Truly. But you could have just called for me at my house like a normal person.’

			‘I wanted to speak with you alone,’ said Ulrika, indicating the screaming crowds packed in all around them, the drunkards still jeering at those below from atop Otto’s coach. ‘I thought a public place would be best, and–’ her husky voice took on a nasal quality ‘-every guttersnipe in the altstadt knows there’s a pfennig for anyone bringing word of Helborg’s appearances.’

			Felix chuckled at the surprisingly passable imitation of his brother. Then an odd chill stole it away. Ulrika had never met Otto… at least not to his knowledge.

			With a smile, Ulrika tucked a copper coin into Felix’s cloak where it was creased at the collar and laid her hand on his chest. His heart kicked. ‘I need you to stop looking at me like you have just seen a vampire in the middle of Wilhemplatz.’ She moved in, nodding to his left and to his right and breathing kisses on his cheeks in the Bretonnian manner. ‘People see a war widow and her lover, and I have learned that it pays to keep up appearances.’

			Felix swallowed. The gauze of her veil brushed his unshaven chin. He barely dared breathe lest he smell her. Glancing over his shoulders as she indicated, he saw a wall of bodies, a blur of blind noise. No one was paying either of them the slightest attention that Felix could make out, but then he hadn’t a vampire’s senses. Or their paranoia.

			While his head was turned, Ulrika came the rest of the way, leaning her body into his and wrapping her arms around his neck. Felix’s pulse quickened but to his impotent shame he did nothing to resist her. It had been a long time. She was colder than she had been, harder, and eerily still where a heart had once beat, and yet her body’s every contour and curve was as he remembered. Even the scent of her hair was familiar.

			‘Marriage has made you prudish, Felix.’ Ulrika took his hand in a grip that was – in every way – irresistible and clasped it to her hip. Felix smiled nervously, apologetically, though he wasn’t sure for what. A tremor took up in his hands. Desire? Guilt? He tried not to look at the wedding ring that nuzzled against Ulrika’s hip. He looked away, closed his eyes, cupped his other hand behind Ulrika’s shoulder and told himself that it was all just an act.

			‘There,’ Ulrika whispered. ‘That was not so bad now, was it?’

			‘What do you want?’ said Felix, eyes still closed, trying not to think about the lips separated from his by nothing but a thin layer of fabric. He tried to think of the fangs those lips hid, but it didn’t help. ‘Please tell me that your dropping by during the largest Chaos incursion since Magnus’s time is just a coincidence.’

			‘Try the largest since Snorri Whitebeard’s time,’ said Ulrika, clutching him as though to impress upon him something of deadly import. ‘It is already far worse in the north than you can conceive.’

			Felix nodded, found himself stroking her veiled head without realising it. ‘I heard what became of Kislev. I’m so sorry. What with Sylvania, it all just happened so quickly–’

			Ulrika waved away his platitudes with a shake of the head. ‘It does not matter, as my father would have said were he alive.’ She pushed him back just slightly, enough only to encourage Felix to open his eyes and look into hers. ‘I have come about Max.’

			‘Max?’

			‘Yes.’ Ulrika dropped her gaze. ‘The Auric Bastion is still weak at Alderfen, and despite the best efforts of Max and his brethren it is under constant attack. It took me two weeks to get here, Felix. That is how long it has been since Max fell.’

			Felix felt the bottom fall out of his chest. Max could not be dead. There were certain people in this world that Felix had, without quite realising it, come to believe were invulnerable. Gotrek was one, and Max was another. The idea of him falling in some dismal corner of Ostermark while Felix drank himself stupid and dreamt that he was there just twisted the knife.

			‘He fell, yes, to a mounted raid, along with every other priest and wizard the marauders could lay their hands on before being driven back into Kislev, but he is not dead. Don’t ask me how I know that, but I am convinced he was taken alive for a reason. It is difficult even for me to get news from north of the Auric Bastion, but a new warlord establishes himself in Praag and has been scouring Kislev of sorcerers for months. He calls himself the Troll King. That, I believe, is where Max and his fellows have been taken, and I want you to help me get him back.’

			Felix had to keep his mouth shut to avoid saying ‘yes’ right away. She was offering him everything he had been yearning for, everything that had been missing since he and Gotrek had gone their separate ways. His ever-reliable inner cynic told him that, of course, Ulrika would know that. He would not be surprised if she could recite the contents of every fabricated war report he had ever written for the criers and knew the name of every sewerjack with whom he relived his glory days and where to find the taverns in which he would blast his mind with cheap schnapps afterwards. Max and Gotrek were the heroes. Felix was just a failed poet with a magic sword. He wasn’t the same man who had left his life at the drop of a drunken pledge to a Trollslayer and spent the next two decades gallivanting through horrors that most men would prefer to pretend could not exist. He had responsibilities now, and aches in places that he would prefer to pretend could not exist. Otto would not take him back again if he ran off now, and Kat…

			The autumn light that reflected off the ring on his second finger struck him like a bucket of cold water.

			‘I can’t go with you.’

			‘Max risked his life to save mine from the plague, do you remember? And after that he raced across half of the Old World to rescue me from Adolphus Krieger.’

			‘As did I,’ said Felix, defensively.

			‘As did you,’ Ulrika echoed. ‘Do you value Max’s life that much less than mine?’

			The words stung as they had been meant to. Felix felt a flickering ember of resentment amongst the confusion of passions. Had the choice been solely his he would have left Altdorf with Max from the outset. Had it been up to him he would probably be dead in a field somewhere in Ostermark by now. For some reason that thought did not trouble him. In his heart of hearts, he knew that he was never meant for any other kind of end.

			‘If your positions were reversed I would tell him the same.’

			‘Is it your work?’ Her face was a mask, but her voice sneered. ‘Do you know how pathetic your odes to the green fields of Reikland and the goodness of Emperor Karl Franz look in Hergig or Bechafen? Do you know the lengths they must go to to maintain an army that can still fight, the bargains they have been forced to make? Even I now have the field rank of general in the state of Ostermark. Do you think they care what I am as much as what I can bring to the field? Do you think they even want to know?’

			When Felix did not react, she went on. ‘Is it your hunt for the rat that killed your father, then?’

			Felix did tighten his grip on her shoulder at that. An image of his father brutalised and killed in his bed flashed through his mind. Part of him had been glad when the flagellants had burned that house down.

			‘You will find nothing. The skaven have abandoned their northern holdings for some ploy in the south. I do not know what or where, so don’t ask.’ Her mocking tone became gentle. ‘You’re meant for better things than skulking around sewers and trying to hide the stink from your wife. Help me. Help Max.’

			‘I told you, I can’t. And not for those reasons.’

			‘Ah yes, the lovely Katerina Jaeger. You’re a living cliché, you know, taking a girl young enough to be your daughter.’

			‘Young enough to be our daughter,’ Felix cut in reflexively, and immediately winced at how those words sounded out loud.

			Ulrika looked away coyly, but Felix could see that she was smiling. ‘The world does not work like one of those dreadful Detlef Sierck plays you used to recite for me. The damsel does not recover simply because she has her prince.’ She shook her head and slowly peeled herself from his embrace. ‘You will not find a physician in Altdorf wise enough in forbidden lore to undo Kemmler’s necromancy, but I…’

			Felix’s entire ribcage constricted and froze. She could cure Kat! Or was she just offering him what he wanted to hear?

			‘Are you promising me something?’

			‘Find me in the Black Rose on Leopold Avenue tonight,’ said Ulrika, signalling to her man that she was ready to go. Felix blinked, as though tricked by some cunning sleight of hand, as the Ungol and his brightly coloured fleece coat reappeared in his vision. ‘And it must be tonight. I will be gone by dawn. I am already two weeks behind Max’s captors and it is a long road back to Badenhof.’

			Felix looked to the ground and smiled. In other circumstances he might even have laughed. Ulrika had thought of everything that might sway him, boxed it neatly for him and tied it off with a sweet little bow. He sighed. Fine, he’d take a peek.

			‘Badenhof?’

			The Ungol drew a sealed letter from his coat. He displayed the wax Jaeger and Sons seal for a moment, and then slid it back into the fleece pocket.

			‘It appears that your nephew, Gustav, has been having difficulties with the local lord and requests the experience of his knavish uncle in resolving them. Join me tonight, Felix, and I will ensure that Otto receives this letter. And the message that you departed at once to help him. Neither he nor Katerina will suspect.’

			‘I… I still don’t know. I’d have to be sure that Kat is looked after.’

			Ulrika closed her eyes and was still. It might have been a sigh, but of course Ulrika’s lungs had not expelled air in over twenty years. ‘And if she could be made strong again, so she could look after herself?’

			‘What are you suggesting?’

			Ulrika smiled and made to withdraw. ‘Max saved her life as well, Felix. I am suggesting that she might want her own say in this decision.’

			Ulrika strode through the crowd, bodies sighing from her path like grass before a night wind.

			Until only recently, she would have been able to move amongst the flock as one of them, but now her passage was marked by goose bumps and shudders, hammers stutteringly drawn across chests to ward against the evil eye. Chaos was waxing, Shyish, the Wind of Death, was in flux, and Ulrika’s own powers continued to grow. Even the simple townsfolk around her could sense the presence of the other in their midst. Until only recently, that growing disconnect between her and her remembered humanity would have troubled her. Now, her own senses could pierce the beating hearts of every one of these people. She saw the warmth that fled their veins and turned their fingers blue and, though they had only the dimmest perception of her presence amongst them, she could smell the fear on their breath.

			Damir, the Ungol warrior who served her in exchange for the base pleasure of doing so and the dim prospect of one day joining her in immortality, waited for her by the coach. Her mortal family’s bear rampant flew from the four corners. The thrall pulled open the door. ‘To the Black Rose, my lady?’

			‘No,’ said Ulrika, accepting Damir’s hand and allowing him to help a lady into her carriage. He closed the door on her, and then climbed to the box.

			Ulrika pulled thick black curtains over the raucous scenes without, then unhooked her widow’s veil and smiled a good shepherdess’s smile.

			A human would not know what was truly in their heart if she was to open it up and show it to them. She leaned forward to knock on the front quarter partition.

			‘I think it is time that I met this Kat.’
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			A PROPOSAL

			Could Ulrika really make Kat whole again? Was that what she had been offering? The idea troubled him, perhaps more than such an apparent kindness should, and not just because Ulrika’s appearance in Kat’s life was going to lead to a lot of awkward questions. Felix wasn’t quite that selfish. He knew there were individuals in the world with the power to reverse what Heinrich Kemmler had done. Perhaps Ulrika was now one of them. Her display in Wilhelmplatz had certainly been impressive and maybe that had been the point, a demonstration. He would give almost anything to see Kat whole again, but few such powers gave without demanding a commensurate cost. His mind conjured images of secret covens, rituals conducted on darkest Geheimnisnacht, pacts with daemons, and vile blood magic. It was the varied and terrible possibilities excluded by that almost that had Felix abandoning Otto’s coach to the drunks that had claimed it and pushing through the screaming crowds towards the guard picket at the east entrance on Black Castle Alley.

			The soldiers, however, were too overwhelmed holding back the tide of people trying to catch a glimpse of their regent, the Reiksmarshal, to care about one more trying to get out. Felix hurried by them and into the boisterous crowds around the Kaisergarden. Seeing the grinding foot and horse-drawn traffic ahead of him, Felix drove through the press of urchins and vagrants to pass into Hubert Alley on the opposite side of the Kaisergarden, knocking a bowl from a beggar’s hand in his haste.

			The tall buildings of the altstadt meant the sun rarely landed here. It was dark and reeked of stale urine. Families huddled amidst refuse from which the eyes of rats glittered. Men, women, and children followed him with dead eyes that saw naught now but nightmares, mumbling in the languages of Tilea, Estalia and Araby. Felix understood only a little and tried to ignore even that much.

			‘The rats, signore. The rats…’

			Felix squeezed past the Tilean and his children and into the sudden light of Sigmarplatz. Red leaves blustered across the perfectly square flagstones like the heralds of war. The square before the temple’s severe marble frontage was packed with worshippers come for the midday rituals. A unit of halberdiers in slashed doublets and faded red and blue livery warmed their hands over a brazier on the temple’s steps and watched the faithful and the hopeless file past. Felix quickened his pace until their prayers were behind him and he was on Befehlshaber Avenue.

			Stately, three-storey structures of dwarf-cut stone rose above the poorer surrounds of the altstadt, hoarding the high ground like a profiteer. Each residence sought to outdo the next in the beauty of their finials, the ­mullioned quality of their windows, or the quantity of their chimneys. As well as the homes of the merchant classes, there were banks, jewellers, ­dealers in exotic luxuries. In one lungful Felix had the bitterness of Arabyan coffee, the sickly tang of New World sugar, and the spices of Ind; a collective pomander to the noses of the affluent against the desperate reek of the dispossessed. It made Felix feel sick.

			He broke into a jog. His heart raced, his vision funnelled, but it was not due to the exertion as, despite age and Otto’s best efforts, Felix remained a fit man. It was the need to see Kat again, to purge his skin of Ulrika’s ­memory in his arms, that pushed him through the well-heeled gentry and their servants. He started to run. It did not feel nearly fast enough. It never was, no matter how fast he ran. He had been too late to save his father.

			He had been too late to save Ulrika.

			With that thought burning a hole in his brain, Felix slammed into the heavy iron gate that was set into the brick wall surrounding Otto’s ­property and shook the bars. It was locked. In frustration, he beat against the bars and yelled the name of every servant he could recall. Of course, most of those names were already in the Reiksmarshal’s war ledger for the march north, but Felix shouted them anyway, to no avail. He rattled the gate until the dead leaves impaled on its crowning spikes shook loose, but there was no answer from the house. He could see the old building, across the coach yard and behind a screen of bronze-leafed maples. To the right of the yard was a herb garden, the stables and, obscured by a creeping tangle of vines, the servants’ quarters. There was no one there either. Curse this war! Felix took the gate in both hands as if he might tear it loose and shook it.

			‘Someone open this gate! Kat!’

			He loved Kat.

			The reminder took him in a bear hug and crushed the air from his lungs. They had always planned to leave Altdorf once Kat was well again, hunt the beastmen she had once sworn to eradicate, live ­village to ­village. On the nights that Felix actually made it home and was sober enough to find their bed they still talked of the life they would have. As if it might one day happen. Felix blinked away the threat of a tear. He didn’t need Ulrika to tell him that Kat was getting no better. Felix wondered when he would ever grow up enough to talk about these things with the woman he loved rather than bottle them up and take them to the nearest tavern.

			Did he love her as intensely as he had Ulrika? Or Kirsten, for that ­matter? He didn’t know. Sickness and circumstance had tramped mud through feelings that had once been so clear. As Sigmar was his witness though, he loved her.

			Felix shoved himself back from the gate and looked up to its spiked ­summit. He realised he was attracting stares from the passing gentry, but he didn’t care. At least so long as none of them considered him so ­curious as to warrant summoning the watch. He took three steps back and then charged the damned gate, planting his boot into the iron frame just before he ran into it and kicking himself off and up, just high enough to ­grapnel his fingertips over the top of the gate. The bevelled iron bit into the pads of his fingers and he grunted in pain as blood welled under his grip. From the street behind him, people were pointing, shouting, but no one went so far as to try and stop him from pulling up his legs and ­dragging himself up and over.

			And why should they? It wasn’t their house.

			He landed on the other side, his heavy blue cloak almost throttling him for his troubles after its over-embroidered hem got snagged on the barbs and swung him by the neck like a noose. Choking and swearing, he tore off the clasp and shrugged it off, letting it fall over the gate behind him like some rich woollen modesty screen as he ran under the line of trees to the house.

			The door was unlocked and he burst through, sprinting for the staircase up to the first floor. The balusters bore ornate intaglio in the Tilean style. The walls were panelled in dense oak. Felix pounded up the carpeted steps and almost charged right through Fritz as Otto’s butler emerged from one of the guest suites bearing a stack of linen over the crook of one arm and a silver carafe of red wine in the other. Felix grabbed a hold of the handrail to keep from colliding with the man as Fritz turned his body to shield the carafe and breathed a sigh of relief at his livery’s near miss.

			‘Kat,’ Felix demanded. ‘Where is she?’

			‘She is not here,’ said Fritz, straightening to deliver that missive in a tone of irritated dignity.

			‘Damn it, Fritz,’ said Felix, taking the butler by the collar and making him squawk. ‘Where is she, then?’

			‘Frauchen Annabella has visited the Bretonnian embassy every day since their war began. For word of her family,’ he added, then swallowed as Felix tightened his grip and hurried on. ‘Frauchen Katerina rides with her as far as the Shallyan temple.’

			Felix let the man drop. Every day? How could he not have known that? The question though was whether Ulrika knew. With a curse, Felix barged past the still-spluttering butler and raced up the second flight of steps. Could he even doubt it?

			On making the second floor, Felix spun, both hands clutching the handrail, and shot back down, ‘Fetch me a new cloak and my mail. Right now.’

			‘But, Herr Felix–’

			Felix couldn’t care less what the butler had to say. He had the key to his study door in his coat, but he was too agitated to be fiddling about with pockets and simply kicked the lock to splinters, then flung the door aside. His entrance sent half-written speeches and pamphlets flying, but he ignored them, striding through the clutter to the glass-fronted cabinet on the back wall.

			Karaghul glittered in the noonday sun that shone through the window. Sealed against the dust that hung across the air, it looked serene, a king lying in state, but Felix didn’t need to test its edge to know that the enchanted blade would be as sharp as the day he had found it in a troll’s hoard under the lost dwarfhold of Karak Eight Peaks. He took a deep breath and opened the glass door, then reached inside to lift the sword from its silver hooks. Unconsciously, he smiled. A thrill shot down his arm. The feel of that dragon­head hilt was as familiar to him as his own name.

			An image of Kat fled through his mind and the moment left him.

			He squeezed his swordbelt over his stomach and slid Karaghul into its sheath. He just hoped he wouldn’t have to use it.

			Not against Ulrika.

			The warm colours cast over the great hall of the Temple of Shallya by its stained glass windows could not detract from the cold. A chill wind blew through the open doors, but on straw mats throughout the cavernous space men threw off their blankets, doused in sweat as they raved of sorcerers, monsters and dead men walking. Judging from their livery and the accent of their rantings they were Altdorfers returned from the north. They looked weary, broken, and glassy-eyed. Their hacking coughs echoed from the vaulted ceiling. The air they breathed was sickly sweet with the odour of putrefaction. Priestesses in soiled white robes hurried amongst the men with mops and muslins and bowls of lukewarm vegetable broth. Lumps of dried vomit crusted the joins between the flagstones.

			Perched on a bench at the short end of the hall in the camphor-scented warmth of a candle shrine and the pastel glow of stained glass, Kat watched the sisters in their work. Theirs was a perilous and largely thankless calling, but Kat envied them. She missed having that kind of purpose.

			Stiffly, she pulled her knees up onto the bench and drew herself into the corner between back and armrest. Her eyelids felt warm and heavy, like baked honey. Even the short ride from the house had proven tiring. Annabella could be exhausting company, though Kat supposed that she would probably be anxious too if her country were ravaged by war and her family unaccounted for. With a feeling of heartache, her thoughts turned to Felix. She embraced the pain of him, let it fill her.

			He had given her all the family she had now.

			More and more since the lichemaster had… touched her, she found her thoughts centred on him, or more specifically that night in Flensburg when she had been a girl. It was all she dreamed of. She always recognised the dream when it came. There was the forest that she could walk in her sleep, the glare of the fire, the screams. But each time it was different, as terrifying as it had been when she had first witnessed it as a child, as though fate were showing her the infinite ways in which weakness or inaction might have yielded the death of the man she loved. She had been the one to slay the Chaos warrior, Justine. She had saved both Felix and Gotrek that night. But what if she hadn’t? Opening her eyes, she raised her left hand to reassure herself that the heavy gold ring she wore was still there. The thick angular band had been pushed over the thumb up to the knuckle. Her fingers were too thin: a reminder that she was not as strong even as that girl in Flensburg.

			Would she be able to save Felix now?

			She knew that she wouldn’t, but that didn’t mean she would stop fighting for him. She was his wife and she was a fighter. Today she might draw a bowstring twelve inches. Tomorrow it would be twelve and one eighth. It would not have the beasts of the Drakwald fleeing for their herdstones, it might not even draw Felix’s attention from his charts and his cups, but it was proof that she was getting stronger every day, even if nobody saw it but her.

			Time stretched on while she waited her turn with the sisters and her stomach began to growl. The priestesses were busy, she understood that and didn’t mind. It was preferable to being cooped up all day in the house, and sometimes a woman needed a sister’s care. It was her own fault ­anyway for scrimping on breakfast, but it was too easy when it was only herself and Annabella, and these mornings her stomach threatened outright upheaval at the merest scent of vollkornbrot or liverwurst. It clenched now, a pre-emptive warning.

			It was normal, the sisters had assured her, and would soon pass.

			The breeze blowing through the open door sent a shiver through her bones and she burrowed deeper into the hardwood corner of her bench. It was too cold for autumn. In fact she’d not been touched in such a way since that Nachhexen night in Castle Reikguard when Heinrich Kemmler’s necromancy had sucked the warmth from her veins. She shuddered at the memory.

			‘You appear unwell, sister.’

			The unexpected voice from behind gave her a start. It was a woman’s voice, but deep as midwinter snow and layered over an accent that harked at lands far beyond Kat’s travels.

			Wearily, her head ever so heavy on her withered neck, Kat tilted her face back across the clamshell arrangement of benches that surrounded the candle shrine and towards the door. The woman who had spoken was seated on the bench behind her but one, leaning forwards with her arms crossed over the back of the one in front. Even seated and slouching, it was clear that the woman was tall, and shapely in a way that Kat had never been. Her slender body was neatly clad in tough leathers that Kat could appreciate. A black widow’s veil masked her face. A passing glance would have shown a war-widow in mourning, but Kat never trusted first impressions. There was something about the woman that suggested grief was as alien a feeling to her as love. Just looking at her gave her unseasonal chills.

			And Kat knew the feel of death when it sat eight feet behind her.

			‘Finding an ill woman in Shallya’s house is no great feat,’ said Kat. Felix wasn’t the only one to find solace in sarcasm.

			The woman smiled as if reading her thoughts, her own impossible to make out for the black veil that covered her eyes. She appeared to consider her words for a moment before speaking again, leaning forwards over her crossed hands. ‘What if you were shown a way to become strong again? You and Felix could travel as you were meant to. You could again be the terror of the beasts you so despise. More than you ever were before.’

			Kat’s grip on the back of her bench tensed. Unbidden, her other hand moved to cover her belly like a shield. ‘Do you know me?’

			With a wooden growl that echoed through the hall, the woman pushed back her bench and stood. She was even taller than Kat had initially thought, as tall as Felix. Almost certainly a noble. No one else could be fed so well. The woman moved out from the formation of benches and stalked towards her. Stalked was the right word. Her footsteps were soft and silent, like a hunter. A sword swung at her hip. Looking at it made Kat’s fingers curl around the phantom yew of her bow.

			The woman held her position just beyond the blue-green wash thrown by the large stained glass window. Almost as if the light, its sanctity, or both repelled her. Kat shuffled further along the bench and deeper into the light.

			‘I once feared as you fear, Katerina.’ The woman’s use of her name caught Kat like a fish on a barb. The woman prowled the edge of the light. Kat tried to make out her features, but her weak eyes felt like they were being cooked with a turquoise glow. ‘Even after this gift was given to me I would have rejected it.’ With a laugh as hollow as the ring of moon chimes, the woman stepped into the light, painting her riding leathers in greens and eerie corpse-browns as she knelt and cupped a hand under Kat’s jaw with a supple creak of leather. She brushed aside the single white lock that lay over Kat’s left eye. ‘Now I realise that it does not matter where this strength came from or who gave it. It is mine now and he is gone. And I am more powerful than he ever was.’

			‘What do you want?’

			The woman seemed almost to purr as her big blue eyes filled Kat’s world. Her mouth opened to reveal the long fangs of a fiend.

			‘To do a good deed for an old friend.’

			Felix staggered into the great hall of the Shallyan temple with the bandy-legged gait of a sailor, having sprinted across half of the altstadt from Otto’s house to get there. He took in the bare stone walls and columns, the ­coloured windows, the stink of sickness in one breathless second as he collared a young, white-robed priestess.

			‘Kat Jaeger. Where is she?’

			The woman pointed through a series of arches to where a half-circle of benches had been arranged before a large stained glass window depicting doves in a clear blue sky and what appeared to be a candlelit shrine. He saw two figures there, one seated while the other knelt, and his heart lurched. The seated figure was clearly Kat, but the other…

			Sigmar, he prayed, don’t let me be too late.

			‘Please, if I could just take your sw–’

			Felix pushed past the priestess, weaving around, and on one occasion jumping over, the bodies of sleeping men that were scattered like dead leaves over the hall until he stumbled, spent, into the backmost of the wooden benches. The thing gave a cacophonous snarl as it scraped over the flagstones, but Kat didn’t react. Her eyes were glazed as if she’d been drugged. Ulrika however glanced up and smiled a welcome. She was on one knee, as though in the act of proposing. Her body shimmered in the colours cast onto her back by Shallya’s stained glass.

			‘The old outfit suits you, Felix. You look yourself again.’

			Felix spread his hands in a gesture of surrender. His tatty and oft-mended cloak of red Sudenland wool – all that Fritz could find at short notice – fell from his arms. ‘Just let Kat go. Leave her be and I’ll go with you gladly.’

			Ulrika snorted angrily. ‘She is not a hostage, you idiot. I am trying to help you.’

			Slowly, Felix edged around the benches that separated him from the two women. Ulrika followed him with her eyes, a lioness guarding her kill from some scruffy scavenger. Felix resisted the impulse to draw his sword. Ulrika had one too, and the last thing he needed was an armed confrontation with a vampire in the house of the Bleeding Heart. He remembered how utterly she had been able to dominate him in the Wilhelmplatz and forced his hands flat against his thighs. If Ulrika chose to do something to Kat then Felix knew there was precious little he would be able to do about it.

			Besides appeal to her better nature, and whatever she had become, she was still Ulrika.

			‘She wouldn’t thank you for it, and neither would I. You were changed against your will. Don’t you remember how that felt?’

			Ulrika’s lips parted into a scowl. ‘I tried to destroy myself many times. Did you know that? But how hard did I really try when all I needed to do was step out into the light?’ Her scowl narrowed into a sneer as she returned her attention to Kat. ‘My mistress tried to tell me that I would adapt and – guess what? – she was right. So will Katerina.’

			‘No!’

			Felix rounded the row of benches and hurried forwards, then stopped in his tracks as though physically tackled. As if one more step into that blue pool of watery light would cause the woman he still knew as Ulrika to go under and be replaced with the monster that could do this thing she offered. ‘Please, Ulrika. I know you’re trying to be kind, but don’t. Don’t try to help her like this.’

			‘Ul… rika?’

			Drowsily, Kat came to, syllables spilling from her mouth like a drunk’s. Her head lolled from Ulrika to Felix and back. She blinked, confused. ‘But she’s dead?’

			Ulrika laughed as if they were three old friends at a feast. ‘My dear Felix! You lied to your wife about me.’

			Felix groaned and looked up into the faces of the doves depicted in the window. What little he had got away with telling Kat about Ulrika had not strictly been a lie, but right now it felt like the axe of betrayal in his hands. Kat fixed her unsteady gaze on Ulrika. She didn’t need to say anything. Ulrika was the daughter of a March Boyar, looked it in every proud line of her face, whereas Kat was a peasant who had never even known her father. Kat’s face was scarred, still pretty, but pewter next to platinum when compared to the cold, callous beauty of the Kislevite noblewoman. Ulrika’s pale skin glowed with the perfection of immortality, the undimmed memory of days forever tinted rose.

			There was no comparison.

			‘You want me to say that I still think of you sometimes?’ Felix hissed. ‘Fine. I’ll admit to that. You think I miss running around with Gotrek?’ He shook his head and laughed. ‘I miss a lot of things, but do you think I could have kept up with Gotrek forever? Look at me.’ Felix spread his arms and did a turn, showing off his scars and wear and the grey growing through his long blond hair.

			He sighed, feeling suddenly ancient. Ulrika, despite her years, would be young forever. Kat had been aged far beyond her youth. Only Felix, it seemed to him, could look and feel exactly as old as he was. He knelt and took Kat’s hand. It was thin and parchment dry, like that of a mummy. ‘Ulrika came to ask for my help. Max is in trouble.’

			The slap caught him entirely unprepared.

			Kat’s left palm struck him a stinging blow across the jaw. She was as frail as an old woman, but it was the shock of it that hurt. That and a ring of twenty-four-carat dwarf gold that left a dent in his cheek. ‘Max? What of me?’ Felix clutched his jaw. The dwarf gold on Kat’s thumb glinted jealously. ‘You wouldn’t break your oath to Gotrek for me, and yet you would break ours for–’ her voice caught, and she glared at Ulrika. ‘For whatever she is?’

			‘Try to understand,’ said Felix. His cheek stung, his heart felt like it had started pumping air, and he was arguing Ulrika’s side. Why was he doing that? That wasn’t why he had burst a lung trying to get here. ‘He’s saved my life more times than I can mention. He saved Ulrika’s. He saved yours.’

			‘That’s cheap, Felix.’

			‘Don’t you think you are being a little selfish?’ said Ulrika. ‘Would you not want to go if you could?’

			‘He’s my husband,’ Kat spat. ‘I’ll be selfish if I want.’

			‘I told her I didn’t want to go,’ Felix hastened to add, afraid for a moment that Kat was going to swing for Ulrika too and not at all sure how the vampiress would react. ‘Because of you.’

			Kat laughed blackly. ‘So you send your dead lover to add me to your vampire harem?’

			‘What?’ Felix spluttered, goaded into anger. This wasn’t about Kat at all, and it certainly wasn’t some kind of competition between her and Ulrika. No one was asking him to choose between them.

			‘We are married, Felix. Do those vows mean nothing to you?’

			‘Married?’ Now it was Felix’s turn to laugh, twelve months of pent-up energy and frustration shaking out of his chest. He remembered the day. He was quite famous in dwarfish circles, the human who had wielded the Hammer of Fate, and that and the novelty of a human couple being wed in Grimnir’s shrine had brought quite the crowd. It had been cold. He remembered shivering through the entire arduous ceremony because Snorri had pointed out that his cloak was too shabby for the occasion. He remembered the smell of incense, the gruff whispers of dwarfs trying to be respectful. Then Gotrek had presented Kat to him. Their rings had been his parting gift. He glanced at the band on his own finger. A squat dwarfish rune winked in the coloured light. ‘We were married in Karak Kadrin by a priest of the Slayer cult. How did either of us think that was going to end well?’

			Kat stared at him. She was shaking with weakness and anger. ‘Are you saying you regret it?’

			I don’t know, Felix thought.

			‘That’s not what I said.’

			‘Hah! Go then if that’s the best you can do.’

			‘Kat–’

			‘Don’t argue, just go. We all know it’s what you want.’ She glanced at Ulrika. There was fear in her expression, but not for herself. ‘But promise me you won’t trust her. She’s not who you remember.’

			‘I know what she is,’ Felix began, but Kat cut him off with an impatient shake of the head.

			‘Just promise me. Promise me that when you find Max you’ll both come home.’ To Felix’s surprise, Kat’s eyes began to moisten. She took Felix’s hand in hers and pressed it to her belly. Felix didn’t understand. ‘Come back for us, Felix.’

			And suddenly there it was: the loss of appetite, the annoying sensitivity to the scent of his unwashed body. His mouth hung open. His heart beat for three. Was she saying what he thought she was saying? Was she? Could she even?

			‘How? When did we last…?’ Felix caught himself in the middle of a ridiculous mime, then extricated his hand to bury his face in. There had been far too many nights – days for that matter – where his memory ended somewhere between his third pint and the long walk home. Kat smiled sadly and almost broke Felix’s heart.

			A pit seemed to be opening up around him.

			He couldn’t be a father. He’d hated his father. And since siring Gustav, Otto had turned out to be just like the old man. What hope then for a feckless wanderer like Felix?

			The prospect of going to war had never sounded so appealing.

			Ulrika nodded, smiled, then rose as Felix swallowed the butterflies that were flapping up his throat and retook Kat’s hand. His fingers were shaking.

			‘I’ll be back. I promise.’

			Night was closing in on the borders of the day as the black coach rumbled off the barge and onto the militarised bustle of Pilgrim’s Harbour. Longshoremen and day-labourers waded waist-deep into the Reik, men-at-arms barking orders from the bank as the men hauled their goods ashore and loaded them onto waiting wagons. Arquebusiers in long black tunics and leather baldrics that gleamed with brass cartridges stood with firearms half-cocked upon the deck of a long barge recently arrived from Nuln. She lay heavy in the water, longshoremen crawling over her and bearing away bags of blackpowder while, on the shore, a windlass was manoeuvred into position to winch a pair of Helblasters from the vessel’s hold. More boats jostled prow to stern to get into the harbour before dusk. Their lanterns twinkled across the water. At every mooring, wool from Solland, lowing livestock and grain from Averland, timber from the forests of the Stir, and armaments from the great foundries of Reikland poured from the river and on towards Pilgrim’s Gate, then down into the great funnel of war.

			Felix was the son of a merchant and an Altdorfer. He was no stranger to commercial wharfs and market towns. Trade was in his blood whether he approved of it or not. And yet even he was amazed by the sheer industry that was going into the business of war. It felt as if the productivity of half of the Empire was being channelled through this harbour, as if by organisation, endeavour, and the staggering volume of men and materiel being carted north they might hold the hordes of Chaos at bay.

			If only it could ever be that simple.

			From the darkened glass of Ulrika’s coach, Felix watched the soldiers patrol the shoreline. They were out in force. Swordsmen in padded britches and steel breastplates moved amongst the longshoremen, opening up containers, challenging drivers and searching their wagons. This was war, after all, and the Reiksmarshal was right to be wary of the enemy within. The coach slowed to a halt, taking its place in a queue of carts and carriages that were being held at a checkpoint before being allowed to leave the harbour. Felix pressed his face against the window and looked down the line.

			Doors hung open, merchants and drivers remonstrating with bored-looking halberdiers while sergeants checked their manifests against the wagoners’ documents, then double-checked both against the contents of the carts. It was clear they had orders to be thorough. No one moved until the officers were satisfied. Felix had a bad feeling about this. He was only a commissioned member of Helborg’s staff, after all, and it wasn’t as if he was doing anything more treasonable than deserting north in the company of a vampire.

			What had he been thinking? Most sensible people were trying to get away from Ostermark. To no great surprise, he found that his palms were sweating. What a fabulous way to remind himself what life had been like before he and Kat had got married. He glanced past Ulrika and through her window to the ruddy band of the western horizon.

			What had it been, two hours?

			‘Relax,’ said Ulrika. ‘I can hear your heart race from here.’ With the onset of twilight, she had removed her veil and her face seemed to give off its own pearlescent lustre, like an earthbound vision of Mannslieb itself. A slender scar ran from the corner of her left eye to her temple, but despite that, the likeness to the woman he had loved was aching.

			‘Not being dragged from this coach in irons in the next ten minutes will calm me immeasurably.’

			Ulrika patted his knee indulgently. ‘You were always such a worrier.’

			‘We live in worrying times.’

			‘I wish you would stop it. It’s distracting.’ With a smile that gave Felix palpitations, she drew out the top laces of her jerkin. ‘I will deal with the soldiers.’

			Leaning salaciously over Felix’s lap, she dropped the door handle and pushed open the door. A six-foot-tall officer in blue and red livery, breastplate, and a feather-plumed sallet held the door open while, behind him, the sight of a smiling noblewomen spilling from her carriage brought ­redoubled attitudes of attention from a previously taxed pair of halberdiers. Felix, rather late in the day, realised that he was not cut out for this sort of thing. The innocuous problem of where to put his hands suddenly seemed of terrific import. Even pressing against Ulrika’s chest through the simple, mechanical sin of breathing in felt like an inappropriate level of contact.

			‘Good evening,’ said Ulrika, in the most syrupy Kislevite accent Felix had ever heard. ‘How we help brave men of Empire this day?’

			‘Orders, my lady,’ stated the officer, simply, and to Felix’s eternal gratitude.

			‘Of course,’ said Ulrika, her smile lingering on the man as though she was admiring herself in the mirrored shine on his breastplate. Felix took pains to look anywhere else. Was he really the only one to notice her complete absence of a reflection in that surface? Ulrika leaned a little further, twisted towards the front of the coach and snapped her fingers. ‘Damir. Dokumenty.’

			The swarthy Ungol stooped down from the box and handed over a roll of parchment with an illiterate grin. The officer unrolled it. His eyes widened as he read.

			‘This is the seal of the Reiskmarshal. My apologies…’ he re-read the foreign name on the document ‘…my apologies, General Straghov. You should have said.’

			‘Is of no matter,’ said Ulrika with a nonchalant roll of the hand.

			The man saluted. ‘Honour and glory to you in the north, general. And to you, Herr Jaeger. Please allow my men to escort you on to Pilgrim’s Gate. I’ll not have the generals of Commandant Roch held up on my watch.’

			The officer and his men set about clearing traffic as Ulrika closed the door. Her demeanour was smug. Only after the soldiers had been allowed a good ten seconds to be about their business did Felix trust himself to speak. ‘You have papers?’

			‘You think I seduce everyone?’ said Ulrika in mock horror. ‘Do I look like I have the energy for that?’

			‘I’m just surprised, that’s all. Those things aren’t easy to forge. Trust me, Otto’s asked. And how did that officer know my name?’

			‘Because,’ Ulrika began patiently, ‘these are the legitimate orders of Kurt Helborg, for the dispatch of the Hero of Praag – that’s you, Felix, in case you’ve forgotten – to the command of Commandant Roch. They both agree that a tour of the front would be a boon for morale.’ She produced a sarcastic smile. ‘Messengers have already ridden ahead with arrangements for speaking dates across Hochland and Ostermark.’

			Felix shook his head, disgusted. ‘All of that, in Wilhelmplatz and with Kat, and I never actually had a choice at all.’

			‘I wanted you to want to come with me.’

			‘Why?’

			Ulrika didn’t answer.

			‘Is there even a Commandant Roch?’

			‘Of course,’ Ulrika murmured, mind still elsewhere. ‘He has command of the Auric Bastion’s entire eastern flank. From his fortress of Rackspire it is even still possible to see over it and into Kislev.’ She paused for a moment as she collected herself, considering her next words before she spoke them. ‘This quest of ours is done with his knowledge and blessing. He is the one I call master now.’

			‘I thought you had a mistress.’

			‘This is a war that my Lahmian sisters have proven themselves many times to be unsuited for. Archaon will not be moved by a hitched skirt or a beguiling smile. This is not about who we pretend to call master for the next hundred years. This is existential. Roch knows how to utilise my talents best. He has Gospodar blood in him.’

			‘High praise.’

			‘The very highest.’

			Felix could think of nothing to add to that and so retreated into contemplative silence, watching through the darkened glass as wagoners less fortunate in their patrons slid behind them. Despite the nearness of Ulrika, his thoughts kept returning to Kat. Was he doing the right thing by leaving? Somehow, knowing that he had not in reality had a choice did not seem to justify his decision. He couldn’t decide if Ulrika had been trying to be kind or had actually rather enjoyed tying his emotions in knots. But all of that was just a distraction from what he really didn’t want to think about.

			Kat was pregnant!

			The prospect of fatherhood found him no more certain of himself than it had in the Temple of Shallya, but part of him – that small, helplessly romantic part that had once composed poems for Ulrika – thrilled at the thought of returning home to see Kat carrying a little son or daughter of his own. Of his own.

			‘She was lying to you, you know.’

			Felix didn’t answer, didn’t want to.

			‘I can hear the beat of an unborn’s heart, and I can feel the tension in a liar’s voice.’

			‘Stop it,’ said Felix, though there was no strength in it. His heart had been pushed through too much today. ‘Why would she lie?’

			‘To make you change your mind and stay? To make you risk failure by hurrying home? It would have gone easier on you both if you had just let me turn her.’

			Felix just shook his head and went back to staring out the window. ‘Why me? You want Gotrek for this sort of thing, not his henchman.’

			‘You should prepare yourself for the likelihood that Gotrek is dead. He was already in Kislev before the Auric Bastion was summoned.’ Ulrika turned in her seat, then took Felix’s hand in hers. She looked into his eyes. Her empathy was beguilingly genuine. ‘He was in the capital when it fell to the warlord, Aekold Helbrass. I doubt even he could have survived the aftermath of that battle.’

			Felix sighed.

			‘And this is the place you would have us go.’
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			THE MIGHTIEST DOOM

			‘Are we nearly in the Chaos Wastes yet?’ said Snorri, staring glumly out the porthole as the steam-wagon clattered and huffed across the vast, featureless expanse of Kislev’s northern oblast.

			Gotrek looked over and swore under his breath. His face, beard and arms were black from shovelling coal, everything except his eyes that reflected the heat of the furnace. He slid its iron cover shut, then set his shovel blade-down and crossed his arms over the handle.

			‘If you ask me that once more before we reach Ivan Petrovich’s place, then I swear the next time I pick up the shovel it’s going between your ears.’

			‘Snorri hears his wife is a looker.’

			‘Don’t be disgusting, Snorri. You need to stop listening to what those wattocks say about human women.’

			With a sigh, Snorri returned his attention to the porthole. The sky was too wide, like a great blue lens above their heads. And the ground was too flat. Staring at it day in day out, all day, every day, gave Snorri the impression of a pit mine that had been fully exploited and then padded back down to confuse any following prospectors. The view hadn’t changed, but then it hadn’t changed in days so it probably wasn’t about to.

			He hoped Ivan Petrovich had beer.

			‘Snorri hates Kislev…’

			‘The air grows cold,’ murmured Durin Drakkvarr. The Daemonslayer stood at a fork in the tunnel, deep eyes distant, running the tattooed claws of his fingers down the damp, uneven wall. The flickering lantern carried by Krakki Ironhame was the sole source of light. It made the moist ceiling glisten and sent the shadows of a dozen Slayers, a priest of Grimnir’s cult and an apprentice runesmith weaving over the walls. The air smelled dank. Durin’s blackened nose chased a scent over the wall’s rough stone. ‘I smell taint on these stones.’

			‘Bully for you,’ Krakki grumbled, voice squeezing low and flat through his cracked nose. The fat dwarf kept to the rear of the company, guarding their beer from the skaven, goblins, and faeries that still mysteriously managed to snaffle their share despite his vigilance.

			‘This is Kislev,’ Snorri sighed, thinking about beer, then rubbed his eyes tiredly. The lantern light was making them sting. He had been avoiding sleep – and dreams – for the five days that their journey through the Underway from Karak Kadrin had taken. But even a dwarf as damaged as Snorri always knew where he had been.

			And Snorri had been this way before.

			‘Well done, Snorri,’ said Skalf Hammertoes, with a smile as proud and probing as a crowbar. The priest stood from where he had been crouching in the tunnel’s westward branch. His bare feet were half-submerged in a puddle, ripples riding out with the movement of his toes. ‘They’ve already started calling it North Ostermark, but aye.’ He twiddled his toes in the puddle and looked up to the wet ceiling. ‘We’ve passed under the Upper Talabec.’

			‘What were you doing on the floor?’ Snorri asked.

			‘Beastman spoor.’ Skalf pointed to the tufts of hair that floated in the puddle, then to the scrapes in the ceiling that might have been cut by horns. ‘They’ve been this way, but not in numbers. I say we carry on north for now, seal the way only when we can go no further.’

			The Slayers nodded agreement and made ready to move on to the north­ward tunnel. The old bar-steward, Drogun, his stiff muscular frame squeezed into a leather jack, stuck to the runesmith like rust to human metalwork. Krakki – big mouth that he was – had explained how the last expedition had failed when Drogun had gone chasing his doom rather than defend his charge. The new runesmith was called Gorlin and, in Snorri’s opinion, too young by at least a century and a half to be a proper runesmith. His beard was rust-brown and came only to his waist. His armour was a mix of steel plates and leather joints. At his belt were buckled a brace of pistols and he walked with a hammer-headed staff inscribed with a rune that resembled a lightning bolt. He wore a rain-proofed leather backpack on a single strap over the opposite shoulder.

			The runesmith eyed Krakki’s torch warily, turning his pack away from the flame and giving the Slayer a wide berth. Krakki teased him into a skipping run with a jab of his torch, then laughed and hauled a leather harness containing four kilderkins of Ekrund Brown over his shoulders.

			Snorri wondered how long had it been since he had had a drink.

			His temples throbbed. And his skin had shrunk, he was sure of it. One beer surely couldn’t hurt. It was less than he needed, which had to satisfy his oath to Skalf. Just one beer and he could sleep again.

			To try and keep his mind off his dry mouth and itching head, he checked his own pack. The leather was worn and had a rune sewn into it. It was the name of a town, but not one he recognised any longer. His mother wouldn’t let him even as far as Everpeak for the ore market… He shook his head before the memory of fire and screams could return. He did not think it was of a place that existed any longer.

			‘Few Slayers carry keepsakes,’ said Durin, appearing like a shadow at his side. ‘I do not recall you carrying it in Karag Dum.’

			Snorri shook his head slowly. ‘Skalf said Snorri had it with him when he came to swear his oath. But Snorri doesn’t remember.’

			‘What is inside?’

			With a shrug, Snorri unbuckled the bag and opened it. He gave it a hopeful shake in case some beer might have magically appeared between now and the last time he’d double-checked. For the most part it was just old clothes. They were stained with blood and still reeked of smoke.

			‘What is this?’ whispered Durin, reaching in to withdraw a necklace. He spooled the thick gold chain through his fingers, examined the runes engraved into the outside edge of each of the links. ‘It is engineering code. Strange, on a woman’s chain.’

			‘What does it say?’ said Snorri.

			‘I was a smith, not an engineer.’ Durin dropped the necklace back into the bag as though it had never interested him. ‘And even if I could read it, I would be honour-bound to the secrets of my guild.’

			‘Snorri thinks his rememberer could share some little secrets.’

			The Daemonslayer turned his face to the ceiling and for an instant looked as if he might be about to experience an emotion. ‘For the final time, Snorri–’

			‘Come, Slayers,’ announced Skalf Hammertoes, padding silently towards Durin and Snorri. He acknowledged the Daemonslayer with a nod, but his eyes never parted from Snorri. ‘There will be battle ahead. Tomorrow? Perhaps. The day after? For certain.’ His eyes probed Snorri, as if suspicious of water in their beer. ‘Have you remembered any more of your promised doom?’

			Woods. Needles in his back as he lies flat, can’t move.

			Snorri crunched his eyes shut.

			Giant spiders, everywhere, dead. An old lady stood over him. ‘You should have died today, Snorri, but I will not allow it.

			‘You will have the mightiest doom.’

			He shuddered and opened his eyes to the guttering light, the intent stare of Skalf and the blank one of Durin. Why was it that the more he remembered of that prophecy, the more it sounded like a curse?

			‘Snorri can’t remember.’

			For almost an hour, Stefan Taczak and the Dushyka rota followed the monster’s tracks north. Makosky was adamant that a creature of its apparent size, and in this depth of snow, could not have been more than half an hour ahead of them, but no matter.

			They had surely found it now.

			A small herder’s tirsa lay in the snow like a camouflaged hunter. The dark timber walls of two dozen small structures were banked with snow, sloping roofs hidden under a foot of the stuff except for a few where stub-nosed slate chimneys poked through glittering, refrozen ice. The settlement was too small for a wall, but there was evidence of a ditch, lighter packed snow in a ring around the tirsa and a stockade of wooden stakes and hanging skins inside of that.

			But this hunter’s hide had been stumbled upon by another. A mass of furs and dusted snow, war cries rumbling through the blizzard, the assaulting force of Kurgan resembled a giant bear, aroused early from its winter slumber and angry for it. The blizzard made it difficult to make an accurate count, but Stefan estimated three hundred men, maybe four, and nearly half as many horses.

			Their foot soldiers were running at the ditch from the south, coming in a sweeping crescent that enveloped the tirsa from west to east. They would be probing for a fording point for the cavalry. Stefan saw the Kurgan horsemen holding back with a handful of reserves and a clutch of snow-blinkered war banners. Stefan nodded snow from his brow and returned his ­attention to the tirsa. The first Kurgan charge had flailed into the deep snow of the ditch. Arrows took off from the stockade, silent black dots in the distance like a flight of starlings.

			‘Teeth of the bear,’ Kolya breathed, for once seeing the steppe exactly as Stefan saw it. ‘You were right. Someone does still live.’

			He had been right!

			Vengeance was good, it was kvass in a man’s belly to warm him through a winter’s night; but even the most boisterous kossar could only drink so much. Hope was better. Unable to hold down a triumphant shout, Stefan gave the order to dress for battle.

			The rota did so in the saddle quickly, for there were no hiding places on the oblast. If you could see, then you could be seen. In the span of a few minutes the fur-clad rabble that had looked little better than the marauders they pursued became once again the gleaming pride of Dushyka.

			Steel winked dully in the snow, like misted mirrors, beautifully ornate three-quarter armour accoutred with amber and jet. Capes cut from the pelts of predatory beasts were clasped at each man’s collar and worn over the left arm. Kolya had downed most of those beasts himself, and Kasztanka looked justly proud under the pelt of a chimera. Like all traditions of the oblast this one was steeped in pragmatism, for a horse accustomed to the scent of wolf would not panic in the face of goblin raiders. The ­riders’ magnificent ‘wings’ snapped in the wind, curved wooden poles fixed to the cuirass and feathered with the plumage of eagle, falcon, ostrich, ­peacock, and swan. Every man unique. Every life precious.

			Through the heart-shaped opening between the cheek-guards of his tall, fur-edged helm, Stefan watched his brother tie coloured ribbons through Kasztanka’s bridle. They would ward off the spirits that might spook her in battle. Each was a different colour and intended for its own malicious spirit.

			The rota were still ordering themselves when a guttural roar rumbled through the blizzard. Kasztanka shied from it, wrecking the formation, coloured ribbons flailing from her harness as Kolya hushed soothing words into her ear. The call growled out for what felt like minutes, snowflake to snowflake, too long for any human’s lungs.

			It came not from the assaulting warriors but from the encampment at their rear.

			‘The daemon strikes for the Kurgan’s heart,’ observed Makosky.

			Stefan threw a longing glance towards the tirsa’s embattled stockade, then wheeled Biegacz about and spurred him straight into a gallop without waiting for the rota to question what he was doing. There was no need for a speech. Every man could hear what he heard, see what he saw. This tirsa was beyond the help of nine men, but there would be others. Stefan was more certain of that than ever.

			They could still rescue the wise woman, Marzena, and the traditions of Kislev that she carried with her.

			If the Dushyka rota could spare her from the daemon first.

			The roar of the siege became tinny and distant, the snow falling so densely all of a sudden that it was as if the lancers bore it with them. Snow and horses, the last two things on the oblast that were constant and true. So heavily was it coming down, so numbing in its blankness, that Stefan failed to spot the Kurgan horseman charging in the opposite direction until they were almost on top of each other.

			And thanks to months of aching cold and hunger, Stefan was the slower to react.

			The horseman reined in so hard that his muscular black mount reared, forehooves flailing as the northerner bawled orders to the other riders now emerging from the blizzard in loose formation behind him. Man and beast, they were bigger than their Kislevite counterparts. The steeds were draped in heavy hide caparisons that slapped wetly against their flanks. The men themselves wore thick furs over plates of hide armour that still bristled with hairs and leather helms adorned with antlers and horns.

			Stefan had hoped that the cover of Lord Winter would allow them some element of surprise, but the marauders rode ready for battle, either fleeing the daemon in their midst or riding to bring back their warriors to fight it. At their chieftain’s shout, they hefted javelins and spears and drew back on powerful recurved bows.

			‘Gospodarinyi!’ Stefan roared.

			At the same instant, that point-blank volley was unleashed.

			Granted power by two sets of rapidly closing horsemen, arrowheads punched through steel plate and barding like pegs through frozen earth. Men screamed, muscle memory alone keeping them in the saddle. A javelin struck a horse in the chest. The animal shrieked, twisted as it fell and crushed its rider beneath it. Stefan screamed into the storm of shafts. An explosive pain flared in his left shoulder. In the heat of the moment though it was bearable and he channelled the pain into guiding Biegacz as the horse rammed the chieftain’s mount in its flank as it tried to turn. The Kurgan horse was stronger, heavier, but today the momentum lay with Kislev.

			The marauder chieftain shouted curses and grabbed in vain for Biegacz’s tack as his own mount went over, those curses turning into screams for the leg broken under the massive horse’s shoulder. The northman’s efforts to escape grew spasmodic as the panicked animal sought to right itself, sawing over the Kurgan’s legs and abdomen and reducing the chieftain to a paste of blood and guts that seeped out of his armour into the snow.

			Six more Kurgan riders went down as the Kislevite charge drove through their loose formation. Stefan heard a whir and flinched instinctively as a lariat flew at him. The rope noose hit his wings and bounced off, then raced over the snow after the departing rider.

			Stefan twisted in the saddle to ensure that they were not returning for another attack, then gasped in suddenly excruciating pain. It was his shoulder.

			The gardbrace plate was smashed and painted with blood. The ­bloodied shaft and fletching of a Kurgan arrow stuck out. Stefan put his hand to it and shuddered at the agony that contact brought him. It nearly blacked him out, but he bit into the pain to keep his hand where it was. After a few seconds the agony faded enough to become manageable.

			Kolya regarded him sombrely. It was bad and they both knew it. The arrow had punched right through the bone. Even with rest and good care and the blessings of Salyak, it was doubtful he would ever have use of the arm again.

			Stefan groaned, but not with pain. It was the knowledge that his fight was done. He reasserted his grip on his szabla. It could have been worse.

			It could have been the right arm.

			‘You can go no further,’ said Kolya. ‘I will leave one man with you and take the rest ahead.’

			The clangour of steel on steel drifted through the falling snow with the rumour of battle, a promise from the next world. Stefan’s shoulder was turning cold, icicles of pain etching deeper into the muscle of his arm and back. Marszałek Stefan Taczak had fought his last battle, but he was not dead. The return of Marzena, of her wisdom and lore, would be his last great victory for Kislev

			Grunting in pain, Stefan nudged Biegacz around with his knees. He looked from Kolya to Makosky to the other two riders still in the saddle.

			Five men. All that remained of the two thousand he had commanded at the Tobol Crossing. It hadn’t been enough then and it still wasn’t.

			‘I will ride ahead and find where Marzena is being held, draw them away as best I can. I will call out so you can avoid the enemy and rescue the wise woman.’

			‘With respect, brother,’ said Kolya with a gristle-thin smile, ‘that is a terrible plan.’

			‘I am injured,’ Stefan insisted, turning his shoulder to show them. ‘I am most expendable.’

			‘We are all expendable. We were all dead and mourned for the day we rode south from Dushyka. I will go ahead. If you wish the Kurgan distracted long enough to rescue the wise woman then it should be me.’

			For a moment, Stefan intended to argue. He was Marszałek, and the decision was supposedly his, but Kolya was right. Stefan slumped back into the saddle. ‘Very well. If you can draw the daemon from Marzena then do it, but in Ursun’s name don’t try and fight it. Leave it to the Kurgan with my blessing.’

			‘I will go with you,’ said Makosky suddenly.

			‘The plan requires only one,’ said Stefan.

			With a feral grin, the rider shook gore from his nadziak and directed his horse into position alongside Kasztanka. ‘As your esaul reminded you, it was a terrible plan.’

			In Dushyka, when the morning dew became morning frosts, the animals of the stanitsa too old, too young, or too weak to endure the winter would be butchered in a day-long ritual of kvass, bloodletting and revelry. Those were the sounds that Kolya heard now as he listened to the screams that rang through the falling snow. Not a battle, but a slaughter, a cull of those too old, too young, or too weak. The smell, however, was beyond anything he had experienced before.

			Even warriors of Chaos, it seemed, spilled their bowels when death came for them.

			The horses placed their hooves between the bits of Kurgan warrior that littered the ground. Their eyes were wide, ears rigid, every scream and bellow causing them to freeze until their riders encouraged them on. Fallen weapons, trophy rings and knotted ropes of entrails lay everywhere. Blood stained the snow, as if some giant bear had taken a bite out of the ground. Kolya felt more pity for the Kurgan horses, butchered right alongside their masters, than for the men themselves. It was they who had unleashed such horrors upon Kislev. He smiled grimly.

			And to the victor, the spoils.

			The mounds of bodies grew higher and closer together as Kolya and Makosky rode on. The savagery of their slaying seemed to increase correspondingly. These Kurgan had seen the brutality of death before it found them, and not all of them were dead. There were at least two men writhing about that Kolya could see, viscera-soaked and wailing like newborns. Makosky spat on a dying northman’s forehead. Kolya shuddered, clutching at Kasztanka’s mane.

			Chaos had come to the oblast. Not its armies, they had been and passed, but Chaos itself. The essence of it. The Time of Changes. Kolya could feel it in his bowels, and somewhere in that clangour of combat the Blood God was laughing.

			‘Enough, Boris,’ Kolya murmured.

			Through the blizzard, he could just make out the battle ahead. Grey figures both mounted and on foot swirled through the snow. Horses brayed. Screams disconnected to any obvious living thing were birthed, beaten bloody, and then buried under shadowplay swipes of wood and steel.

			The business of calming Kasztanka’s nerves left Kolya no room to notice his own. He had been resigned to this fate since before the Tobol Crossing. Kislev was the land, and the land was beaten. His family in Dushyka had mourned him when he had ridden out with the rota, but he had not thought to mourn for them and had likely outlived them all.

			But now that his moment was here he found that this headless chicken was not yet ready to stop running.

			He didn’t bother to pray. When a fool prayed to Ursun it was his own arm that got bitten. Instead, he filled his lungs and issued the war cry of Dushyka. Stefan would know what it meant.

			‘Dzień dobry,’ said Makosky with a wild smile.

			It meant goodbye. Or alternatively, die well.

			Kolya supposed that it did not matter.

			Both men noted the crest of orange hair that emerged from the grey of the melee, though neither gave it any mind as they kicked in their spurs and charged.

			‘Pull it. Do it fast.’

			Stefan Taczak gripped the pommel of his saddle, the kvass still hot in his mouth, as the lancer tightened his grip around the brush of fletching sticking out of his shoulder. Stefan tensed against the pain but didn’t cry out. That had come earlier, when the two men had removed pauldron, bevor and rerebrace and wielded knives to his leather aketon and furs to expose the wound to the cold. Worse was coming. The shaft was lodged in his gardbrace, but the head had not gone far enough through the bone to penetrate the back of the piece.

			There was no way to remove the plate. The arrow would to have to come out the same way it had gone in.

			The lancer teased the shaft to unfasten it from the bone. Stefan’s chest heaved and he pulled back, but the second man had his horse beside him, an arm tight around his waist. A wooden cup appeared at his lips and kvass spilled down his chin. His shoulder felt as if it were being levered from his neck. He screamed through his teeth.

			‘Faster than that, damn it!’

			With a spurt of blood and a shredding pain, the shaft came free. ­Stefan slumped against Biegacz’s neck and there, he shuddered. Again that wooden cup appeared before him, but this time he found the strength to turn it away. There was a battle still to be fought, and he had already drunk more than his share.

			With trembling fingers he picked at the strappings of his gardbrace and let the piece fall. After the pain he felt hollow, as if this was a dream or he had just been woken from one. With a hiss, he hoisted his left arm so it lay across the saddle and his hand could grip the pommel. The lancer with bloodied fingers, a short man with a snow-leopard pelt over his shoulder, took Biegacz’s reins, but Stefan warned him off, then sat up and handed the lancer his szabla so he could handle his own reins.

			‘I am a marszałek of Kislev. I will not have my own horse led for me.’

			Meanwhile the second lancer, an older rider in cunningly filigreed but painfully dented three-quarter plate, swung down from the saddle and set about recovering the discarded pieces of Stefan’s armour. The sight of it, the pride, wealth, and beauty of Dushyka just lying there, turned his stomach and made his shoulder throb anew. He said nothing though, merely grunted gratitude as the man secured it amongst Biegacz’s saddlebags. As long as her rota wore it with courage, then Kislev lived.

			‘Did you hear that, marszałek?’

			A shrill cry carried through the snow and the dulled murmur of distant battle. The cry of a chimera. Stefan mouthed a prayer for his brother. And for Kislev.

			Kolya and Makosky charged into the hated Kurgan. There was no cohesion to the Kurgan’s ranks, and the two lancers punched through, men falling under their hooves like so many matryoshka dolls. Their wings wailed like dying men. Kolya belted out his war cry as he lashed out with his pallascz. The huge blade was for stabbing rather than slicing. It had no cutting edge and without the power of a charge was essentially a six-foot steel mallet. A northman with a bearskin cloak and a flail staggered into range, dazed, blood streaming down his face from the backswing of Makosky’s nadziak. Kolya hacked his pallascz across the man’s skull, then parried a groin-stab from an adze. He jawed the marauder with a booted stirrup and, with a shift of weight and a yell, bade Kasztanka to side-step into the man, trampling him and throwing down those beside him. He was getting bogged down, but through sheer force of will and ferocity, Makosky had driven himself a horse-length ahead.

			‘Back,’ Kolya yelled. They were too lightly armoured to survive a melee, and their weapons were not designed for that style of attritional combat. He slid his weight back across the saddle and drew on the reins. Kasztanka whinnied in fright, trailing coloured ribbons like a prize mare to market, as she tried to turn through the raging crush of northmen. ‘Withdraw and charge again.’

			But Makosky was not listening. His nadziak tore a fistful of blood from a Kurgan’s face and cast it over the melee. His horse managed another step.

			‘The blood of Kislev returns for you, daemon!’

			The press before the former trapper thinned. The Kurgan fought with a demented savagery, like rats fleeing a burning tirsa, but Makosky forced his horse in and through them. And then Kolya saw it, the killer that passed raspotitsa on its own road of blood and looked in no mood to be halted now. Its look was one of stony-faced barbarity, so accustomed to slaughter and pain that it felt neither the dead that piled around its feet nor the blades that found their way past its enormous axe. The glowing light of viscera-red runes only made the weapon look even more hellish than it already was. The fighter slammed the flat of that axe into the legs of the marauder beside him. Both knees shattered, the man’s face becoming a rictus roar as a cannonball fist crushed his groin, doubling him over and hurling him back. Its hard face was crossed with brutal tattoos. One eye was covered with a patch. Its orange crest of hair was torn, its bare torso covered in cuts old and new.

			It was a dwarf!

			Kolya’s mind whirled, the dwarf’s axe moving so fast it defied the injunction to be in one place at one time. Kolya might have thought it some runic illusion but for the death it reaped. A northman in blue-painted leather armour raised his twin swords in warding as the dwarf’s aura of steel came upon him. The man fell apart like butcher’s cuts. The dwarf’s one eye was a cut gem of fury. It no longer recognised friend from foe.

			‘Boris! Stop!

			Too late.

			The dwarf ducked the swing of Makosky’s nadziak and the charge of his horse and, with such casualness that he seemed to be fighting through something thinner than air while all around him laboured, swung back with his axe to tear out the lancer’s entire right side between hip and ribs. Blood fanned from the wound. The horse charged on until Makosky went down like a felled tree.

			‘Gospodar,’ Kolya roared, thumping his breastplate for emphasis as the dwarf came on.

			It was still too tight for Kasztanka to turn. In panic, he had her side-step away. The dwarf’s axe cut through a spear-armed marauder, then wove around his falling body to strike at Kolya. Kasztanka reared, spooked by the blood reek of him, and the dwarf’s axe clove through her fetlock instead of Kolya’s knee-joint. Screaming, she made a three-legged jerk backwards, thrashing her bleeding stump until, unbalanced and terrified, she fell chin-forward into the snow.

			Holding her to the end when he might have jumped clear, Kolya went down with her. His cuisse buckled around his thigh, but did not break. His feathered harness snapped and jackknifed over him as the side of his helm hit the back of a fallen Kurgan’s adze. He felt none of it, but his heart cried with hurt as he drew his leg out from beneath the struggling horse. She kicked once more, and then she whom he had loved since she was a foal, she who had so often been brave when tormented by wicked spirits, was at peace.

			Weeping tears of rage, Kolya swept up the adze that he had landed on. It was an unfamiliar weapon, a long wooden haft with a curved blade at the top. It could have been a rock and he would have blessed Ursun for its delivery. Hatred filled him, made him so hot that his skull buzzed with it. All that he had persevered for through devastation and damnation had been taken away. His stinging eyes found the dwarf.

			Let every spirit that had ever plagued Kasztanka know.

			He would have blood for this.

			‘What is this?’

			Stefan Taczak stared around the Kurgan camp in disbelief. Surrounding a firepit, and the bodies of the handful of guards the northmen had thought sufficient to defend it from an impassable and already-conquered steppe, was a half-ring of wagons. There were five of them in all, open rear sections turned into unroofed cages by hammering long spears point-down into the boards. Furs had been draped over the outer side of the cages to protect the occupants from the worst of the wind and snow. That in itself was reason for confusion. The Kurgan would not treat even their own wounded with such consideration. But it was those occupants that dragged open his jaw.

			A boy in the torn vestments of an initiate of the cult of Dazh lay apparently sleeping in the corner of one, beside the hooded and trembling figure of what appeared to be a cave-goblin shaman. There was an ogre firebelly, sitting alone in a wagon filled with the chewed bones of what might once have been five or six other men. There was another goblin, a beastman bray-shaman, a mutant sorcerer, college men from the south with foul-smelling robes and haggard beards. Stefan mumbled an oath to Ursun. The Shirokij wise woman had been but one of many. This warband had been pillaging sorcerers and scholars from all over Kislev, even stealing from their own and carrying them north.

			Why? What awaited them there?

			‘The King of Praag, marszałek.’

			A hunchbacked old crone with ice-white hair pinned with a glittering jet spider brooch crouched by the bars of the wagon that she shared with the cave-goblin and the initiate of Dazh. It stank of excrement, but the filth did not seem to touch her. Her layered skirts were of black silk. The curve of her spine gave her the appearance of a hunting insect, an impression compounded by the glittering, almost faceted eyes that peered out from their ancient web of lines. The way those eyes pierced him was a reminder of why even the Ungol shunned and revered their wise women in equal measure. Theirs was the power to perceive taint in all its hidden forms. Small wonder then that Kolya and Makosky had been so keen to put themselves out of sight and out of mind.

			‘Marzena,’ Stefan murmured, averting his eyes from the hag’s stare. He had the itching sense that judgements were being passed on his soul. ‘Forgive me, wise woman, that I do not show greater respect. I fear that if I dismount, I will not be able to climb back up.’

			The wise woman cackled. ‘Do I look like a tzarina to you, Stefan Taczak? Is the weakness of your body all you can think of? Has it been so long that you have forgotten to heed the words of your wise woman?’

			‘No,’ said Stefan, quickly signalling to his two lancers to find a way to get the hag out. There was no obvious gate in the wall of spears. The goblin shifted to the far side as one of them picked up a fallen battleaxe and tested its edge. ‘Forgive me again, Marzena, but Praag does not have a king.’

			‘You could once both wield a blade and guide a horse. This is the Time of Changes. Does denying it let you raise your arm again?’

			Stefan shook his head.

			‘Hurry then and free me. It is not you that the spirits showed to me.’

			‘We have pursued you all the way from Uvetsyn.’

			Marzena gave a delphic smile of daggered teeth. ‘Did you think you were the only one?’

			Kolya pushed through the press of northmen, just one more screaming warrior in the churn, and swung his stolen adze for the dwarf’s head. The dwarf smashed an axeman’s shin with a single kick, rolled from the stab of a horseman’s spear, and met Kolya’s adze mid-stroke. On colliding with the dwarf’s rune-axe, his primitive weapon simply shattered. Bits of iron flew from the useless haft of wood before Kolya could throw it down and stagger back, his buckled cuisse refusing to bend properly at the knee. A Kurgan berserker saved his life, charging into the dwarf’s path with a short spear. His life ended with a tearing of meat and a bone shudder. Kolya ducked behind the man, and bent to take the axe from the warrior with the broken shin just as the dwarf ripped his rune-axe from his enemy’s gut and kicked the dead man aside.

			Kolya dragged a northman between them and shoved him into the dwarf’s path. The man practically fell onto the dwarf’s rune-axe and Kolya swung for the dwarf’s temple while it was stuck in the marauder’s belly. The dwarf was quick though, too quick for one so huge. He tilted back his thick trunk of a neck, Kolya’s axe shaving the bloodstains from his beard, merely grazing his temple and instead slicing through the thong that secured his eye patch. The scale of black leather flapped to the ground to be trod into the mire by a Kurgan warrior who was mercilessly hacked open.

			The dwarf clapped his hand to his gaping socket and roared like a bull.

			Kolya chuckled blackly, spinning his axe until it hummed. He favoured the axe no more than the adze, but in his wanderings he had been forced to defend himself against worse with less.

			‘I have fought your kind on the plains of Zharr, dwarf. I do not fear you.’

			Muscles flowing like plates of molten rock, the dwarf charged.

			The rune-axe struck Kolya’s blade like a boulder from a catapult and threw him a foot through the air with a titanic clang of metal. He stumbled, ears and fingers ringing in tune, holding onto his wits only just enough to dodge the follow-up that would have severed his elbow had he been a second slower. Kolya ducked and spun low, sweeping for the dwarf’s ankles. The dwarf jumped the blade, landed his lagging foot on the axe, then kicked Kolya hard enough across the jaw to shatter half the teeth on that side. For a second it felt as though his neck was going to tear away from his shoulders, but then the rest of his body screwed into the air and he was sent piling into a group of Kurgan warriors.

			That seemed to be enough for the northmen. They had just seen one dwarf demolish their warband and a rota of Kislevite lancers at the same time and they did not like it one bit. One by one, they began to break and run.

			Kolya pulled off his helm and spat out teeth, searching through the blood and guts for another weapon. By the stinking remains of a Kurgan horse, he found a bow and, after rolling over it to put its bulk between him and the dwarf, a quiver. The fletches were globbed with blood, but they would not have to fly far.

			Retreating, he nocked a shaft to the bow and drew back. It was a horse-archer’s bow, a composite recurve of maple, horn, and sinew, designed to pack maximum power into something that could be fired from horseback. It was still less powerful than a proper longbow or crossbow, but more than enough to drop a dwarf at ten paces.

			The dwarf jumped onto the horse’s flank and Kolya loosed.

			The arrow punched the dwarf’s chest, the force pushing the dwarf’s shoulder around to the left, but did no more obvious damage than that. Cursing, Kolya nocked a fresh arrow, drew, and fired again. Again, the arrowhead thumped into the iron of the dwarf’s pectoral muscle. The dwarf’s bruised lip curled into a sneer as he jumped down from the horse.

			Snarling, blinded to the fur-clad men in full flight all around by his hunger for vengeance, Kolya prepared a third arrow. This one he aimed right between the dwarf’s eyes. He drew back until the recurved ends groaned and his fingers shook with the strain.

			Shrug this off, you murderous dastard.

			‘Kolya, you will hold!’

			The sound of his name on a harsh, woman’s croak made him flinch. His fingertips trembled on the bowstring. He didn’t release it, but nor did he lower it. The dwarf leered, but he too did not move, as if Kolya’s arrow had him pinned. Instead, he ran his thumb down the blade of his axe until it bled. Kolya met the dwarf’s stare, fire on rock. Acid burned inside his arm. His fingers were numb. He would do it. He would do it now.

			‘Do as you are told, child,’ spat the hag again.

			‘Please, brother.’ Stefan’s voice. ‘It is Marzena. Do as she says. Can you not see it is a dwarf?’

			‘This is not a dwarf,’ Kolya growled. ‘It is a fiend from the frozen depths of the Wastes.’

			With his one baleful eye the dwarf glared. Blood trickled from the gaping socket of the other. And suddenly, Kolya could match it no longer. With a distraught cry, he let his arm drop and loosed his shot into the ground. The dwarf just grunted.

			Snorting in disgust, Biegacz picked his way through the snow and into the ring of corpses. Stefan guided him with one hand on the reins. Behind him, the old crone Marzena rode side-saddle in a nest of black skirts and spiderweb hair. Kolya emptied the remainder of his quiver and dropped his bow. He had never disobeyed a wise woman since he had been a boy. The dwarf shifted his stance so that his axe could cover the three of them equally and growled like a beast.

			Stefan eyed that axe warily. As well he might. It had taken more lives in the last few weeks than Kolya’s brother had in a lifetime fighting greenskins and kyazak. ‘I am Stefan Taczak,’ he said. ‘Marszałek of Kislev.’

			The dwarf grimaced as though something had landed in his mouth and tasted foul. His axe angled indecisively between the two men. He ground his teeth until a giant blue vein bulged from his temple. Kolya wondered when the dwarf had last opened his mouth to do anything more wholesome than scream his battle cry and feast on the spoils of the slain.

			‘I was there the day the Ice Palace burned,’ spoke the dwarf at last in twenty-four-carat Reikspiel. Then he spat on the ground. ‘So pull the other one. There is no Kislev.’

			‘What is your name, friend?’

			Again, the effort of dredging speech. ‘My name is meaningless to you, manling. If you are Kislevite then be on your way. If you are not…’ He cracked a smile full of broken and yellowed teeth and what hint of hurt there had been in his voice was gone. He hefted his axe meaningfully. ‘Then my axe still thirsts.’

			‘You are lost, Slayer,’ said Marzena. She silenced Stefan with a hand on the lancer’s shoulder. Her words prickled the spine like prophecy, like a spider running down one’s neck. The dwarf glowered, but said nothing. ‘As Kislev is lost. Your story is that of the Old World itself. With its ending comes your own, or perhaps it is the reverse? Prophecy is ever treacherous. The world cries out for a hero, for the Magnus of this age. And yet you are here. Surely you are lost.’

			The dwarf grunted, then shrugged. ‘Breaks my heart.’

			To Kolya’s consternation and surprise, the crone smiled as though amused. ‘You have a destiny, Slayer, one that is known even to the spirits of my land. It was they who guided you to me. They speak to me in one voice, and of nothing but doom.’

			Interest glittered in the dwarf’s one eye. Kolya felt his guts knot, as if they were all stood on some precipice awaiting the slightest twist of fate, a gust of wind, to push them all into blackness.

			‘If you will not go south, then go north.’ Using Stefan’s unwounded shoulder as a support, Marzena pointed across him, north and west. ‘The King of Praag gathers an army the like of which has never been seen, a host to whet the blood of any Trollslayer. And I see death there. One for you, and one for your companion.’

			The dwarf’s glower knotted tight. ‘I have no companion.’

			‘Perhaps that is as you see it,’ murmured Marzena, but the dwarf was not listening. He planted the shoulder of his axe to his own and turned to look north.

			‘Then just what is the King of Praag?’

			‘A favourite of the Dark Gods. He calls himself the Troll King, but I see no more clearly than that: he is jealous of his gifts and resentful of the spirits that would spy on him. What I know is what these dead men knew.’ She waved dismissively over the fallen Kurgan. ‘He seeks wizards of every race and kind and will trade them for a winter in his city. That is why warbands scour the oblast while their kin besiege the Auric Bastion.’

			‘Why does he want wizards?’ said Gotrek. Marzena shrugged to indicate that she did not know.

			‘Wise woman,’ Stefan cut in while the dwarf glared thoughtfully at the crone. ‘This dwarf is a champion sent by Tor himself. With his aid we can hold this tirsa until spring. Easily.’ He turned to Kolya, extended his unwounded hand, beseeching. ‘Tell her, brother.’

			Lips pursed, Kolya bent to pick up his stolen bow. His hands had left bloody prints on it. It was Kasztanka’s blood, and already cold. ‘Kislev is done. All that remains is to decide how the last of us will die.’

			‘Kolya–’

			‘Is dead. Mourned by a family that is dead.’ His gaze fixed on the dwarf. The dwarf glared back. ‘At least this way, I will get to see the dwarf die.’

			For some reason, the dwarf seemed pleased.

			‘Then it is settled,’ said Marzena, silencing Stefan’s protest before he could utter it. Her eyes glittered like spiders in ice. ‘Dzień dobry, Gotrek son of Gurni.

			‘You will have the mightiest doom.’
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			LET THERE BE LIFE

			Three weeks of lengthening nights and worsening weather saw Felix, Ulrika, and Damir arrive at Bechafen.

			The state capital of Ostermark cut an impoverished picture; a mezzotint of grey stone walls and millet skies. Smoke sputtered from chimneys in gasping fits, the rooftops layered with white powder, seeded with the promise of Kislev’s fate by the clouds that rolled over the Auric Bastion to the north. Through the snow, across the Upper Talabec, the great barrier was just the glim-ghost of a shimmer. But it was enough to take Felix’s breath. Even from afar its power was palpable.

			The three of them stayed just the one day, an arranged stop during which Felix was introduced to a succession of captains and counts – all of them half his age and as bemused by the purpose of his visit as Felix was – and whisked away to speak about his own war-time experiences at various garrison posts and inns throughout the city.

			He had spoken hesitantly at first, the grim stares of men who slept in the same billet as death like lead weights on his tongue. He was a writer not an orator, and it was painfully apparent that if any of these men had seen one of his books they would have burned it for warmth. After a few fumbling anecdotes about his time in Praag he grew into the role, and actually started to enjoy the experience of recounting the tales of his adventuring days to rooms full of strangers who had never heard them and whose own lives more closely paralleled his own than anyone he could meet in Otto’s circles in Altdorf. Here a rousing tale of battles against mutants and fiends on the streets of Mordheim, always a crowd-pleaser in Ostermark, there a bawdy reminiscence of his time touring the brothels of Araby hunting the so-called ‘Lurking Horror’, and come the evening, voice hoarse, Felix had the warm feeling that he might inadvertently have done some good here after all. The Ostermarkers were a hardbitten lot, underfed and underslept, faces blighted by battle and pox. They had earned what brief smiles Felix’s tales could grant them.

			No sooner had Felix pulled up a stool in his final venue, a tavern called the Hog’s Head, and summoned the barmaid for an ale to soothe his throat than Ulrika reappeared and they were moving again. They beat the closure of the city’s gates by minutes.

			Three weeks from Altdorf to Bechafen.

			With that knowledge and a map of the Empire, a man might then con himself into believing the last few dozen miles up the course of the Upper Talabec, the Empire’s boundary with Kislev, would be a journey of days, but arrival in Ostermark marked the drawing out of their journey rather than its drawing in.

			The roads in the north had suffered the war as gracelessly as the men and even beforehand had been poor relations to those that bore the wealthy and the powerful across the fields of Reikland and Averland. Brambles scratched at the undercarriage as if pleading to be taken away. The ruts left in the muddy track by every other preceding cart had been frozen in for the winter to make every turn of the wheels a gambit of axle-shattering courage. More than once they found the track blocked by a fallen tree, the sort of thing one expected for the dense tangle of the Gryphon Wood at this time of year, but on one occasion the smashed remnants of a wagon train indicated an ambush. There were no bodies left behind, but enough hoof-prints to suggest beastmen. Felix watched the treeline warily, knowing the herd that he and Kat had destroyed on the Barren Hills had been just one dead leaf in a forest, but nothing attacked. Nothing even moved.

			Felix wondered how much of that was due to Ulrika. It didn’t matter who your gods were: seeing a woman move a felled oak with her bare hands would make any would-be ambusher think twice. How armies of mere mortals could be moved under these conditions was a mystery.

			It took another week to travel the Upper Talabec to its source in the foothills of the Worlds Edge Mountains, where the famed hot baths of Badenhof had once entertained nobles and royals.

			Time enough for a Kislevite winter to welcome Felix to the north.

			Felix tapped his ring on the pommel of his sword and watched the black coach rattle down Badenhof’s swampy main street towards the Breden Bridge and the looming rock talon on the eastern skyline that was Castle Rackspire. He had not been exactly heartbroken when Ulrika had suggested that she go on and announce them to Commandant Roch without him. Being alone with her in a carriage for the last month had been disconcerting. Not unpleasant, definitely not that, but confusing, as if he couldn’t quite remember who or what he had been before Ulrika had come back into his life and didn’t really want to either.

			He was curious though. What kind of a man – being – was this mysterious Roch? And why would a man with a hundred miles of battle line, the mustered strength of at least three provinces, and the service of the likes of Ulrika care about the fate of one kidnapped wizard? He chuckled sourly. These were thoughts above the station of washed-up former adventurers and war-poets. Right then he was simply grateful for a few hours of peace in his own head. The chill helped. Sleet blustered into the town down that east-west thoroughfare and contributed to dousing the hot-coal warmth that Ulrika’s nearness seemed to bring out from under his skin. He shivered, longing, and wrapped himself into his cloak.

			On balance he was happy to squelch into Badenhof in ignorance.

			The town’s old stone prosperity was braced into the confluence of two rivers, an unpaved and provincial-looking market square squeezed on two sides by the torrent of water where the brash waters of the Breden foamed into the shoulder of the Upper Talabec. A bridge of native grey stone straddled each river. The square itself was buried in sleet and snow, tracked through with footprints from Empire soldiers and displaced kossars hardy enough to brave the cold. What light made it through the sky’s grave-dust pallor was supplemented by seepage from the shuttered windows of inns and late-closing shops. Stone-fronted and half-timbered, they closed on the other two sides of the square as if hoping to push it into the river. The weathered stone mass of Badenhof’s famous bathhouse brooded amongst them, evocative, made somehow cruel by past glories.

			Huddled out of the sleet under the bathhouse’s projecting second storey, a group of miserable-looking men in the burgundy and gold of Ostermark shared the slim warmth of a pipe. They looked like the retinue of some lord or other, left to guard the pair of monstrous destriers tethered by the entrance beside them. The horses snorted wetly, occasionally flicking their tails through the sleet. Suppressing a shudder that he couldn’t explain, Felix turned from the bathhouse towards the row of tall properties that stood against the more resigned waters of the Upper Talabec. After a few minutes trying to peer through boarded windows marked with the black cross of plague or the old guardian magicks of hawthorn sprigs and garlic, he found what he was looking for.

			The wet sign that creaked above the front gate announced it as Jaegers of Altdorf. Felix smiled. The provincial branches of Jaeger and Sons frequently traded under that name, the allusion to the Emperor’s seat carrying profitable weight in faded, out of the way backwaters like Badenhof. There was no sign of a black cross. He let out a sigh of relief. That was something.

			Mopping his fringe from his eyes, Felix swept his cloak free of his sword arm and used his foot to nudge open the little wooden gate. It creaked inwards and he walked to the front door. It was boarded, as were the windows. Felix tilted his head back and squinted up into the sleet. The upper storey too. He ran his hand over the boards that had been hammered over the door frame, then put his ear against it and listened.

			Nothing but the white rush of the Breden.

			He thought about knocking but then quietly chided himself for being an idiot. The thing was nailed down. Nobody was about to open it, were they?

			‘Gustav?’

			No answer. The whole building was dead.

			If only Ulrika had been able to give him more details about the difficulties his nephew had managed to get himself into. It had been nearly two months now since Ulrika had carried Gustav’s letter to Altdorf and who knew what could have happened between now and then. For a moment, Felix wondered if Gustav could have abandoned the office altogether, perhaps relocated to the marginally safer and more salubrious company branches in Osterwald or Bechafen, but rejected the thought out of hand. Felix knew that for a certainty because he wouldn’t have left. Gustav had inherited his grandmother’s stubbornness, had confidence enough to land just the right side of arrogant and, not unlike his old fool of an uncle, would beat his head against whatever obstacle this town could present him with until it killed him.

			Backing up to take a more measured look at the building, he noticed a side gate leading around the back to the riverside. He tried the latch, but it too was locked. He looked up to the top of the gate and sighed. Typical.

			He was getting too old to be climbing fences.

			‘Do you ever wonder what it is they do up there?’ said General Matthias Wilhelm von Karlsdorf, studying the hazed ring of figures within the standing stones upon the adjoining hill. Sleet pattered across his view as he scrolled his eyeglass across the stones. Men old enough to be even his grandfather stood under the rain and snow, their rich raiment of gold and pearl now sodden wet. He focused the lens on their faces. The weather had flattened their beards to their chests. Their mouths shaped a chant that the secular magic of the eyeglass made silent. Even without the words, he could feel the hairs on the insides of his ears prickle.

			Lowering the glass, he turned to the man beside him, giving himself as long as was politick for a brother-in-law of Ostermark’s Elector and a distant cousin of the house of Wilhelm to remember the fellow’s name. ‘Well, do you, gunnery sergeant?’

			Sheltered under a rippling canvas roof, the artilleryman leaned back against the muzzle of his mortar and shrugged. The weapon was a thirty-inch calibre monster made possible by the latest casting techniques of the Engineering School. Her carriage was muddy from its slow subsidence into the hilltop. The barrel glistened with moisture. From the black feather in the man’s cap and the gold trim to his overalls, the sergeant was one of the hundreds on permanent attachment from the Nuln regi­ments. From his nonchalant mien and pox-scarred features, he was a veteran of his fair helping of human misery and failed to share his general’s enthusiasm for more.

			‘Sigmar, may it continue,’ he stated simply, voice roughened by powder inhalation and the general moral lassitude of the common-born.

			General von Karlsdorf chose not to respond. It was, he thought, rather chivalrous of him.

			Matthias Wilhelm was a hawkish man, fleshy in the face, and with a congenital bend to his hips that gave him a stoop and a painful awkwardness in the saddle. A burgundy greatcoat fringed with gold hung off his shoulders and a damp fur colback was pulled down over his ears. A brace of pistols were holstered at his hip and a Hochland longrifle with a carved walnut stock was bound within a leather sash across his back. For this was how a modern gentleman waged war.

			At range.

			The open veldt of the new North Ostermark was a patchwork of dykes, drystone walls, and the tents and regimental standards of the citizen ­levies, all in the foothills of a series of massive and wholly artificial earthworks that were a true marvel of the age. Between them they boasted enough firepower to face down a dragon charge. Together with the mortars here on the hill, the arquebusiers, crossbowmen, and archers camped under the walls and farmsteads, and the almost four thousand infantrymen picketed on the veldt that had survived the beastmen raids and plague, von Karlsdorf doubted that Archaon Everchosen himself could make it past him to the Empire in one piece.

			And if the Auric Bastion were to come down anywhere between Rackspire and Bechafen then General von Karlsdorf was well prepared for the Chaos forces’ inevitable first target.

			The standing stones.

			The locals called them Trzy Siostry, or the Three Sisters, for the weather-pitting of the three sandstone blocks on its summit did render them vaguely feminine. So not much of a stone ‘circle’ then on any erudite consideration, but then that was Kislev all over – numerically inferior, semi-barbaric, and womenfolk barely distinct from their men. Well, now Kislev was dead.

			Long live North Ostermark.

			The hill on which von Karlsdorf had embedded his prized field pieces and carved out his own command post from the dozen-or-so other ­generals that answered to Commandant Roch didn’t have a local name, being little more than a shoulder of Trzy Siostry raised in a characteristic­ally defeatist shrug. Amongst its Imperial occupiers it had come to be known as Wilhelmshügel. General von Karlsdorf took that as testament to the popularity of his command. He returned his attention to the Three ­Sisters, wiping condensation from the viewing lens of his eyeglass and then ­peering through.

			‘Is it me or are they fewer than usual?’

			‘Conclave with Commandant Roch,’ supplied the gunnery sergeant.

			‘Arch-Hierophant Sollenbuer is gone,’ von Karlsdorf mumbled to himself, sweeping the eyeglass along the hill’s rugged crown and counting at least a dozen magisters that he could not see. ‘Can they carry on with so few?’

			The gunnery sergeant did not know, so he did not try to answer. He sucked on his teeth and watched the snow fall.

			‘General!’

			Von Karlsdorf turned as a youngish man in a burgundy-bright travelling cloak led his horse through the natural rock barricade and scree that would make Wilhelmshügel such a daunting prospect for an attacker. Breathless from his climb, he passed his reins to an aide before stepping under the thin canvas shelter and shivering sleet-water from his doublet.

			‘Missive from Badenhof, general.’

			‘Has Roch found where those beastmen are coming from? Just yesterday I lost an entire volley gun crew in Kurzycko.’

			The general scowled at the memory. The Kislevite village was square in the middle of the Imperial formations. It was the centre­piece of the defence between the Auric Bastion and the Three Sisters and had been heavily refortified around the solid stone hub of the old attaman’s manor. The building had been converted into the most northerly temple of Sigmar in the Empire and a redoubt bristling with small-calibre demi-cannon. Its extensive wine cellars now stored blackpowder and grain. Some of the more febrile flagellants camped in Kurzycko even claimed they were connected to a branch of the dwarf Underway, but twelve months of idling had not uncovered a hidden entrance, so von Karlsdorf was content to scotch that rumour as hearsay. So how a band of beastmen had managed to get in and kill five men there without any of the garrison spotting their approach remained a mystery.

			‘Not that I know, general. I bring word that General Straghov has returned from Altdorf.’

			‘Anything else? Did she bring reinforcements with her or any word of when we can expect them? I don’t care about the Bretonnian border, or the Sylvanian front for that matter. The summer’s plague took nearly a quarter of my men.’

			With a shake of the head, he nodded towards the great mass of infantry camped nearest to the Auric Bastion, beyond the range of all but the largest of the earthworks’ great cannon. Campfires winked between the layered curtains of sleet, but otherwise they were as still as freshly turned earth. They were Roch’s men, an amalgam of soldiers in the colours of Ostermark, Ostland, and the southern oblast, and brought by far the greatest contingent of troops to the field. Although none of von Karlsdorf’s superior ordnance.

			‘One day I hope to hear Roch’s secret.’

			‘Forgive me, general, but no. She travels with a Herr Felix Jaeger whom we were told to expect.’

			‘One man? I lose a thousand without once getting the enemy in range and Helborg sends me one man.’

			‘Some kind of hero, apparently. Slew a giant in Nuln, or something like that, all very inspiring. He wrote a book about it.’

			‘Just what we need,’ muttered von Karlsdorf, taking up his eyeglass and dismissing the messenger from his sight before he uttered something uncouth. ‘A damned writer.’

			The yard behind Jaegers of Altdorf was dark. The building was sufficiently large that it blocked out the few mean sources of illumination from the square, and the few structures on the opposite bank of the Upper Talabec looked long abandoned. The air tasted damp and raw and the only sound was the urgent rush of running water, the river tormenting the pilings of a jetty with white foam and freezing spray. An unladen riverboat bobbed on a bed of seething bubbles and pulled on its moorings.

			On the bank by the jetty the unsecured corner of a canvas sheet flapped wetly, revealing sack upon sack of grain. From the bitter odour the weather had soaked through and caused it to spoil. Set back from the water, what looked almost like a rampart of sturdy wooden crates had been thrown up between the river and the back of the house. On the side of the yard nearest the side gate was a stable occupied by ten slightly malnourished horses.

			Something still lived here.

			Muzzles poked inquisitively from the stalls and snorted hot mist as Felix passed. Without thinking about it, he caught one of the friendly snouts and stroked the horse’s chin. It nosed his palm for food and, finding none, pushed it away with a disgruntled snort.

			This part of the house would have been where tradesmen and servants had come and gone, where Gustav would have taken and stored shipments from Altdorf and elsewhere before sending them on. He turned back to the stables.

			The horse could have been for transporting goods or for running messages, or perhaps even for mercenaries on the company’s books. Felix didn’t really know how to tell the difference. There was one thing however that he was growing increasingly sure of.

			Gustav was here somewhere.

			It was then that he registered a light: a tiny chink of it streamed through the cracks in a back door. It was what he was currently seeing by. A wooden hammer had been nailed into the door frame and a sprig of hawthorn looped around the handle. Felix frowned. It seemed a little peculiar for his modernist nephew Gustav. This door was not barred.

			He knocked, bringing a drizzle of fine slush from the narrow portico above his head. He hugged himself deeper into his cloak, hunched his shoulders and shivered against the chill. He waited, counting heartbeats under his breath as the echoes of the knock faded from his mind. No response.

			‘I know you’re in there, Gustav,’ Felix murmured to himself.

			The constant rush of water was starting to get on his nerves. An old adventurer’s instinct. Anyone could sneak up behind him here and he’d never hear it over the river. Uneasy, he glanced over his shoulder. Sleet pattered against canvas sheets, the edges rippling in the wind. He forced himself to take a deep breath. He was getting himself worked up over nothing.

			Turning back to the door, he saw something. The slice of light that shone through the door wavered, just once, as though someone had just passed between the door and their light. Holding his breath, Felix drew an inch of steel from his scabbard and stepped back. His breath clung to his beard as he carefully watched nothing happen. He was beginning to think he’d imagined it, a trick played by his moving head: a stray strand of fringe or a blink at the wrong time.

			Then it happened again, followed by the iron moan of a withdrawing latch and the slow gape of the door as the wind nudged it open. Light spilled out on a breath of warm, sweaty air. Felix grunted as the light hit his dark-adjusted eyes, watching through narrowed lids as the half-open door swayed back and forth.

			‘Gustav?’ he said, easing Karaghul quietly from its sheath as, blade leading, he shouldered open the door and edged into the house.

			The floorboards creaked underfoot. The room smelled lived in, of breath and sweat and salted meats. The warmth of a fire brought a shiver. His eyes were still adapting to the brightness, but he had a sense of space, of plastered walls stacked with more goods and, to his right, a suite of armchairs surrounding a low table. The floorboards gave another groan.

			Felix froze. He hadn’t moved. It had come from his left, just beside the door.

			Instinct flung him back into the door frame as a golden blur struck for his chest. His sword rose to meet it, catching it with a clang and driving it up into the lintel. A cultured voice swore lightly and Felix slid from under the door frame and backed into the room, trying to put the light behind him. He raised his sword to guard. His eyes throbbed, but he forced them to stay open, his attacker a painful outline around a red glow that pulled his sword from the lintel beam and came again.

			Felix twisted and parried. He couldn’t see, but he could do this one-handed in his sleep. A hengetort guard caught his opponent’s blade like a man catching a thrown egg, then the slightest shift of balance and a push sent the swordsman across his body, and into the unchivalrous elbow waiting on the other side.

			The man – from his strength and the tenor of his voice, it was a man – screamed as Felix’s elbow cracked his cheekbone, and then lashed out with a frenzy of thrusts, slashes and lunging stabs that had Felix falling back. His eyes had recovered enough to glimpse a tall, blond man in light mail and a blue cloak. The other man might have lacked some of Felix’s skill, but he was stronger and quicker. His blade too was considerably lighter than Karaghul and made sharp, incisive lunges over or under Felix’s guard, and it was taking everything he had to keep up.

			Felix gave ground, too busy to notice the table behind him until his calves were up against it and his counter to a belly slash sent him crashing into it.

			Shot glasses shattered underneath him and went tumbling, Felix’s sword whipping athwart his chest to intercept a downward stroke. Felix grunted as the swordsman turned his height advantage into weight against the two blades. Inch-by-inch Karaghul sank until it was at Felix’s throat.

			He had always thought his end would have more… meaning.

			With a snarl, he kicked out, making a satisfyingly meaty contact with his attacker’s groin, and then rolled off the table as the downward pressure on his sword relented. He hit the floorboards in a crunch of shattered glass fragments, clothes sticking to their alcohol glaze as he rolled under it, sword still in hand, to rise on the far side already en garde.

			His assailant, however, had not got up. The young man lay groaning, slumped up against one of the armchairs with his head on the seat cushion and a rapier loose on the ground a few feet away.

			The resemblance to a certain roguish ne’er-do-well in his early twenties was striking: the long blond hair, the sharp blue eyes and hard jaw. All he was missing was the scars. Felix lowered his sword.

			‘Sigmar’s blood, Gustav!’

			‘Felix?’ said his nephew, one hand cupping his groin while the other nursed a bruised jaw. ‘I was expecting… someone else. What are you doing here?’

			‘You called for me, you dolt,’ said Felix, sheathing his sword and trying very hard not to shout.

			‘Months ago. I thought you weren’t coming.’ With a piteous moan, Gustav manoeuvred himself up off the floor and into the armchair. Wincing, he fingered his cut cheek.

			‘Don’t be such a child,’ said Felix, collapsing into a chair of his own. ‘Women love a scar.’

			‘Is that right?’

			‘Wasn’t it Hölderlin who gave the classics their first imperfect hero?’

			‘I wouldn’t know,’ said Gustav snidely, but his fingers treated the scratch Felix had given him with new respect. ‘I never read that jingoistic rubbish.’

			Shaking his head in exasperation – and though he tried to mask it, exhaustion – Felix looked over the room. It looked like an overspill warehouse and smelled like an ale den. Crates had been stacked high and pushed up against the walls. Some made secondary tables, cluttered with weapons and yet more drinking glasses. A few had been wrenched open to spill packing straw and reveal the greenish glimmer of unopened bottles. A fireplace glowed dully in the wall nearest the chairs and a lantern turned to its fullest illumination blazed from the mantel. The two windows were both boarded. By the door, cloaks and weapon belts hung from a row of pegs, enough for eleven or twelve men. Pinned to the neighbouring wall between four knives was a poster that Felix was starting to think would follow him all the way to Kislev.

			Victory in the North.

			Someone had scribbled something terribly witty regarding Felix’s manhood over the illustration of the Auric Bastion and some of the text had been charred around a puncture that looked suspiciously like a bullet-hole.

			‘That was the staff, not me,’ said Gustav. ‘Some of them are remarkably literate for Ostermarkers.’

			‘They don’t approve?’

			Gustav shrugged, then winced, his expression souring further. ‘I suppose some people just don’t like being foisted paper heroes.’

			Felix raised an eyebrow, then shook his head. Sometimes he almost got the impression that Gustav didn’t care much for his uncle. Things must have been serious indeed for him to call on Felix for help.

			‘Just tell me what’s going on. I might have killed you.’

			‘Or I might have killed you,’ Gustav retorted. ‘I’ve been practising since father sent me north. It’s not as if there’s much else to do.’

			‘Anything’s possible, I suppose,’ said Felix, dropping a pause and inviting Gustav to fill it.

			His nephew duly obliged.

			‘Roch wants me dead,’ he said simply, glancing at the open door before rising gingerly to go and close it. He peeked out one last time before resetting the latch and hobbling back to his chair. ‘I noticed things were off as soon as I arrived. The whole eastern front is supplied through this office, but almost nothing we ship out goes where it’s supposed to. I had one of our own supply wains followed and found that it’s all just piling up inside Castle Rackspire.’ Gustav gesticulated to the crate-blocked north wall. ‘There’s forty thousand men across the river, uncle. Or at least there’s meant to be, but what are they eating? How are they keeping warm?’

			Felix regarded his nephew sceptically. He supposed he should be flattered to find his own example of clueless agitation being so well followed by the next generation of Jaegers. ‘Other suppliers, perhaps?’

			Gustav gave a mocking laugh that he wasn’t nearly old enough to have earned. ‘Jaeger and Sons owns this part of the Empire. Grandfather saw to that after the last war.’

			‘Stockpiles? Loot from the enemy? Or maybe Commandant Roch simply likes to control his own supply chain.’

			‘No, no, and no,’ Gustav snarled. ‘I’m being watched, Felix, and I can’t leave this house without being followed.’

			‘So you stay in the house?’

			Gustav indicated the pile of gear by the door. ‘After the first few visits from Roch’s goons, and particularly after they promised to string me up outside the bathhouse with the beastmen, I decided to hire some mercenaries. They’re upstairs.’

			Felix glanced up at the ceiling. ‘They’re not exactly rushing to your defence.’

			As though annoyed by the observation, Gustav ignored it. ‘Father did ask me to show willing, be patriotic. I thought raising my own free company would kill two birds with one stone.’ As an unwelcome afterthought he added. ‘I’m sure I’ll not actually have to do any fighting with them. You’ve not seen the Auric Bastion. Trust me. Nothing’s coming through that.’

			‘Forget the Auric Bastion,’ Felix cut in. ‘I can’t believe that this Roch could be, what exactly, running down his own army? Ulrika speaks highly of him.’

			‘You know General Straghov?’ asked Gustav, then smiled like a moonstruck young swain. The look on his face irritated Felix more than it should.

			‘Old friends.’

			‘She’s all right, I suppose.’ Gustav gave a ribald chuckle. ‘More woman than I’d expect from a horse-loving Kislevite.’

			‘She’s at least twenty years too old for you,’ Felix replied sharply.

			‘That kind of “friend”, is she? How very bohemian of you.’

			Felix gave his nephew a withering glare, but his wedding ring felt suddenly very tight around his finger.

			She was lying to you, you know.

			‘She came for help, that’s all,’ Felix explained, pushing the memory aside. ‘A friend of ours was captured when the Chaos forces broke through at Alderfen.’

			‘Another friend?’ said Gustav, sarcastically. ‘How many you seem to have collected.’

			Felix took a deep breath. ‘What can you tell me about Alderfen?’

			‘Not much, so few of the men sent downriver to oppose them came back. I’ll tell you this though: I hope that friend of yours likes snow, because he’s not coming back.’ He laughed like a condemned man who’d just seen the man ahead trip on his way to the gallows. ‘You don’t just walk across the Auric Bastion. It’s not some glittering portcullis in the sky that a kindly wizard will raise for you if you ask nicely. It’s so high that even the enemy’s winged monsters can’t cross it.’ He signed the hammer across his chest, then knocked superstitiously on the tabletop. ‘Praise Sigmar.’

			‘Perhaps I should go and see it,’ Felix mused.

			‘Don’t be so brazenly heroic, uncle. I’ve just eaten.’

			Levering himself from the clutches of Gustav’s armchair, Felix stood and flexed the stiffness from his muscles. They weren’t used to the exertion. Perhaps he should thank Gustav for the warm-up. Smiling at the thought of how well that conversation would go down, he walked to one of the broken crates and took a couple of bottles.

			The glass was a seaweed green and unlabelled but judging from the smell that still clung to his cloak after falling in a tableful of the stuff, it was some local variety of pear schnapps. He snuck the two bottles under his arm as he opened the door. He doubted Commandant Roch would miss them, and he’d not been able to enjoy a proper drink since his last night in Altdorf. He sighed.

			Perhaps it was the young man’s resemblance to how Felix still pictured himself. Or maybe it was the thought of Kat, her lie, that he would not have a child to raise in his own likeness. Whatever the reason, he held the door open and turned back.

			‘Are you coming?’

			Ulrika’s black coach followed the rising trail as it wound into the Worlds Edge Mountains. The iron-shod wheels broke ruts into brown slush and sent scree scrambling down the scarp to the canopy of spruce that clung to the foothills far, far below. Ulrika listened to the echoes of their fall, and to the assurances that Damir muttered like a mantra to the horses. The sky was grey enough that she could travel unveiled and with her curtains drawn, albeit in some discomfort. She could feel the sun behind the clouds, as one would feel a pyre through a blindfold.

			But it was worth it for the view, which was nothing short of spectacular.

			The grand might of Ostermark lay before her, a flood of burgundy and gold. She could pick out the stitching of every epaulette and cockade amongst those tens of thousands, but the glorious colour of it all was something she could now only infer from memory and from the dim hues that her inhuman eyes perceived. The army was camped in a rough battle formation around a series of fortified earthworks and the pre-existing creases of the drystone walls that criss-crossed the veldt of Kislev’s southern hinterlands. There were hundreds of regiments down there. Dozens of generals flew their colours over the sleet and mud. Like any honest Kislevite, she had used to joke at the virility of Sigmar’s Empire, but had someone suggested to her then that the Emperor’s poorest province could deploy such a force she would have laughed twice as hard.

			At the heart of the aggregated formations was a knoll topped by an ancient-looking henge that her people had called Trzy Siostry. The standing stones were cloaked in black soot from the mortars dug into the surrounding hills. The engulfment of the old by the new. Wizards in the robes of the Gold and the Light Colleges held alternate positions within the henge, a circle of men within that circle of stones, hazed by incense and aethyric power. Around them, warrior priests and their acolytes chanted in unison with the mages.

			Like her maker, Adolphus Krieger, Ulrika was master of only the bare rudiments of sorcery. Her new master however had encouraged the develop­ment of those talents and through the eyes of her aethyric self she saw the magic drawn from the henge like water from a well. The power of the Light brought it from the earth. The alchemy of the Gold transformed it, melded it with the incantations of the clergy to turn it into something holy, and sent the ­product flooding north.

			To the Auric Bastion.

			Less a wall than a mountain dragged out of the very earth, it was invincible. Even the winds of magic themselves were blocked. The ground before it was bare of snow and the banners of the Ostermarkers flaccid for want of a breeze from the north. It could not be breached, could not be overflown, and such was its scale that it would have taken a spell of truly apocalyptic proportions to make so much as a crack. It exuded a very real, visceral kind of holiness and, in spite of the enchantments woven around her coach, Ulrika felt as if she were in the presence of Ghal Maraz itself. Ever since Nagash’s defeat to Sigmar, and the curse that the Great Necromancer then laid upon all vampire-kind for refusing to aid him, the Heldenhammer’s power over the Arisen had been strong. The repulsion from that barrier of force blocked even her master’s attempts at scrying.

			And yet Ulrika knew that Max was alive.

			They had a connection that she could trace all the way back to Praag when his magic had purged her then mortal body of plague. A part of him had remained with her ever since. It had outlived death, endured even as her perception of colour, her internal organs, and all other affections had withered. Perhaps it was the nature of the magic for the Light was, of course, always anathema to the dark.

			She thought she loved him.

			Her master might have had only a passing interest in Max’s welfare, but to Ulrika the wizard was almost as important as their other goals. Nothing less than saving the world. Or at least preserving it.

			The rising trail turned in towards the Worlds Edge Mountains, robbing Ulrika of her view and pushing her into her seat as the ascent steepened.

			Ahead rose Rackspire. It was a black talon of volcanic rock that jutted from the Worlds Edge Mountains like a vestigial claw. Its battlements studded the flanks of the mountains themselves. From casemates of hewn stone stub-nosed cannon were angled onto the trail and scarlet banners fluttered from the turrets, but there were no guards that Ulrika could perceive. At least none with a beating heart.

			The trail terminated at a stark, granite gatehouse. The gates were open and the portcullis raised, but the edifice was far from welcoming. The iron spikes at the base of the portcullis resembled a vampire’s fangs. The horses responded to Damir’s goading to draw the coach into the barbican’s cold throat. Ulrika felt the nocturnal flutter of nervous butterflies. An acceptance of one’s power came with the acute realisation of one’s place in the scale of such powers.

			And Ulrika was but an infant compared to the dark majesty that now masqueraded as the late Commandant Roch.

			‘My doom is at hand,’ whispered Durin Drakkvarr, eyes closed as if in prayer. His face had taken a second layering of muck from the maltreated ­portion of the Underway they now travelled. He ran his fingers over his face to re-expose the ligament-like lines of his daemon tattoos. ‘By the face of the Destroyer, by the coming End Times, grant this dwarf a swift and bloody doom.’

			‘Not so keen at the front there,’ Krakki grumbled from the rear of the column. The way his torchlight deepened the shadows of Durin’s face made the Daemonslayer look like a dwarf buried within another dwarf. Krakki cleared his throat, suddenly nervous. ‘You’ll make the rest of us look bad.’

			Durin returned the laughter with a hollow stare. He flexed his fingers and stared at his hands as though marvelling at them. ‘Can you not feel it? The end is nigh.’

			‘Beastmen,’ said Skalf with a short nod, then pointed forward. ‘Ahead.’

			‘Snorri thinks we should all stop talking about it then,’ Snorri snapped, trying and failing to forget about the beer strapped to Krakki’s back.

			‘Heedless or measured, Snorri, these are the End Times,’ said Skalf. ‘A doom will find us all however we seek it.’

			‘Aye,’ Krakki murmured without confidence before taking a deep breath and turning to Durin. ‘So chuff off about yours.’

			Drawing his axe, Durin smiled coldly, then said nothing and walked away.

			‘I don’t like him,’ said Krakki, pulling a face

			‘That’s Snorri’s rememberer you’re talking about,’ said Snorri.

			‘I do not like anyone,’ said Skalf. ‘And they, in their wisdom, do not like me. You are Slayers and all that matters is your oaths to Grimnir, to me, and to Gorlin.’ He nodded at the young runesmith as he passed, burdened by his heavy pack and walking with the aid of his staff. The thin old Slayer, Drogun, and a posse of shortbeards stuck to him like rust. Big Brock Baldursson marched with a graven scowl, axe berthed against his shoulder and eyes fixed forward as though determined to ignore the dripping walls that evidenced dwarfish decline in their own former domain. ‘Guard the runesmith with your lives and the rest will follow as dirt follows digging.’

			Krakki drew a noisy breath and pulled on a fistspike. A mail sheaf fell down his forearm to his bicep. After jigging it until the mail was free of kinks and comfortable, he adjusted his shoulders into his beer harness. Snorri smacked his lips. He had to force himself to swallow and work some saliva onto his tongue before he could speak.

			‘That looks heavy.’

			A sorry grin parted Krakki’s beard. ‘I should’ve known you weren’t sticking around at the back for my company.’

			‘Just a little. Snorri only wants one mouthful, he promises.’

			Krakki sighed, shoulders slumping under their load. ‘I think Skalf pulled a cruel one on you, Snorri, I do, but an oath is an oath.’ The dwarf looked hurt, despite his grin, and suddenly Snorri didn’t feel so thirsty any more.

			He had hurt enough friends. He remembered that much.

			‘I suggest you stand by Durin rather than me,’ Krakki went on. ‘He seems intent on a fast doom for you both.’

			The black coach clattered through the long grey tunnel of the barbican and out onto a cobbled bailey. Ahead, encircled by a natural chasm, was the rugged keep of Rackspire itself. It was built high onto a knuckle of rock, towering high enough over its mountainous fortifications to grant a view over the Auric Bastion itself and into the heartlands of home. On a clear day, her master could see all the way to Kislev City. Ulrika looked inside of herself, expecting to be moved by the thought of home, but there was nothing, just a vague emptiness that she felt that she should fill.

			The coach continued over the uneven cobbles towards the chasm-spanning drawbridge that led on to the keep.

			Ulrika sensed the granite integrity of the outer walls enclose her. They were massive, almost dwarfish in the ruggedness of their construction, and struck from mountainside to mountainside in a rough diamond around the keep.

			The bright colours of Ostermark fluttered through the sleeting rain, interspersed with banners bearing a heraldry that a man of this province would have to study far indeed to recognise. The motif was unusual and chilling: a snarling, inhuman skull, winged like a bat and displayed upon a field of blood-red cloth. Beneath their banners, shadowed figures were slumped on the parapet. Ulrika’s dark-piercing vision picked out halberds and crossbows, but not a breath of movement, not a glimmer of warmth. They were meat wrapped in Ostermark livery.

			Besides Damir and his horses, not a single heart beat.

			The prevailing sense of emptiness only served to emphasise a sense of what she could only describe as omniscience as it closed around the coach. Ulrika felt her hairs rise.

			‘Welcome back, Ulrika.’

			The urbane voice spoke directly into her thoughts, words rushing through the blood vessels of her brain. It was cultured to the point of antiquity, the ancient roots of an accent discernible only to a fellow child of the steppe who knew where to look. The casual display of power was astonishing. Ulrika had last imbibed her master’s blood before she had left for Altdorf, and it remained strong.

			The recollection made her mouth ache. This was how Damir felt when she went too long without bleeding him. The monster within her bared its fangs and announced its hunger. This was what Krieger had felt when he had been trapped in Praag the last time Chaos waxed.

			‘The lifebringer marches on the Auric Bastion as we speak. Every­thing is prepared for him. For us.’

			Ulrika peered through the window of her coach, studying Rackspire’s distant pinnacle. One thing Felix had thus far failed to realise was that to get into Kislev, the Auric Bastion would first have to come down. She considered the countless thousands of currently living Ostermarkers in the path of the Chaos horde on the veldt below.

			And still she felt nothing.

			Kislev was alive, and it had become a land of surpassing beauty. Gone were the fields of grain and barley, their monotony of colour and form. Gone too were the men that had grown them, the livestock they had fed, the vermin they had harboured.

			In their place had come life.

			Mile upon infinitely diverse mile of beastmen, marauders and Chaos warriors clamoured under the falling snow. Armour of every type. Flesh of every hue. Horns. Hooves. Tentacles. Claws. Every twisted possibility of creation was here and here for battle. The roar from so many divergent varieties of throat was all consumptive, a thunderous outpouring of adulation to their champions and their gods. The sound of one name rose above all others. He was the conqueror of Kislev.

			‘Helbrass!’

			Where the bare opal-coloured flesh of his feet fell, the snow melted and birthed flowers. The very air around him crackled with an aurora of changeling energy. It fizzed and popped, spontaneous generation summoning iridescent dragonflies that hummed ahead of his path like evangelists to a new order. His plate armour met the colour-shift of the Auric Bastion with a rainbow iridescence of possibilities. Through the eye slits of his helm he studied the edifice’s artificial wrongness. It was a barrier, and life suffered no barrier. Life would dig, it would bore, it would learn how to fly. And however distant its bars, Aekold Helbrass would not exist within a cage.

			He had broken free of the Troll King. He would break this.

			Watching the legions crushed against the Bastion’s base was like watching ants at work. From the mutated giants battering it with massive uprooted trees, through the sorcerers beseeching the aid of the infernal, to the harpies that screeched their frustrations from the clouds it was individually chaotic, but collectively driven. A staccato string of concussive screams resounded over the plain as the daemon-possessed hellcannon of a Chaos Dwarf contingent blasted the barrier. From the forest to the west, beastmen locked horns and fought for the right to enter the ancient dwarf tunnelway they had uncovered there. Perhaps the tunnels even led somewhere? Helbrass was not omniscient. There was no purpose beyond the effort alone.

			One amongst the legion sorcerers paused in her incantations as Helbrass approached. Beneath a long, decorative silk robe she wore plate mail the colour of roses with mouldings edged in gold, each piece stylised into the form of androgynous figures that seemed to writhe in orgiastic embrace. She was flanked by an honour guard of fleshy pink trolls accoutred in stylised Chaos armour and with fixed expressions of existential wonder.

			The colours of Helbrass’s armour blurred into red as he ground his bare hands into fists.

			He hated trolls with a passion.

			‘Helbrass,’ moaned the sorceress as if pleasured by the mere sound of her voice. ‘I have claimed this part of the wall for my own. When it falls it shall be the name of Porphyry the Unchaste that they sing: conqueror of the Palace of Flesh, survivor of the Trial of Twelve Pleasures, defiler of the flower of Kislev.’ Extending a hand, she planted it flat against the sheer stone of the Auric Bastion and produced a smile that could have corrupted a dead man.

			‘I stand corrected,’ Helbrass bowed. ‘It is yours.’

			Porphyry laughed, then suddenly cried out as a spasmodic wave wracked her body. The life-giving power of Change crackled through her. Her thighs bulged and pushed her feet into the earth. Knots formed in her perfect flesh as it hardened, cracked, and birthed new life in the form of buds and flowers. Her mouth opened to scream, but rather than a human voice there emerged a green shoot that, as if drawn by some sustenance other than sunlight, whipped into the Auric Bastion with a great splintering of stone. Porphyry the Unchaste gave one last moan as the last plates of Chaos armour were pushed aside and more questing shoots forced their way through.

			Life was emergent. The humblest fungus would tunnel through the mightiest wall. For food, for shelter, and often for the simple imperative of expansion.

			It was better to blossom as the flower of Chaos than to toil in the cages of Praag. He could not defeat the Troll King, but he had escaped him, smashed the Ice Queen, torn down her Ogham stones, and gifted every magician that his former captor craved an invigorative new form.

			The Unchaste gave a zoetic pulse, a push of labour that thrust squirming hyphae into the wall. Rock groaned, and then the Auric Bastion began to split.

			Helbrass drew his weapon, the two-handed broadsword named Windblade. The cracks rose higher and so did the pitch of his laughter.

			‘Let there be life.’
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			THE BATTLE OF TRZY SIOSTRY

			‘Heldenhammer help us now,’ breathed Gustav Jaeger, his wiry mare spraying to a halt on the black slush road north of the Talabec Bridge crossing.

			Everyone knew that Sigmar would return for the final battle. The ‘now’ was to beseech his aid early and, on current evidence, appeared to Felix completely superfluous.

			Across the low, battlement-crusted hills of the Empire’s northern front, men climbed from their tents, lowered their weapons, and stared upwards in disbelief. The Auric Bastion was a mountain. It had stood inviolate for a year. And it was coming down.

			The creak of wild roots and splitting stone resounded over the plain. It was louder than thunder, as though the earth had been turned downside up and then wrenched asunder. A clutch of gargantuan vines ripped through the surface of the stone. Thorns like dragons’ teeth bit into the wall as the Chaos vines strove higher, throwing out waxy leaves with the span of galleons’ sails to bat boulder-sized debris out over the dumbstruck Imperial lines.

			Horns began to sound off as boulders hammered down on the forward positions like meteors. Men were crushed and wagons smashed to smithereens, stretches of drystone wall as old as the borders of the Empire were reduced to flying rubble under the sheer tonnage of rock. Into the screams of confusion and pain came the harpies.

			Like a cloud of bees released from the nether reaches of hell, they swarmed through the Auric Bastion’s breach, cackling and gambolling between the pulsing vines towards the artillery batteries on the surrounding hills. At once feminine and monstrous, they swept down on those men forced from cover by the preceding barrage to hoist them screaming into the air. A sputter of handgun fire peppered the cloud, a futile gesture of defiance compared to the shrieking of the harpies and the continual gut-rumble of fissuring rock, but the wall of musket-shot was enough to drive the flock from the batteries. Shrieking into the blackpowder thunder, the swarm spiralled into dozens of splinter flocks that tore across the Imperial lines. Men cried out, ducked, those that didn’t snatched up by clawed hands and dropped from a great height. Matchlocks crackled, the spark of ignitions rippling back across the battle lines.

			And then came the rest.

			Felix had seen and done too much to fully share in his nephew’s horror, but even he found himself shaping the hammer across his chest and mouthing a prayer for Morr to welcome his soul to the garden of the dead. As he watched, a giant so muscular and oiled that he gleamed kicked his way through the vine-choked rubble of the Auric Bastion like a living battering ram. Horsemen in thick furs waved stub spears above their heads and yapped like wild dogs, pushing their mounts past the striding giant until they foamed at the mouth. Beautiful daemon-women with pincer claws kept pace on loping, two-legged steeds while strange stingray-like creatures soared overhead, wings rippling on the invisible currents of magic through which they swam.

			Like a man coming around to find the reality of waking infinitely worse than his nightmares, the first cannon roared, then another, the artillery crump shouting down the rattle of halberds, spears, a hundred banners, and the cries of forty thousand Ostermark soldiers. Felix’s heart lifted to see men of his Empire respond to the hell of the End Times with such stubbornness and courage. He wished Gotrek was here to see the mettle of men.

			The Slayer would have loved this.

			‘Gustav. Ride back to Badenhof, and quickly.’

			‘You’ll get no argument from me,’ Gustav returned. He had one of a brace of pistols drawn and tracked the swooping of the nearest harpies anxiously. ‘But what are you going to do?’

			Felix smiled wryly as he drew Karaghul. Sigmar, but that felt good. Even the knot of pre-battle jitters in his belly felt as familiar as an old pair of shoes or a poem that he had written as a child and thought forgotten. Bretonnia burned, Kislev was gone, the End Times were here and damn it if it was prideful but Felix Jaeger had played some part or other in every major conflict of the last twenty years and he wasn’t about to start sitting out now. ‘What I came to.’

			‘You realise how ridiculous you sound. This is what comes of reading von Diehl.’

			A vast wedge of Chaos infantry and monsters had emerged from the ruins of the Auric Bastion and was charging after the giant towards the fortified but clearly doomed village between them and the main Imperial positions. Ulrika had called it Kurzycko.

			From the shape of the battle lines and the contours of the various gun emplacements and earthworks, it was clear that this was – if it could be called that – some kind of idealised scenario. The Empire’s commanders had anticipated, and correctly, that the first objective of the Chaos host would be to take the standing stones from which their wizards summoned the Auric Bastion. The enemy marched under a withering enfilade of crossbow and handgun fire, buying every foot with a hundred lives. Mortar shells whistled overhead to detonate in plumes of dirt and fire. As Felix watched, a Helblaster volley gun sited within a dry­stone bastion on a hil­lock to the side of the advance unleashed all nine barrels in a cyclone of ash and thunder. One thing was clear from the explosions and the screams.

			It was not enough.

			For a second, Felix wanted to send Gustav off with a message for Kat. Nothing complicated, just that he loved her and had been thinking about her at the end. For some reason though, he didn’t, instead spurring the horse Gustav had lent him on towards Kurzycko.

			Because he still wasn’t sure that either was entirely true.

			Gunner Heiss of the Nuln artillerymen detachment drew aside the straw gabion that blocked the embrasure of the drystone bastion and yelled range and distance, resorting to miming ‘up’ and ‘down’ and indicating yardage on his fingers. The Chaos horde made such a din it was as if the bastion had been flooded with screams. By comparison, the ringing report of the Helblaster with which their own great cannon shared a berth was as homely as songs on Sigmarstag.

			Through the narrow slits in the walls, both crews tracked the monstrous pink-skinned giant striding towards Kurzycko. Its bald head rose almost level with the bastion on its hill, inducing handgun fire to snap across from the stake-lined picket below it.

			‘Range, ninety feet. Wind speed, eighteen knots. Two degrees down.’ No one could hear him, but Heiss screamed directions anyway out of habit, then yanked down his fist and threw himself flat against the wall.

			‘Fire!’

			Ulrika watched from the back of a galloping white stallion as a terrific explosion blasted the giant’s head from its shoulders. Blood spouted from flaps of flesh that moments before had been part of a neck and the monster yawed over, crushing dozens and sending a shock wave through the ground that sent hundreds more flying.

			‘Gospodarinyi!’

			The Ungol warriors cheered to see the monster fall. Forget for a moment that there were a score worse horrors in its wake: nock another arrow, have another drink, for today it did not matter. Damir hollered with them, standing in the stirrups and riding with no hands like a circus performer as he pumped his fists to encourage them to shout louder.

			And a hundred horse-archers from the northern oblast of Kislev – all that she and her master had been able to save before the Auric Bastion had been conjured – could make one hell of a din.

			Ulrika wished she could appreciate it more.

			The Ungols were warriors born, and commanding them in such a battle should have been a singular thrill. Everything was as she craved it: enemies to fight, a fine horse beneath her and the soil of Kislev beneath him. She was one of the Arisen, reborn to war. She could feel the winds of magic where they flowed, could track the path of daemons by the sour taste, and could foretell the ebb of fortune by the wavering of men’s hearts.

			In her pearl-white half-plate armour she felt invincible. It was heavier than a mortal knight could wear and still function, and had been specially strengthened around the heart and the throat with the vulnerabilities of a vampiric warrior forefront in the artificer’s thinking. She would have slept in it if she could. The old leathers she had travelled in from Altdorf had been for Felix’s benefit and now, with battle looming, he had managed to wander off.

			Had she not explained often enough that she needed him?

			Her great white charger thundered through the sleet, droplets lashing Ulrika’s face as she cast her nose side to side in search of Felix’s scent. She knew his body inside and out. She had just spent the last four weeks alone in a carriage with him. All she needed was a trace and she could track him across mountains and oceans.

			There!

			Ulrika reined with a curse, wheeling the braying stallion around to face Kurzycko.

			‘Felix, you idiot! Do you do these things on purpose?’

			‘Where are you going, Ulrika?’ The voice rushed through her mind. ‘My forces await you to the east. All I lose here today will be for nothing if you do not make it to Praag.’

			Ulrika snarled, but she had no power to deny her master access to her mind. ‘I will never make it back without Felix. You know that.’

			The howls of the Chaos horde and the boom of the Empire’s guns filled the air. Ulrika felt the tingle of their collective roar upon her skin, like the remembered sense of walking in from the cold and standing too close to the fire. The enemy were so numerous that they looked more like some metallic oil that had risen from the hills than an assemblage of independent men and beasts. They were a tidal wave. They could only be mitigated, not reasoned with and certainly not stopped. They were a force of nature that she and her master had permitted to be unleashed.

			As she watched, Roch’s tattered regiments redeployed to oppose them. No, not to oppose. Their ranks mustered to the flanks of Kurzycko, as if to channel the Chaos legions right down onto it and away from other parts of the field. Such as the east.

			‘You cannot prevail against what is coming.’

			‘Damir,’ she called. Her thrall sank into the saddle and reined in beside her, a wide grin on his wizened chestnut face. Ulrika pointed to the far east of the battle line where a battalion some two thousand strong of heavy infantry and demilancer companies waited out the fighting with an inhuman detachment. The crimson banners of Commandant Roch fluttered in the wind. ‘Carry on as planned. I will join you shortly.’

			‘Don’t ask me to leave you,’ said Damir. In spite of his rough features and colourful steppe-warrior garb he looked as lost as a puppy.

			Ulrika was reminded why she had always resisted the keeping of thralls. Baring her fangs, she drew a long, slightly curved sabre from its saddle sheath.

			‘Don’t make me ask you again.’

			The fury of the End Times bore down on the walls of Kurzycko. Its battlements flared with handgun fire. A trained arquebusier could make two shots in a minute, three if he was particularly skilled, and the two hundred soldiers with their thick burgundy hauberks, slashed sleeves, and bandoliers stuffed with munitions were the best left in Ostermark. Iron pellets punched through bone, steel, and Chaos plate, and brick by bleeding brick assembled a wall of corpses five feet high. Kurgan berserkers clambered over it. Mutated ogres smashed it down before they too were riddled with shot. Mortar rounds blasted whole sections to pieces.

			Whether it was the frustrations of being held behind the Auric Bastion for so long being unleashed or some madness that came with the worship of Chaos, they pushed on, undaunted.

			Cannon and handgun fire blistered the emplacements of the surrounding hills and earthworks.

			‘Reload,’ roared Gunner Heiss over the ringing in the cannon crew’s ears, waving his hand in a circle above his head. Turn it around. Quickly. Quickly.

			The great cannon was hauled back on its tracks until the chains on its carriage yanked taut. A crewman rammed a sponge down the muzzle to clean the inside of the barrel while a second fetched powder. The sponge was removed, powder poured inside followed by wadding and then a third man tipped in the cannonball. It hit the wadding with a dull thunk and the fourth and final crewmen rammed it tight. Then all four men put their shoulders to the wheels and heaved it back into firing position. Heiss withdrew the gabion from the embrasure, then screamed as a torrent of flame jetted through the slit and immolated the top half of his body.

			Harpies shrieked overhead as the Chaos dragon, Kalybross, thumped into the hillock, warbled like a strangled child, and then demolished the entire bastion with a swipe of its claws. Men and their machines ­scattered down the hillside. Kalybross beat its wings for lift before washing a parting gout of dirty red flame over the terrified arquebusiers on the hill. Armour melted and flesh burned, powder cartridges ignited like bones popping in a fire.

			Praag had been too small, and the Troll King too patient in the gathering of his monstrous host. Kalybross craved conquest and with Helbrass he would have it.

			A sibilant chuckle rippled along the dragon’s long neck as it launched its bulk into the air and swooped on Kurzycko.

			Crael of the Blue Wolf sprinted ahead of his warband. Sleet beat off his bare chest. Arrows and solid-shot rained from the front and from both sides, delivering death with the distant hand of gods. The Zar of the Blue Wolves drove himself through the storm with a roar and launched himself onto the ragged block of stinking, blood-soaked halberdiers like the wolf into which the Changer had remade him.

			They didn’t react, or did so too slowly, halberds jerking about like bad clockwork toys as Crael’s axes went to work, tearing out jugulars, splitting bellies and severing limbs. There was little blood. Even their guts flowed sluggishly. They stank of emptied bowels and rot. A warrior whose weapon arm Crael had just severed stumbled around after him, moaned, and then lunged to take a bite out of his neck.

			The walking dead. The southmen were desperate indeed.

			With a scissoring motion of his axes, the Zar beheaded the dead thing.

			‘Helbraaaaassss!’ he howled, crying to the Chaos moon, as the fastest of his warband caught up and ploughed into the halberdiers.

			‘Archaon!’ came the return. ‘Tchar!’

			No man could stand against the onslaught of the Blue Wolves, but the dead fought on even as they were torn limb from limb and with hearts impaled on blood-soaked adzes. The charge slowed, bogged down in a stew of entrails and cold bodies. Clammy, rot-softened soldiers pressed him from all sides.

			With a snarl of animal rage, Crael drove forward: the Wolf of Tchar would rip himself a path in the dank blood of the dead! A heavy blade swung for him. He ducked and smashed the corpse’s head from its shoulders. The grave held no fears for one of the gods’ immortals. He pounced on another, splitting its skull and spilling its cold brains over the snow. He gave a triumphant howl that his warband picked up.

			The plains to the east of the southman village lay open. Only a handful of zombies and a single woman still stood in his way. She was slender, in the way of southern women, and pale as bone carved from the earth by a winter storm. She was garbed in a dress so white it was almost translucent and seemed to sink away through the earth at her feet.

			Crael bared his teeth and advanced.

			The woman smiled back, spreading her arms as if to welcome him. As she did so, she floated an inch from the ground, the hem of her dress falling past her feet. Her hair billowed around her like the moon’s halo, skin seeming to wither and retreat into a cruel mask that had been blackened as if by a witch’s curse.

			Eye sockets blazed diamond blue as, still smiling, the banshee took a deep breath.

			The banshee’s scream turned hair white and sent shivers through men’s hearts as far away as Wilhelmshügel.

			‘Sigmar’s blood,’ breathed General von Karlsdorf as the malignant pulse shocked through the flanks of the Chaos charge.

			After a moment’s hesitation, pride trumped fear and he raised his eyeglass. The motive blur focused onto a pale figure, ethereal as starlight, and surrounded by wizened and lifeless corpses. Only their furs and barbarian trophy rings identified them as Kurgan. He watched in horror as some of them began to twitch, atrophied muscles struggling to grasp dead men’s weapons and rise again. With trembling fingers, he lowered the glass.

			Ostermark had her share of horrors, but never would he have expected to see the living and the dead side-by-side this side of the Sylvanian border.

			The alliances we must make, he thought, wondering, not for the first time, who Roch had sold his soul to. Reaching into his burgundy greatcoat he pulled out a silver hip flask filled with a liquor the natives called gorilka. He swirled its contents without the slightest intention of opening it.

			Dimly, his hearing virtually obliterated by the pound of mortars, he became aware that the guns had stopped. The gunnery sergeant in charge turned to him with smoky, bloodshot eyes.

			‘What should we fire at, general?’

			Von Karlsdorf stared at the Reiklander as though he had been replaced by a village imbecile.

			‘They’re in Empire colours, aren’t they? So fire at the blasted northmen.’

			Felix screamed as the banshee wail pierced his mind and stripped years from his body. He felt the lines in his face deepen while new ones were etched into his skin. His hair whitened, the world beginning to turn grey until he scrunched his eyes shut to block it out. The hands clamped over his ears began to shake as muscles withered and joints swelled. The horse beneath him faltered and ribs started to poke through against his knees.

			This was it. This was how Kat had felt under the touch of the lichemaster.

			Felix clung to the saddle pommel with fingers that already felt like they belonged to a skeleton and drew a rattling breath as, after what felt like a hundred years off his life, the scream faded into the blessed background roar of battle. Stutteringly, his grip strengthened and his horse recovered its stride, though neither felt quite as sure as they had been and Felix feared the effects would prove permanent. If his stomach had felt any less feeble he was sure that he would have thrown up.

			A banshee: the restless shade of an evil witch.

			What had the lords of Ostermark aligned themselves with to stand strong against Chaos? And how exactly did that differ anyway from his journeying alongside Ulrika? Watching as the shambling line of halberdiers – and now marauders too – groaned and hacked at the tide of Chaos, Felix prayed they might all live long enough to regret their choice of friends. This at least explained why Commandant Roch hadn’t needed Gustav’s wares.

			He smiled. One less thing to worry about.

			With a shriek, a harpy swept overhead. Felix clung to his horse’s neck as it raced by, swinging blindly back to ward off the flock that followed. There was a rustle of leather, the grave-stink of rotten flesh, and claws stitched across the back of his mail. He cried out and struck back for the harpy that was savaging his cloak, missing by a yard as the winged beast veered aside and caught an updraft.

			Felix cursed as it tucked its wings and dived back in, wondering how anyone managed to fight and ride at the same time. The harpy swooped down, claws outstretched, just as the galloping horse leapt a drystone wall, slamming Felix’s face into its neck and his back into the harpy. The creature squawked in surprise and began to flap away, but Felix too reacted on instinct, slashing the tip of Karaghul across the membranous underside of its wing and sending it on a wailing spiral to the ground. The remaining harpies seemed content to streak overhead onto Kurzycko and Felix let out a relieved breath.

			Handgun and bow fire tracked them, but they were too nimble, swooping around the ornate onion dome of the attaman’s manor and harrying the defenders that were still trying to target the Chaos infantry. Soldiers ran through the streets with spears, accompanied by charging horsemen wreathed in smoke from their discharging pistols. Felix tried to think of something he could do to help, but it was hopeless. He was one man in the face of a hundred thousand.

			The horse galloped on, and despite his continuing conviction that they were all finished, he felt warmth spread from his hand where it touched the dragonhead hilt of his sword, up his arm and into his body. It was too hot to be comfortable but didn’t burn, more like a hot pack to reinvigorate a sore muscle. New strength and a strange courage washed though him. He was still doomed, but it didn’t seem to trouble him nearly so much. Karaghul became so hot that it scorched his hand, but rather than make him flinch his fingers tightened.

			The sleet was no longer falling on his head and he looked up just as a heavy shadow fell across him. Felix gawped at the Chaos dragon that swept overhead, blood oozing from the red scales of its titanic frame. A droplet splotched Felix’s mail and the downwash from its flight ruffled his hair. Its shadow stretched on; neck, wings, body, finally moving on with a spatter of sleet and a muscular whip of the monster’s tail. He saw the terror that gripped the defenders of Kurzycko at the monster bearing down on them from above. But Felix didn’t share it. All he felt was a desire that made his earlier pleasure at holding the sword again seem shallow, an anger that the dragon was heading towards the village and not towards him.

			The rational part of him knew that that was a foolish thing to be annoyed about whilst one was surrounded by the forces of Chaos, but it was coming from the blade not from him. The Templar blade was intended for a certain life, as Felix was becoming increasingly convinced that he was. It was forged to be the bane of dragons. Felix still didn’t know what he was meant for, but right then and there, with the semi-sentient will of Karaghul saturating him with its power, that didn’t seem important.

			The dragon banked as it approached the village, long tail whipping a chunk from the battlements of the attaman’s manor and sending a pair of crossbowmen screaming to their deaths. Flame licked over its fangs and then erupted in a raging torrent of fire that seared down a Kurzycko street and reduced a score of spearmen and a unit of pistoliers to ash. Survivors screamed, stumbling into sidestreets and rolling through slush to douse burning livery as, around them, wood and thatch began to flicker. The dragon beat its wings and circled the manor for another pass. A loose volley of gunfire chased it, but it was so vast they were little more than pinpricks. It would take a direct hit from a great cannon to make it blink.

			The smell of smouldering timbers filled Felix’s nose as the dragon glided lazily around the manor’s onion dome roof and unleashed another jet of blood-tinged flame onto the streets. Felix waved his sword above his head and shouted abuse. The blade seemed to glow as if it had been plated with gold as the monster swelled in Felix’s vision. He felt excitement rise, but retained just enough good sense to dismount and shove his horse back on its way.

			He was one man, but the Chaos dragon seemed to regard him as something more. It was probably just the sword, he thought. With a crunch of masonry, the dragon landed on the roof of one of the fortified buildings at the edge of the village. Its massive wings beat to steady itself, the power behind them snatching at Felix’s cloak and threatening to throw him over. From somewhere he found the strength to stand up to it, angled his glowing sword into what must have seemed a pointless guard, and continued to yell challenges and threats that would have turned his stomach had he been thinking clearly. Its neck snaked high above its beating wings. Felix could see the blue tint in the dragon’s eyes and smell the sulphur of its breath. Liquid fire dribbled from its jaw.

			‘What are you waiting for?’ Felix shouted. ‘I’ve slain bigger than you.’

			The dragon’s neck rippled and it emitted a barrage of breathy barks. Felix strongly suspected it was laughing at him. He tightened his grip on his sword, willing it to come, but then the monster’s head swung back towards the village as if startled. Felix glanced that way too, just in time to see the sturdy oak doors of the attaman’s manor explode outwards in a blast of timber before the battering ram shape of a monstrously-armoured minotaur.

			A handful of broken Empire swordsmen were flung out onto the street before it. The creature lowered its head and bellowed, scraping its cloven feet through the road and smashing the butt-end of a monstrous warhammer into the ground. A mass of beastmen spilled after it. Their coarse fur was thick with mud as if they’d been travelling underground. Embers caught burning reflections in their dull cow eyes as their senses adjusted to the fire and cries of the outside world. Where in damnation had they come from? Felix watched them clutch axes and wicked-looking glaives and charge into the smoke that was filling Kurzycko’s streets.

			A lot of them were running towards Felix.

			Perfect, he thought, turning his body and angling Karaghul to receive the charge. He kept one eye on the dragon, which watched from its perch as though amused.

			Absolutely perfect.

			‘Where did Snorri’s one go?’ bellowed Snorri Nosebiter, searching about for the armour-plated juggernaut that had been looming over the horned heads of the beastmen packing the tunnel with their braying and dung stink just seconds before.

			‘Damn it, Snorri. Just hold the gate, will you?’

			An arc of lightning jagged around the runesmith’s staff and blasted a ram-headed gor into sizzling meat that painted the ceiling and made Snorri hungry. Gorlin pointed his still-crackling staff down the tunnel to a stone dolmen engraved with runes that surrounded what had once been a rune-sealed entrance to a set of stairs to an old watchtower or a mine. Snorri grinned.

			‘That’s where it went.’

			‘Get in line, Snorri.’

			Krakki punched his foot-long fistspike down a beastman’s throat, then hoisted the creature off its feet, bludgeoned it against the ceiling and tossed it like a set of caltrops under the hooves of its brethren. His paunch was splattered with gore and he was sweating hard under the torch he held in one hand.

			Smoke at the end of the valley.

			Snorri shook off the unwelcome memory, took off a beastman’s snout with his hatchet and then shattered its chest with his hammer. The bull-headed thing went down with a piteous mewl and Snorri gleefully kicked it in the head with his mace-leg until its shoulders were glued to the floor by the sticky paste that had been its neck.

			Dead dwarfs with arrows in them floated face-down in the river.

			Torchlight flickered across the tunnel, alighting on beastmen and Slayers seemingly at random.

			The beastmen filled the tunnel, horns and herd totems scraping the ­ceiling and crushed six abreast between the walls. Brock Baldursson bellowed the names of the lost Kislevite clans as he went down under a mass of spears. Lucky. Drogun and Durin led the majority of the dwarfs in a more measured but no less resolute advance, shielding the runesmith and forcing the beastmen onto a wall of death-hungry Slayers. Gorlin shouted a command that caused the bound magic in one of his staff’s many runes to flare and send a chain of lighting searing through the cramped beastmen.

			The sweet smell of well roasted meat filled the air. It disturbed the ale sloshing in his otherwise empty belly and he threw up over the bloodstained flagstones.

			Snorri blinked away the strobing after-images of skeletons contorted by a weird dance of agony, ducked a beastman’s swing then tackled it to the ground and hammered the butts of both his weapons into its eyes. Krakki gutted another that Snorri finished off with an axe across the throat. The fat Slayer cursed Snorri’s selfishness with every oath he knew and then some, but Snorri was already moving on. The smell of ozone and burned hair clung to them all. His mace-leg tripped a beastman twice his height. His hammer shattered the kneecap of another. Snorri’s axe then splintered the haft of its halberd as it attempted to brain him, and he finished it off with a headbutt to its dog-like snout.

			‘That one almost had me,’ Krakki roared indignantly, but Snorri was no longer listening.

			He wanted to laugh, but couldn’t. It wasn’t fun any more. He beat at his bare skull and howled in the goat face of the beastman that was swinging a hammer for his face. Before it could hit, a crossbow bolt zipped by Snorri’s ear and took the beastman through the heart. It grunted in surprise and dropped its hammer, then fell itself.

			Skalf Hammertoes calmly slotted another quarrel into the track and manually heaved back the draw as Snorri glared at him. His fists clenched around his weapons until the wooden hafts groaned. That could have been it done.

			No more memories.

			‘No doom for you yet, Snorri,’ said the black-robed priest. ‘There are other oaths yet to be fulfilled today.’

			‘Where is Snorri’s rememberer?’ Snorri growled.

			‘I am not your damned rememberer,’ Durin shot back angrily. Snorri realised he had never seen the Daemonslayer angry before, or anything but blank, as if he came alive only when he fought. A tuft of bloody fur was stuck to the eye of his axe and his fell tattoos were wet with blood. He pointed to the dolmen. ‘Just take the gate and we can all die in peace.’

			Krakki let out a great huff of breath and wearily beat his bulk another foot in that direction.

			Die in peace.

			That sounded nice.

			With a full-throated battle cry, Snorri charged after the other Slayer.

			The first beastman out of the village was foaming at the mouth and on fire, and easy prey for Felix’s fiercely glowing runesword. It practically impaled itself with its own head-down charge. Felix withdrew the blade, turning outside the dead beastman’s collapse and lashing behind it to open the chest of the horse-headed beast following. The beastman stumbled, pressing on its exposed ribs, but the hulking bestigor behind it drove its ram horns into the beastman’s back and hurled it bodily through Felix’s guard.

			Felix cried out, dipping his sword out of the way as the beastman hit him like a side of beef in the ribs and twice Felix had the air driven from his lungs; first as his back hit the frozen earth, and then again as the beastman landed on top of him. Wheezing, he took a grotty handful of its chest hair in a bid to hold it off him while with the other he maintained his grip on Karaghul. The longsword was not exactly of much use when one’s horse-headed foe was snorting its foul breath into your face, but he could still feel the strength it was pushing into him. Felix was still even-headed enough to realise that, pound-for-pound, he had no earthly right to be wrestling with a beastman without it. He almost smiled.

			The Chaos dragon was still enjoying the show.

			Praise Sigmar for small mercies.

			The beastman that straddled him squirted blood from its gashed chest and Felix felt his grip loosen. With a gasp of desperation, Felix whacked it in the side of the head with the flat of his blade. Karaghul took a chip from its curling horns and startled it enough for Felix to get strength behind the knee he stabbed into its groin. It brayed in sudden paroxysms and Felix was able to free a foot to shove the beastman back.

			The massive bestigor loomed into his vision in its place. It was swinging a morningstar and, insofar as was possible with its warped goat features, looked to be smiling. Felix drew up onto one knee and raised his sword to parry as the spiked ball swung down on its chain. He had time for one wild thought before his brains were smashed out of his skull.

			He really wished Gotrek could have been here for this.

			He thrust up his sword, closed his eyes, and felt blood rain over his arm and face. It was his own, it surely had to be his own, but there was no pain except from where his back had hit the ground and his grip on Karaghul had lost none of its preternatural power as might be expected if his forearm had just been pulped by a morningstar. He opened his eyes and glanced over his rock steady guard to see the bestigor choking on a cavalry sabre that had been rammed so far down its throat that the hilt had cracked its back teeth.

			Stupidly, his first thought was that Gotrek had saved him. It had become an instinctual response to having his bacon hauled out of the fire, and the strength required to drive the heavy, slashing blade two feet through a beastman’s neck was staggering.

			But of course, it wasn’t the Slayer.

			Ulrika ripped her sword free, taking most of the bestigor’s face with it, spun for power and split a beastman from shoulder to sternum with a two-handed slash. Blood sprayed her pearl-white plate armour. She was an angel of the steppe, an avatar of cold-handed destruction.

			Another charged in, horns down. Ulrika sidestepped behind it as though the beast was weighed down by chains and neatly severed its spinal cord with a slash of her own claws. As it toppled, she reclaimed her sword from the bisected beastman with a crack like a butcher splitting spare ribs.

			In a numb kind of horror, Felix watched the vampiress blur from point to point. He never saw her move. It was like watching static images that were projected onto one place and then shifted when a beastman fell apart into an eviscerated ruin. At one point he was certain he saw two of her. Felix tried to tell himself he was foolish to be so shocked. It was still Ulrika; but that line of rationalisation was starting to stretch a little thin even for him, so he tried another.

			Gotrek too had been terrifying at times. Was this really so different?

			One of the beastmen swung a cleaver for where Ulrika stood, but the apparition was merely an illusion of her speed. Its cleaver hacked through snow and air and a split second later Ulrika fell on it from behind, lifting it from the ground and sinking her fangs into its neck. Its panicked heart fired a spurt of blood that ricocheted from the inside of Ulrika’s cheek and painted her inhuman beauty with crimson splatters. She took one mouthful and then snapped the beastman’s neck with such force that its body spun three times before impacting on the ground with a snap of bone. Another charged in, swinging an axe before it like a drunkard trying to strike a wasp. Ulrika twisted like a snake, landing a rib-­shattering kick that threw the mewling creature through the smouldering drystone wall of the nearest building. The breach coughed flame and the beastman screamed as it burned.

			The surviving beastmen bleated in disbelief.

			And something else gave its volcanic rumble of disapproval.

			Felix turned as the Chaos dragon opened its mouth. A fire hot enough to burn damned souls rose from its throat. Some undeniable imperative threw Felix in front of Ulrika just as the dragon exhaled. Felix swallowed the desire to scream as a ball of fire struck down towards him and he brought Karaghul up as if to parry a blow.

			The runes on the weapon blazed brighter than the blade itself and the dragonbreath struck a shell of energy. Fire raged across an invisible barrier as a blast of pressure drove him down onto one knee. Felix felt the downward force intensify, could almost visualise the dragon dredging every last scrap of breath from its monstrous lungs. With a roar of effort, he pushed back. There was no way he should have been able to stand, much less take a forward step, but somehow he managed both and more. He felt like a champion. Karaghul pulsed in anticipation of blood. He struck, piercing his own sphere of protection and slicing through the meat of the dragon’s forelimb.

			The dragon roared in unexpected pain, smoke roiling from its throat in bursts as it retreated from the pathetic human that had somehow managed to hurt it. With an exultant laugh that was all Karaghul, Felix ran after it, only for the beat of the dragon’s wings to force him back. The flesh of his cheeks rippled under the downwash as the dragon turned its awesome strength into lift. The dragon climbed and Felix set himself for another attack. The monster’s blue eyes glittered with a madness and hate beyond human reckoning. The foul smoke issuing from its mouth again became fire. Felix met its stare and willed it to bring it on.

			Then the dragon hissed, threw down another blast of copper-tainted wind to climb higher still and then turned away towards the standing stones that Ulrika had called Trzy Siostry. Felix hurled insults after it, but there was absolutely nothing he could do to bring it down from here. As if to taunt him, the dragon sent a fiery wave searing across a line of bowmen. The drystone wall they were cowering behind flew apart as though it had been detonated from underneath to leave a blackened crater strewn with bodies.

			Felix wavered, returning the power he had been loaned as the distance between Karaghul and the dragon increased, then slumped back down to one knee.

			Strong hands hoisted him back onto his feet. Cold hands. Felix shivered. Ulrika’s face was slick with gore, the horror of the familiar juxtaposed with something from a nightmare. He couldn’t shake the image of the moment she had torn that beastman’s throat out from his mind. She wasn’t even breathing hard. But then of course she wouldn’t: she didn’t breathe.

			‘What’s the matter?’ asked Ulrika, swaying a little, no doubt in shock. A well-intentioned smile made her look only more macabre. ‘You’ve fought a dragon before.’

			Breathless, Felix nodded towards the dead beastmen. ‘It’s a lot for just one day.’

			Ulrika rubbed her chin as though just realising there might be something there, then shook her head angrily as if to clear it. She pointed east.

			The roof of a two-storey building collapsed in flames. Felix wondered why nobody was trying to put the fires out, but then realised that they were probably too busy on the walls. On reasoned reflection, the only thing to wonder was why nobody was running away. The sound of a hymn rose over the flames, its vocals interweaving with the hellish instruments of handgun fire and screams. Smoke was beginning to sting his eyes, but Felix looked where Ulrika directed. The undead regiments fighting on the open veldt were being ground down under wave after wave of berserker assaults.

			‘My master waits for us on the other side of the line, beyond the Ostermarkers’ positions.’ She nodded to the zombies as she wiped her sabre clean and sheathed it. ‘His soldiers can buy us time, but nothing more. When they fall this entire plain is going to be overrun. My master has planned accordingly, but we have to take this one chance to get through into Kislev.’

			Felix shook his head fiercely, and pulled away from her. The heat on his back was intense. For the defenders still in Kurzycko it must’ve been appalling. But they were going to die for the Empire.

			‘These people are going to die,’ said Felix. ‘There must be something we can do to help them.’

			‘There isn’t,’ said Ulrika, so cold. ‘Even Gotrek would see that and take his doom where it could do some good.’ She grasped him by the shoulder, crushing any thoughts of escape. Felix realised that she could pick him up and drag him any time she chose, or dazzle him as she had in Altdorf, and yet she opted to try reason. Felix wasn’t sure whether that reassured him or not. ‘You just saved my life, Felix. Now let me save yours. For Max’s sake if not your own. We’ll take my horse.’

			Putting her fingers in her mouth, she emitted a high-pitched whistle that made Felix wince.

			A sense of foreboding turned Felix back towards the village. Whatever it was, it knotted in his gut. The ground appeared to be trembling, not in fear, but more in anticipation, as if it was possessed of something miraculous in potentia.

			His gaze fixed on Kurzycko’s north wall, a well-engineered construct of limestone blocks reinforced with iron rods and thick oak beams. Specks of blackpowder jigged along the parapet. Banners jerked an odd dance as their poles were shaken from beneath. The Ostermarkers themselves noticed the instability of the battlement but had precious little enough time between reloading and firing to give it any notice. None of them were able to see the hungry white mould spreading through the stonework beneath their feet, mortar crumbling into excremental dust wherever it touched.

			Felix watched on, aghast, as the strange plague spread.

			The beastman’s blood fizzed like some euphoric poison through Ulrika’s veins. The village of Kurzycko was a jumble of heat and sounds, but she could not dissociate one from the other. It was not unlike the feeling of being drunk. There was a queasiness deep within her chest, but with it a licence to do and be exactly as her body craved. The beast that dwelled within all Arisen licked its fangs, tested at the bars of its cage. The blood in her mouth was beginning to harden. She was parched. She felt hungry.

			Her grip on Felix’s shoulder tightened until he gasped. She needed him now. He was a reminder of how it felt to live without a beast. With a growl, she tried to retract her fangs, but couldn’t.

			How had she been so stupid as to feed off a creature of Chaos? In the moment it had just seemed so right, so natural. Almost worse than the desire to do so was the fact that she had been able to sate it. In the early nights of her unlife she had tried to feed off a northman only for the taint in his blood to force her to throw it back up. Something had changed, either with the world itself as the End Times approached or with her.

			She did not know which was worse.

			Blood roared through her brain like the Goromadny Falls after the summer melt. Someone was speaking to her. Was it Felix? The braying of the herd and the howls of the beast within its cage blocked it out. She focused on the feel of Felix’s arm beneath her hand and tried to concentrate on the words. They were distant, an urgent shout for a comrade lost in a storm.

			‘Get out of there, Ulrika. Get out now.’

			Aekold Helbrass strode through the embattled ranks of the Chaos horde. He was one in a vast shoal but where he walked, men and beasts were healed and the risen dead reduced to rose-choked cairns of composted earth. A mighty phalanx of zombies and their immortal puppet lords, tall warriors in archaic plate and chill blades, blocked his path. Kurgan berserkers hacked at rotting flesh. Chaos warriors crackling with the accumulated blessing of their gods fought toe to toe with kings long departed when Sigmar had walked the Empire.

			Helbrass flourished the Windblade, and the broadsword was life’s scythe. Skeletons collapsed rather than near its edge. Zombies dissolved into glorious bounties of maggots and flies at a glance.

			A wight lord proclaiming himself Ætheltan of the Teutogens cut down the Chaos warrior that opposed him and, voice as the gasp of air from a tomb unsealed, challenged Helbrass to single combat. The shade was old and angry, and strong enough in his own will to raise his sword before decay and rebirth caused his body to shrivel, his armour to corrode, and his blade to bleed iron dust. Helbrass trod on the ancient’s funerary shroud and strode on, white ­flowers bursting from the wight’s remains to complete the cycle of life.

			There was nothing special about death. The simplest primordial slime that eked an existence from the ocean’s bottom could die. A rock or a gust of wind could take a life. That event most beautiful to the Changer was thus the transition from dead matter into life.

			Already Helbrass could picture the Troll King’s wrath, and his laughter was a hammer that smote zombies and ghouls into ash to line his path.

			He fixed his gaze on the sorcerers upon the Three Sisters. Only the Kislevite village stood in his path, but that would not hold him for long.

			He would bring life to a dead land.

			There was nothing here that could stop him.

			The clouds above Wilhelmshügel turned black, a creeping grave rot spreading north through the sky. On the darkening ground beneath, messengers rushed from banner to banner with news, hearsay, and orders from a dozen generals. None of it made good listening but then, with a sweeping view of the entire plain from Rackspire to Fortenhaf in the west to Kurzycko in the north, General von Karlsdorf could see that for himself.

			Roch’s regiments were being ground down. The enemy’s monsters had done for most of the forward artillery batteries. Chaos warriors were on the walls of Kurzycko. Beastmen were slaughtering men in their trenches. Everywhere the general looked he saw men running.

			Even as he listened to the gabbled report of a mud-smeared rider, the Chaos dragon that had almost single-handedly dismantled a year’s worth of preparations banked to follow the course of a dry­stone wall. Von Karlsdorf looked away, a sick feeling in his gut, as the dragon overflew an earth and timber redoubt and introduced the arquebusiers garrisoned there prematurely to the fires of hell.

			Damn it! He wanted to tear off his hat and rip it up with his teeth. How in Sigmar’s name was a man supposed to fight something like that? He interrupted the messenger’s stream of gibberish with a snarl.

			‘Ride to General Szardenings and ask… no, tell him to send out his demigryph knights against that thing. And the rest of you!’ He raised his voice to carry over the ceaseless bombardment to the gunnery crews. ‘Keep firing. One hit would be something.’

			The rider bowed and then ran off.

			Alone amongst the chaos, General von Karlsdorf did up the buttons of his greatcoat and shivered. He shot a glance towards the wizards still upon the Three Sisters. Despite the havoc being wrought around them, there was no change in their ritual that he could discern. Was this strange darkness their doing, some magic to confound the enemy? Impossible to guess. It was so dark as to be almost night, and filled him with a chill the way a good fire might spread warmth. Feigning a desire for a better view of the battlefield, he stamped to the low drystone barricade at the lip of the hill and saw what some visceral intuition of the kind he had always dismissed told him was the source of his disquiet.

			A company of knights in armour as black as smoke were galloping across the veldt, charging under the wake of the dark skies towards Kurzycko. The crimson swallowtails of Commandant Roch’s personal colours tore from the vexillary’s standard. Von Karlsdorf prided himself on being a reasonable man, but something about the sight made him shudder. It was surely just a trick of low light and powder smoke that made it look as if the entire formation had just charged through a defensive wall.

			He summoned one of his aides.

			‘Round up what cavalry we have and dispatch them to help Roch.’

			‘It’s only free companies left, general. Some of them have already tried to run away once.’

			‘Give the order,’ said von Karlsdorf, lifting his eyeglass to study the flame-lit walls of Kurzycko. ‘Before it’s too late.’

			In a thunderous shriek of hooves and steel and bone, the wedge of black Templars with Commandant Roch at their tip smashed open the anarchic Chaos formation like a nut under a hammer. Men and their allied beasts went down under hooves at once ethereal and iron hard. A gratifying number broke, and Roch paid them no further mind. He did not chance his own unlife for a few hundred marauders from the enemy’s vanguard. He bared his fangs as he surveyed the effacing flood of Change between him and Kurzycko.

			This is why we fight, he thought. As if the reminder were required.

			Roch had drained ten strong men in preparation for this encounter. His most learned necromancers had warded his armour with magicks of binding and unlife. There would not be enough left of Aekold Helbrass to burn on the plague pyres of Bechafen.

			Ulrika covered her ears against the sudden tumult of screams as the battlements of Kurzycko ceased to be a wall and became instead an unsupported collation of stone blocks and tendrilous fungal growths. It was a futile effort for one who could measure the pulse of the harpies gliding high overhead. The mycelial tendrils lashed out from the stonework, tossing men aside in convulsions of hunger before shrinking back and then, in the grossly accelerated culmination of their life cycle, exploding in a mushroom cloud of puffy white spores. Soldiers wailed, clinging on suddenly to nothing at all as the entire length of wall came apart underneath them and dropped them into the choking cloud.

			Felix covered his nose and mouth with his cloak, the spores irritating his throat even from the other side of the village. Ulrika was glad that she no longer needed to breathe. It seemed strange and a little grotesque that she had once been so wedded to it. Skin tingling, claws extruded, she watched as a single armoured man stepped through the cloud.

			She would have known him had she been staked through the heart and left for the sunrise with a silver blindfold. Aekold Helbrass, the conqueror of Kislev and Praag. Apart from his hands and feet that were as green as new shoots, he was clad in a suit of plate armour that shifted constantly in colour like oil on water. Nothing in his physical stature shouted ‘Champion’. He was neither especially tall, nor powerful in appearance, but looking at him was like staring too long at the sun. Feeling her cheeks beginning to moisten, Ulrika blinked, looked away, and wiped red tears from her eyes.

			Helbrass was life: violent, explosive, untempered life, and just looking upon him made her eyes bleed.

			Blind to the fires burning all around, she started towards him. She wanted to rend him apart for what he had done to her homeland, and she wished to test just how far Felix would go to protect her, but really her need surpassed and transcended all logical considerations.

			She was a moth to the flame.

			She had pulled away from Felix and drawn her sabre when she heard a rumble of hoofbeats and an armoured knight on a ghostly white charger burst through the cloud. He wore heavy black armour, moulded plates accoutred with rubies and bronze-fretted embossings of snarling bats. A jewelled broadsword was in his beringed hand and it had clearly tasted blood in getting its bearer here. His skin carried an unearthly pallor and a white stream of hair ran out in his wake. Blood called to blood.

			It was her master!

			Aekold Helbrass turned and readied his blade, but made no move to step out of the way. There was something mocking in the shift of patterns across his helm. Roch shouted at Ulrika to run.

			Then he struck Helbrass’s life-giving aura, the power of an ancient bloodline meeting the vigorous, carefree exuberance of Change. The wards upon the commandant’s armour blazed aethyric black, smoke venting from the joins as his skin sizzled. Calling on the restorative power of his blood, he howled fresh agony as burned flesh was healed and then incinerated anew. With willpower alone, he lifted his sword and urged his horse on, but the magic that bound the undead beast did not have the power of the ancient curse that bestowed unlife upon its rider. Like vapour from a blacksmith’s cooling bucket, the horse evaporated, hurling Roch’s armoured bulk to the ground.

			‘You would challenge me?’

			It was the first time Ulrika had heard Helbrass speak, and his voice was like the light that lanced through a cloudy sky. She reeled from it, but stronger, older, Roch rose and smashed his sword against Helbrass’s. The champion parried, countered. Roch received and returned. The champion was quick, but the vampire lord was quicker, unleashing a storm of blows that even Ulrika did not believe she could match for speed or steel-rending power. Helbrass defended himself with almost equal speed and no little skill, but Roch left no opening for an attack.

			Until he started to slow down.

			The effect was so slight at first that Ulrika did not even notice, but then Roch coughed, splattering blood over Helbrass’s visor and dropping to his knees with his hand upon his heart. Ulrika watched with mounting fury as her master’s pectoral plate buckled and gave before his swelling chest. The Arisen crossed his arms over his breast and roared defiance. A naus­eating ripple passed out from his brow as Helbrass placed a hand upon his head. Flames flicked across his gums, his chest continued to heave, and just as it looked as though his body could stretch no further, he emitted a scream and burst apart into a screeching cloud of bats.

			Chuckling, the champion of Chaos strode through their flapping wings and levelled his sword.

			Ulrika unconsciously took a backward step, but then checked herself and brought up her own blade to match. She felt the roar of her beast as the bars of its cage grew brittle. There was no escape from here even if she wished it.

			And she did not.

			This was something that she and Felix would have to face together.
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			‘Ulrika, what are you doing? Get back!’

			Acting without thought and purely on instinct, Felix put himself between Ulrika and the Chaos champion. He had seen for himself what this warrior had done to that vampiric knight and, for all Ulrika’s strength, Felix knew this was not a foe that she could confront and survive. He shook his head ruefully and raised his sword.

			And did he think that he could?

			‘I am life,’ said the champion, without break in his stride, his voice the roar of the fire that would scorch away the forest so that life might flou­rish anew. ‘She is death. Is this the side you choose?’

			A flash of silvered blue was all that Felix saw of the champion’s blade as it clove towards him. In that brief second, Felix acknowledged that he was probably as good as dead, but an impulse sent his sword darting into the path of the stroke. The clash of steel threw the two blades apart. Felix winced at the pain in his fingers. Against the dragon he had felt invincible, but now he felt as stiff as a tree with one too many rings under its trunk. Muscle memory spun him away from the champion’s counterstroke, then shaped him to slash back-handed under the champion’s throat just as a hissing black shape bombed into his peripheral vision.

			He swung around to parry, but the winged ferocity of a bat flew into his face and flapped madly around his head. It was one of those that had been birthed in the other vampire’s demise. Felix turned his face to try and shrug the creature off, but it stuck with him. A mad laugh sounded over the leathery snap of wings and the growl of burning thatch and Felix parried a groin thrust that he caught a fraction too late. He swore as it nicked his thigh, and stumbled back.

			The heat pouring from the burning buildings was intense. The flames conjured a strange tableau whereby the horned silhouettes of beastmen fought a deadly game with zombies and other, stranger, creatures of crazed if undeniably intelligent design. Blue-finned daemons shrieked overhead while from all around reverberated the muffled thunder of distant cannon. It was as if Felix had been swallowed by some hellish daemon and was listening to its heartbeat. Even the smell of burned meat seemed apt to the scenario.

			Through the fluttering lashes of beating bat-wings, Felix caught a glimpse of Ulrika. Her eyes were red as those plucked from a dead man, crimson tears streaming down her cheeks. With one clawed hand shielding her face as if just looking at the champion was painful, she and her sabre cut in. She looked almost bestial as with raw strength alone she beat aside the champion’s sword and lunged for the join between helm and gorget.

			The champion parried and Ulrika came again with a growl and a flurry of blows, the Chaos warrior cackling as each came a little slower and lighter than the last. The sickly smell of sizzling fat rose from her armour.

			She threw one more attack before she could endure no more and fell back with a shriek and smoke streaming from her hands. ‘A curse on you, Helbrass!’

			The patterning of the champion’s armour implied amusement, if not outright mockery. ‘That is not within your power to bestow, stagnant one.’

			Taking the opportunity, Felix swatted aside the blasted bat and hauled Ulrika to her feet.

			She recoiled from his touch as though his mortal warmth was enough to burn her. The smell of her alone was enough to make him want to be sick, but her appearance was worse. Her flesh had liquefied and run, congealing as it cooled into malformed shapes that didn’t always fully sheathe cracked and blackened bone. The white scales of her armour were charred at the edges. She wouldn’t lower her hands from her face.

			‘Run. You can’t fight this.’

			‘And you can?’ Ulrika snarled through still-smoking fingers.

			Felix angled his sword into a guard, turned his attention to Helbrass and backed slowly away. The vague idea of falling back to the attaman’s fortified manor was somewhere in there amongst his thoughts. He gave a wry smile, surprised to find he was actually enjoying himself a little bit. Change was overrated.

			‘I said I could fight. I didn’t say I could win.’

			‘I will enjoy this,’ said Helbrass. ‘It is always a precious gift to face a man with a destiny.’ The champion threw a decapitating stroke. Felix watched its edge come.

			Some destiny.

			Parrying for his life, Felix retreated with Ulrika behind him. Attacks fell thick and fast, and Felix’s sword danced without any conscious input from him, but he could only wish that the gulf between him and his foe was a simple matter of swordsmanship. Vines burst from the ground to turn defensive stances into stumbling retreats. The earth hatched sinuous insects that crawled up his legs and into his armour. The very sleet falling from the sky became buzzing, stinging things, a droning mob of fat yellow-back flies that for all Felix’s efforts clung to his head as though it had been basted in honey. And through it all came the changeling armour of Aekold Helbrass.

			It dawned on him fully then that Helbrass was not an opponent against whom an ordinary man should fight. He had routed the Ice Queen from her own land, sacked a city that had never been conquered, one where Gotrek Gurnisson was said to have faced his final doom.

			The utter certainty that he had no chance at all was strangely liberating.

			He risked a sideways glance. Ulrika was black and hunched, but somehow with her sword in hand. Steam rose off her where snow fell.

			‘What are you still doing here? Go. I’ll hold him here.’

			Ulrika lowered her hand from her face. It was burned almost beyond recognition. Even her eyes were shot through with crimson, suspended by some blood curse within an unblinkered socket. A string of white teeth including two unmistakable vampiric fangs gaped where lips and gums had been burned down to the enamel. ‘You would do that for me?’

			Felix parried a numbing blow and spat out a wasp. Somewhere on the outskirts of his vision a skeletal knight galloped through the flames. He’d almost forgotten there was still a battle raging out there. ‘Of course I would. Go!’

			Ulrika’s skin cracked as she smiled. It was horrifying, but she seemed to stand a little straighter and her eyes became marginally less wild, as if drawing conviction from the – frankly shocking – revelation that he still cared.

			‘I am not leaving. This is Kislev whatever Empire men try to call it. It is mine.’

			In other circumstances, Felix might have laughed. He did know how to pick them. Gotrek had craved death more than anything, and Ulrika couldn’t die, at least not with any kind of finality. For all their differences they were as bad as each other.

			‘Stop arguing,’ he spat, his ears beginning to go numb from the relentless clangour of beaten steel. He had lost sensation in his fingers some minutes ago. ‘You can’t even stand within reach of him.’

			‘I do not need to.’

			Ulrika spread her claws, scything them through a sequence of gestures as a rivulet of bloody syllables coursed from her lips. A dark wind from the forced gates of Morr’s garden fanned her hair. Felix shivered at its touch. It was one thing to know that she was capable of these arts, but quite another again to witness their use. The cloud of insects shrivelled and dropped dead from the air.

			Helbrass spun back and lowered his sword. The impression of something loathsome left its colour trail upon his armour. ‘A sorceress? Count your stars that I am here to save you from yourself.’

			Helbrass clenched both fists and roared as his entire body erupted into a pyre of incandescent flame. The howl of it filled Felix’s ears, but the sound was that of a gale rather than of a fire. It pulled back on his cloak. He raised an arm to shield his eyes. He could see things, flickering things, places between the tongues of multicoloured flame. Those places were real. With some visceral comprehension of the power of the Prince of Lies, he knew that.

			Ulrika’s claws continued to carve the air into frayed and bloody sigils, but Felix could no longer hear the words she screamed.

			‘You can thank me,’ shouted Helbrass, ‘when the Troll King does not take you.’

			Runesmith Gorlin dumped his satchel under the ancient stone arch of the gateway up to the surface and dropped to his knees to start tugging out the straps. He flinched as Snorri’s hammer crushed a beastman against one of the squat stone struts, smashing it in so hard that the creature stuck there, still twitching after Snorri turned back to the horde.

			The runesmith mouthed his thanks and returned to work.

			‘Snorri doesn’t see why we don’t just kill all the beastmen. Then we can fix the door.’

			‘Seconded,’ wheezed Krakki, tattooed paunch glistening by firelight.

			‘Grobkaz,’ the runesmith swore, running his hands over the dolmen runes. ‘The gate is irreparable. It cannot be resealed.’

			‘Does that mean we can try Snorri’s plan now?’ said Snorri, breaking a beastman’s spear on his forehead and then shattering its shin with a blow from his mace-leg.

			‘It means that all of Chaos has a shortcut into the manlings’ Empire,’ Gorlin shot back.

			‘And that’s…’ Snorri’s face screwed up in thought. ‘Bad?’

			‘I came prepared,’ said Gorlin, almost proudly, returning his hands to his pack and shaking out a number of tubular containers with long tapers at one end. They smelled of saltpetre.

			‘Snorri doesn’t mind getting blown up,’ said Snorri conversationally, pinning his own satchel to his side and ducking a swinging axe.

			‘Don’t be a wattock,’ said Krakki. ‘You’d only light the wrong end.’

			‘Would not,’ Snorri returned, and Krakki gutted a charging beastman on his fistspike with the biggest grin he could still muster.

			‘Have you been carrying the torch all the way from Karak Kadrin?’

			‘Enough, both of you.’ Skalf Hammertoes clutched his crossbow stock in fingers like talons and regarded them both. ‘These are the End Times and there is no need to bicker over every possible doom.’ He grunted, unearthing a decision and finding it poorer than he’d hoped. ‘Krakki, light the fuses. The rest of you…’ He grinned, swung up his crossbow, and started towards the wall of beastmen that blocked the Kislev-bound tunnel. ‘Run as fast as you can.’

			Aekold Helbrass extended a green shoot of a hand, sapphire flames spiralling down the raised arm as though burning along a trail of spirits and then geysering from his open palm. Arresting her own incantation, Ulrika screamed a word of power and threw up a barrier that ran with the horrified faces of the battle’s dead. They cried out in one voice as Helbrass’s blue fire disintegrated against the glassine shell. Dazzling motes of change cascaded from the impact like willow blossom. Spirits shaken loose went whimpering back to their battlefield limbo. It was as if the most pessimistic of street agitators cried.

			The old gods turned their faces even from the dead.

			Fire coiled around Helbrass’s armour like a living thing. His stance was easy, utterly in control and yet free. It reminded Felix of the snake charmers that he and Gotrek had encountered in Ind. They had given their bodies to creatures that could, and perhaps should, have destroyed them, but emerged stronger for the union. It was not a reassuring comparison to draw. 

			Spitting at the snow, Helbrass’s serpents of energy darted forwards. Two of them this time, blue and gold, they smashed against Ulrika’s barrier in a welter of sparks and banished spirits. Ulrika shuddered and pushed back. Maws of multicoloured flame slid and slathered across her shield like sea-dragons over the bottom of a boat.

			Felix didn’t fool himself that he knew much more about magic than any man not of the colleges, but he knew a fighter on the back foot when he saw one.

			‘Fight back,’ he cried over the screams of the dead as they burned in the Changer’s fires. ‘Give him something to worry about.’

			Ulrika groaned, arms spread-eagled as though she personally held up the weight of the sky. The pyrotechnic display washed her charred flesh. ‘I know how to fight, Felix. I can beat him. I just need…’

			‘What?’

			Swift as a knife in the back, Ulrika took a handful of Felix’s collar and bared her fangs.

			‘Blood.’

			Felix screamed as the vampiress dragged him towards her and then several things happened at once.

			The barrier emitted a final death scream and Felix and Ulrika were momentarily encased within a shell of golden-blue flame. With her weight entirely beneath Felix, she gave a hungry snarl and hurled him wide, using the counterforce to duck back as the forked tongue of fire licked between them.

			Felix flailed and then crashed into a wattle and daub wall on the other side of the street. His cry was driven out of him and he hit the ground under a patter of chalk dust and lime aggregates from the daub.

			With a groan, he pushed himself up, watching as Ulrika sped away. She was moving so fast that her passing not only parted the smoke but dragged it on behind her. A stream of blue fire shot after her, but somehow she outpaced it and the jet flickered and faded back to Helbrass’s fingertips.

			The champion followed at a walk, patient as an oak. Blue and yellow fire crackled over his left and right shoulder, blending over his helm into a perfect halo of infernal, life-giving green. Almost as an afterthought, he turned his head in passing and thrust an open palm towards Felix.

			Felix hit the ground just as the pillar of blue fire whooshed over the spot and struck the building behind him. The impact punched through the wall and blew out the window shutters. Felix covered his head under his arms as bits of wattle and thatch hailed down. He tried not to look at them. Each was burned but also subtly changed, each one a mirror onto a scene of past triumph or future tragedy. Coughing, he pulled himself out of the debris and staggered onto his feet. Then he found Karaghul, wiped his fringe from his eyes, coughed again, and cast about for a sign of Helbrass.

			The champion was striding after Ulrika. Where the vampiress had carved the smoke like a fish through water, around Helbrass it twinkled and fell again as fresh spring rain that nourished the virgin shoots at his feet.

			Felix shot a quick glance the other way. He could pick out a few northmen through the smoke and fire fighting in the breached wall, but it seemed that Roch’s army and the Kurzycko garrison still held the line.

			Covering his mouth and hunching underneath the thickest smoke, Felix chased after the Chaos champion. So long as it remained two-on-one then they had a chance.

			He really should’ve known better.

			The smoke cleared sufficiently around the incombustible stone solidity of the attaman’s manor for Felix to see more than a few feet without his eyes stinging. Its high walls had been buttressed with a pine stockade, the red stone balconies blocked up with ramparts of Ostermark lime from which the occasional matchlock flared to send bullets winging through the melee in the courtyard before its splintered gates.

			A herd of about twenty beastmen filled the square with the clash of their weapons and their braying battle cries. The flagstones had been pulled up long before to construct the curtain wall and reinforce the structures deemed defensible, and the ground had been churned to a filthy slush under their hooves. As he watched, Ulrika fended off five one-handed, keeping the manor’s wall to her back as a sixth lowed ecstatically in her embrace. Blood spilled down her chin and over her breastplate. Black flesh softened and turned milky even as he watched. Only the scar above the left eye remained.

			Felix tasted bile and had to cover his mouth for fear that he was going to be sick. With every beat of the foul creature’s heart that pumped blood onto her lips, her eyes grew fiercer. Her grip hardened. Even over the noise of the beastmen, Felix thought he heard ribs snap. He shook his head and swallowed his disgust. She did only what she had to in order to survive. They both had more important concerns right now than Felix’s civilised mores.

			Slush became good soil and sprouted wildflowers as Helbrass walked onto the courtyard. Blue and yellow flames became indigo and capered from his fingertips.

			Felix opened his mouth to shout a warning just as a beastman blundered out from one of the burning cottages and barrelled towards him. Felix swore and brought up his sword to parry aside its axe. He pedalled back for space and adopted a guard. Either Helbrass had numbed his hands more than he’d realised or the beastman’s strike had been unusually weak.

			The muscular, goat-headed gor stamped its hooves and brayed a challenge. It was a foot taller than Felix and half again as thick around its chest. Felix could hear its lungs scraping for breath. It drew a huge breath of thick smoke, swung a blow that fell a foot to Felix’s left, and then collapsed to its knees with spittle on its wispy goat-beard. Felix didn’t even bother finishing it off. His own lungs were burning too, though he was smart enough to cover his mouth and measure his breathing. He staggered away from the beastman’s drowned-fish gasps, watching helplessly as Helbrass flung his indigo fire through the herd towards Ulrika.

			Whether it was sense or the survival instinct of a beast, Ulrika withdrew her dripping mouth from her meal’s neck and flung the beastman underarm into the fire.

			Indigo flame bloomed around the beastman and it brayed in pain, seizing as if the mutagenising beam was triggering every nerve in its body to fire. Flesh rippled beneath its fur. Its muzzle opened but, rather than a bleat of agony, produced a slimy proboscis that stretched out from the gor’s terror-stricken throat. The beastman jerked in the grip of the beam, choking as the worm-like creature filled its mouth, swelling until it pushed out its cheeks and dislocated its jaw with a horrific snap. Felix stared in horror as the newborn thing hissed at him and then lashed back to sink fangs into the beastman’s eye. Blood and clear fluids spattered down its muzzle. The beastman convulsed, but Felix wasn’t sure the creature felt it any more. More of those tendrilous horrors burst from its snout and armpits and from under its nails and slithered through their own birthing gore to join the feast. What remained of the beastman simply came apart. The stained rags it had been wearing split to spew a dozen blood-soaked worms that screeched as they tore into each other for the last scraps of meat on the creature’s bones.

			Felix watched it collapse, wide-eyed and open-mouthed, as if the experience had hollowed him inside and out. Death was one thing, but that? For some selfish reason, the yearning wish that he and Kat had found the time to have a child filled his mind. Even Gotrek had understood the power of immortality.

			But that was wrong. It wasn’t immortality. It was continuance.

			Ulrika snarled, poleaxed a beastman with a hypnotic stare, grabbed it with both hands and positioned it between her and Helbrass like a shield.

			‘Do you know what happens to those like us in Praag?’ said Helbrass. ‘Would you not rather die than live forever in a cage?’ Laughing, he extended an emerald claw. ‘Or do I seek understanding from the cursed?’

			‘You were a prisoner?’ said Felix, unable to believe it. What kind of a monster could hold this captive?

			‘I and others. More than I could kill before I escaped.’

			‘What of Max?’ Ulrika spat suddenly. Her voice was slurred as if she was drunk and her fangs had become engorged to interfere with her tongue. ‘A Light wizard of the Empire called Max Schrieber. He was taken after the battle at Alderfen.’

			Helbrass spread his hands in what might have been a shrug. Flame flicked along the edges of his armour. ‘All life is connected. All life is one. Even the Troll King understands this in his heart.’

			‘Understands what?’ said Felix.

			‘Death or life,’ Helbrass roared, those flickering embers igniting into a pyre of incandescent madness. Felix covered his eyes. The surviving beastmen lowered their weapons and bleated in confusion. The Ostermarkers stopped firing. Everyone had stopped to watch the Chaos champion burn. And his eyes were solely on Ulrika. ‘Stasis or change. Stagnation or expansion. Since before the age of the Old Ones that has been the only choice that matters.’

			The multicoloured flames turned grey, roaring higher until the champion’s entire body was consumed by them. And then the inferno flickered back down. Felix stared. Helbrass was gone.

			‘Ulrika–’

			Before he could finish, Helbrass reappeared inside the manor gate in a thunderclap of shadow-grey flame that sent cracks splintering up through the lintel stone and threw Ulrika and her beastman hostage flat on their faces. Felix ran to protect her. Despite what he had witnessed, she was still the Ulrika he had known. He readied his blade as if it could be of any use whatsoever as the very air beneath the arch was distorted, excited to the point of ignition by the energy of change.

			‘Stasis or change?’ Helbrass yelled. ‘Those are the choices.’

			‘Men don’t change,’ Felix returned.

			Helbrass emitted a shrill laugh. ‘Allow me to open your eyes to how wrong you are.’

			The champion stabbed his sword into the ground and then clenched his fists over the pommel as though straining to draw it back. Flames spat from his armour, like tightening muscles, shifting from grey to orange. Looking at them was like staring into a prism, but rather than colours it was reality that they split, spraying out all its component possibilities.

			‘Witness your destiny! Experience the manifold possibilities of destruction before one claims you.’

			Felix couldn’t close his eyes fast enough to keep from looking.

			He saw Kislev.

			Cries of despair rose from every quarter of the city as the besieging army poured in through the warped and still-living gate. He charged down the Goromadny Prospekt. If there was to be a last stand, if there was anyone else left, then it would be at the Ice Palace. He looked over his shoulder, hearing the cries of the Kurgan gaining ground, and saw the chariot racing up the prospekt. Its painted blue hull was wrapped with chains and pulled by three black horses, a pair of marauders in the car. One pointed him out with his spear. With a curse, Felix ducked against a wall and swung his sword around to face them. It was hopeless anyway, now that Gotrek had fallen…

			Alderfen.

			Covering his nose and mouth to keep from vomiting, Felix matched blades with the hideous plaguebearer of Nurgle. Pus drooled from its hanging jaw, its cyclopean eye staring blankly as if with fever, but despite its famine-wasted form it was hideously strong. With a blast of purifying light, Max Schreiber reduced a score of them to a foul smell on the aethyr. Not enough. The battle was already lost. There was time only for regret – that neither man would leave the other behind…

			Altdorf.

			Too weak to lift his own head, Kat raised him under her arm and spooned something he could no longer taste into his mouth. It was pointless. Kat should have fled Altdorf with their child like everyone else, but now they would both die like Otto and Annabella. Because of him. Through the ­window, he could see what men had once called Karl Franz Park, and the putrescent daemon lord that had made it its home…

			The Everpeak.

			The last and greatest army of the dwarfs stood arrayed in gromril and gold before the skaven horde. They were doomed, and fought only to spare themselves the sight of Karaz-a-Karak in flames. In the front rank of a legion of Slayers, he and Gotrek stood shoulder to shoulder. Gotrek pointed to a figure amongst the hordes, but it was unnecessary. Felix had marked that card long ago. Thanquol! From his throne atop a great horned bell the Grey Seer commanded his minions forward, and in a chittering mass a million strong they obeyed…

			Kurzycko.

			He saw…

			‘Sigmar’s blood!’

			He had seen enough. Without waiting for the vision to finish, he grabbed Ulrika by the hand and dragged her back from the attaman’s manor.

			Snorri didn’t think he’d ever felt so many beastmen crammed so close. The tunnel stank of blood, guts, and panic – and the sulphurous spark of a lit taper.

			With axe, hammer, and mace, Snorri bludgeoned a path through the beastmen. Durin Drakkvarr followed with an ice-cold ferocity, eyes set like ball bearings in a daemon mask. Drogun, Skalf and the other surviving Slayers followed in behind. Snorri bared his teeth, barely even looking at what he was killing any more.

			This was it. The end. He could almost taste it.

			Snorri Nosebiter would sup ale in the Ancestors’ Hall tonight!

			‘Aren’t you forgetting something?’

			Durin’s voice was typically cold. Between blows, he picked Snorri’s satchel off the ground and tossed it over. Snorri dropped his hammer and caught it. The strap had been sliced through. Pity, thought Snorri, the blade must have missed him by a hair’s breadth.

			‘You have borne it thus far. It would be a shame now to meet your doom without it.’

			Snorri tried to hang the severed strap over his shoulder. It dropped twice more before he showed it to Durin. ‘You’ll have to tie it. Snorri… Snorri’s not very good at knots.’

			Durin did so without fuss. ‘Let us race to Praag, Snorri, and the first one to the Ancestors’ Hall will have the beers ready.’

			With a grin, Snorri picked up his hammer and threw himself back into the fight. He felt good, better than he had in days. This was surely the mighty doom he had been promised.

			You will have the mightiest doom.

			Blown apart and entombed with a horde of beastmen seemed mighty enough to Snorri and the likes of Durin and Krakki and Drogun were good dwarfs with whom to share it. He didn’t even mind overly when Durin tackled the beastman that had been about to bury its axe in his skull, and then screamed something in Snorri’s ear as he pushed him ahead into the press.

			There was a moment’s pause, as if Snorri’s crossed stars held their breath.

			And then the bombs went off.

			The explosion rippled through the reinforced stone walls of the manor like a wave. Felix threw himself on top of Ulrika as Helbrass caught a glimpse of his own future and bellowed. A shock wave from somewhere deep within the structure pummelled his armour and shredded his bare hands with shrapnel. The champion’s hand snapped through a new incantation, summoning back his grey fire, but too late. Always too late.

			The cracked lintel above his head finally split and the champion looked up, witnessing just one of manifold possibilities realised as the supporting structure gave and three storeys’ worth of masonry piled onto his shoulders.

			There was a subterranean crump as one of the munitions stores in the manor’s cellars went off. The walls shook, but that one hadn’t been nearly as fierce. Mingled cries of triumph and dismay drifted down from the shell-shocked men on the ramparts.

			Dizzied and slightly deaf, Felix picked himself up off of Ulrika. Rubble drizzled from his hair. He winced as his numerous aches and pains let him know where they were. The air tasted burned, and it tingled as if it had felt too much violence on its way to his throat. The sky rumbled with the roar of cannon.

			Helbrass’s own fires must have ignited one of the blackpowder rooms. That was the only explanation.

			Ulrika groaned beneath him and shifted. Felix felt an inappropriately timed pang of desire at the sight of her; tousled, spent, a little groggy from too much drink. He pushed the thought aside. There would be time enough to explore it later if they could just get out of here alive.

			‘What happened?’ Ulrika murmured. ‘Did you kill him?’

			‘After a fashion, I think.’

			‘How? He was the conqueror of Kislev. And you are–’

			‘A has-been former henchman?’

			‘Something like that.’ Ulrika smiled and held up a hand for Felix to pull her up. He did and she fell into his arms before she could steady herself. Her body was oddly warm after having drunk. Her white hair was clotted with blood and smelled of smoke. She looked at Helbrass’s buried remains, and then at Felix, lips parted in an expression of awe as if he had just done something astounding.

			‘It’s not quite what you think.’

			A low growl disturbed the sprinkling rock dust. Ulrika looked up and Felix turned to see the big bull minotaur that had first broken through the manor’s doors return to look for its raiding party. Its horned head drew level with the eaves of the row of houses behind it, even hunched under the weight of its armour and the massive warhammer in its hands. It surveyed the wreckage and snorted a great plume of hot air. Felix drew up his sword wearily.

			What god did I offend today, he thought?

			‘Starovye!’

			Felix had heard that word before, had in context assumed it meant ‘drink’, but as he twisted around he saw Damir and his stubborn little Ungol pony bolt through the breach in the village’s northern wall with his bow nocked and two-score stridently garbed horsemen thundering in his train. With a shiver of forty-plus recurve bows, the minotaur sprouted arrows.

			Hollering fury, the monster swung its warhammer across a high, sweeping arc. Damir pressed himself down against his pony’s neck as the hammer whistled overhead, then smoothly nocked another arrow, shot it point blank into the bull’s neck, and kicked his pony out of reach. The Ungol rode to Ulrika and offered his hand. Ulrika took it, planted her boot into the pony’s flank and swung herself up behind Damir into the saddle.

			The minotaur bellowed, goring a pony through the shoulder and flipping it and its rider through the air. Ulrika flourished her sabre.

			‘Let us finish this and be away.’

			‘Nyeh,’ said the Ungol, sucking in his teeth and nodding back the way he had just ridden.

			More horsemen were following in through the breach, riding hard as if pursued not just by the forces of hell but by hell itself. Felix caught glimpses of Imperial colours within the coloured wools and hemp coats of the Ungol horse-archers. A smattering of pistol shots peppered the minotaur’s armour before one, fired from close range, blew out the back of its pot-helm. The beast crashed forwards and riders yipped or else just continued to gallop past.

			Felix saw the pistolier cough and wave a hand through the pistol discharge. He was a shade too tall to sit comfortably on a horse the size of the wiry mare he rode. Long blond hair lay over blood-spattered mail. A blue cloak hung over one shoulder. With shaking fingers, he inexpertly refilled the chamber of his pistol from the horn tied to his saddle. His efforts seemed to spill more powder over his fingers than into his weapon. He noticed Felix and gave a fraught half-smile.

			‘If ever I see a Detlef Sierck or a von Diehl or any of those “just war” poets, then I’m going to kill them.’

			‘Gustav?’ said Felix in disbelief. ‘What are you doing here?’

			The young man scowled, closing the powder chamber and shaking spilt powder from the gun barrel. Then he holstered it. ‘My men are club-footed sots and the guards von Karlsdorf placed on the Bechafen road have ­patriotism to fill their pockets.’

			More horsemen were piling through the breach, firing over their shoulders as they came.

			‘You can talk later,’ said Ulrika. ‘We have to ride east. My master’s soldiers wait for us there to escort us across the Auric Bastion.’

			Felix gestured to the men still clinging on to the battlements of the subsiding manor-fort. ‘These men–’

			‘Will serve Roch and the Emperor long after this, I assure you.’

			‘At least let me see Gustav to Badenhof. I owe my brother that much.’

			‘No time!’ Ulrika snarled, angered by something Felix had said. The crack of pistol shots was growing sharper and more frequent. ‘He can risk the ride back to the Empire or he can come with us.’

			Felix turned to his nephew; nervous, scared, slightly exalted, face painted by the back-splatter of a monster few would ever see and that he had still to realise that he had just slain. He was family. And Ulrika was essentially asking him to choose the time and manner of his death.

			Life or death? Here in Kurzycko or sometime later in Kislev?

			He ground his teeth and relented. It wasn’t really much of a choice, and at least this way Felix could keep an eye on him.

			‘Stick by me, Gustav. I’ll see you through this.’

			Felix was reminded of another promise he had made back in the Shallyan temple in Altdorf, another promise he’d known he wouldn’t be able to keep.

			‘You’ve got to be joking. I am not going to Kislev with you.’

			Felix waved his protests down. His nephew’s opinion was moot now anyway. He looked around for a horse of his own to ride as a wedge of heavily armoured knights in moulded black plate and riding muscularly caparisoned destriers came through the north breach at a hard canter. A rearguard of pistoliers followed in a skirmish line, loosing a fusillade of solid shot into the pursuing northmen.

			The knights reined in by Felix and Ulrika while the pistoliers and the Ungols rallied into a formation to hold the northmen at bay. A standard bearer bore a swallowtailed red banner that fluttered loosely in the heat eddies from the village’s burning. Their black plate was shaped into effigies of snarling faces, decorated with unusual variants of holy iconography and strung with tattered scraps of scripture. The wargear was stained and dented, but the marble-hard men within were pristine exemplars of beauty and strength.

			To Felix’s mind, they could have equally just had ‘vampire’ emblazoned on the banderoles fluting from their lanceheads.

			He could almost picture the recruitment poster right then: a phalanx of rotting zombies marching on the Auric Bastion under the heraldic bat of the vampire counts of Sylvania. Somehow, he couldn’t see it passing the Reiksmarshal’s approval. He gave a world-weary sigh. Why should the dead not bear their own weight?

			‘I presume one of you lords has a horse for me?’

			‘You may ride with me, Herr Jaeger.’

			The knights’ commander drew in the reins of his chilling, ghost-white charger. His eyes were pupil-less, as clear and compelling as pearls, and just standing under their gaze without bending the knee felt like an act of treason against the natural order. His high cheekbones reminded him a little of Ulrika, telling perhaps of a shared Gospodar heritage. He wore the same black full plate as his command, only much more elaborate and with a faint magical aura perceptible even to Felix.

			It was clearly none other than Commandant Roch himself.

			‘I saw you die,’ Felix murmured.

			‘Life and death are seldom such straightforward affairs.’ The vampire lord produced a smile more predatory than anything ever worn by a dire wolf or a Southlands alligator and extended a hand. Felix noted the ring that glittered from his translucent finger. He was reminded of his own. ‘If you knew me, then you would know I have returned from worse.’

			‘Fire! Fire! Fire!’ screamed General von Karlsdorf until spittle was flying from his mouth.

			The Chaos hordes were streaming out from the chokepoint at Kurzycko. Everywhere he looked now, provincial banners were being tramped under the iron heel of the advancing legions as men were cut down or broke. The stamp of so many feet was loud enough to sound even over the burst and whine of mortar fire from Wilhelmshügel.

			Roch had abandoned them. It was over.

			Matthias Wilhelm dropped his eyeglass and stared numbly over the coming wave.

			‘Fire,’ he murmured. ‘Somebody?’

			The words dried up as the corner of his eye caught a flash of red and he turned to see the wizards of the Three Sisters immolated in dragonfire. Harpies and daemons shot through the flames, followed by the imperious glide of the Chaos dragon.

			All around, men abandoned their guns in terror, but Matthias Wilhelm stood frozen. He whimpered as the cloud of harpies poured down, claws outstretched for the kill.

			Ulrika hardened her heart to the screams as she gave her white stallion its head to run. It was unsurprisingly easy. Men were dying, but it was not as if they were going anywhere. Her master would still need an army to reclaim Trzy Siostry and push the Chaos host back through the Auric Bastion.

			She closed her eyes and let her mount gallop, allowing the rhythm of its stride to perfuse the muscles of her thighs. The horse had found its way back to its stablemates after the fight in Kurzycko and she had been pleased, in a detached sort of way, to be reunited for this final leg of their journey. The infamous cold of the oblast wind ran though her hair, but of course, she did not feel it. She did not know what she had been expecting to feel on her return home.

			But not nothing.

			In Praag perhaps, it would be different. Yes, the true Ungol steppe. That was her home, not this rolling southern country that in all but language and the names of its villages was not dissimilar from the Empire across the river. Burned-out farmsteads dotted the snow­scape. The snow-coated firs of the Shirokij Forest prickled the hills to her left while mountains climbed through the clouds to her right. This was not home.

			At the approach of familiar heartbeats, she turned in the saddle to watch Felix, Gustav and Damir leading a sizeable force of horse-archers, free company pistoliers, and demilancers out from the Auric Bastion.

			Damir of course could ride all day and sleep in the saddle by night. He had done so before and would doubtless be called on to do so again. He was loyal beyond mortal scope and a fierce warrior. She had no concerns about him or the men he led.

			For all his griping about aches and pains, Felix compared favourably with his younger counterpart. His greying hair and battle scars lent him an air of experience that men he had never even met seemed to want to follow. Ulrika suspected that there was some block in Felix’s head that did not permit him to see – and he would doubtless resent it if he did – that he was a twenty-year veteran and looked it. Men respected that, particularly on the oblast where a man without children at twenty risked both his life and his line.

			On turning to Gustav she sighed. The young man was such a mirror to a younger Felix that it almost hurt. Almost.

			She had long ago forgotten how it felt to bathe in running water, to feel the breath of the sun upon her skin. Had she finally also forgotten how to feel?

			‘You are troubled, Ulrika.’

			‘Not by anything that matters,’ she replied, turning to the proud prince of the undead who rode alongside her. Despite her master’s ornate wargear and the horse’s heavy black barding, his spectral charger kept pace without even appearing to breathe.

			‘There is a blood bond between us, and I know when you lie. The wizard, Schreiber, is as important to me as he is to you. Balthasar Gelt speaks most highly of him, both as a scholar of Chaos and a man of sound reason. I will need such allies.’

			‘Yes, lord.’

			‘But do not forget your true purpose. Even we cannot wage this war alone. Serve me as well as Adolphus Krieger once served my own wayward child and I will see you rewarded in kind. There are nine seats in Nagash’s court, Ulrika, and the fate of Walach Harkon at Alderfen leaves at least one open for you.’ There was a snarl, a slip of the mask. He stared dead ahead, as though he too yearned for the oblast to give him something to feel. ‘Others will fall before this war is decided, and when we prevail then you will rule Kislev for eternity.’

			Ulrika grit her teeth and said nothing. Talk about a poisoned chalice. It was easy to speak of the lesser of two evils. Too easy. Especially when the evils in play were both so great.

			Stasis or Chaos?

			She was a Kislevite. Her instinct was to rebel, to bend the knee to no lord, and particularly not one from a millennia-dead desert kingdom so far removed from the frozen oblast that there were plenty of men even in the mercantile quarters of Erengrad and Volksgrad that had never heard of it. But the middle ground had crumbled into the abyss the day that Archaon claimed the crown of the Everchosen and Nagash arose to oppose him. Now was the time to make a choice, pick a side, and accept that the world was beyond the power of her own stubbornness to mould. She wished that she could explain this to Felix but, as he and Katerina had both proven in refusing Ulrika’s gift, the mortals were not yet ready for that choice.

			The Great Necromancer or the Great Powers?

			‘We will be the good shepherds, Ulrika. It is the only way.’

			‘Yes, lord,’ Ulrika whispered. ‘It will be done.’

			‘There is no need for subterfuge here, Ulrika. You are home. You may call me by my name.’

			Ulrika turned to regard him properly. He looked back, long white hair thrashing in the wind, white wolf smile gleaming. The compulsion in his gaze was powerful, even to another of the Arisen. How different history might have been had the Vampire Wars ended with the Emperor’s crown on the head of this immortal potentate. Would the world be in the crisis it now was with Vlad von Carstein on the throne of its most powerful nation?

			‘Yes, Lord von Carstein.’

			Vlad nodded. His expression was still as the surface of the moon, but a deep hurt glittered in his milk-white eyes. ‘I would have made this journey myself. Beloved Isabella once spent the season in Praag, and would you believe that I have never even seen the opera house, the Grande Parade, the Square of Kisses, those sights that delighted her mortal life?’ He shook his head. ‘It is too late for me. My ties to humanity were broken long ago.’ He blinked, an oddly manual gesture that had nothing to do with moistening eyes harder than most men’s blades. He turned to regard Felix and the other mortals. ‘For almost as long as my own unlife, Praag has been a tainted city. Now it is firmly in Chaos hands. Recall how its influence almost maddened Krieger and think what its power will do to you now.’

			‘I do, lord. I understand that all too well.’

			With a grimace which might have concealed a droplet of affection, Vlad turned his steed about and summoned the Drakenhof Templars to escort him back to Rackspire. He nodded towards Felix.

			‘Then cherish him, Ulrika, because you will need him before the end.’

			Kolya knelt into the snow to wrench his arrow from the beastman’s back. The shaft came loose in a tearing of muscle and a small spurt of blood. He did not have the spares to throw away and, as the wise woman had used to say, what falls from the horse on the oblast is as good as gone. He wiped it clean on the back of his mitts and slid it into the quiver he had fashioned from a gor chieftain’s drinking horn that hung from his waist.

			Looping his bow over his shoulder, he looked across the field of mangled, snow-furred corpses to where the dwarf, Gurnisson, stomped away. The witchlights of the corrupted northern sky paraded purple and green above their destination.

			Praag.

			Kolya looked down at the crystal beauty of the troll that lay dismembered upon the ground where the dwarf had slain it. It was an ice troll of the Goromadny, that Kolya had thought existed only in old dwarf sagas and the boasts of mountain rangers. A red gleam of alien intelligence had lit its eyes before it had died. It was nothing Kolya had ever witnessed in the eyes of a troll before now.

			With a shiver, Kolya rolled the troll’s severed head under his boot until it was face down in the snow. Even before the Battle of the Tobol Crossing there had been rumours amongst the Kurgan: talk of trolls that waged war like men, of an army of beasts that had made its stronghold in Praag. The barracks of the city’s kossars now lowed with beastmen. Trolls and giants defended its great walls. Hydra and gorgons guarded its gates. The legion wings of harpies shrouded its towers and blacked the warp storms that raged across its skies.

			Or so rumour claimed.

			Throwing the slowly regenerating troll one final look, Kolya crunched after his sullen companion. As hard as he tried to think of other things, of how he would witness the dwarf’s death and then follow him on Kasztanka’s back to the next world, he kept thinking of one of Marzena’s many sayings.

			A man afraid of spiders should stay out of the forest.

			And Kolya was surprised to discover that, for all his resignation to his fate, the thought of facing the monstrous legions of the Troll King had left him very afraid indeed.

			Crisped and blackened bodies littered the forest floor, lying where the explosion from the old dwarf shaft had thrown them. They hung in the branches of trees, spines broken over exposed roots, furry bodies steaming slightly under a light covering of snow. A fox picked through the cooked meat as if disbelieving its nose. With a ruffle of wings and a drizzle of snow from the canopy, another coal black carrion crow jostled for space on an already crowded branch. Their harsh calls sounded over the ­broken rune-gate.

			Then one of the bodies coughed.

			For an instant the forest fell silent, then an explosion of wings and panicked caws brought more shaken snow down to the forest floor and onto Snorri Nosebiter’s head. Coughing up burned fur and blackpowder smoke, Snorri dug his way out of the snow pile and gasped for air. The snow burned his blackened flesh like vinegar. His beard was singed down to the roots, filling his squashed nose with the reek of roasted hair.

			Every part of his body stung, all except for one little patch between his shoulders. His chest creaked and cracked as he reached around to try and feel it. He winced, but couldn’t lay a finger on it. It was in that annoying spot that was always just out of reach of both hands.

			The shape of it felt like a hand print.

			The last thing he remembered was Durin pushing him away from the blast and into the mass of beastmen. Why had the Daemonslayer done that? That could have been a great doom. It would have been good enough for Snorri anyway.

			Snorri shook his head to silence the organ guns going off inside. When that failed, he smacked his good ear until it stopped, then shovelled up a fistful of snow and stuffed it into his mouth.

			‘Hhhnnngg.’

			Oath of Grimnir, Snorri wanted a beer!

			Using a fresh clump of snow, Snorri wiped the char from around his eyes. It was only his back that had been truly burned. His face and chest were just coated with ash and whatever it was that beastmen gave off when they caught fire. Black water running from his face like a clown’s smudged make-up, Snorri looked over the forest where he now found himself.

			It looked strangely familiar.

			Woods. Giant spiders in the trees.

			Snorri shut out the emerging memory and turned his head back to take in the rune gate, an angular dolmen of limestone blocks carved with runes. It angled down into the earth. Snorri was no expert, but Underway gates were generally better hidden than that. The entrance still stood, but the tunnel more than a few feet in had collapsed, burying Durin Drakkvarr, Krakki Ironhame, and a few hundred lucky beastmen. Smoke hazed lazily through gaps in the rubble, like pipe-smoke through a longbeard’s grin. Snorri sighed.

			They had been good deaths. But Snorri was cursed to need a great one.

			He looked to the bodies of the beastmen and lowered his axe and hammer.

			The bodies of spiders lay amongst the boles of the trees, upturned with their legs curled over their bellies. Snorri swayed on his feet and chuckled. He felt drunker than if he had downed two whole buckets of vodka. The trees were jigging back and forth. Snorri threw his hammer at one, but somehow he wound up on his backside. The hammer went somewhere behind him. He looked at his hammer hand and giggled. It was covered in great red bite marks. Strange. He didn’t feel a thing.

			Dizzily, he became aware of a hunchbacked old human lady coming towards him. Her hair was scruffy white like a ball of spiders’ webs. She wore long, layered skirts of black silk decorated with coloured shards of chitin and faceted beads that looked like the eyes of giant spiders.

			‘You may reward Snorri with beer,’ Snorri tried to say, lips smacking open and shut while a trickle of drool ran down his chin.

			The old lady crouched beside him in a rustle of skirts, like a winged insect coming in to land, and put her hand around Snorri’s throat. Snorri gave a protesting dribble. This was human gratitude right enough! Snorri grunted furiously as the lady felt out his pulse. She stared at Snorri with a strange intensity as she counted under her breath. Her expression, far too furious for someone whose life Snorri had just saved from all of these spiders that infested her home, grew a sneer. She removed her hand from his neck and took his hand instead. Snorri tried to pull it away from her, but the message got drunk and passed out somewhere on the way.

			The lady turned his big, calloused hand palm-up and ran claw-like nails along the lines.

			Snorri giggled stupidly. That tickled.

			‘Snorri Nosebiter,’ she murmured. Her voice was sing-song, trancelike, and Snorri found himself drifting into a stupor. ‘You should have died today, Snorri, but I will not allow it. You slaughtered my guardians, you intruded on my seclusion. You imperil my very soul should my master find what you have done.’ She hissed, a strange kind of smile on her lips as a nail dug into a branching line on his palm and drew a bead of blood. An arc of something magical flared from the droplet and crackled over her knuckles. ‘The doom you seek shall elude you until the day that I decree. It will not come for many years, long enough for you to suffer. And when you are whole again, when those you most love surround you again, then you shall have a death that brings you nothing but pain. This is your curse,’ she sneered. ‘A gift worthy of a Slayer.’

			The crone cackled as the aura of energy scalded Snorri’s hand, redrawing the palm lines in blood. Snorri moaned softly.

			‘You will have the mightiest doom.’

			Snorri smoothed a dollop of snow into his forehead. He moaned softly at the sudden, wonderful rush of cold. Still dizzy, he grabbed his leather bag where it lay rune-side up in the snow. Then he swayed to his feet and made his first tottering steps into the Shirokij Forest.

			He wasn’t sure how he remembered the place’s name, but it was all starting to come back. Snorri had long suspected that the old lady in the forest had cursed him and now he knew why.

			The old lady had cursed him!

			She had done far more than prophesy a great destiny for him; she had twisted his fate with her own hands to make it so. Snorri felt poisoned. This was worse than Skalf tricking him into giving up drinking or Durin taking his nails.

			Could anyone pull a meaner trick on a Slayer than this?

			Snorri’s mace-leg sank into the snow as he limped miserably on into the trees. The old lady had made it so he couldn’t die until the time and place she’d set.

			He had to find that place, that time, and then he could find his doom.

			When you are whole again, when those you most love surround you again.

			Snorri shrugged, paying no thought to the direction in which he trudged. What did it matter anyway? He had a destiny.

			Snorri Nosebiter would find the mightiest doom.
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			THE CROSSROADS OF THE WORLD

			A chimera circled the haunted citadel of Praag.

			Its leonine fur writhed like penitent souls in the crosswinds that cut through the mountain passes to north and east. The beast swooped low over the Square of Heroes, startling the cloud of harpies that picked at the fresh bones hung from the statue of Tzar Alexis in the middle of the square. The hero of the Great War and contemporary of Magnus the Pious had been twisted by the touch of Chaos. Each day, the horns that now protruded from his forehead grew a little longer and whenever the skies blackened and the air crackled with a building warp storm, the graven statue wept tears of blood. It did so now.

			With a sonorous wingbeat, the chimera regained altitude, scattering the screeching harpies as it sailed over the old town wall.

			Max Schreiber pressed his face to the barred window of his cell.

			The backwash of its passing ruffled his tangled beard and he moaned for the brief bliss of the sensation of wind on his face. The rolling bellow of a lion echoed across the snow-troubled rooftops of the Starograd. The chimera dipped its right wing, dropping into a turn that carried it over the Mountain Gate and the besieging hordes that froze out there on the oblast. Max angled himself to watch. There were thin screams, a torrent of flame, and then one more contemptuous wingbeat as the updraft of the chim­era’s own fiery breath lifted it into a glide once again.

			Max watched from his high tower as northmen and beasts charged through the flames like ants whose nest had been set ablaze. Drums beat furiously. Horns called by the thousand. Ladders rose out of the smoke and steam and clattered against the walls. On the ramparts, trolls smashed the siege ladders to kindling, beating down the assaulting forces or eating them. It was slaughter unparalleled and this battle had been raging for days. Around one such monster there glowered a faint red nimbus of power. Max recognised the ritual magic by which his captor’s bray-shamans imposed their king’s will on his minions. Strong as he was however, the Troll King was but one. Amongst the trolls, scrawny, half-beast ungor overseers stabbed down with spears and prodded the trolls to life whenever one became confused or threatened to fall into a stupor.

			More beastmen were running through streets that had already been reduced to rubble by the passage of monsters. By the golden onion dome of a temple of Dazh, a red-bearded giant tore a gargoyle from the roof and hurled it over the wall. Max saw it roll through a crush of Chaos warriors carrying a battering ram. Harpies cackled overhead, picking off the pieces.

			Max knew that the same scenes were being played out each day and night at the East Gate and the Gate of Gargoyles. He could hear it even when he tried to sleep.

			Praag was the crossroads of the world.

			To the north, Black Blood Pass and the legions of Archaon.

			To the east, High Pass: the Kurgan and the Chaos Dwarfs.

			To the south, the Auric Bastion, and every warrior that had returned in frustration only to find the city held against them by one of their own.

			Max watched magic flash erratically from the walls. Such eruptions were, Max noted, always directed outwards. It had been a long time since a wizard had dared stand openly before the walls of Praag.

			At last the cold metal bars became too much to bear and Max pulled back. Just far enough that they were no longer touching his face: he still wanted the feel of the cold, of the snow that drifted in through the bars with the light. It numbed the bruises and dulled even the hairline fracture in his jaw. His bones ached. He felt lightheaded with hunger. Broken sleep made his vision bleary. It was a miracle of endurance that he still stood.

			‘You have the power to heal yourself,’ came a growl from behind, less a voice than an expulsion of words, like gas from a fissure. ‘Why do you not?’

			Max shut his eyes, a conditioned response to the certain onset of pain, and lowered his forehead to the bars. The cold burned. He no longer cared. ‘You would only break them again.’

			That brought laughter, the low groan of earth before a quake. ‘There are two hundred and six bones in the human body, Max. How many do you think I have already broken?’

			‘I don’t know,’ Max whispered.

			‘Tell me how many and perhaps I will not break another today.’

			‘I can’t remember.’

			‘Tell me.’

			‘I-I–’ Max’s fingers tightened over the cold stone of the window slit. A dull pain throbbed in his hand. His fractured elbow ground mercilessly. And his hip… ‘Nine. You have broken nine.’

			A chuckle, the escape of pressure before an eruption, a volcanic pledge.

			‘I have another riddle for you, Max.’ Something heavy shifted behind him. The bars of his cell groaned and bent under the weight being applied to them. When Max did not reply, the voice went on. ‘I am your best friend and your worst enemy, I am privy to your darkest secrets and yet still they surprise me, I know every man you know, but not one of them knows me.’ A pause, a weighted challenge. ‘Who am I?’

			‘You are me,’ said Max softly and without thinking.

			Silence for a moment but for the tinny wail of distant armies, and then the laugh returned, dissonant and deliberate.

			‘You are the prize pigeon in my coop, Max. It will grieve me to scatter your bones for the harpies.’

			There it was, the threat. His bowels tightened. Even after all he had suffered, all he had witnessed from his eyrie here, Max did not welcome an end to it. And he was close, so very close. ‘I have been trying,’ said Max, breath steaming through the open bars. ‘What you want will take time. There will be trial and error involved. Some of your followers will die.’

			‘Look out of the window,’ came the voice. ‘Witness the ignorant legions of the Four. See how they crawl out of the north like worms to the rain. Do you know how I captured Aekold Helbrass?’

			‘No, I was…’ Max hesitated. He wanted to say, was not here, but couldn’t. It was easier to forget his old life than to hope.

			‘I crushed him because he was stupid. He had neither the will nor the wit to change his stars. Now look again.’ Max gazed pliantly from the window as a griffon plunged down into the Square of Heroes and crushed one of the injured harpies under its talons. It was huge, with the mangy hindquarters of a snow cat and the fierce beak and mottled plumage of a bald eagle. It shrieked at the scattered harpies, then tore into the creature pinned beneath it. Max looked away. They were creatures of Chaos, but they felt pain like any other. ‘I do not care for the loss of one or of a hundred. I do not need an army. I have the mightiest ever assembled. I need a general. I need an equal.’

			‘What was done to you was the work of the gods,’ said Max. ‘It is a… fascinating problem, but I am not a Teclis or a Nagash.’

			‘This is an age of marvels, Max, and you are the most powerful mage I have crossed who has not had that power gifted to him. If Nagash can rip the Wind of Shyish from the aethyr and confront the ancestor goddess of the dwarfs and triumph, then you can do this thing for me. And if not–’

			The voice paused, time enough for Max’s gaze to take in the citadel’s other towers, the other windows. How many wizards had the king of Praag brought here? Hundreds. Each one was a shortening fuse that promised death to every other. If Max chose not to cooperate then he knew that there was a night goblin or a necromancer who would. His host was clearly no friend to Archaon, so why should Max be the one to die?

			And he could not say that his curiosity was not intrigued by the conundrum he had been set.

			Max half turned from the window slit to regard the huge, granite­-like troll that had been bolted to the wall. It was twice Max’s height, but it was the sheer mass of it that was most arresting, as if its scale was such that it drew substance off of everything around it, making itself loom ever heavier while all around it grew small. On an intellectual level Max understood that its rocky physiognomy was an adaptation to this troll’s particular habitat, but the mountainous bulk of it still left him feeling the frailty of his bruised flesh and aching bones. It smelled of bare rock. Its chest heaved up and down with a slow regularity. The stare it gave him was utterly vacant. It was more the vague awareness of a plant for the position of the sun than a predator for its next meal.

			And there was the conundrum: how to bestow intelligence upon a troll?

			Despite himself, Max was gripped. Could it even be done? He knew that it could. Could he do it? He knew that he could! A part of him, the part that still remembered Ulrika and Felix and Claudia and a life without bars, posed the question as to whether this was the same hubris that had brought the downfall of men like Helsnicht and van Horstmann. A hunger for power could masquerade in the quest for betterment, he knew. But who was to say an intelligent troll was inherently an evil thing? Was evil in their nature, or were they brutal only because they did not understand? No serious scholar would agree that ogres were evil, and perhaps a troll with a mind would prove that evil was not innate except in the Dark Gods’ own creations. It would be the proof that the world was not doomed, that it was worth saving. This was good work he did.

			Yes, he could do it.

			Max glanced up from his specimen and through the bars that separated his cage from the dozens of others on this level of the tower. It had been called the Ice Tower, for the late Duke Enrik had sponsored the work of ice witches here and magical apparatus and tomes were scattered between the cells. Within each a troll was bound, dull yellow eyes gazing listlessly through the most horrific of tortures. In the cell nearest, a ratman warlock hunched over the body of a troll that had its brainpan sliced open. As Max watched, the warlock took previously biopsied and regenerated tissue and methodically grafted it back onto the troll’s brain. Beyond, mages of every race Max could name muttered and raved, working on trolls without arms, without eyes, or with carcinoid second heads, trolls branded with arcane sigils that steamed in the cold air. And beyond it, through the forest of bars and bodies and the mist of breath and pain, was the door.

			The door.

			Max shuddered. He had never seen it opened, it was just there, locked, varnished red wood panelling with a brass strip top and bottom. Myster­ious. What had started as curiosity had grown and grown into a nagging need to know what lay behind it. What was a door for, after all, if not for partitioning one set of things from another set of things? Max had watched men drive themselves slowly insane just staring at it trying to glean its meaning, gibbering and screaming and pushing gaunt faces to the bars as if just one inch nearer would put them in position to stare into the warped mind of god.

			‘Look at me,’ came the voice, and Max looked.

			The fervid, jealously intelligent visage of a troll leered between the bars of Max’s cage. Crystalline shards of warpstone grew from his brow, running down his neck and shoulders like a mane of hair and following the contours of his arms to produce a pair of harshly glowing club-like tumours around each wrist. Upon that gnarled, mineral-encrusted head, above eyes that shone with a god-given intellect, sat a crown engraved with the eight-pointed star of Chaos. The silver circlet of Duke Enrik had been forced over one wrist like a Kurgan trophy ring, and sealed into place by the creep of that living mineral. It was not a face ever intended to speak.

			His name was Throgg, favourite of Chaos, the Troll King of Praag.

			‘What the gods gifted to me can be gifted to another. I will not be the one mind in a race of blunt, witless animals.’ Throgg closed his hard grey fists around the bars until they groaned. For all his intellect and strength, the Troll King was bitterly alone.

			‘I believe in you, Max. I hope it will be you that does not fail.’
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			ALONE

			Kislev was flat and it was open. The wind cut down from the big mountain range in the north, getting stronger and bloody colder as it stormed over the plains unchecked and battered Snorri Nosebiter’s face. Snorri closed his eyes and waded into the waist-deep snow. His eyelids rippled as if under attack by tiny blows. His beard thrashed. The force being driven against his broad shoulders was enough to uproot a tree. But Snorri wasn’t a tree. As tough as trees looked they were soft in the middle and Snorri wasn’t soft anywhere, except perhaps in the head, but if he had to be soft anywhere then that was probably where he would have chosen. With a determined growl, Snorri dug himself out another foot and swung his mace-leg into it. Snorri spat snow from his lips, but his beard was full of the stuff. It was a cold and constantly wet weight on his chin, like he had just been pulled from a river. Snorri hated water. It tasted horrible.

			And Snorri hated trees. They were where old human ladies with nothing better to do than surround themselves with giant spiders and curse innocent Slayers lived.

			Snorri plunged his massive hands into the snow in front of him and shovelled it aside. Foot-by-foot, that was the dwarf way. His stupid destiny could be a mile away or a thousand and over the mountains, but one step at a time would get him there in the end. He just hoped it would be sooner rather than later. Driving his body into the opening he had cut, he turned, sheltered his eyes under his hand and looked back down the trench he had gouged.

			Snow flicked his numb fingers, and he watched for a minute as it filled the trench behind him and patted it down as though burying a body. The only evidence that Snorri had passed that way was that Snorri was right here. It would be so easy to just give up, sit down, and let the snow cover him too. He was tempted. An eternity as a dishonoured revenant denied Grimnir’s hall didn’t seem so terrible when compared to Kislev. It would be worth it just for the look on that mean seeress’s face – take your doom and choke on it! – but Snorri knew he couldn’t do that.

			Snorri shook the snow from his hand and rubbed his eyes. He had made a promise to Gotrek. The thought of his old friend loosened more than just snow, but he tried not to think about it. It was hard though in this place. The steppe was like Snorri’s mind, big and empty and just waiting to be filled. The steppe had its snow and its wind. Snorri had his thoughts.

			Was Gotrek involved in his doom somehow?

			Did he have something to do with Snorri’s shame?

			Unable to keep himself from thinking, he tried to think about something else instead. About how many days he had been walking like this perhaps? Snorri grinned wearily. That was too easy. He had absolutely no idea.

			What else could he think about?

			Thinking hard on that occupied his mind long enough for him to turn back to the snowface. Snorri hated snow. He had come to this understanding only over the last several days, but he held it with a vehemence that most reserved for goblins or elves.

			He kicked the hated stuff with his mace-leg, and again, imagining it was goblins. He saw their ugly, pointy faces in its layered folds, their glinty eyes in the flakes as they fell. What did goblins have to do with anything? Furious now without knowing why, he kicked harder. The mace crunched through the snowface and wedged there. Snorri shook it ferociously, so intent on pulling it loose that he didn’t even notice his standing leg sliding under him until he was starting to topple. With a frustrated cry, Snorri flailed his arms and crashed back into the snow.

			‘Get up, Snorri. Get up.’

			Borek Forkbeard hooked his arms under Snorri’s shoulders and dragged him back from the wreckage of the steam wagon. Smoke was billowing from the portholes in its squat, armour-plated chassis and rolling like cooling magma from the open rear hatch. Two dwarfs lay dead on the barren, oily rock beside it. Aside from a coating of ash, there wasn’t an obvious mark on them. The smoke had killed them.

			Snorri gave a hacking cough. ‘Not another accident. Snorri thinks that’s plain unlucky.’

			Borek answered with a vigorous shake of the head.

			The longbeard had soot and blood down one side of his face and the lens of his pince-nez was cracked. He was loading a big, wide-muzzled blunderbuss. Snorri cast about for his own axe and found it on the ground where he had dropped it after staggering from the steam wagon. He picked it up. Warbling cries sounded through the roar of smoke and fire, and all around Snorri could see ape-like, not entirely solid creatures scrambling on all fours over the twisted terrain of the Chaos Wastes.

			It was an attack. And they were surrounded.

			Swathed in fumes from the wrecked wagon, Gotrek fought off a pack of the cackling, rubber-limbed horrors, wielding a coal shovel two-handed. The engineer swung wildly, almost accidentally catching one of the daemons over the side of the head and cracking open its skull. The daemon gibbered and flailed, the wound in its temple widening as though pulled apart by something within. It continued to cackle though, even as its flesh was rendered down to an elastic pink gloop. Two meaner, gnarlier daemons shook their parent’s remains from their blue hides, bared their fangs and leapt into the attack.

			‘Valaya be merciful,’ Borek muttered, swinging up his blunderbuss to cover the scrum around Gotrek and, before Snorri could even think about what was about to happen, pulling the trigger.

			There was a detonation, as if a mining charge had just gone off in Snorri’s ear, and then a storm of nails and iron trimmings tore through the pack of horrors. Some were thrown back by the impact. Others jigged on the spot as though tickled by those sharp metal shards. Somehow, protected by the height and the number of them, Gotrek remained unscathed. He clocked one of the few standing pink horrors with his shovel.

			‘Kill the blue ones,’ Borek yelled, reloading his blunderbuss. ‘They won’t come back.’

			With a grateful snarl, Gotrek thrust the blade of his coal shovel through a blue horror’s throat, then swung backhanded to spill another’s weird, semi-sentient guts. A spitting horror launched itself at the engineer’s back, but dropped short with an axe in its spine. Snorri ripped his axe free, using his bulk to shield Gotrek as Borek shouted a warning and sent another withering blast of shrapnel through the weakened daemons.

			When their ears had stopped ringing, Gotrek lowered his shoulders and put his hand on Snorri’s shoulder. He gave it an approving pat.

			‘I owe you one, Snorri. Don’t ever let me forget.’

			Snorri beamed. He didn’t much care about fighting daemons or rediscovering lost Karag Dum, but his friend’s respect he had always craved.

			‘Back to the last wagon,’ said Borek. He shouldered his blunderbuss and hustled the two dwarfs around. ‘It’s crowded, but we can still make it.’

			‘If that’s a joke then I’ve heard better,’ said Gotrek. ‘I told you the Wastes were impassable. Turn that box around while it has wheels that turn.’

			‘Never,’ Borek screamed back. ‘We’re so close. Think of the glory. Think of the gold.’

			Only half listening over the surrounding din, Snorri lifted his axe to point out the weird, willowy daemon-thing that was drifting through the smoke of the gutted wagon and was heading towards Borek’s. Its body twisted into gnashing faces and long, floating limbs that flickered with flame in place of hands. Snorri felt the heat of it, felt it somewhere deep inside his soul.

			‘Snorri thinks–’

			There was a whumf of magical energy, flames racing along the daemon’s arms until its whole body was an inferno, and then two jets of blistering heat shot towards the dwarfs’ last wagon. The fire struck the angle of its front armour, driving the wagon’s nose into the ground, before it punched through and hit the engine. For a split second it groaned, like a dwarf with indigestion, then a many-­tentacled eruption of coloured fire ripped it apart from the inside out. The roof rocketed high into the air while bits of wood and armour plate were hurled wide.

			‘No!’ Borek roared, the absolute destruction of his dreams hellishly reflected in the broken lens of his pince-nez. He made to run to the wagon as if he could save it, but Gotrek held him back, just as a string of secondary explosions wracked its remains.

			‘We’re done,’ Gotrek growled. He was changed, even Snorri could see it.

			The Wastes had changed him. It had changed them all.

			Snorri levelled his axe to the flamers and horrors that came gambolling towards them. His heel hit a hammer amongst the debris of the wagon’s explosion and he took that too, roaring into the gibbering pack.

			‘Leave Snorri alone!’

			He clutched his head, as if his fingers could bore into the pockmarks left by his old crest of nails and dig these memories from his brain. Borek’s first expedition to the Wastes had been doomed from the outset, dogged by accident and disaster long before that final attack. And it had been Snorri that talked Gotrek into going. It was Snorri’s fault. All of it. There was more. There was…

			Digging his chewed nails deep into his scalp, he groaned, pushed his face into the wall of the snow trench and used it to push himself up. Snow swirled in to greet his suddenly exposed head. Snorri rubbed a stream of snot onto his forearm and suppressed a sob. Then he kicked at the snowface and started moving again. He had a doom, a destiny, places to be. He had no time to remember. But he owed it to Gotrek.

			To Gotrek.

			Snorri punched his fist deep into the snow and howled into the warp storm.

			Black clouds rolled over a sky that just moments before had been a string web of colour, the charge of daemonic cavalry, lances of purple lightning jagging frenziedly down, up, and in every direction across the sky. Thunder never stopped rumbling. Pebbles bounced under Snorri’s boots. His beard bushed, repulsing itself with charge.

			‘Gotrek!’ he yelled, but the wind smothered his voice and forced it back down his throat. If the wind was the strong arm of the Wastes then its claws were pure warpstone. The air glittered with it and Snorri could feel the corruption scratch down his throat with every breath. He squinted back the way they had come, into the wind-beaten warpscape of twisted rock shapes and its gyrating skyline. Gotrek was gone.

			‘Gotrek!’

			Snorri turned, intending to go back for him, but the rope tied around his waist that tethered him to Borek pulled taut and held him in his tracks. The thick knot dug into his belly. It had been the old scholar’s idea to keep the three of them together through the Wastes. His hand closed over it, felt one where there should have been two.

			‘Oh no.’

			‘Where is he?’ said Borek, taking a grip on his own rope as if Snorri’s incompetence might dissolve it even at a distance. ‘And how in the name of Grungni did you lose him in the first place?’

			‘It’s not Snorri’s fault. He said he’s no good at knots.’

			‘You idiot, Snorri!’

			‘It’s not Snorri’s fault,’ Snorri said again, shouting as if to make it truer, to make it heard over the storm. ‘Gotrek checked it. He said Snorri did them good.’

			‘Well they weren’t good, were they?’ Borek spat.

			Snorri had never seen the longbeard so furious, not even after the daemons had destroyed the wagons. Helplessness and guilt welled up inside him and he spun around to wail into the storm once more.

			‘Gotrek!’

			His friend could not be gone. Gotrek was invincible.

			‘We will return to Karak Kadrin,’ said Borek firmly, seemingly in no doubt that they would return. ‘I expect there is an oath there that you will wish to make.’

			Snorri hung his head. Stupid Snorri. Gotrek’s impenetrable over-and-under arrangements held like iron rivets. Who couldn’t tie a knot? Then he nodded. It wasn’t as if he was much good for anything else. Perhaps a half-decent doom as a Slayer was what he had always been destined for.

			‘After,’ said Snorri, sadly. ‘After Snorri tells Gotrek’s family what he did.’

			Snorri’s mace-leg dragged after him through the snow behind. He wasn’t even bothering to attack the snowface any more, just ploughed into it face first. His eyes were limned with frozen tears. His insides felt cold. He still had no idea how long he’d been walking. But he’d remembered. That was his shame! It had been Snorri’s fault that Gotrek had got lost in the Wastes. Shaking his head he trudged on. He’d been expecting something more, a great weight off his shoulders or something like that. Instead he felt worse than ever, like someone had just punched a bruise. There was only one explanation.

			That wasn’t his shame.

			It would have been bad enough, but there was more. After all, Gotrek had survived. Snorri hadn’t known that of course when he’d taken the oath, but there would have been no need to bury the memory so deep. Something had happened later, something to do with that dwarf woman and child.

			‘No more!’ Snorri yelled it into the wind and snow.

			Memories sloshed around in his mind as if the holes in his skull had caused it to leak. Taking a handful of snow, he smothered it over his scalp like a protective cap and roared with grief. This was that priest, Skalf’s, fault. And Durin too. They had taken his nails, taken his beer, had saved his life when he might have died and cheated that old lady’s curse.

			Fists flailing as though everyone who had ever done him wrong were right there hiding in the snow, he lost his balance again and slipped, this time whacking his chin on a lump of packed snow. With a groan, he pushed himself up. The flutter of snow on the top of his head cooled his overheated thoughts somewhat and he relaxed. Glumly, he crossed his arms tight over his enormous chest and stared back the way he had come. Into the past.

			It wasn’t fair. Snorri didn’t want to remember.

			All Snorri wanted was…

			‘Beer.’

			‘You heard him, Craddi,’ said the ranger crouched over him, peeling open Snorri’s bloodshot eye with thumb and forefinger. He was grey-haired, gruff-bearded, and grizzled from a century of daylight and mountain winds. A second dwarf, Craddi presumably, appeared at his shoulder. He was younger, dressed in a waterproof cloak painted with what looked like greenskin tribal glyphs, and had a bone grobi-whistle still in his mouth. ‘Get this dwarf a beer, he’s dead on his feet.’

			‘Snorri would love a beer,’ he drooled. ‘He’s not had one since the Chaos Wastes.’

			‘Must be delirious,’ said Craddi. ‘And who do you think this Snorri is?’

			‘Snorri is thirsty,’ Snorri answered.

			‘Got by the goblins most likely, same as everyone else,’ said the old ranger. ‘Stop yapping and give him his mouthful. We haven’t time to sit here all day.’

			‘Aye, Fulgriff.’

			The neck of an ale skin appeared at Snorri’s lips and its honey-sweetened ambrosia washed the pain of his journey from his mouth and down his throat. Many were the legends told of the fortifying power of dwarf beer, of the drunken clanner who fought off a goblin army with a spear in his belly and a tankard in his hand, of the embittered old greybeard who died mere yards from completing his pilgrimage to Bugman’s brewery only to be revived for one final pint by the mere whiff of Josef Bugman’s famous hops. This was a far inferior brew, ranger’s rations, but to Snorri it felt like something the Ancestor Goddess herself would use to clean wounds and salve broken hearts. Snorri felt a comforting buzz, the promise of numbness and a future without pain. For the first time since losing Gotrek, Snorri imagined that he could face the world again. His parchment-dry lids flickered open and he leaned forwards to try and steepen the flow into his mouth. Infuriatingly, Craddi chose that moment to pull it away from him.

			‘We are trying to run ahead of a goblin warband,’ said Fulgriff. He was crouched down beside Snorri. His cloak smelled of wax and hung stiff in the breeze. Eyes open now, Snorri studied him and his rangers more closely. Including Fulgriff there were six of them, all of them dressed in thick waterproofs painted with greenskin markings and leather caps that bristled with pebbles, bird droppings, and bits of moss. ‘Was it they who attacked you?’ Fulgriff pressed. ‘Was it near here?’

			‘No,’ said Snorri. He shook his head. He had left Borek behind at Karak Kadrin to fulfil his promise to Gotrek, but he didn’t know the way. Miserably, he looked at the rune sewn into his pack. ‘Where is this?’

			Thinking that Snorri was answering his question, Fulgriff answered quickly. ‘A week out from Karaz-a-Karak, if you don’t rest.’ Then the ranger pulled aside, and pointed away down a dramatic gorge that was flanked by wintry, but majestic-looking peaks. Snorri was lying in the shade cast by the mountains on the southern side of the valley, being pointed down to a slender ribbon of water that ran in darkness along the bottom. ‘The Skull River. We’re following it all the way to the Badlands, warning every watchpost and town of the danger coming their way. Those chuffing grobi have already sacked two mines on Karag Khatûl.’ The other rangers grumbled curses, but Fulgriff shrugged. ‘Lucky in a way. They got carried away. Gave us time to get ahead of them.’

			Snorri had stopped listening some time ago. His home was in a valley, picturesque like this one, on the borders of the Badlands halfway between Karaz-a-Karak and Barak Varr. He smiled weakly. He’d found it after all. Snorri Nosebiter had done something right.

			‘Are you listening to me?’

			‘What?’ said Snorri. There had been something about goblins, something about warning towns. His gaze slid back to the shortbeard, Craddi, and he smacked his lips. Had they been saying something about beer?

			‘Blow to the head, I reckon,’ said Craddi. ‘I vote we leave him. We’re only a half day from the Badlands and who knows how close that warband is behind us. We can pick him up on the way back.’

			‘Can Snorri have more beer?’

			‘No,’ said Craddi and Fulgriff together.

			Snorri’s look of contentment went rigid. Why were they not letting him have beer? What had Snorri done to them? He made a grab for Craddi’s ale skin, but the ranger was young and trained to be nimble and skipped away. That just stoked Snorri’s temper even more. Half-falling, half-flailing, Snorri went for the shortbeard, catching the ranger’s ankle as he fell on his face and yanking the other dwarf from his feet. Craddi’s back hit bare stone, and he gave an unwitting blart on the grobi-whistle still in mouth.

			The rangers froze as the slightly wooden goblin war cry resounded over the valley. Time enough for Snorri to get onto his knees, pull off Craddi’s belt, and upend the ranger’s ale skin in one fell swoop. He sighed in pleasure, then Craddi kicked him in the jaw and he dropped the empty skin.

			‘What’s the werit doing?’ The voice came from somewhere behind him, followed by, ‘He’s after the beer. Get him!’

			The flat butt of an axe struck him on the top of the head and Snorri dropped to all fours, his vision temporarily blackening. Another boot in the face snapped him out of it and he caught Craddi’s leg in both hands, hands that the Wastes had made strong, and wrenched the leg out of the knee socket.

			Craddi howled and grasped his knee as another blow struck down on the back of Snorri’s neck. The impact flung Snorri’s shoulders down as if he was about to be sick. The rangers closed in. There was one each side of him, raising their axes with the butts facing down to club him down like a tavern drunk. Snorri moved quicker than even he thought he could. The dwarf on the left went down with a wheeze of pain to a punch in the groin, while the one to the right got the full rolling-boulder force of Snorri’s shoulder across the knees. They buckled, it sounded like one snapped, and Snorri rose, slightly unsteadily, in time for his teeth to welcome a punch in the face.

			Snorri staggered back, accidentally spat a tooth in his attacker’s eyes and then grabbed him by the throat when he flapped. Snorri’s muscles bulged and the ranger’s eyes popped up like bubbles rising from the bottom of a stream. He had always been big. He had worked the mines since he first had stubble on his chin. You didn’t need a brain to pull a mine cart – as his mother had told the rather sceptical lodewarden – but his experiences had toughened him. He had fought daemons and survived the Chaos Wastes, and when he tensed his grip and lifted, the ranger’s feet parted easily from the ground. With a drunken roar, Snorri flung him into his companion and the two dwarfs went rolling downhill.

			That left Fulgriff.

			The veteran ranger threw down a half-loaded crossbow and drew a pair of hand hatchets. He wasn’t just showing the flat sides. Snorri didn’t think that was very sporting. He took his eye off him to bend down and scoop up another ale skin. The dwarf with the bruised dongliz pawed gamely at Snorri’s fumbling fingers before Snorri laid him out with a punch between the eyes, and then uncapped the skin. He chuckled happily as the smell wafted up, catching the gleam of steel as it sliced towards his head. He pulled aside, but too slow to save his ear. He roared in pain as Fulgriff’s hatchet sheared it from the side of his head. Blood spurted from the stump. Oddly, Snorri could sort of still hear a rhythmic whump-whump under his skull, but every­thing else had gone dim like his head was wrapped in cotton.

			Soaked to his undershirt in his own blood, Snorri ducked between the ranger’s two axes and elbowed him in the collar. The longbeard choked, but was made of sterner stuff than his unit. He tried to strike back with his second axe, but Snorri gripped him in a bear hug, pinning both axes to his sides and hoisting him off the ground. Then Snorri slammed a headbutt into the bridge of his nose and the dwarf went limp in his arms.

			Snorri let the body drop, then slumped down onto his backside beside it. Injured dwarfs groaning and whimpering all around, he took a sip from his ale skin. Absently, he rubbed at his severed ear, making it bleed some more. He looked up, gaze flitting from ridgeline to ridgeline down the stark relief of the Skull Valley.

			He could have sworn he’d heard a goblin war cry echoing between the peaks.

			He clapped his hand over the cartilage stump a few times, then shrugged. He took another sip of beer and smiled in big-hearted concentration.

			Now what had that ranger been trying to say about towns and goblins?

			Snorri hugged himself and shivered, but it could not shake the certainty that he had done something terrible. But what?

			A little shakily, he stood and turned back to the snowface, and then cried out in horror at what he saw. There were two figures in the distance. The blizzard made them formless, genderless, just shadows wreathed in snow. Their darkness made him think of burned-out houses and charred bodies and he covered his mouth with his hand to stifle a moan.

			The dwarf woman and her child had found him at last!

			He peered into the falling snow, his memory seeming to add details to the empty silhouettes. The child held her mother’s hand in a firm grip. She had bright, intense eyes, a quarrelsome frown on a face that, allied to a deep seriousness, struck Snorri as intensely familiar. The mother on the other hand wore her long silver-blonde hair in plaits over her broad shoulders. Her buxom girth was pragmatically attired in goatskin and leather and ornamented with gold, including – Snorri’s breath caught – including the chain that Snorri carried in his bag.

			Snorri blinked and the snow swept the visions down to the distant apparitions they were. Remembering what the old lady had said to him, he gave a determined growl and limped after them.

			Only when he was whole again would he find his doom.

			He had already remembered so much, suffered so much.

			What was the worst that he could have done?

			Felix sat with his back to the warmth of the firepit and gazed out into the gathering dusk that layered the oblast with deepening strokes of indigo, violet, and then black. Watching the snow fall was restful and strangely hypnotic, not at all dissimilar from watching the sky and making shapes from the clouds. A swirl of snow could be a city, a troll on an icy throne, a lover’s face. He sighed. Kislev was cold, her people brusque, their culture as strange to him at times as that of the dwarfs, but it was impossible to gaze into its emptiness and not feel a flicker of sentiment. On these lands he had fallen in love, fought a war, almost died at least twice, lost friends, and then fallen out of love again. Love and loss, the great events that had fascinated the poets since Sigmar’s day, and Felix had witnessed them firsthand right here.

			And now it was gone.

			The wind moaned with the birth tremors of daemons, eddies pulling the snow from Felix’s reminiscences and shaping them into something darker. Things with horns, tentacles, and bleeding skin. That was the problem with this game. A man could see whatever he imagined, and Felix had seen too much to imagine a happy ending. The borders of the Chaos Wastes were extending south. The old treatises told that such things had happened before, that each time the Dark Powers waxed the Wastes expanded a little further and retreated a little less. The borderlands of the gods had not yet swallowed Kislev, but it was coming. Like an old soldier who foretold the arrival of winter by the ache in his wrists, Felix could feel it, not in his bones but in his soul. A blackness hung over the steppe that had nothing to do with nightfall.

			From one of the neighbouring firepits, under a tatty awning emblazoned with the heraldry of some forgotten Border Princeling, Gustav and his free company were playing the same black game. Beer seemed to be involved and thus they were playing it louder. Everyone knew they rode to do battle with the so-called King of Trolls – the monster that stood apart from the champions of Chaos and alone defied them in their heartlands.

			Felix shook his head at a raucous cry from the tent. Perhaps he was getting old, but if a man was going to bare his soul to the elements then he should do it alone.

			‘You fight in Praag before, yhah?’

			Damir was sitting beside him, also facing outwards from the fire. Shadows ebbed and rolled over his patched hemp cloak like the wax and wane of Chaos. The Ungol nomad offered up the liquor he was drinking. It smelled of turps and Felix waved it away.

			‘Gorilka good for soul.’ Damir thumped his chest lightly and then waved it vaguely before him as though scattering seeds. ‘Made from same grain as feed horses. Only best.’ He grinned and offered it again. ‘Yhah?’

			With a sigh, Felix took the offering, swallowing just enough to be polite and immediately coughing it back into his hand.

			Chuckling, Damir clapped him on the back. ‘Yhah.’

			Felix too found himself smiling. ‘Yes, I fought in the last battle of Praag. I was there when Arek Daemonclaw died.’

			‘Doskonale, Empire man!’

			The man looked pleased, so Felix assumed that this was good. Kislevarin was one of the most complicated human languages that Felix had ever come across, with a ludicrous and – to Felix’s view – arbitrary gender system. And the fact that Ulrika and her father had spoken Reikspiel perfectly well had also removed any incentive of his own to learn it. ‘Where did you fight?’

			Damir grinned. ‘Before I born, Felix Jaeger. But father and grandfather? They ride in pulk of Tzarina with Boyar Straghov.’

			‘You make me feel old.’

			Raising his gorilka high, Damir saluted. ‘To growing old.’

			‘To growing old,’ Felix agreed and joined the Ungol in a shot of the searing Troll Country spirit. This time he kept it down, and Damir’s grin deepened until his whole face seemed drawn by it. ‘Your fathers served Ivan Petrovich,’ Felix observed once the stinging sensation in his throat had sunk deeper into his chest. ‘Is that why you ride with Ulrika now, despite…’ He trailed off, then shrugged and stared instead into the snow.

			He had seen for himself how the common folk of Sylvania remained servile to their masters in undeath as they had done in life. Deference was bred into the backbone of the Empire and its people weren’t about to rise up just because their rightful lord had stopped breathing. There was something to be said for constancy, Felix supposed, but he had expected something better somehow from the famous independent spirit of Kislev.

			‘Nyeh,’ said Damir, failing to disappoint. ‘In south maybe that matters, but not on steppe. On oblast, loyalty earned. Not fall after from mother like popłodu.’

			‘And Ulrika earned it?’

			Damir gave a noncommittal shrug, then chuckled and elbowed Felix slyly in the ribs. ‘But she fine piece of horsemeat, yhah?’

			Felix prickled at the Ungol’s coarseness, but nevertheless produced a guilty smile and acceded to another hit of gorilka.

			She certainly was that.

			‘Are my ears burning?’

			Snow crunched under knee-high leather riding boots as Ulrika strode from the other firepits towards them. With her cropped, ash-blonde hair, and garbed in virginal white plate that fell halfway past her thighs, she looked like a warrior goddess of the steppe. Felix’s heart seemed to beat just a little faster. Damir gazed on her as if she was made of gold.

			‘Tend to your horses, Damir,’ said Ulrika. ‘We ride as soon as it is full dusk.’ The Ungol nodded and departed, and only when he was away amongst the horses did Ulrika cross her arms over her chest and smile. ‘Honestly, Felix, men never change. In a way, it is reassuring. Here you are, hours from the battle of your lives, and I find you talking about women.’

			‘I was just thinking.’

			‘Just?’ Ulrika tapped the lamellar plate that girded her heart. It was thicker than any other part of her armour, barring the bevor that protected her throat, and heavier than any mortal knight could have carried to battle. Clearly the suit’s maker had known the vulnerabilities of his work’s recipient well. ‘You forget what I can hear.’

			She sat down next to him, but facing the other way, into the fire, as if their meeting here was in some way illicit. It felt uncomfortably intimate.

			‘You shouldn’t face into the fire,’ Felix murmured.

			‘I think that I know that,’ said Ulrika. The firelight caused her eyes to sparkle.

			‘It’ll spoil your night vision,’ Felix went on.

			‘Vampires do not have night vision, Felix. My eyes do not work as yours do. I do not see colour as such. For me it is always night.’ Her smile, when she found it, was a little sad. ‘It is all just vision to me.’

			Felix nodded as if the minutiae of the vampiric condition fascinated him profoundly. The snow swirled, adopting libidinous new shapes.

			‘What were you thinking about?’

			‘Hmm?’

			‘It is an Ungol tradition to share a secret before battle, so it will not die with you.’

			Felix shrugged with his eyebrows and gazed into the snow. It sounded sufficiently morbid to be true. He wished he could say he had been thinking of the Troll King of Praag and the thousand images – none of them good – that that title conjured. He had tried. Mulling on the coming battle was preferable to trying to unpick the emotional tangle of his feelings for Kat and Ulrika. He looked past Ulrika into the snow.

			Perhaps it was this place. The memories of a lost time tugged on his heart.

			‘Back in Kurzycko,’ he said, turning to regard Ulrika fully. There was no longer any evidence of Helbrass’s burns. The scar by her left eye remained, but clearly she had fed and fed well. The idea repulsed him. And it left him more than a little jealous. ‘When you needed blood, why did you drink from the beastmen? I was nearer. Why didn’t you take mine?’

			Ulrika shifted a little closer until their legs touched. The fire divided her face into light and dark. ‘Do you wish I had?’

			‘That’s not what I asked.’

			Ulrika reached out, slowly, and brushed his neck with ungloved fingers. Despite being girded to the cold, he shivered. ‘I could drink from you and it would be ecstasy as you have never experienced, but you would not be you any more.’ She nodded to where Damir readied his horse and his men. ‘I could command you to do anything, but I have thralls enough. I want you to want to be here with me.’

			‘You said that before,’ said Felix. It troubled him to hear her speak of men as though they were less than servants, animals, but seemingly of its own volition, Felix’s hand caught Ulrika’s fingers and squeezed them to his shoulder. ‘Why?’

			‘Chaos waxes, and for better or for worse I am a creature born of Chaos. You, though…’ She drew nearer until their bodies touched. She turned her hand so her fingers entwined with his. Her voice became husky. ‘When I’m with you I remember what it felt like to feel.’

			‘I–’

			Whatever he had been meaning to say was fervently forgotten as Ulrika leaned forwards and kissed him.

			A shock pulsed through his lips, down his neck, and made his entire body tingle. Her lips were cold, her body incomparably strong, but in every way that mattered she was the same Ulrika he had known twenty years ago. His free hand explored her neck, her ear, her hair. Exactly the same. He inhaled the familiar scent of horsehair, wood fire and vodka that he, an Altdorfer in a foreign land, had found so irresistible and exotic. That tingle became a glow, a warmth of desire that smoothed away any lingering stain of guilt, and he relaxed into her.

			Too soon, she pushed him back. Arousal had brought her fangs from beneath her lips. He could see the blood throbbing to them. Her eyes were wide and burned with promises. All he had to do was give himself willingly. Felix’s smile shuddered into being, heart warring with his head, and when he opened his mouth he had no idea what he wanted to say. No, that wasn’t entirely true.

			He knew what he wanted to say.

			His grin hung indecisively for a moment, long enough for him to become cogent to the squat, ox-like figure that had just tramped out of nowhere from the snow and into the circle of firelight behind Ulrika’s back. Felix blinked.

			It took another moment to put together what he was seeing. Partly because the figure’s appearance had changed so much over the past year, but mainly because his presence was so utterly, astronomically, ­impossible. Ulrika twisted around and made a short, breathless gasp of surprise.

			The thickset and slightly singed dwarf limped over on a metal leg and prodded Ulrika none-too-gently in the shoulder. She resisted the push with a scowl and the dwarf turned to Felix.

			‘Is she a vampire yet? Snorri’s starting to get confused.’

			Felix didn’t know whether to laugh, smile, or just cry out. His lips still thrilled with Ulrika’s taste. His chest felt sore with guilt, but also relieved in a strange way, as if Snorri had just pulled him back from a precipice. His tongue seemed to knot itself up between the options as he scrambled to his feet and beat snow from his breeches.

			Sigmar’s blood, it was Snorri Nosebiter!

			The Slayer looked older without his crest of nails. The hair coming through on his head was thin and grey. Felix brushed his hand through his own hair and smiled ruefully. Snorri wasn’t the only one.

			‘Damir,’ he yelled. ‘Bring back that gorilka. We’re going to need it.’

			Snorri winced, as if Felix had just trodden on something bruised and painful, but almost as soon as the expression appeared it lapsed into something more like the dwarf’s well-worn idiot grin.

			‘Thank you, young Felix. Snorri thinks he could use a drink about now.’
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			WHERE THE BEASTS DWELL

			‘How much has he had to drink?’ Gustav Jaeger whispered in Felix’s ear.

			The two men sat side-by-side in the saddle, watching as a fine if slightly neglected bay gelding of Ostermark stock ploughed a bemused circle into the snow with Snorri Nosebiter hanging one-armed from the bridle. In the other hand he clutched a clay mug that he held above his head. The Slayer’s mace-leg waved threateningly and more of the gorilka sloshed from the cup and down his arm. The free company mercenary who had foolishly tried to help the dwarf up lay in a heap in the snow, trying to staunch the flow from his broken nose. His comrades, meanwhile, were content to tend their own horses and laugh at this uncommon display of dwarfish horsemanship.

			‘Not nearly this much,’ Felix replied. Snorri had only had two cups. Full cups mind, enough to put Felix in the ground, but this was Snorri Nosebiter, a dwarf who would sooner outdrink a horse than saddle one. Watching Snorri throw his arm over the horse’s neck and dry heave into its mane, it was difficult to believe him the same dwarf.

			‘Give him a hand, would you?’

			Gustav cocked an eyebrow. ‘I like my hand, uncle. It’s one of my favourites.’ He waved towards the struggling Trollslayer. ‘Besides, he is another of your idiot friends.’

			Cursing under his breath, Felix guided his mount alongside Snorri’s to block its movement. Then he claimed Snorri’s reins and coiled them up with his own.

			‘Snorri has it now,’ said Snorri, dragging himself inelegantly onto the horse’s back. The bay whickered its discomfiture. Its forelegs bent as if about to buckle, but just about managed to adjust to the dwarf’s incredible mass. Snorri grinned proudly. ‘Now, how does Snorri make it go?’

			‘And some people wonder how the dwarfs managed to lose their empire,’ said Gustav with a sneer. Clicking his tongue, the former merchant wheeled his horse about to rejoin his men.

			The circus now over, shelters were being disassembled, bedrolls and cookpots stowed in saddlebags, and torches lit in firepits before the fires were doused with snow and buried. Accustomed to travelling light and moving fast, Damir’s riders were already mounted and ready. Their growing impatience came out in occasional catcalls and ‘helpful’ suggestions regarding where in the stirrups a man should put his feet and how it might all be done faster if it were just left to the horses. Luckily for everyone, Felix was not the only one who found Kislevarin a swine of a language, and Gustav had just enough authority amongst his own men to keep the otherwise obvious mockery from fraying tempers too far.

			Despite himself, Felix was actually rather impressed. A little more uncharitably, he wondered how much of it his nephew was putting on for Ulrika’s benefit.

			The vampiress rode amongst her men, reassuring them with her presence. They knew she was worth twenty fighting men and even the ­Ostermarkers had been quick to accept what she brought to their chances of getting home. Felix couldn’t help but wonder what Sigmar or Magnus would have done, and what their earthly representatives in Altdorf would make of this conversion to pragmatism. As Felix watched, Ulrika drew her mount alongside Gustav’s. The two conferred in hurried whispers with Damir joining soon after.

			‘He looks familiar,’ said Snorri, also with an eye on Gustav.

			‘Doesn’t he just,’ said Felix with a sigh that he felt in his bones.

			‘Oh,’ said Snorri slowly, then took another swallow of gorilka and grinned. ‘Snorri sees. Felix is jealous.’

			‘Jealous? Of what?’

			Snorri pointed towards Ulrika.

			For a moment, Felix just watched her, enjoying again the memory of her lips against his. Then he scowled and brushed the thought aside, thrusting his ring finger under Snorri’s flat red nose. ‘I’m a married man,’ he said angrily, though at whom that anger was directed he wasn’t sure. ‘To Kat, remember?’

			With a suggestive elbow in the ribs, Snorri chuckled. ‘Snorri remembers.’

			In an attempt at changing the subject, Felix turned his mount so he could no longer watch Ulrika and the two men. He looked at Snorri. The dwarf had cheered up no end since getting a drink inside him, but there was still a sadness in his eyes that Felix couldn’t remember seeing before. He fidgeted in the saddle. A satchel with a strange rune and a knot in the strap hung over his left shoulder. His axe and hammer were stuffed down his breeches.

			‘Do you remember the rest, Snorri?’

			‘The rest of what?’

			Felix froze. Had Snorri somehow escaped Karak Kadrin without remembering his shame? But then Snorri’s face split into an old pugilist’s grin.

			‘Snorri told a joke.’ The old dwarf chuckled and took another drink. Then he looked around before focusing on Felix. His smile wavered. ‘Why is no one laughing but Snorri?’

			Felix shook his head and tried to mask a grin. ‘It’s good to see you yourself again. Like old times.’

			With a shrug, Snorri upended his cup over his mouth. Nothing came out. He stared at it glumly. ‘Snorri said he wanted a bucket.’

			‘It’s probably the last cup in all of Kislev,’ said Felix with genuine sadness.

			Snorri stuck his thumb in to chase down the dregs and then licked it clean.

			Before Felix could say anything more, the haunting whine of an Ungol horn brought him around. He saw Gustav and Damir riding to rejoin their respective companies. Ulrika regarded them all haughtily from atop her snow-white charger. Slowly, the assorted men fell silent.

			‘Tonight we will ride on Praag. For some of you,’ she nodded to the Ungols, ‘this was home. It is not home. Perhaps you feel the same emptiness when you look on her as do I.’ Lightly, she rapped the steel band above her heart. ‘An army the size of which you cannot conceive lies between us and the city.’ Ulrika shook her head disdainfully. ‘Do not concern yourself with them. They are cold and hungry. They do not know we are coming and would not care enough to stop us if they did.

			‘Praag is the fortress of the Troll King. A greater and more cunning foe you have not faced and at his command is an army of monsters that would darken a daemon’s nightmares.’ She fell silent, snow falling soundlessly around her, watching to gauge the men’s reactions.

			Damir was inscrutable. Gustav was anxious but strangely eager, as though he had something to prove. Snorri belched loudly, earning a glare before the vampiress continued. Felix didn’t know what Ulrika could possibly have against Snorri, but she had been cold ever since his return.

			‘But you have me to lead you. I am General Ulrika Magdova Straghov. I bring to you the best of the Troll Country and of ancient Lahmia. We will attack at night when my own powers will be at their peak.’ With a squeeze of her thighs that brought a knot to Felix’s throat, she wheeled her horse northward. ‘You do not know the purpose of our quest here, but know that the fate of the world will ride home with us on our success.’

			Felix wondered what she meant by that. The free company gave a muted cheer and a rattle of weapons. The Ungols merely nodded, clapped each other’s shoulders in mute farewells, and brought their own horses about.

			‘Snorri feels like he’s missed something,’ said Snorri, a stage hiss directed towards Felix’s ear. ‘What is a troll king?’

			Felix however was watching Ulrika depart. Then he looked across to Gustav who was doing the same thing. He recognised the same longing in his young doppelganger’s eyes and felt a stab of possessiveness for his own former life.

			Really, Felix thought, trying to get a hold of himself. You’re going to do this now?

			‘We’d be better off with me leading that free company,’ said Felix.

			‘Snorri would be better off on a bigger horse,’ Snorri returned, eyeing Felix’s mare hopefully.

			‘I’m serious. I’ve led men before. A company of Greatswords too, not some band of drunks, ex-mercenaries, and draft dodgers.’

			‘Snorri doesn’t think that sounds very likely.’

			‘Snorri was there,’ Felix returned, more harshly than he’d intended.

			The Slayer shrugged, the sudden shift in weight causing his gelding to skitter sideways in protest. ‘Snorri still doesn’t think that sounds very likely.’

			‘Are you sure you have your memory back?’

			Snorri blew a raspberry. ‘Are you a priest of Grimnir now?’

			Felix shrugged, then shook his head.

			Looking pleased, Snorri tried to jig his horse into moving forward. ‘Snorri thought not.’

			Ulrika led the column of horsemen – and one horsedwarf, she reminded herself through gritted teeth – inexorably northward. The snow fell thickly enough to blind even her to anything more than a few feet beyond the nose of her horse, but she had other senses that more than compensated. She had told Felix that she was a creature of Chaos and that was not untrue. Its power made up the very bindings of her being and she could orient herself towards the great polar vortex purely by the extent to which the animal that all Arisen kept locked within strained at its cage. She could no longer blame its rage on the beastmen she had drained in Kurzycko, for she had drunk heavily from Gustav’s men to cleanse herself of that particular taint. With a concentration of will, she shackled the monster.

			It growled and retreated.

			For now.

			It grew stronger as she grew stronger, and would only test her more savagely the nearer they got to Praag.

			Curse that idiot dwarf. She had been this close!

			Felix had been right to marvel at the chances of Snorri finding them in the time of raspotitsa and she wondered which power exactly she had to thank for this confluence of fates. What next? Was Malakai Makaisson about to show up in a shiny new airship to deposit Gotrek, Katerina, and everyone else Felix had ever met onto their heads? She snorted derisively, but nevertheless found herself glancing upwards as though she had just hexed herself by thinking it.

			Snowflakes landed in her eyes and she had to physically brush them off. There was no longer warmth in her body to melt them.

			She didn’t think she could cope with the volume of former lovers that Felix had accrued. And they could not all be as insipid as Katerina.

			‘General Straghov, might I ride with you a moment?’

			Ulrika glanced up, irked that she could be so caught up in herself as to be taken by surprise as Gustav Jaeger rode alongside at a hard canter, then matched his horse’s gait to hers. He had supplemented his royal blue cloak and riding leathers with Ungol furs and bore a lantern in one hand. The glass was charred, and wet on the outside from snow melt. He rode surrounded in a cloud of mist from the breath of himself and his horse.

			‘You are on the oblast now, Gustav. A man rides where he has earned the right to.’

			The young Jaeger smiled tightly, uncertain if that was a welcome or a rebuttal, but when she did not demand he take himself and his horse elsewhere, his expression lightened. She could read the thoughts in his face as clearly as the lust song of his blood whenever he looked at her, perhaps picturing himself as some romantic lord of the steppe in the manner of the robber barons of ‘North Ostermark’, so quick to stab their flagpole into Kislev’s grave. His cheeks were flushed with near-surface blood. The hand that held the lantern rattled with nervous energy.

			‘Yes, general,’ he murmured. ‘Damir’s scouts say that something has been this way before us. Two men on foot, one of them heavy like a…’ He swallowed and peered into the blizzard. ‘Perhaps like a Chaos warrior.’

			‘That is not surprising,’ said Ulrika. ‘Even beastmen fear Kislev’s winter. Praag would mean shelter, if the Troll King will share it.’

			Gustav nodded, gaze shooting sideways and hand going to his pistol holster as a long lingering cry like that of a wolf shivered through the falling snow. The young man shuddered. Ulrika watched him, captivated by the change in blood flow that caused his eyes to dilate and his cheeks to redden.

			A warp storm was brewing. Ulrika could feel it in the ache of her hunger.

			Gustav relaxed slightly, his shivers owing more to cold than to fear. Ulrika smiled coyly. He was the same age as Felix had been when they had first met and the resemblance was uncanny. Like his uncle, he was intelligent, handsome, and often unwittingly condescending. He lacked a certain edge, however, and seemed to compensate with a corresponding dose of arrogance.

			‘If there is something more you wish to say, I would do it now. That is something else a Kislevite learns at a young age.’

			Gustav coughed nervously, trying to look unafraid. Amongst his own kind he might have succeeded, but there was no masking the fluttering of his heart from an Arisen.

			‘You say Praag is besieged by an army to make Helbrass’s look small. That it’s defended by all the beasts of Chaos. How are we to make it inside?’

			‘You are going to help me,’ Ulrika smiled.

			Gustav blushed into his collar. ‘Free companies haven’t the most heroic reputation, general, but whatever you ask of us we won’t let you down.’

			As though this were news to her, Ulrika glanced down the line of horses to where the diversely armed freemen in their patched greatcoats, ill-fitting iron cuirasses, and criminally distempered horses took up the rear.

			Her feeding from them had been about more than mere healing, more even than the power to punch a hole into the aethyr and transport an army across the walls of Praag.

			Gustav turned to follow her gaze, showing the partially healed puncture marks on the side of his neck. The memory of his pulse in her mouth inflamed her, poked a sharp goad through the bars that contained the beast. Again she forced the animal into submission. But each time it pushed, each time the bars were bent a little further, it became that much harder to force back. Gustav was not the touchstone to her humanity that she needed if she was to win this battle, but he was not without uses.

			If she remembered correctly, a little jealousy had never hurt Felix’s affections.

			Seeking out the elder Jaeger amongst the rabble at the column’s rear, she heard the wolf howl again. It was similar but different, this time from the other side of the column. With a frown, she scanned the steppe, snow-washed and black with the emptiness of the oblast night. She thought she saw movement and focused on it, but for all her preternatural abilities it was one of Damir’s outriders that saw the flying shape first and screamed.

			‘Ambush!’

			Felix heard the cry at the same moment he saw the arrow split the scout’s face cheek to cheek and spin him from his mount. The Ungol’s foot snagged in the stirrup and his skull cracked on the ground as his pony reared and the steppe erupted with whoops and barks. Big hunting hounds bounded from the darkness, lantern light glinting from teeth and eyes, and were followed in by horsemen in white furs; so intangible against the snow that even as they drew on bows and hefted spears, they resembled horses ridden by the dead.

			Arrows punched riders from the saddle and horses, particularly those of the Ostermarkers, whinnied in panic. Felix felt one shaft whistle past his ear and strike the rider behind. The arrow pierced his leather hauberk under the collar and the man dropped the pistol he’d been trying to put a match to with a scream. Another shaft droned across the opposite cheek and over Snorri’s head.

			The Slayer bellowed, propelling his weapons overhead as if the horse’s motion worked on the same principle as a jittery gyrocopter. The poor gelding merely circled in confusion, causing Snorri to shout even louder as his back was turned to the fighting.

			All around, men were struggling with matchlocks and screaming. More than anything he wanted to be able to tell the men around him what to do, but although he had led men in a pinch he didn’t consider himself a commander and he certainly didn’t know the first thing about cavalry tactics.

			Was it best to form up or to stay loose? When on the defensive should they hold a position or keep mobile? And what was the best way for one unit of light cavalry to balance its advantages and overcome another?

			Cursing his ill-informed educational choices, Felix drew his sword and sought desperately to remain calm enough to remember the correct application of reins and stirrups to wheel his horse into the face of the attack.

			‘Hold and fire!’ Felix yelled.

			Any command was probably better than none at all, and to his surprise the nearest men appeared to lose a measure of their panic as soon as the words left his mouth. Matchcords were lit and pistols aimed and black­powder flashes crackled across the rear of the column. A hound went down with a whimper. An iron ball punched through a marauder’s chest and blasted his shoulder blade from his back.

			By the light of the muzzle flashes that were spreading through the column like a flame along a taper, Felix saw the enemy charge in. They had already got too close in the dark. The ­pistoliers’ weapons were too complicated to reload and fire again. Damir’s horse­-archers each got two or three more shots away, but it was still too little too late.

			Felix saw an emaciated wolf-beast take an arrow in the hip and keep running. It had spines running along its back and a tail as sharp and metallic as the tip of an elven spear. The Chaos hound loped through the snow, ropes of drool hanging between its teeth and the spikes of its collar like a spider’s web.

			It was heading straight for Ulrika.

			Felix screamed a warning. Another arrow buried itself in the hound’s flank, but it did not seem to feel it as it bunched its hindquarters and launched itself forward with a terrific snarl. Ulrika bared her fangs as she saw it, barely a second before its flying lunge punched her from the saddle.

			The vampiress hit the ground in a thump of snow with the mutant hound landing on top of her a moment later, clawing at the bands of her breastpiece and sinking its fangs into the thick steel guard around her throat. Ulrika growled back, face slathered in drool, and locked one daemon grip under the pit of its foreleg and another around its neck.

			For so very many reasons, the ambushers had picked the wrong target.

			Ungols and Imperials that had previously been wavering suddenly cried out in wrath. Pistols sputtered inchoate fury as men drew swords and axes and charged to their general’s defence. Horses slammed together, barged each other aside, tangled tacks and stirrups and trapped their riders side-by-side to hack at each other with blades. The Kurgan had the edge in size and armament, but now they were in close they were working like slavers with the flats of their weapons and seemed taken aback by their foes’ zeal.

			In the snow meanwhile, Ulrika had driven the hound’s jaw back from her throat until it snapped impotently a few inches from her face. Then, with every outward symptom of great pleasure, she squeezed down on its neck. The dog mewled, pawed at her breastpiece. Its eyes turned blood red and its hindlegs went soft and deposited its blade-tail on the ground. Freed of its weight, Ulrika rose, then clenched the final distance until the hound gave one final whine and then twitched with the sudden snap of its spine.

			A shout from Snorri pulled Felix away from Ulrika’s show of force. The dwarf had managed to chivvy his horse into the right direction and get it moving. The bay gelding cantered uncertainly through the baying tangle of Kurgan marauders and their hounds while Snorri swung his weapons wildly to left and right without ever coming within a yard of striking another rider.

			Dwarfs just didn’t have the reach for horseback fighting. Felix would have thought that even Snorri would have had the common sense to dismount, but clearly he was being generous with his assumptions. Could Snorri still be drunk? Was that even possible for a dwarf that had once emptied a bucket of Ivan Petrovich’s double-distilled Goromadny vodka and then trounced all of his household lancers and their wives in a drinking contest?

			Felix swore as Snorri’s attempt to lean back and kick a hound with his mace-leg resulted in him windmilling for balance and hugging his horse’s neck to keep from falling off.

			It was a miracle they had got the Slayer into the saddle in the first place.

			Felix looked from Snorri to Ulrika. The vampiress was back on her horse now. A nimbus of energy coalesced into a gauntlet of shadow that she punched towards a charging horseman. A lance of Dark Magic powered through his chest. Ulrika hissed, widening that dark lance into a blade and yanking her hand sideways to bring it scything through the Kurgan that surrounded her.

			At her side fought Damir and Gustav and a tight formation of furious-looking horsemen. A part of Felix wished he could be there too. The need to protect her came from somewhere deep inside, and it took a great effort to resist it and turn back to Snorri. The Slayer was disappearing into the night but for the sounds of dwarfish insults and the occasional clangour of an axe and a hammer being accidentally mashed together.

			Ulrika had all the protection she could need, and from what he had seen of her she needed none.

			‘A curse on all Slayers,’ Felix swore with feeling, spurring after the departed dwarf.

			A Kurgan warrior with a thick snow-salted black beard and a snow lion pelt riddled with icons of the Dark Gods swung at Ulrika with an axe. His heart hammered in her head. His breath was sour with gorilka and the self-digestive stink of starvation. She could hear the grind of bone on ligament, muscle on bone. He was an animal, a filthy degraded animal that soiled her homeland with his gods and his smell.

			The axe glimmered closer.

			The man did not fear death. Ulrika snarled. That never lasted.

			Sharp as a sudden chill, her hand snapped up and caught the axe blade in her palm. The Kurgan roared and pulled back against her. Even in his prime his strength would have been no match for Ulrika’s. Now, half wasted and bitten by frost, the Kurgan could do little more than roar the impeachment of his dark masters. Ulrika tightened her grip, coruscating arcs of atrophying magic causing the axe blade to brown and its wooden haft to crumble.

			Suddenly pulling on nothing, the northman seesawed back in the saddle. Ulrika caught him by the collar of his cloak before he fell.

			His pulse quickened under her grip. Horses and men battled all around her, but this was all she cared now to hear. She had fed just hours before, but like a raw neophyte she ached for a taste. It was Praag, she knew. It was Chaos. She didn’t care.

			‘Fool,’ she lisped, tongue engorged by desire. With a snarl, she surrendered to the beast’s bellow of approval and dragged the marauder off his horse until he lay across her lap like a human sacrifice upon an altar. She licked her fangs. ‘Do you even realise what you face?’

			The rhythm of his heartbeat fell out of time. She laughed. There was the fear.

			The Kurgan screamed and beat ineffectually at her breastplate. Ulrika held him nonchalantly down. Dark power flickered into a gauntlet around her hand as she raised a fist and then punched through the man’s chest. Ribs parted with a crunch. The man jerked, spat blood. Then Ulrika tore out his heart. Mouth open wide, she held the still-beating organ above her face and drank. Blood ran across her cheeks and down her throat.

			The beast wrapped its talons around the bars of its cage and strained.

			With an effort of will over instinct, she blinked blood from her eyes and looked up. This should not be happening. Not so soon.

			That was why she had brought Felix.

			A pistol shot shattered her thoughts and she glared up hungrily, scanning the melee of mounted men and snarling hounds. She wanted to bleed them all. With the helpless terror of madness, Ulrika realised that Felix had abandoned her.

			Her tether to humanity had been broken.

			Then she bared her fangs and turned back to the Kurgan.

			They would learn what it meant to defy one of the Arisen.

			The snowfall thickened as Felix turned a hard canter into a gallop. He’d never ridden so fast in his life. The rapid pound of the horse’s hooves seemed to set a pace for his heart to match. The impact on hard snow rang through his bones and made his mail shake. Even flying hadn’t been this terrifying. There was something about seeing the ground flashing beneath him and seeing the animal’s legs blur that granted a considerable immediacy to his peril.

			‘Snorri!’ he shouted, mouth filling with snow at speed the moment he opened it.

			Flakes of bristly cold piled into his eyes faster than he could blink them away. He dared not take his one hand off the reins to wipe them.

			Ragged-looking northmen on starving steeds flashed by in the dark. A scattering of moonlight on a chainmail shirt. A glint of lantern light from a silver ring. There were thousands of them out there, he knew. He could hear the howls of their dogs, but more than that he could feel their existence in his gut. It was as if their presence alone was a knot that weighed down the air around him.

			Winding his hand once more through frost-stiffened leather reins, Felix shook his face clear and tried to focus on where he was going. Ahead came the sound of ice water slushing against rocks, guiding him through the numbing howl in his ears.

			The Lynsk.

			Mentally, he oriented himself. Assuming Praag was nearby then the Gate of Gargoyles would be somewhere there to the north-east. It was useful to know, but it wasn’t going to help Snorri.

			A warning shout in a harsh barbarian tongue snapped his eyes back to his path. A Kurgan marauder on foot rose out of the darkness before him. The man’s fur cloak swiped out behind him as he turned, leather plate armour so stiffly frozen that ice shavings drizzled from the joints. His eyes were bloodshot. His greased face was gaunt from malnourishment and cracked by frostbite.

			Felix cast about once more for Snorri, then swore his surrender to the snow and darkness. He drew in the reins and swung from the saddle, bringing Karaghul into a guard just as the northman barrelled through the snow with a harsh yell.

			Felix could just about ride a horse, but the day he tried to fight from one was the day the electors nominated him their Emperor.

			A tickling déjà vu came over him as the marauder stumbled through the shin-high snow and slush that banked the partially frozen Lynsk.

			The snow, the river, the Kurgan: it was the scene from his dream.

			He had seen this. He knew exactly what was going to happen.

			Shifting his stance appropriately to the attack he knew the northman was about to make, Felix sidestepped the marauder’s lunge and slid Karaghul between the sinewy lacings that connected backplate to breastplate as if it belonged there. Blood lanced across the snow and up Felix’s arm.

			Felix grimaced as he shifted his grip, and kicked the man behind the kneecap to drop him into position for Felix to plant his boot on the warrior’s shoulder and wrench the glittering runeblade clear. Not exactly as he had dreamt it, but surely too similar to be a coincidence.

			Felix recalled how he had always dismissed Max’s speculations that he and Gotrek were in some way guided by a greater power than themselves. Perhaps the wizard had been onto something after all.

			The northman tumbled away towards the river and its collective of wrecked cottages and Felix backed off warily, sword raised into a guard. The snow swept around him like a weapon of the Great Powers to blind and to frustrate.

			‘Snorri! Where are you, can you hear me?’

			Felix tightened his two-handed grip around the dragonhead hilt of Karaghul. His eyes were starting to throb, so hard had he been staring into the blizzard, but he dared not blink. The sound of battle was coming from all around and who knew how many Kurgan the dead man’s alarum had stirred up. Felix watched the thick flakes fall. He could not keep his eyes trained any longer. He blinked.

			‘Manling! To your left.’

			At the sound of that familiar, guttural shout, Felix almost failed to react as he knew he had to. His heart soared like a caged bird set free. He wanted to turn right, to see with his own eyes, but at the last instant he jerked left and swept Karaghul across his body to parry the hefty berdish axe that hacked for him through the snow.

			Just as he remembered.

			The two weapons clashed apart heavily and then, inspired by fore­knowledge, his fighter’s reflex took over. He dodged back, spinning away from the overarm slash that he saw in his mind’s eye even before the Kurgan had committed himself to deliver it. Felix turned his evasive spin into a slash across the northman’s hamstrings, then kicked the screaming man face-down into the snow.

			Felix shook his head dizzily. Useful as it was proving, there was something deeply unsettling about knowing what was going to happen before the event.

			With a nervous laugh Felix wondered whether, if he were to find himself hungover on his desk at some stage in the next five minutes, he would be relieved or disappointed. In the corner of his eye, he caught sight of a dozen more fur-clad marauders advancing through the ruins by the river. More were battling out of sight, iron chirping like winter birdsong. He brought his sword again into a tried and true guard, bringing the glint of gold from his finger to his face.

			He wondered what Kat was doing at this moment.

			The thought was sudden and unwelcome, coming in the middle of a battle and just hours after he had had his lips on another woman’s. The mental rebuke hurt as it probably should. He shook his head to clear it of snow. Why did the romanticists always end their works once the hero had rescued his damsel and the difficult bit began? His thoughts of Kat shaped themselves into the scene of his deathbed as shown to him by Aekold Helbrass’s prophetic fires. The very real likelihood that she would not, in fact, be with him at the end hurt him more than he would have thought.

			Then he recalled something that he had not thought of at the time.

			Kat had had a child in that vision.

			He smiled, oddly elated despite his situation. Ulrika must have been mistaken.

			Life went on after all.

			He had a child.

			A brute howl pulled his gaze outwards. There in the snow, a sanguinary blur of starmetal silver and ink-strapped muscle hacked through a score of barbarian northmen. Felix’s heart beat with superstitious dread. The foreknowledge of who he was going to find here on the anonymous snowfield hadn’t even begun to ready Felix for how hard in the chest the sight would hit him. He wanted to punch the air.

			It was Gotrek.

			Gotrek Gurnisson had found his own way to Praag!

			The Slayer fought in a ring of bodies and human debris. Despite wearing nothing above his tattered trews but piercings and spiralling blue tattoos Gotrek gave no care to the cold as, with a roar like a collapsing cliff, he swung his axe and severed a northman’s leg below the knee. The marauder, meeting the bone-hammer of Gotrek’s knuckles, was dead with a snapped neck before his knees were fully bent.

			Even having seen it twice, even with the charnel reek to give it the ­pungency of reality, Felix feared he was about to be woken up and have all of this taken away. He could almost have laughed at how sorry he suddenly was at the thought of having a pointless skirmish at the edge of the known world whisked out from under his feet.

			And then he did laugh. He had to.

			Gotrek roared for more and more came. At their head strode a champion in a ringmail hauberk with a white bear cloak and an antlered helm. The northman’s bare arms were heavy with trophy rings. He spun his twinned axes in anticipation as he chanted some guttural gibberish about his deeds and his gods. One blade left a crimson trail of power through the air it cut.

			Felix’s first impulse was to charge to the Slayer’s aid, but he had already seen how this fight panned out and didn’t want to do anything that might interfere and unintentionally get Gotrek hurt or killed. The dwarf already looked close enough to death. He had lost his eye patch and gore bled from the gaping socket. Cuts and bruises coloured his tattooed flesh. Strips of it hung off the muscle in places. A pair of arrows stuck out of his breast.

			Slipping the Slayer’s guard, the champion dragged his blade across Gotrek’s chest, adding a deep score to the tally and bringing a spurt of blood. The Slayer howled, throwing the Kurgan champion off and driving him back with a storm of blows. His starmetal blade slammed deep into the northman’s gut. The not-so-favoured of the Chaos gods regurgitated blood, choking on that last mouthful as Gotrek flung him from his axe and into those that came roaring in behind.

			Now!

			With a yell, Felix cut down the last Kurgan between him and the Slayer, hurdled the northman’s corpse and, turning mid-leap, slammed into Gotrek’s back to beat down a northman axe that had been destined for his unguarded shoulders.

			That thumping contact sent an electric thrill down Felix’s spine. In that moment his whole body seemed to fizz, as if a fire warmed his blood and filled his muscles with new strength. It was not unlike what he had felt when he had kissed Ulrika, but ten times more intense. It felt meaningful. It felt right. He might have laughed again, he wasn’t sure any more, but he felt almost reborn, parrying another attack as Gotrek’s massive shoulders ground over his. Felix ducked a swinging adze, parried a sabre.

			The northmen were coming thick and fast from the river, drawn to the ring of steel and the Slayer’s bellowed challenges. Felix sliced through a Kurgan’s jack, then reversed his grip and sliced his blade back across the northman’s throat in a red slash of arterial blood.

			‘I can’t believe I actually missed this madness.’

			‘What do you… want?’ Gotrek wheezed, parrying the stab of a knife, then punching the eye of his axe into its wielder’s gut. The man doubled over, head parting company with his shoulders a moment later. ‘Another… gold ring?’ A hand-axe decorated with evil glyphs clanged off the flat of his blade. Gotrek elbowed the Kurgan in the face, kneecapped another, and sliced his axe through the belly of a third. ‘Was Altdorf not exciting enough, manling?’

			Felix blinked in confusion, feeling his earlier surge of energy fade into his muscles and almost missing the sword that thrust for his belly. He twisted sharply, parried, then sliced through the offending hand with an incisive counter.

			That hadn’t been what he’d expected to hear.

			‘Is that all you want to say to me after a year?’

			‘A year?’ Gotrek grunted. ‘Is that all?’

			‘Damn it, Gotrek!’

			The Slayer hacked a northman in half, painting his gasping mouth with arterial spray. ‘You went your own way, manling. And I went… mine.’

			‘That was the promise you made.’ Felix blocked a flurry of blows and retreated back against Gotrek’s broad shoulders. ‘Keep Snorri alive until Karak Kadrin and you’d release me from my oath.’

			‘Release?’ Gotrek growled. His expression somehow darkened still further. He pulled his axe from a Kurgan’s shoulder and broke a man’s elbow with the flat. Then he grunted, as if words were harder than bones. ‘Aye. And I honoured it.’

			Felix parried hard, dumbfounded and numb. Did Gotrek resent him for not choosing to stay with him once he’d had a say in the matter? Could he really hold that kind of a grudge for this long?

			Stupid question.

			‘Kat is safe in Altdorf,’ he yelled over his shoulder. He wasn’t sure why he said that, except perhaps to extract some reaction from the Slayer besides that passive, incomprehensible rage. Gotrek had always been fond of Kat whom, right up to their wedding day, he’d persisted in calling ‘little one’. ‘She might be pregnant.’

			‘Then you’re a fool. There’s only one place you should be now.’

			Felix shook snowflakes from his brow, turning his simmering anger into a riposte that beat an axe from a northman’s grip and severed his fingers. The temptation to spin around and let the Slayer defend his own stubborn back was almost great enough for him to countenance the suicide-by-Kurgan that that would inevitably mean for him as well. Instead he snarled and parried a stinging neck-thrust.

			‘I had a daughter once,’ Gotrek panted, speech completely almost eaten into by breath. ‘I knew I shouldn’t have left her behind but I was… talked into it by a friend.’ There was a pause, split into two by the crack of a northman’s spine. ‘Pray you don’t regret it like I did.’

			‘I–’

			Hoofbeats rumbled through the blizzard. Damir and his riders.

			No!

			Felix knew nothing of Gotrek’s shame, and precious little about his life before becoming a Slayer. This was important, he knew. There was so much he wanted to say and ask before the opportunity was taken from them.

			‘Gospodarinyi!’

			Swaddled in sheepskin and hemp, Damir galloped from the storm, standing high in the stirrups as he drew back on his recurved composite bow. Coloured tassels shivered from the tips as he loosed. The feathered shaft zipped through the falling snow, and smacked through the Y-shaped opening of a marauder’s bull-horned barbute with a ferocious clang as the metal head exited the back of the man’s skull and struck the inside back of his warhelm. The marauder spasmed backwards before being dashed off the breast of the careening pony.

			A second horse-archer chivvied his horse through the shank-high snowdrift, screaming ‘Yhah!’ at the top of his lungs and drawing back on his own bowstring. The arrow flew over Gotrek’s shoulder and took his assailant through the heart. Gotrek howled pure frustration and beheaded the dying northman. Another centaur-like shadow breezed in false-silence through the blizzard and charged into the disordered northmen.

			The Kurgan broke, and Damir and his men yipped and urged their steeds to give chase.

			Gotrek growled and sank to one knee. He caught himself on the haft of his axe and pushed himself back up. Felix offered no help. He could not have supported the Slayer’s weight even if he thought his aid would be welcomed. The Slayer met his look and glowered.

			‘Itchy feet then, was it?’

			‘I’m sorry?’

			‘Marriage and children does something to human men, I’ve found. Oath and hearth just isn’t enough for you.’

			‘For goodness’ sake, Gotrek–’

			Before Felix could say more he noticed the brightening glow of Gotrek’s axe. The runes were red and hot and spitting in the snow. Chaos. With a glint in his one eye, Gotrek hefted his axe once again. He regarded Felix grudgingly.

			‘If my doom should happen while you’re here…’

			Felix sighed. If that was the warmest welcome he could expect then he’d take it. ‘It is the end of the world, I suppose.’

			Gotrek leered, running the pad of his thumb down the edge of his axe until it produced a bead of blood. It was one of the few parts of the Slayer’s body not already bleeding. ‘Good, isn’t it.’

			Both fighters readied their weapons, Gotrek’s rune-axe turning the snowflakes into ruby droplets as a snow-white destrier bore Ulrika through that crimson haze.

			She looked monstrous, and not in any way that could be explained away by the harsh glare of Gotrek’s axe. She could not have got herself any bloodier had she physically crawled inside a Kurgan warrior and torn her way out. She tilted her chin arrogantly upwards as she regarded the Slayer, exposing her sharp fangs and the blood where it was thickest under her jaw. A skein of moaning spirits swirled over the shapely contours of her armour. They darkened her eyes and mouth with a penumbral gloom, deepening the hard, immortalised lines of her face. And unlike Felix and Gotrek, swathed in steamy breath, she sat without, a transient visitor to the cold.

			Breathing like a bellows, the Slayer turned a black look on Felix.

			Felix flinched under the intensity of it, feeling again the guilt of Ulrika’s kiss. He tried to hide it from his face, but it seemed to blush from his cheeks as though written there in dwarfish runes. Gotrek gripped his axe and nodded like an executioner.

			‘Now I see.’

			Ignoring the dwarf, Ulrika closed her eyes and looked away, transacting some steep personal cost of willpower in exchange for concealing her fangs and retracting her claws. She shook her head and then pointed to the collection of cottages sited beside the dark, ice-floed body of creaking slush ahead of them. The shapes of the riverside outpost were just about visible as humps in the ground. If Felix concentrated on it, he could still hear the rumble of hoofbeats, the wild yells of the Ungol horsemen, the occasional crack of an arquebus or a pistol, and what might have been a drunken dwarf’s war cry.

			‘Come, Felix. We can pick up Snorri and hold out there while I work us a way into the city.’

			Gotrek arched a blood-bristled eyebrow at the name of his old friend, but was too stubborn to ask. Felix decided that if he wanted to be that way, then Felix could be too stubborn to volunteer. The Slayer grunted and crossed his arms over his chest.

			‘We’re here to get Max,’ Felix muttered, feeling that the most pertinent – the most innocent – fact. He waved vaguely northward. ‘He’s in there.’

			Again, a grunt.

			Before Felix’s temper could fray any further, there was a disturbing underfoot crunch of snow and human gristle from behind them.

			A bowman with arrow nocked and drawn advanced over the bodies that Gotrek had left strewn. He was hard and thin, like a twist of salted meat, and garbed in a motley assortment of weather-beaten furs and hanging armour plates. The bow was a darkwood Kurgan recurve, the arrows fletched black like cousins of those in Gotrek’s chest.

			‘Are you going to fight them then, zabójka?’ asked the bowman, his Kislevite accent muffled by the layers wrapped over his mouth. ‘Or must you live another day?’

			Slowly, Felix eased his grip off his sword and glanced a question at Gotrek.

			‘No one told you to leave, manling,’ was Gotrek’s terse reply.

			‘What does zabójka mean?’

			Ulrika smiled coldly. ‘It is not affectionate.’

			The bowman lowered his weapon, and nodded a curt greeting to the mounted boyarina. ‘Kolya, my lady. Of what was once Dushyka.’

			‘Do not speak in haste,’ said Ulrika. ‘We are not beaten yet.’

			Kolya shrugged as if he couldn’t care and perhaps never truly had. ‘No matter.’

			That neat summation of Kislevite philosophy brought a rare smile to Ulrika’s lips. She extended a hand to the north as if commanding the storm to part or the polar gates to open.

			‘Come,’ said Ulrika again, her voice this time echoed by what sounded like hundreds of others.

			Felix heard weeping, indistinct, as though he’d just entered a castle in which someone in a distant wing was crying. The spirits that swam over her began to accelerate and blur. Faces gnashed their teeth and blended with others that cursed or wept or raved, summoning a wind that moaned and smelled of the dankness within a forgotten crypt. Ulrika’s eyes pulsed red in their sepia pools.

			Felix backed away.

			‘There are too many of the northmen here,’ said Ulrika, her voice echoing as though she called to him from across a gorge. Felix didn’t think she had ever looked so beautiful. Or feral. This was Ulrika the vampire without the mask. She was an eagle glorying in flight, a lioness exulting in the power of her bite. ‘Chaos warriors and daemons and monsters from beyond the mountains. Too many to fight. I can confound them long enough for respite.’

			She spread her hands, a spider spinning her web with aethyric silk, threads of torment and pain spooling from her fingertips. Where the spirits she summoned flew, northmen gave shouts of confusion and horror and turned unwittingly back. As Felix watched, a fearful tightness compressing his chest, the spirit maze expanded around them, visible against the background night as an empyreal mesh of half-felt taps on shoulders, whispered fears, and childhood nightmares.

			‘The leech does magic now?’ Gotrek observed, drawing his axe so close it opened a cut across his cheek. Blood trickled into his beard. One eye and a vacant orb glared at the vampiress in the throes of her necromancy.

			‘We should’ve killed her back in Drakenhof.’

		

	
		
			[image: ] CHAPTER TWELVE [image: ]

			 


			CRUEL SURPRISES

			Nothing buried a corpse like snow.

			A chilling northerly wind worked its shovel with the callousness of a serial killer, covering the northmen left by the Kislevites’ charge under shallow mounds of white powder. The remnants of the riverside outpost they had sought to defend rose from the snow like the fingers of the unquiet dead. Spirits whispered though the dark. The cold smell of impermanence clung to every broken stone.

			The largest structure was a burned, ice-blistered headstone with one side sunk into the icy waters of the Lynsk. Its walls were of thick red brick, its windows suspicious slits. Crenellations ran the perimeter of its roof that climbed into a tiered onion dome tiled with frosted lead. A customs house, Felix reasoned, likely doubling as a relay post for southbound riders and as a fort to guard against smugglers and poachers.

			An iron chain clenched across the river. The passing ice caused it to clink and rustle. The stripped-down ribcage of an ice-breaker barque lay upturned on the bank beside it. The wood had been peeled away for fuel and for repairs to the surrounding structures and only the iron cladding remained. A Kurgan warrior hung from it, pinned by a pair of arrows through the chest.

			The fortification’s highest point was a circular bartizan with its foundations in the river itself. The circle was a prominent symbol in Kislevite philosophy as well as their architecture. It was the curve of the world, of the wide oblast sky. It was death and rebirth. A tattered banner fluttered from the bartizan’s flagpole, a sore on the eye that seemed to rot even as Felix looked at it. A rhythmic bang echoed from the ramparts as a trio of Gustav’s men, loaded with gorilka and dry tinder to burn the foul icon down, sought to break into the locked tower.

			The Troll King might have denied the Kurgan and their allies Praag, but something had succeeded in making this place their home.

			The surrounding buildings were a mix of semi-intact structures. They had been loosely repaired and refortified with scavengeable scraps and were filled with bedding furs and gear, all left behind when the Ungols had ridden through.

			Rubble lay everywhere a man could put his foot. It made the snow cover lumpen. Here and there, red leached into those snowy lumps to mark a Kurgan grave. The uneven ground between ruins was taken by a hap­hazard maze of pickets and stockades that housed shaggy, broad-shouldered cattle. They were not cows such as an Averland farmer would recognise. They resembled the Norscan breed that his brother had at times grudgingly traded in with landowners of Nordland and the Middle Mountains. Adapted to cold and misery and the weird aspects of the Chaos-tainted north, they were gruff, lean, and permanently on the knife-edge of goring a warily passing soldier.

			Gotrek studied the thumb he had sliced on his axe blade with a scowl. Some poison in the air stopped wounds from closing and kept the blood flowing. Even the Slayer wasn’t impervious to the taint. He glanced sideways as a disoriented whisper echoed from the deep snow, one of Ulrika’s unleashed spirits. He launched a gob of spit after it. Felix had no way of knowing if or what it hit.

			‘Your girlfriend has until this stops running.’ He stuck the thumb between his lips and leered, sucking it dry as he then withdrew it. ‘Then I’m off.’

			‘Ulrika asked us to wait,’ said Felix.

			‘I’m here for the Troll King and the doom that was promised me,’ said Gotrek. ‘I’m not here for the wizard, and as sure as the treachery of elves I’m not here for her.’ He jabbed his thumb, just again sheening with red, back towards the despatch-fort.

			Ulrika stood there under the old fort’s shattered main gate, wearing a cloak of aethyric shadow and a halo of weeping spirits. To look on her was to share the horror all prey feel for their predator. The blood of men painted her beautiful white armour. Gobbets of it matted her hair. Her face was more crimson now than white.

			Around her, men worked to clear a section of the stockade of cattle to make space for a corral. Left pats of dung steamed. Ungol ponies and Ostermark horses shivered together under wool blankets and snorted vapour. Other men were prying wood from the pickets to erect what looked like a pentagram around the gatehouse under direction from Damir. The Ungol chieftain stood with his hands on his hips and his cheeks sucked in and shouted instructions from Ulrika’s right hand. Wearing a beatific grin, Gustav stood behind her and to the left with his thumbs tucked into his belt. Occasionally a man looked up from his task as one of the warding spirits of Ulrika’s ghost-maze moaned overhead and mouthed a prayer.

			The tension was garrotte tight.

			Felix felt it in the rising hairs on the back of his neck. He leant his crossed arms over the waist-high fence that separated him and about thirty head of cattle from the river and rapped his ring nervously upon the upright. With a perversion so subtle that Felix hadn’t even consciously noticed it at first, the water was pushing ice upriver. He wondered how that was even possible. Was the Lynsk somehow sucking in seawater from Altwasser Bay and bearing it north to the Goromadny Mountains? He shuddered again.

			So simple a thing, and yet so wrong.

			Beside him, sat in the snow like a rock that had just dropped there out of the sky, Gotrek silently watched his thumb bleed by the rune-light of his axe.

			‘Kat is well,’ Felix said, haltingly. He worked his lips. His mouth felt imponderably dry. He waited, but the dwarf said nothing. ‘She is getting stronger.’

			‘Good.’

			‘Is that all you have to say? Is there nothing you want to ask?’

			The dwarf’s one eye was as hollow as the empty socket beside it and fixed on his thumb.

			‘We travelled together for twenty years, Gotrek. Have you forgotten all that?’

			Gotrek glowered dangerously, the insult to his long dwarfish memory implicit.

			Felix hung his head, gave it a sorry shake. He had always felt guilty about the decision he had made to leave the Slayer and return with Kat to the Empire. It had seemed like the right one at the time though and there was no more a man could do than that. Even now he wasn’t sure that it was necessarily wrong. If he’d opted for friendship over family then Kat would have followed him for certain. And how long would Kat have survived in Kislev in her condition?

			The speculation gave him a shiver. Again, he resolved to return home to her in one piece, something that having Gotrek and his axe alongside of him could only improve the chances of.

			Felix glanced over his shoulder as Ulrika took Gustav, Damir and a handful of free company soldiers with her into the fort. He frowned. For some reason, Ulrika did not appear nearly as alluring as she had just hours before. It was more than just the blood on her. His feelings towards her were confused. She was unquestionably beautiful, had even become more so as he had aged and she had not, but it was beauty of an untouchable kind. She was a ritual blade, something to be admired but not without a shiver of something other at the forces locked within. Unexpectedly his thoughts turned to the jaded old poet who would drink himself to nostalgia in his office in Altdorf.

			He wondered whether it was Ulrika or himself who had changed the least.

			‘Riders!’

			The cry came from the sentries to the north-east. On a nervous flex, Felix’s grip tensed around Karaghul.

			A shattered bay gelding crunched over the loose ground on the river bank, led by one of Damir’s colourfully garbed scouts. The poor animal made it almost as far as the fort, then whinnied in quiet distress and pitched its rider into the water. Snorri Nosebiter flailed drunkenly, then punched through the ice in a spume of water and sank like an anvil but for a train of bubbles.

			Felix swore, pushing his sword back into its scabbard and ducking under the fence. He ran over the wharf’s cracked flagstones for that perversely whispering river, half diving and half skidding onto heels and backside to plunge his arm in. The cold shocked him senseless. He grit his teeth to keep from screaming but, after hardly any time at all, the pain was replaced by a tingling numbness. That wasn’t at all reassuring. He waved his arm under the water, pushing it as deep as he dared. Could Snorri swim? It seemed unlikely with that metal leg, and with the amount of vodka he must have put away. Then Felix felt a brush around his wrist, less a sensation than an awareness of pressure, and tried to impel his fingers to close. He cursed loudly as his body began to slide in.

			‘Hand him over, manling.’

			Squatting down beside him, Gotrek plunged his own arm into the water.

			‘On the count of th–’ Felix began as Gotrek heaved one-handed, dragging Snorri from the water and onto a bed of black ice.

			‘Snorri hates water,’ Snorri managed between gasps that made his throat and chest judder, coughing up a pint of ice water onto his short red beard. ‘It tastes like…’ His eyes fluttered open and he rubbed a bicep over his lips. ‘Well, it tastes like water.’

			Gotrek crossed his arms sourly. ‘Snorri Nosebiter, you are the greatest wattock I ever did know.’

			Snorri gave a smile that grew increasingly watery as his eyes focused on the dwarf stood over him. Gotrek uncrossed his arms and extended one hand – low enough to be an offer, high enough so as not to make a big elven fuss about it. Snorri hesitated only long enough for one more sodden cough before clasping it and letting Gotrek haul him up.

			Felix didn’t know what passing madness had assumed that the ancient companions might reunite with a bear-hug embrace, or at least some physical intimation of mutual respect with an emotionally chiselled kind word. All Snorri got was an appraising grunt as he dripped off on his own two feet. Snorri didn’t even go so far as to meet Gotrek’s eye, applying all his – admittedly limited – faculties to shake off the punished old leather satchel that he had clutched under one arm and stamp residual water from his mace-leg.

			Felix flexed his fingers and rolled life into the near-dislocated joint of his shoulder. As if Snorri hadn’t already been heavy enough.

			‘I like the leg,’ Gotrek grunted after a silence that humans would definitely have considered awkward. ‘Good metal-work.’

			‘It’s very popular with everyone,’ said Snorri, avoiding Gotrek’s eye. ‘Except that horse. It’s not as though Snorri kicked it on purpose.’

			‘What did you expect?’ said Gotrek as the Ungol rider nodded wordlessly and led the tired animal to the corral. ‘There’s only one thing I despise more than horses.’

			‘Is it elves?’ said Snorri with a weak smile. ‘Snorri wagers all the vodka in Kislev that it’s elves.’

			Gotrek’s glower softened marginally. ‘Do you have any?’

			Snorri hung his head.

			‘Typical.’

			Snorri scratched negligently at one of the scabbed punctures in his scalp. If Felix didn’t know dwarfs as he did, then he might have thought that Snorri wanted to talk about something deeply personal. But he did know dwarfs as well as any man could. They could talk for days about gold and clan honour and old grudges, but a matter of the heart would go unsaid with them to wherever it was dwarfs went after death. Snorri went on tiptoes to peer around Felix’s shoulder to make sure the Ungol was gone. He glanced at Felix, picking uncertainly at the knot in his satchel. Gotrek nodded at the bag over his shoulder, showing the wonderfully dwarfish fascination in old things even over and above old friends.

			‘There’s a name I’ve not seen in a long time.’

			Snorri nodded. He looked awkward. He licked his lips slowly as if imagining good ale. ‘Snorri has remembered a lot of things, but there is something he wants… something he needs…’ Snorri tapped his mace-leg on the cobble­stones and mumbled under his breath. Then he rubbed his hand down his beaten-up face and started again. ‘It is about Snorri’s shame.’

			‘Stop there!’ Gotrek raised a hand sharply to forestall any further comment on Snorri’s part. He took a step away. ‘That is not something a Slayer ever speaks of.’

			He glared at Felix, then spread the fingers of his raised hands and grinned harshly. He presented Felix his thumb. It had stopped bleeding.

			‘Time’s up, manling. Come, stay, I no longer care. I’m going.’

			Snorri’s shoulders slumped as Gotrek strode off into the herd of burly cattle, disappearing from view but for a snow-capped orange crest bobbing fiercely towards the opposite side of the enclosure. Felix had never seen him looking so distraught. He wished there was something he could do, but it was clearly some dwarfish issue that, despite his unusual status in their society, Felix could never hope to understand. He couldn’t even offer Snorri a drink.

			Through the cloud of steam that rose from the lowing herd, Felix’s gaze crossed Kolya’s. The Kislevite sat bestride a stile conjoining their enclosure with another. In wrapped and mittened hands he worked a flat stone with a knife, carving what appeared to be a stick image of a horse. He acknowledged Felix’s look with no gesture. He did not look up as Gotrek approached. Felix sighed.

			He had the distinct impression he had been cuckolded for a younger and less talkative man.

			‘I didn’t think it would be this way,’ said Felix, to himself more than to anyone else. A year apart and it was as though they had all become strangers.

			But he had dreamt about this. He had to believe they were all reunited for a purpose.

			He watched Gotrek and Kolya make their way to the outpost’s northern approach, in two minds about whether to follow them or whether to wait with Ulrika. There, a group of Ostermarkers were busy throwing up a rough wall of blocked ice and rubble. Beyond them, spectral figures twisted the night snow into eerie shapes. It made Felix’s neck crawl just looking. ‘Do you believe in fate, Snorri?’

			‘Fate believes in Snorri,’ Snorri answered with uncharacteristic glumness.

			‘Is that the same thing?’

			Snorri’s jaw worked as if over a rotten tooth, and then he shrugged. Idly, he lugged a frozen cow-pat into the river. It smashed a floating block of ice and then slid under with a last gasp of night air. ‘You were always the clever one, young Felix.’

			Felix followed Snorri’s stare across the river. A swirl in the snow became the gothic frontage of the Hergigbank on Otto’s street. The dimples in the water where the flakes landed reminded him, inevitably, of Kat. A gust of wind turned the shapes into that of a running child.

			‘Did you know that Gotrek had a child?’ he asked quietly.

			‘A little girl,’ Snorri replied without looking up, voice coming from some distant place. ‘She wanted to be an engineer.’ Snorri shook his head, chuckling though Felix had the distinct impression the dwarf wanted to be crying. ‘Snorri told her she was silly. Snorri would be an engineer before the guild let a woman learn their secrets.’

			‘You knew Gotrek that long ago?’

			Snorri nodded.

			‘So what happened to her?’

			‘Goblins happened, young Felix. It was all done by the time Gotrek came home, so he took his grudge to the lord who should have protected them.’

			Felix glanced over his shoulder as if expecting to see Gotrek glaring with disapproval. He and Kolya were traipsing over slushed ground towards the rising north barricade. He had a good idea how this story was going to end. ‘Is this something you should be telling me? If Gotrek wanted me to know…’

			‘Gotrek is a kinslayer,’ said Snorri, as simply as if he were explaining that Gotrek had once had brown hair. ‘A dwarf lord and his house died that day. Secrets like that are harder to bury than… than…’ Snorri scrunched up his face as though remembering something he had once heard. ‘Than gold.’

			Snorri’s voice dropped to a hoarse whisper. His fingers ground into the leather satchel in his hands. ‘If only someone had been sent to warn our home. If only someone had been there to fight when the goblins came.’ Unclenching his fists, Snorri smoothed down the leather pack until the golden rune glittered in the false, eerie spiritlight that streamed under the sky. ‘Snorri thinks… Snorri wasn’t…’

			Felix waited as Snorri struggled. He couldn’t say he was surprised by the nature of Gotrek’s supposed wrongdoing. Felix had little enough respect for the nobles of his own race and had the shortcomings of one of them led to the deaths of Kat and his own child then Felix would probably have done exactly the same thing. He smiled ruefully. He would have tried to.

			Snorri appeared to have wrestled himself into a mental stalemate. Patiently, Felix prodded the bag. ‘What’s in the bag, Snorri?’

			Blank-eyed, Snorri passed it over. The damp leather was rough in Felix’s hand. The rune stitched in gold into the side glittered. It was heavier than it looked, and when he gave it an experimental shake something inside answered with a metallic rustle. His fingers hovered over the buckle.

			‘May I?’

			Snorri nodded once. Felix offered a smile and opened it. He didn’t know why, but he was excited to see what was inside. The rune on the front had clearly meant something to Gotrek so, he reasoned, it surely had to be something important. He coughed at the aroma of stale dwarf sweat that drifted up from inside. It was full of old clothes. Felix tried to hide his disappointment. Trust Snorri Nosebiter to carry a bag of soot-caked rags halfway across the Old World. He was about to hand the bag back when a bloodstained shirt slipped aside to reveal a heavy golden chain. Felix took it out for closer inspection and gave the bag back to Snorri.

			‘It’s beautiful. Dwarf made?’ Snorri shrugged so Felix returned his attention to the artefact.

			Around the thick links dwarf runes had been engraved in an exquisite hand. Felix ran his finger around one of the links. He was no jeweller, but he recognised quality when he saw it. In fact the only time he’d seen gold this pure and well fashioned had been in Karak Kadrin when Gotrek had presented him and Kat with their rings. Slowly, his scrolling finger paused. The runes looked familiar. He held his breath. His heart seemed to grow heavy as he spread his fingers. His wedding band glinted in the light.

			The runes were the same. This chain had belonged to Gotrek.

			No.

			It had been a gift from Gotrek.

			Cold spreading through his chest, Felix tightened his grip on the chain. ‘Who did this belong to, Snorri?’

			‘Snorri… doesn’t remember.’

			‘Was it Gotrek’s wife? It was, wasn’t it? How did you get this? You said nobody was there when the goblins attacked.’

			The old Trollslayer looked on the verge of tears. Frost prickled his squashed nose. ‘Snorri… can’t…’

			With hands numbed by more than cold, Felix pushed the chain back into Snorri’s keeping. He thought he understood. No wonder Snorri had tried so hard all these years to forget his shame. Snorri had been there that day.

			‘Oh Snorri,’ he breathed. ‘What did you do?’

			The thick red stone muted the cries of the oblast dead. The air within the ruined despatch-fort was dank, musty and stale, and cold too if one felt it, but buffered against the wind it was a gelid kind of chill like the handshake of a ghoul. Arrow slits and ceiling tears let in light enough to glance off iron wall brackets where in less hopeless times there might once have been torches. The only illumination of note in fact derived from Ulrika herself.

			In her charred, enamel-white plate, she stood in the centre of the chamber with legs braced and hands balled into fists by her side. Amethyst-coloured tracers of energy arced from her hands, probing up her vambraces and over her belly. Occasionally, the arcs crossed to produce a crackling burst of nightshade and the tang of ozone. She faced the door. Her eyes glittered like diamonds and her jaw was set. Concentration gleamed from fang and claw. It was etched into every supernatural sinew.

			‘Is there anything more I can do, general?’

			Gustav Jaeger slumped back into one of the bowman’s nooks, disturbing the snow that had blown in through the narrow embrasure and been allowed to build up there. Breathing shakily he began fumbling with the collar ties of his cloak, hiding the still-seeping punctures in his neck.

			Ulrika permitted herself a smile of pleasure. So handsome. More men lay scattered across the floor with expressions of bliss on pale faces and blood staining the slashed shoulders of their doublets. They were not Kislevites. Their blood was hers to expend as she saw fit. She wondered if she had always thought in such terms, but then reasoned that she probably had. It was only pragmatic, and as the only child of a March Boyar Ulrika had never been anything but that.

			‘Thank you, Gustav. That is sufficient for now. If I require more power then I will summon more of your men.’

			With a faint look of disappointment, Gustav lapsed into semi-consciousness. Ulrika watched his fluttering eyelids and silently moving lips in the same way that she had once watched her father’s hunting dogs as they slept – she wondered what such a simple animal might dream of.

			‘And I, boyarina?’

			Speaking his native Kislevarin, Damir stood amongst the splayed bodies of the southerners as though this was an utterly natural state of affairs. His hands were on his hips where they could be close to his hatchets. A man of the Troll Country, through and through. His yellow eyes flashed with amethyst discharge.

			‘I will be weakened while I perform the ritual. I will be relying on you to defend me from whatever may come.’

			Damir nodded and turned back to the door. He would know what to do. The man had served her since the outbreak of the war. She had been in the Troll Country then, on Lahmian business, and had been overjoyed by the opportunity to spread her claws. She had seen more fighting then than at any other time in her new life, but the sheer number and power of the arch enemy had been too much. Even then she had been loathe to leave, and Damir and his people had objected bitterly to abandoning their tribal lands. Fortunately, her kiss had opened his mind to reason and to a whole new world of possibilities. To servitude. Perhaps one day to immortality.

			She just couldn’t understand why mortals were always so intransigent. Could they not see that she only wanted what was best for them? She knew that she should not blame them. They could not perceive the world as sharply as she could. Their minds could not process it with the same clarity and speed as one of the Arisen.

			Felix, for instance, would undoubtedly object to her using his nephew this way. It was more than just jealousy. He honestly seemed to think it wrong. She pitied him that as she pitied poor Katerina, trapped in a frail and failing mortal shell because of her lover’s weakness of imagination. Trying to see things in the limited fashion of her companions, she reasoned that they would probably not appreciate what she was trying to achieve now either.

			She was going to open a door.

			Invasion after invasion had steeped Praag’s bedrock with the stuff of Chaos. The means to ritually tap it was similar to the magic with which the Auric Bastion was erected. Deep in concentration, Ulrika bared her fangs. The very ritual that one of her own kind had delivered into the hands of Balthasar Gelt. Not that any man of the Empire now alive was going to offer their thanks to the sacrifices of the Arisen that had allowed their Supreme Patriarch to save them. Nor would they mourn the destruction of the nation that he had not seen fit to spare.

			Borrowed blood boiled within her veins. And Gabriella had wondered why Ulrika had left her for Vlad von Carstein.

			The Empire had let Kislev fall, had made a puppet of Boyar Syrgei Tannarov of Erengrad and claimed the stolen territory of ‘North Ostermark’ for its own. Even in the End Times, men were still men.

			They needed the shepherding hand of the Arisen.

			And with that hand she was going to drive a stake through the heart of Chaos and watch the rest of the world drown in its blood.

			Max Schreiber’s mind perused the corrupted aethyr of Praag. It was a web of life and of death that touched every creature currently contesting the city’s walls. In an abstract sense, every natural scholar knew about the interconnectedness of life. Every creature had its place in that web, surrounded and connected by those it killed and those that killed it. What fewer scholars knew however was that what was true for life was also true for Chaos, only more so.

			A portion of Max’s mind stood now with the beastmen on the city’s ramparts. He felt their near-human soup of hatreds and fears as daemon-possessed munitions set the sky ablaze and the walls atremble. They bleated their battle cries as Chaos warriors stormed their position by the thousand. Max moved on.

			A wyvern with two heads and poisonous spines roosted upon the hanging shell of the old wizard’s tower. What had it been called? The memory rose up from another time and place. There it was. Fire Spire. The power of Chaos had twisted it into its current, misshapen form during the last Great War. Its history was irrelevant now. He saw it in flat monochrome through the wyvern’s eyes, felt the latent magic beneath its claws as it peered through the blizzard for prey in the streets below. Again, Max’s thoughts shifted.

			A band of trolls lumbered against the thrust of the wind and snow down the Grand Parade towards the Gate of Gargoyles. Max shared the glacial quiet of their minds. They had a destination. The gate. They had a purpose. A vague imprint of a white-haired sorceress. Nothing Max would consider true thought, but there was seductiveness in simplicity. Calling on the same rote exercises that had served him as an acolyte of the Light order, Max differentiated his mind from theirs.

			Warp lightning stabbed from the tormented sky, exploding with a thunderclap against the highest point of the city – the north-f­acing watchtower of its hilltop citadel. A flurry of wild magic rippled out from its pinnacle, obliterating the falling snow and haloing the dark presence within. For a moment Max felt their minds touch. It was a servant of the Troll King, an immortal monster so ancient and terrible that Max could not even begin to comprehend the nature of its thoughts. Its long extinct race had trod the earth with the Old Ones before even the coming of the Chaos Gods. Their own name for their kind was long forgotten. Now, men had a different name for those few that remained. There came a low growl that transcended both the physical and the aethyric realms and Max’s spirit took flight.

			He forced himself to focus.

			It did not require the hyper-surreality of mage-sense to perceive the fan-like conductor array being assembled by the warlock in the cell opposite, or the mind-opening trance of the goblin shaman in the next one after that. Secrets were difficult to keep in confinement and one man’s hunch could easily become another being’s race to the finish. And no doubt that had been Throgg’s intent. Nothing incentivised success like competition with a hated rival and the very visceral consequences of failure.

			The Troll King was brutal, but he was smart. Max felt that his continuing survival was owed in large part to his willingness to concede that fact. That, however, was to do his captor’s intelligence a disservice. It was neither hubris nor Chaos taint to acknowledge that he was a more adept wizard and a better researcher than any goblin, skaven, liche or ice witch that Throgg could acquire. It was just a fact.

			And the research he had conducted under the patronage of the Troll King had led him to the inalienable conclusion that there was something wrong with the world.

			The minds of men were not capable of controlling more than one of the eight derivations of High Magic. The lessons of Teclis to the first magisters on this subject could not have been clearer. To even attempt to circumvent this inviolate law of nature was to open one’s mind to Chaos. And yet in his experimentations with eliciting higher thought in the troll in his cell, he had accidentally touched upon Azyr, the Celestial, the magic of abstract thinking and narrative order amongst seeming Chaos.

			That was the reason for the self-splitting spell he now performed. It was the proof of his suspicions. Max’s aethyric self could see in colours that he should not. He could draw connections that he previously could not. The world had indeed gone wrong. The winds of magic no longer flowed as they should. The legacy of Nagash’s rise.

			For all that however, for all he had seen and suffered, he was still a magister of the Light. He could not dismiss the possibility that these new abilities were a symptom of his own corruption rather than some global shift in the rules of magic. Even Max himself could see something amiss in his current pursuit. Scholarly curiosity could become obsession, self-preservation could mutate easily into willing determination. It was not every day that one was set the task of creating a new race of intelligent beings. He probed within himself but could find nothing overtly at fault. He had longstanding mental wards, all apparently still intact, to warn of and resist any incursion by Chaos but, of course, any taint deep enough to afflict his personality could circumvent or corrode even the best laid safeguards without his being aware.

			A man could second-guess himself to oblivion once he started down that road. What he could say for certain was that what he sought to accomplish did not feel evil.

			Which meant there was every chance of him doing some good.

			By helping Throgg stand strong he would help the Empire. Yes, that much was obvious. His homeland needed its strongman in the north.

			And now, his mind opening to the pure glory of the aethyr undivided, he saw how it would be done. Back in his cell, his body laughed. It was so beautiful, seductive even, in its simplicity. Max had told Throgg no lies. He was neither a Teclis nor a Nagash, but he did not think it too bold to count himself amongst the second tier of magicians below them. If what Throgg demanded could be done, then Max Schreiber could do it.

			Conceptualising the ritual cant to return him to his bruised flesh and broken bones, Max felt a trembling in the web of Chaos. Focusing his divinations, he followed the source of the disturbance to a place beyond the moribund spell wards of Praag’s walls and to the very periphery of his senses. It was another spellcaster. Outside! So unexpected was that he was almost ready to believe that his own senses were at fault, and with them everything else he had become prepared to accept. It was with good reason that even the most brazen daemon prince dared not deploy magic within reach of Throgg’s gates.

			For a moment longer his spirit lingered at the outermost limits of Praag’s walls, hovering above the Gate of Gargoyles as it opened to disgorge a band of brutish trolls into the besieging horde. Max looked away. He had long ago ceased to wonder at the sound made by a warrior crushed inside his own Chaos armour. Instead, he looked outside.

			The mage’s signature resonance felt familiar and yet not, almost like an old acolyte who had matured into a magister, or a friend who had since fallen to Chaos. A reassuringly human sense of pity for the poor soul was marred only by a bleak curiosity.

			Whoever it was, they were in for a cruel surprise.
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			KING OF TROLLS

			Felix knew more about trolls than most men.

			One of his earliest adventures had brought him face to face with such a beast in the bowels of Karak Eight Peaks. With his own hand had he struggled to force steel through flesh as hard as rock, only to then watch his best effort regenerate before his eyes. He had seen men dissolved in the monster’s infamously potent gastric juices and seen others crushed to jelly by its sheer massivity and physical strength. Later, he had sought out and studied the Anatomicum Bestiarum, which, despite coming complete with coloured illustrations of blank, lopsided heads and dissected intestinal tracts, was a treatise that had somehow passed him by during his studies at the University of Altdorf.

			There was however one hitherto overlooked fact that Felix very much hoped he would survive long enough to see disseminated in the next volume of My Travels with Gotrek, or at least as a referenced appendix in the next edition of the Anatomicum.

			Trolls were not afraid of ghosts.

			Confusion and fear required a complexity of thought that a troll could not boast. The spirits shackled to Ulrika’s maze coiled around the hulking frames that condensed out of the snow and darkness. They tugged, prodded, whispered in bullet-hole ears, but the dim brutes came on, leaving the screams of the northman horde behind them under an avalanche of walking stone.

			With a cold and spreading dread whose evolved sophistication provided him no consolation, Felix drew his sword. Karaghul’s former owner had after all met his end in the belly of that Karak Eight Peaks troll. Felix was still debating whether it was best to run or to fight as the men working on the northern barricade gave a wail and, weapons in their hands, did what came most naturally.

			They opened fire.

			Handguns popped, discharging flutes of black smoke and peppering the leading beast with solid iron shot. It was too dark and Felix was too far away to judge how much of the fire was simply wayward and how much of it ricocheted off the stone titan’s grey hide. One moment more was all it took for the stone troll to hit the barricade.

			The loose wall simply disintegrated around the stone troll’s charge. More and more trolls crashed through after it in a storm of masonry aggregates and crushed men too slow to run.

			The big stone troll glazed over in confusion upon finding itself in open space where its brain still believed there to be a wall. It was a granite colossus fifteen feet high, its body spined with arrows and axe blades and jagged with regeneration scars. Dull moon eyes blinked slowly over the men fleeing from it into the ruined outpost. Its mouth dropped open, then a pistol shot fired one-handed by a running man blasted a chunk off its lower jaw. Blood spurted sluggishly – once, twice – before the flesh began to close. The troll’s tongue flopped out of its regrowing mouth as it focused on the red-crested warrior steaming towards it with an axe held high and a dwarfish war cry.

			Still Felix hesistated. His grip tightened indecisively on his sword. His feet seemed to root deeper into the snow. Should he help Gotrek or warn Ulrika? Before he had a chance to arrive at a decision, Snorri Nosebiter issued a furious hoot of joy, flourished his axe and hammer, and charged. Felix swore with the vivid colour of the well travelled as Snorri tottered into the herd of Norse cattle towards the fence between them and the trolls.

			The Trollslayer looked ridiculous.

			Sweeping what the harpies of Kurzycko had left of his cloak over his left shoulder to free his sword arm, Felix hurried after him. Ulrika could take care of herself. Only a miracle could look after Snorri if Gotrek found out about his wife’s chain without a ready explanation for how it came into Snorri’s keeping. It could be innocent and probably was, but Gotrek was hardly known for his understanding. Felix was firmly of the mind that Snorri should absolutely not be left alone with Gotrek until Praag was a long way behind them all.

			Snorri hobbled through the herd with Felix close behind. He held his sword upright and his arms tight to his chest, mindful of the hot-blooded belligerence that pressed perilously close on all sides. All it would take was one wrong step, one horn-swipe at an imagined itch, and Felix wouldn’t have to worry about trolls. They emerged the other side into a bitter flurry of snow, Snorri scrambling under the fence while Felix swung a stile.

			Still climbing fences, Felix thought ruefully. Oddly though, he didn’t feel nearly so stiff this time.

			While Snorri picked himself up out of the snow, Felix quickly surveyed the scene.

			The Lynsk was to the left. The flood plain of southern Praag and Ulrika’s ghost-maze were ahead and to the right. The trolls had smashed through the barricade and reduced a swathe of the northmen’s stockade to splinters. Already, cattle were wandering aimlessly into the surrounding ruins and getting in the way of the soldiers desperately trying to run the other way. With cries of despair, some scattered into the buildings and returned fire. Relentless, the pursuing trolls stamped through the ineffectual scatter of handgun and pistol shot as blithely as they did through the buildings that their minds couldn’t adjust to the presence of fast enough to avoid. How could men fight an army like that? What was stopping the Troll King from conquering the world? Felix watched open-mouthed as whole structures went down in geysers of red dust. The rumble of falling stonework couldn’t obliterate the screams of those buried inside.

			Men crawled through the snow to escape, fleeing towards the lanterns that shone from spears by the despatch-fort’s gate. There, Felix could just about pick out Ulrika’s Ungol guard assembling into ranks. Their bright wool coats fluttered gaily over hide armour. Tassels whipped from the heads of their spears. Chapka hats glittered under the lantern-light with frost.

			Why were they just standing there?

			Felix’s initial annoyance faded when he realised they didn’t need to go anywhere. The trolls were coming straight for them. Felix’s lip twitched with the sudden realisation. Aekold Helbrass had claimed the Troll King was collecting sorcerers. He was after Ulrika! He stopped running and glanced back. The trolls were being slowed by gunfire, and distracted by the northmen’s livestock and fences and the deep snow, but no force of men was going to stop them.

			His blood ran cold. Gustav was with her.

			‘Snorri. Wait. We have to go back.’

			No sooner had he said the words than Snorri bellowed an unintelligible stream of sounds and hurtled towards a river troll that, distracted by the cattle that surrounded it, had blundered off the main thrust of the assault and into Snorri’s reach. It was hunched nearly double, flattened almost by the mass of its own shoulders. Its head was squashed and dripped with a shank of red algae. Trolls adopted the character of their habitat, Felix knew, and this one was the rugged white of the cliffs of Nordland. In one chalky fist it dragged a broken Chaos warrior like a club. The vinegar reek of its breath made the hair on Felix’s face shrivel. Its bellow as it pushed aside a shaggy Norse bull and charged onto Snorri’s weapons shook Felix to his insides.

			Snorri’s hammer smote splinters from the monster’s kneecap while his axe chipped ineffectually at its belly. The dwarf dodged a sweep of the troll’s club, then swung a mace-kick to its splintered kneecap to drive it down onto one knee. The troll smacked its lips dumbly as Snorri ducked under its arm and landed another kick into its side. Snorri laughed, skipping a single-legged tattoo around the kneeling troll, under its grasping claws, and then reached up for a fistful of the semi-mineral red mat that tufted from its chin. The monster roared as Snorri tightened his grip and used it to launch himself off the ground and land a shuddering head-butt between its eyes. A strange ochre fluid squirted from the troll’s eyes and a crack fissured its nose.

			Snorri staggered back, grinning like an idiot with a big chalky print covering his face. Felix winced. Even the troll seemed to have felt that.

			With a roar, the troll swept its Chaos warrior over the dazed Slayer and at Felix’s head like a morningstar. Felix ducked, dropping into a barrel roll that carried him under the hopeful stroke, and came up facing the troll’s groin. Though lacking Snorri Nosebiter’s wrestler’s brawn and brute power, his magical blade carved open the troll’s thigh like a roasted joint. Its passage halted with a jarring clang when it struck bone. The troll flailed its arms in confusion as Felix circled behind, applying the precise pressure, angle and carving action to sever the troll’s femoral artery on the blade’s egress and spray his right side with blood.

			It was remarkable, in hindsight, what could be learned from a colour illustration.

			Losing blood faster than even the river troll’s formidable metabolism could replenish it, the monster crashed face down into the snow. Snorri made loud and messy work of hewing its head from its shoulders.

			Felix sagged, but was quickly pressed to move aside for a bull that had wandered across from one of the shattered pens to investigate. It snorted hotly and poked the downed troll with its horns. It wasn’t dead. A troll could regenerate even a severed head. It would take fire to finally put it down and Felix had nothing of the sort.

			‘Come on,’ Felix wheezed, turning back to Snorri. ‘We can still get back to the fort to… Snorri?’

			Wiping snow and troll blood from his face, Felix saw Snorri barrelling through the snow towards the wreck of the north barricade with an ululating outpouring of glee. For there, knee deep in rubble and held at bay by a frighteningly small-looking dwarf with an axe, was the largest troll Felix had ever seen. It had been the first to breach the barricade, but while the other trolls had been faced with Gustav’s free company, this one had had the misfortune to run into Gotrek Gurnisson.

			‘Snorri! Get back here!’

			Knowing it was a pointless waste of breath even before he opened his mouth, Felix shouldered his sword and ran after him.

			Kolya crouched in the foxhole he had dug out of the snow and sighted the stone troll down a nocked and partially drawn shaft. It was taller than a mounted man and looked like something that had stepped out from the rocks of Urzebya where Ursun had taken a bite out of the world. Thinking of biting, he massaged a handful of snow into his gums. His mouth still throbbed where Gurnisson had kicked out his teeth. It was a wonder it had not broken his jaw. He tracked his aim to the dwarf.

			Gurnisson was not a quarter the troll’s mass. He was bleeding freely where his exertions had reopened unhealed wounds and was blowing hard. Somehow though, the dwarf found strength to brandish his axe and beckon the behemoth on. He was mad, he was infuriating and, Kolya was beginning to suspect, singularly blessed by his people’s gods.

			The troll reared up to its awesome height and punched down. Instead of diving clear as any sane man would, the dwarf gave a cholic roar and hammered his upswinging axe into the troll’s knuckles. The rune weapon split the monster’s hand up to the wrist bone and, impossibly, diverted the punch over his head. The troll roared as its fist ploughed through the snow. Kolya shook his head in wonder. The dwarf was astounding. Loose inside the beast’s guard, Gurnisson unleashed everything in a brutal flurry. His starmetal blade cut the troll’s belly to ribbons, freeing a ropey mass of steaming entrails that the dwarf ground underfoot with every appearance of satisfaction. The splattered juices produced a sharp hiss where they landed and, smelling the acid corrosion of his boots, even the dwarf withdrew with a grimace. He slid his boots under the snow until they stopped smoking. The troll’s belly was already knitting back together.

			‘Are you going to help?’ he called over his shoulder.

			‘No.’

			The dwarf thought about that for a moment and started to laugh. ‘I like you, manling.’

			‘Tor help me,’ Kolya muttered under his breath. He had almost come to like the murdering Slayer himself.

			Cackling, Gurnisson swept his axe through a rune-streaked blur of a figure-of-eight. From the expression on his face, Kolya wondered if dwarf hearing might be better than men’s. ‘Stand back then, and take word of this doom to that ghastly horse-loving afterlife of yours.’

			Kolya lowered his bow. If he was resigned to watch, then there was no more fighting to be done here. It was not that he did not pity those oblast men in the fort, but they were already as dead as their boyarina and it was pointless to mourn a dead man. Their screams were tinny, separated from him now by the roar of the trolls and the crash of collapsing buildings. Blackpowder weapons crackled in the distance like a dying fire. Set against that expectation, the sound of another charging fighter actually caught him off guard.

			The senile old dwarf with the metal leg careened through the loose rubble and snow waving an axe and a hammer above his bald head. A leather satchel slapped at his back like a riding crop.

			‘Snorri’s turn!’ the dwarf yelled, muscling Gurnisson aside just as the stone troll dispatched an open-handed punch that would have ripped Gurnisson’s head off had he still been there to meet it. Gurnisson gave a shout as the body charge of the other dwarf threw him sideways and sent him plunging into a rocky snow heap. The newcomer wobbled drunkenly on the uneven ground, but somehow managed to bat the troll’s punch aside on his hammer. The impact spun him around, but he kept his feet, coming dizzily about and raising his weapons.

			‘That horse kicked Snorri harder than that.’

			All Kolya could do was gape. Was insanity a common trait in the dwarfs or had the End Times cracked their minds?

			Gotrek pulled himself from the drift and shook snow from his crest. His entire body looked clenched and swollen with wrath. He strode towards Snorri, axe gripped in one massive fist. ‘Of all the dooms in all the world, Snorri Nosebiter, you had to come and spoil mine. Again.’

			‘This one’s Snorri’s,’ Snorri growled, fending Gurnisson off with his left arm while simultaneously hammering away at the troll’s groin.

			‘That so?’

			Gurnisson and Snorri tangled arms, each using the spare hand to strike a claim on the troll. Snorri’s hammer bashed its hip. Gurnisson’s axe severed its arm at the elbow. Gurnisson produced a triumphant leer that cracked under Snorri’s elbow. The dwarfs shouted insults and manage to wrestle each other down under the troll’s swinging fist.

			‘Damn it, Snorri!’

			Snorri spluttered snow from his mouth and clambered on top of Gurnisson’s back, wedging the struggling Slayer down beneath his thighs. ‘If Snorri’s rememberer hadn’t pulled his crest out that would have got him.’

			‘I’ll pull out more than that if you get in my way again.’

			‘This one isn’t yours,’ said Snorri patiently, as though training a horse. ‘The spider lady told Snorri he would have his doom when all his friends were together again.’

			With a tectonic rumble, the troll lumbered forwards, cracking ­Snorri’s forehead with a stray knee and hurling him back. The troll stamped after him, missing Gurnisson’s back by inches. Shivering with fury, the dwarf drew himself up. His one eye glittered hatefully. He grasped his axe two-handed, so tightly that the scabs of his biceps burst.

			‘I couldn’t give a rabid rat’s dribble what you think your human witch said. I’ve been here from the start. I was at the Tobol Crossing. I was in Kislev City.’ The Slayer looked hot enough to melt the Frozen Sea. His words meant nothing to Snorri, but Kolya they hit like a charge of winged lancers. He and the dwarf had shared a battlefield! The Tobol Crossing had been a rout he had been lucky to survive and, though the Dushyka rota had long fled, the sack of Kislev City was by all garbled accounts nothing short of a massacre.

			That the dwarf had survived both and more was further testament to his prowess.

			‘I’ve been searching since the fall. I need no one’s help to fail again today.’

			‘Snorri’s not been having a fun time either,’ Snorri protested, hobbling out of the troll’s path and then slamming a kick into the side of the troll’s knee. He looked up as Gurnisson came up behind him. ‘But you don’t want to hear about it.’

			Gurnisson moved so fast that his elbow blurred into his fist, smashing a haymaker through Snorri’s jaw. The bigger dwarf hit the ground like a slab of meat. The power behind Gurnisson’s arm sent him sliding a short way through the snow. Gurnisson shook out his knuckles and re-established his two-handed grip on his axe. He returned his attention to the troll. ‘Because I don’t care about it.’

			Gurnisson’s rune-axe hewed upwards into the troll’s midriff. The monster bellowed, swaying back and forth as the dwarf levered his axe free in a spurt of acidic bile. His friend was already forgotten. Kolya shook his head. The dwarf really was a selfish zabójka. With a bittersweet shout, Gurnisson reversed his grip and thundered his axe into the troll’s opposite hip, almost meeting his first strike in the middle and chopping the stone troll clean in two. As it was, the troll wavered back, tongues of regenerative tissue licking out from the open wounds.

			‘There is something Snorri has to ask,’ Snorri shouted hoarsely, having rolled onto all fours. His metal leg stuck out sideways like a pissing dog, but his skull must have been similarly iron clad. ‘It is about his shame.’

			‘Tell it to your priest.’

			‘He blew up.’

			Gurnisson snorted. ‘Lucky for some.’

			Snorri heaved himself up. His scarred cheeks were flushed bright red as if with shame. ‘Snorri was there.’

			Kolya read Gurnisson’s lips shaping the question ‘where?’ before the dwarf grit his teeth, shook his head and muttered, ‘I still don’t care.’

			Angrily, Snorri shoved his weapons into his breeches and reached for the bag that he wore over his shoulder. ‘If you won’t listen and you won’t let Snorri have his doom then he will show you.’ He yanked at the strap, forgetting to unbuckle it in his haste, but before he could spot his oversight and do something about it, a rich voice shouted out from the direction of the river.

			‘Snorri, stop!’

			It was the Empire man, Jaeger. He had an open palm raised, his cloak hanging from it like a scrag of red ribbons. The Norse bulls close around him snorted aggressively at the flapping strands. His mail was scratched and loose several links. He was older than Kolya’s father would have been had a goblin raider’s arrow not taken him early, but there was a steeliness about him that the grey in his hair and beard and the furrows in his brow seemed to enforce. In a strange way he reminded Kolya of Gurnisson.

			Snorri looked at the man blankly. His hand clung to his satchel buckle as if he had forgotten what it was doing there.

			‘This isn’t the time,’ shouted Jaeger, out of breath from running. He stabbed his sword into the snow so that he could lean on it. Then he gazed pointedly at the troll. His eyes widened. ‘Oh, blood of Sigmar.’

			A yellowish plume was rising from between the troll’s striated rows of teeth. Its gut rippled and began to bloat. Its throat swelled. With the honed reflexes of a solitary hunter, Kolya drew back his bowstring, aimed right down the monster’s opening mouth and loosed.

			The shaft smacked through soft flesh and embedded in the stony tissue at the back of the troll’s neck. The troll gagged, flailed in Kolya’s direction despite his being a good hundred feet away, and then spewed a gush of steaming yellow vomit that missed the two dwarfs by the height of a Slayer’s crest. Gurnisson’s face screwed up at the smell of singed hair coming from the tip of his mohawk while, behind him, yellow vapour hissed into the air as snow and rock were dissolved.

			Gargling its own stomach acids, the troll lumbered now towards Kolya, falling straight into the Kurgan-dug trench that Kolya had spotted by the darker coloured snow and used to position his own foxhole. Trolls were ruggedly built and powerful, but without a man’s intellect they were just another animal to be hunted. He nocked another arrow to his bowstring.

			‘What did you do that for?’ Gurnisson bellowed angrily, yellow-red steam rising from his crest as though his head were on fire.

			Kolya shrugged, holding his aim as the monster struggled to dig its way out of the snow-filled ditch. ‘You can die, zabójka, that is good. But I made no promise to these others.’

			Gurnisson glowered at the other dwarf. Kolya had no idea what past lay between them, but it wasn’t going to end well.

			‘You cheat me again, Snorri Nosebiter.’

			Equally angry, Snorri brandished his two weapons. Held side to side, the stance could have been intended to emphasise the older Slayer’s greater bulk. ‘Last to get killed by a troll buys the beer.’

			Ulrika blotted the riot of gunshots and screams from her mind. It felt as if she were being lifted up on a rising swell of blood magic. It was an incredible out-of-body sensation, one that she could only wish she had more time to explore. A crash like a collapsing rockface impelled her to open one eye and divert a portion of her attention towards what was going on in the real world. Such compartmentalisation of thought and action was yet another of the gifts of the Arisen.

			A brutally unequal melee raged in the doorway. Her loyal guard of Ungol warriors screamed as they battled to keep formation, warding off a glittering ice troll with their spears. As Ulrika watched, a spear shattered and the fierce nomad that wielded it broke under a punch from a crystalline fist. At a word from Ulrika, the man creaked upright on broken bones and continued to stab dumbly with the stub of his shaft. Behind them, arquebusiers in the mismatched colours of Gustav’s free company knelt in ranks, primed matchcords and rattled into a firing line. The staccato bark of gunfire within the enclosed space was deafening and filled the chamber with smoke. The first rank knelt to reload while the second took aim and fired. Chips of stone-like flesh sprayed from bullet wounds, but the trolls kept on coming, crunching through the Ungols faster than Ulrika could reanimate them.

			Soldiers in piecemeal plate mail assembled into formation with long­swords and pikes. Their faces were wan, their eyes glassy. They were petrified, but they would die for their immortal mistress. Leading them, Gustav played weakly with his pistols.

			‘Hold by me,’ Ulrika murmured. ‘I will still need loyal men on the other side.’ She would rather have retained her own Ungols, but Gustav’s free company were too weak to fight at the moment and, in any case, it did not matter.

			The bodies of Damir and his men would all still be here waiting for her when she returned with Max and her master’s boon.

			Distancing herself from the immediate danger, she opened her expanded senses to the black depths of the oblast’s magic. Successive incursions by Chaos had made this a cursed place, cursed but powerful. As she drew that magic in, exploited it to mould before herself the outline of a shimmering portal, she became aware of the fact that she could no longer sense the beast she had been struggling with so long.

			After a second’s panic, she found it. It was calm, as if its own power and rage were placated as hers grew. In fact, she was no longer entirely sure where Ulrika ended and the monster began. It was this place. Not for the first time she wondered what had become of the Arisen of Praag.

			‘Damir,’ she called. The Ungol chieftain pulled out from the fighting. He was still alive, but he was badly hurt. His patchwork coat was bloodied and ripped and he looked to be carrying a broken arm. Despite his injuries there was nothing in his face but love unconditional and the desire to serve. Ulrika could no longer imagine the time when she had found that displeasing. ‘Bring me Felix.’

			The man nodded and then, after a moment’s thought, she added: ‘Only Felix.’

			An impulse flashed across the aethyr, a stab of will that originated in the dark citadel of Praag.

			Shivering in his high tower as he enacted the final preparations for his own great ritual, Max Schreiber perceived it as a tremor in the all-connecting web of Chaos that lay over the city. Drowning in borrowed power and as raw to it as an open wound, Ulrika felt it pulse across her mind. Hacking at the stone troll’s grasping arm as it floundered in the snow-filled trench, Felix saw it more immediately as a red glow condensing out of the air.

			Of them all, it was only Max who recognised the signature for what it was. He gave it no further attention. He had been expecting no less.

			Throgg, the Troll King, had entered the fray.

			The troll began to glow, red light blazing from its eyes and bleeding from the fissures in its rocky flesh. Already on the backswing after hewing into the monster’s elbow, Felix fell back before the explosive intensity of its gaze. He squinted into the glare. The troll’s eyes seemed to be following him, studying him, a pair of burning rubies painting him red against the night dark. Heart in his mouth, he angled his sword unconsciously into a guard, firming a fighting stance into the snow. Watching him with what Felix could only call interest, the troll’s ridgeline lips cracked upwards. Was it smiling? Could trolls smile? In the corner of his vision he saw Kolya draw back his bow but hold. On the other side of the ditch, even the two ­Slayers seemed momentarily taken aback by the change.

			The troll’s lips parted further, crunching experimentally through a range of motion like an orator preparing for the stage. Where previously the troll had been distracted by so many assailants on all sides, now its big hands dug into the snow at the lip of the trench and it hauled itself slowly up. Its eyes were fixed on Felix. A rush of noxious air came up from its gut, shaped by a fluke conformation of lips and tongue into what almost sounded like a word.

			‘Hayger?’

			‘Did it just… say my name?’ said Felix, tightening his grip on Karaghul just a little more.

			‘Trolls don’t talk,’ said Gotrek.

			‘I don’t know,’ said Kolya cautiously. ‘It seems brighter than the ­average troll.’

			Gotrek gave a derisive snort. ‘Snorri’s brighter than the average troll.’

			‘And Snorri can talk,’ Snorri stated proudly, then hobbled towards the edge of the trench and cracked his hammer against the back of the troll’s skull.

			More of that red light shone through the cracks that spidered out from the point of impact, but the troll didn’t flinch. It wasn’t just that the ­monster didn’t feel it. Felix could see the thought behind the action. It knew that Snorri couldn’t seriously hurt it with the weapons he had. Already those cracks were beginning to close over, and rather than waste effort retaliating against an assailant it did not seriously consider a threat, it was hauling itself out of its hole and coming after Felix.

			Felix glanced at Karaghul. The magical blade shone dully against the snow that fell around it. He supposed he should probably feel honoured that a troll thought so highly of him.

			Abandoning his stance, Felix hurriedly backed up. He tried to tell himself that this was nothing he had not faced before, but he wasn’t terribly convincing about it. Before, this had been another troll but now it was something far worse. It was the eyes. There was something downright terri­fying about the intelligent way the monster was looking at him. It knew who he was, what he could do, and was looking forward to the meagre test of putting an end to him.

			It bellied out of the ditch, then drew its knees underneath it. A Kislevite expletive and a snap shot from a composite bow pulled Felix’s glance right. Kolya’s arrow snapped off the troll’s lumpen shoulder. With a curse, Kolya crawled out of his foxhole, a fresh arrow already nocked and aimed, and sidestepped around to the monster’s front. Wise to the threat, the troll kept its face and the soft parts it contained turned away from the frustrated archer. Snorri was hobbling hurriedly around the far side of the trench, yelling at Felix to leave his troll alone and scuffing snow and sending rubble flying in his haste, while Gotrek snarled across from the far side.

			Felix swallowed and brought up his sword as the troll stretched itself out of its muscular hunch and to its full, appalling height. A sprinkling of frost cascaded from crevasses between muscles that had never previously been fully flexed. The troll tensed them all now, clenched its arms, its chest, its thighs, and balled its savage claws into fists. Its sheer bulk and power temporarily shadowed Felix against the wind and snow.

			I’m being taunted by a troll, Felix thought. It might just have been the warmth that came from being out of the wind, but the idea left him feeling strangely hot. He had not journeyed all the way from his new life in Altdorf for this. He had not left Kat behind and brought Gustav to almost certain death for this.

			‘Do something then,’ Felix shouted up, dipping his guard in a foolhardy moment of bravado. ‘You’re not the biggest thing I’ve ever killed.’

			With a growl that sounded almost like it came from two beasts, the troll jabbed for the shoulder of Felix’s sword hand. Felix drew in the arm and rolled his shoulder out of the way. It would have been enough, but the attack was a feint, the true attack coming with a backhand swipe to blindside Felix while his back was turned in the other direction.

			It was Felix’s hard-earned alley brawler’s instincts that saved him, that and a shout from Kolya, and he managed to contort his shoulders enough for the massive, gnarled forearm to lunge over his head. Felix didn’t even try to stay on his feet. Bent completely off-balance, he hit the ground and rolled, coming up again half a dozen feet back. He shook snow from his hair and brought up his sword. Another arrow cracked against the troll’s ear.

			Felix kicked himself for failing to recognise the feint. He was not some callow college duellist; he had matched swords with the best. In fairness however, he had never yet fenced with a troll. He had no idea how to pick up the cues in their body language. He doubted there was a man alive that could.

			‘Hold on, manling!’

			A guttural howl roared across the trench as Gotrek took the gap at a run. The dwarf’s steaming crest ruffled in the wind. The arrows still stuck in his chest quivered as if excited by the flight. Gotrek’s strength continued to amaze. Even Felix with his longer legs would have thought twice about making that leap. The Slayer’s axe was already a blur of motion as he thumped into the troll’s deep footprint on the trench’s near side and sent the blade cleaving through the monster’s hamstrings with a sound like a snapping cable.

			The troll gave a mangled cry and swung back, catching the Slayer a glancing blow to the temple that nevertheless flipped him head over heels and planted him on his back under a cloud of snow. Felix pressed the advantage his former companion had bought him, hewing madly into the troll’s belly and sides. Stone chips and gruelish grey blood flying in all directions, the troll retreated. A stub of wall turned to dust under its feet. It was heading for the river. Another arrow ricocheted off the troll’s chest.

			In a crazed blur of weapons, Snorri appeared beside Felix. Felix was taken aback by the old dwarf’s fury. Of course Snorri was a Slayer too, but Felix had never seen him quite so determined to die.

			Its wounds healing apace, the troll continued to back off regardless. Felix followed it every step of the way with Snorri never more than a mad lunge behind.

			Felix felt something brush his cheek and he quickly brought up his sword to guard as he glanced across to see what it was. There was nothing there, just a residual shape in the falling snow that might have hinted at a ­person. A whisper in the opposite ear snapped him back the other way. A cold hand knotted his guts. It was a voice he recognised. But he had fallen here in Praag a long time ago.

			‘Ulli?’ Felix whispered.

			He looked up, noticing the waspish shapes streaking through the snow overhead. Every so often, one swept down to tug back on Felix’s cloak or whisper something of such dread import that Felix just could not make out the words. Behind him, Kolya had lowered his bow. The Kislevite kissed his carved stone and muttered a prayer. Snorri didn’t seem to have noticed.

			Tricked! The troll wasn’t wounded at all; it had just lured them away from the fighting at the despatch-fort and out into Ulrika’s ghost-maze. The realisation came too late as, a moment later, Felix looked north into the falling snow and the spirits cavorting through it to see a dark mass driving towards them.

			It was men. Beastmen to be more precise.

			It was lots and lots of beastmen.

			The scattered Kurgan still camped out on the floodplain were being swept aside by the advance of a vast herd. Felix couldn’t count their numbers in the dark, but he could hear the braying of what sounded like far too many. The ground trembled beneath their cloven hooves. The trumpeting cries and bloated silhouettes of larger beasts broke up the mass of what might otherwise have been boring. There were more trolls, at least one fearsomely mutated, four-armed minotaur with boneswords for hands and glowing tattoos crawling over its hairless flesh, and a bloated, toad-like behemoth that Felix could not even begin to describe and did not want to see any closer.

			It was as if all the beasts of Chaos had rallied to the Troll King’s call.

			With a sick sense of realisation, Felix thought that in all likelihood they had.

			‘Snorri!’ he shouted, waving to get the old Slayer’s attention. ‘We have to get back to the others. We have to warn Ulrika.’

			But Snorri wasn’t paying attention. The dwarf continued to hammer blows down onto the glowing stone troll, bellowing at it to hit back as he drove it steadily towards the river. Looking for help, he saw Gotrek pick himself out of the snow. The Slayer looked at the onrushing beastmen, knuckled gore from his one good eye, then smacked the side of his head to stop its ringing and looked again. He grinned.

			‘Not now, Gotrek. We have to go back.’

			Before Gotrek could answer, Kolya took up his bow and pointed back in the direction of the fort. Felix swung that way and squinted into the dark. The snow rumbled as if carrying the shock of distant thunder. Felix’s heart sank.

			How could things get any worse?

			He raised his sword, then gave an exultant shout as Damir galloped into view on his tough Ungol pony. The thick-skinned Ungol captain guided his mount solely with knees and stirrups. He looked to be carrying a broken arm, but his narrow yellow eyes were drawn with determination. His fur chapka was tied under his chin so it would not slip with the wind. Rings, charms, buckles and coloured ribbons fluttered angrily as he raised an axe in greeting. Or was it warning?

			The thunder grew nearer, too loud to be down to just one rider, and the snow behind Damir’s back had taken on a wavering darkness as though it hid an avalanche or a tidal wave. Felix backed away, heart drumming a warning of its own as a wall of snorting bulls stampeded through the snow on the Ungol’s tail.

			The troll’s attack must have spooked them and now they were coming right for Felix and the others – trapped between the river and the beastman herd!

			He almost dropped his sword and gave up then. What had he done to deserve this? For a moment he considered giving up, skipping the inevitable denouement to his life. But then he thought of Max, held in some dungeon just a few miles away. He thought of his nephew and Ulrika beset by trolls at his back.

			He thought of Kat and the child she might not carry.

			Gritting his teeth fiercely he shook his head. No. Dying now would be easy all right, but it wouldn’t be right. He couldn’t speak for Gotrek and Snorri, but he for one intended to return to Altdorf the hero, to see the world emerge from its current trials as it had been before.

			Quickly, he assessed the situation. The beastmen were closing from the north and the stampede from the south. He could just now pick out the shape of the pair of trolls that were chasing the bulls down. The din of the two built like colliding stormfronts. There was no way out. One eye on both threats, Felix backed towards the river.

			Wait…

			Was that even escape or just death by another means?

			‘Into the river,’ Felix shouted, sheathing Karaghul and turning to run.

			‘You’re mad,’ Kolya shot back. ‘If you don’t sink, you’ll freeze.’

			‘I like my alternatives less,’ Felix returned, still running, to which the Kislevite could only answer by joining him.

			Together, they sprinted past the stone troll. Snorri looked up at their passing, puzzled, until Gotrek came up behind him and pushed him on after them.

			‘The Troll King is mine, Snorri Nosebiter, but mark this a lost doom repaid.’

			Felix’s awareness of his surroundings had shrunk to just the snow-covered pebbles between him and the Lynsk. He could smell the ice, could see the whorls that the snow made in the water’s sickening uphill flow, could already feel his skin clench in preparation of the coming shock. He heard Damir rein in his pony behind him and shout something he couldn’t make out over the blood pounding in his ears, just before a new and unfamiliar sound cut it off.

			It was the sound of a man being thumped from horseback by a swinging boulder.

			Felix jumped. In that split second he mourned. Damir had been a good man. He hadn’t deserved what Ulrika had made of him.

			There was an impact, a plunging darkness.

			And then he felt nothing but ice.

			The fort was coming down around Ulrika’s ears. Fist-sized lumps of masonry and decorative gargoyles shattered against the back of her head and left dents in her pauldron plates. The effort of maintaining so many spells at once felt like a pack of dire wolves tearing her mind between them. There was the ghost-maze, the portal, the reanimations, the danse macabre that kept her puppets fighting on their strings. No mortal mind with the autonomic distractions of shivering or breathing could have worked so efficiently or so fast, but even for her it was proving too much. Something had to give.

			She dispelled the ghost-maze. It was an irrelevancy now that her enemy was at the gates. Then she withdrew the necromantic vigour from her zombie thralls. The Ungols’ motions grew torpid until their efforts at attack became slower even than the trolls that soon stamped the ­zombies into jelly. Ulrika did not bother attempting to reconstruct the mess. A ­terrific impact shook the entire fort from towers to foundations and the front wall caved in around the charging mass of an ice troll. The ceiling groaned as more of the wall crumbled. Masonry shattered against the troll’s diamond-hard hide.

			Her warriors were dropping like dolls. She could hear Gustav shouting for order. The young cocksure had discovered a knack for command just too late.

			Ulrika focused only on the portal.

			She could wait no longer. Damir had failed her and Felix was gone. Had she the time or energy to utter a word she would have cursed him on the names of Nagash and Neferata and every lord and lady of undeath she could recount. She should have made Felix a thrall as she had his nephew and forced her gift through Katerina’s unwilling lips. Kin and lover between them would have kept the wayward mortal in line. It was only on Vlad von Carstein’s advice that she had not.

			A curse on them all!

			The troll expanded to fill her view. To her enlightened perceptions it came on as slowly as a glacier, but with the same terrible aura of inevitability.

			It came to this.

			‘Warriors, to me!’ she shouted, drawing her sabre and stepping into the shimmering portal.

			It was time the Troll King learned what he was dealing with.

		

	
		
			[image: ] CHAPTER FOURTEEN [image: ]

			 


			CITY OF LOST SOULS

			The Empty Bridge of Praag had been named with typical Kislevite irony. In times not that far removed, it had been the road by which the young poor of Praag had left behind the whitewashed walls and red-tiled manors of the Old Town to become soldiers. And the bridge was never empty. The city had seen too much horror for that, and it was a very brave or very drunk man who would cross it alone at night, for fear of dead warriors with a grudge against those who had not fought in their wars.

			The End Times had changed many things. It had not changed that.

			With a bleating scream that echoed between the struts of the bridge’s frozen grey underbelly, a beastman flew over the side barrier. The fur of its chest was matted with blood as if it had just been hit by a mace. It flailed its arms and legs, wailing in the wish that its gods might suddenly mutate them into wings, until it punched through the ice in a column of black water.

			The sounds of an ongoing fight spread thinly downriver – or up, as it might well be – as Felix sank numb fingers into the shingle that banked the river and dragged himself painfully ashore. His shivering sent pebbles skittering away but he didn’t even feel it. The fashionable theory amongst the doctors of Altdorf was that a man’s bones grew porous with age, explaining thus the fragility and sensitivity to cold airs of older men. Felix would like to have seen some of them try a winter’s dip in the Lynsk at any side of forty. The breath in his mouth felt like dragonfire. His body felt as though it had been mummified in bandages that had first been dunked in ice water and frozen. With arms he could neither feel nor properly direct, he managed to flop himself onto his side and curl up into a ball.

			Soft flecks of snow tickled his bearded face.

			What a glorious way to die, Felix thought miserably. After every­thing he had been through to make it to Praag it would be just typical for it all to finally end in such ignominious fashion. Unsure why he even bothered, he blinked up into the driving snow.

			Lightning sheeted across the black sky. Flashes of purple and green backlit the skyline of Praag’s Old Town, the breaks in crumbling minarets and onion domes poorly infilled with snow. Felix’s own rapid breathing slowed, enough to hear the river mock him with its susurrant uphill run. Hoots, barks and ululating shrieks echoed from the surrounding buildings.

			Felix shuddered and fumbled for his sword, using one shaking hand to force the fingers of the other around its dragonhead hilt. He felt horribly like a prime piece of thawed meat tossed into the Imperial Zoo at feeding time. As he struggled to his feet, a monstrosity of fur and feather with the hindquarters of a mountain lion screeched overhead on eagle wings. Felix gawped up at it as it sailed past, turning to watch the griffon climb the steep spike of rock towards the monstrous citadel of Praag. There, it disappeared amongst the cloud of dark specks that flitted around the formidable-looking towers. Harpies or something worse, Felix thought, in no mind to sugar coat what he was seeing.

			The citadel of Praag had always made for grim viewing. Its towers were topped with dragon heads and daemon horns. Grotesques in armour buttressed its walls. Its subjugation by Chaos and occupation by the legions of the Troll King had done little to diminish its mien of misery and neglect.

			A shout from the top of the bridge pulled his attention back to the thing that had claimed it.

			‘Come to Snorri, you skinny beggars. He only has two hands!’

			If Felix could feel his legs he could have kicked himself. In his selfish ­misery, he had completely forgotten about Snorri and the others. Raising a hand to shield his eyes from the snow, he followed the iron clamour of weapons and the bray of beasts to a knot of fighting on the near side. A crude timber and iron shelter had been erected there. Snow mounded high on its roof. A strange banner depicting the eight-pointed star of Chaos Undiv­ided slashed by what looked like the claws of a beast clapped on a sagging pole. The light of a fire brought battling beastmen in and out of shadow.

			It was the prospect of a fire more than any thought of running to the Slayers’ rescue that coaxed enough strength out of Felix’s muscles to move.

			By the time Felix and his ice-stiffened limbs had made it onto the bridge it was all over bar the shouting.

			‘That was Snorri’s doom,’ said Snorri, standing possessively over the body of a wiry beastman with stubby brown horns and a face that was almost human but for a too-wide mouth filled with cow-like teeth. The near resemblance turned Felix’s stomach more than any bull-headed horror ever could. It was as if the Dark Powers were showing just how far into what Felix considered humanity their powers of corruption could reach. To complete the picture it was clad in scrappy Praag wool, with gloves and a chapka hat. There was a hammer in its hand. Felix wished he could say for certain whether this beastman had simply raided the city’s dead for its raiment or whether it had once been a man.

			The axe wound splitting its chest in two didn’t make it any prettier.

			‘You’re mistaken,’ Gotrek growled.

			‘Snorri doesn’t think so. It was his head on the end of that hammer.’

			‘It was my doom,’ said Gotrek. The firelight painted a threatening growl. ‘It is naught but my luck that you should stick your thick skull in the way of it.’

			The Slayer clapped blood deeper into his palms and then baked them dismissively over the beastman’s hearth. The fire blazed from inside one half of a tin bath that would once have belonged to one of the wealthy lords and ladies of Praag. Felix saw curled scraps of book bindings and animal dung amongst the crackling wisps of wood shavings that had been built up inside. The unsteady blaze was sheltered from the worst of the snow under a wooden pallet that had been covered with a shopfront awning. The weight of snow caused it to sag in through the spacings between the pallet’s slats.

			Snorri scratched his head, then firmed the already tense grip on his axe and hammer. Veins popped up from his bald head and thickly muscled shoulders.

			‘You both followed,’ said Felix, a shade too sharply and loud to be natural and he kicked himself for his great subtlety, but neither Snorri nor Gotrek appeared to notice the urgency in his tone. Snorri bit his lip, but didn’t speak. So he hadn’t yet told Gotrek what he’d told Felix. Good.

			‘Against my better judgement,’ said Gotrek.

			Snorri simply held Felix with an uncertain gaze, then shook his head and turned away. The dwarf stepped out of the shelter and into the blizzard and, for a moment, Felix thought he was going to carry on going right over to the other side of the bridge. He stopped about two paces out, turned his face into the wind and just stared into it. His eyes were red. Felix let out a relieved breath.

			‘What’s that about?’ said Gotrek.

			Felix’s heart lurched. ‘What’s what about?’

			Gotrek shrugged as if he didn’t care, which, on current form, he probably didn’t. Felix sidled into the hearth’s radius of warmth, a shiver running through his knotted muscles.

			‘Winters were colder over Karaz-a-Karak,’ Gotrek grumbled, cracking his knuckles over the fire. Felix couldn’t help but note that even they were criss-crossed with recent scar tissue. ‘Would freeze the breath in a man’s lungs.’

			‘Have you seen any sign of Gustav or Ulrika? Or anyone?’

			With a brief tilt of the head, Gotrek indicated behind him. Kolya sat there on a three-legged stool, soaked through and shivering uncontrollably. Someone, though Felix could picture neither Gotrek nor Snorri ever doing such a thing, had draped a thick, bloodstained fleece over his shoulders. ‘Snorri put that on him,’ said Gotrek, as though discussing the mental descent of an elderly relative. ‘He’s got soft. And not just in the head.’

			‘Just you three?’

			Gotrek grinned unpleasantly. ‘You make four.’

			Felix pinched his eyes shut. So that was it, then. Ulrika was gone, dead or captured, Gustav was gone, the mission here was as good as over: he had managed to fail everyone that still mattered. Even if he did survive this, how could he go home and look Otto and Annabella in the eye and tell them what happened to Gustav?

			When he opened his eyes again Gotrek was still looking at him with that strangely animal detachment. The Slayer had become grimmer over the past year. He was not like Ulrika, but a mirror of her perhaps, one where both sides were in darkness. He scratched his knotted beard with a sigh. Perhaps there was still one person he could try to make amends with, if his former companion would let him.

			‘I’ll not apologise for my decision to take Kat back to Altdorf.’

			‘Do you think I’d respect you if you tried?’

			‘Probably not.’ Felix had never been particularly good at apologies. If he had been then perhaps he and Ulrika would not have become estranged in the manner that they had. It was too easy to look back on one’s own younger self and judge their actions with the benefit of hindsight and regret. ‘We both know it was my choice to make, and the right one for Kat.’

			‘Aye, maybe.’

			‘And I would have stayed with her,’ Felix hastened to add. ‘Sigmar knows I thought about taking it all up again and trying to track you down. I missed this, would you believe?’ He sighed. ‘I would have stayed. It was only because of Max that I came.’

			‘Rubbish,’ said Gotrek, as short and ruthless with his words as he could be with an axe. ‘You did it on the honeyed word of a fiend dressed up as a woman you once loved.’

			‘Ulrika has as much reason to want Max back as anyone.’

			‘You call her by that name, but that’s not who she is any more. If she wants the wizard back at all then it’s for her own reasons and I’d wager they differ from yours.’ Gotrek grunted. His eyes glittered with malice. ‘She drinks the blood of men and draws the dead from their graves before your eyes. What more will it take for you to open them and see?’

			Felix took a deep breath, but couldn’t argue. Ulrika had played his feelings for her like the strings of a lute. On a logical level he had accepted that from the very outset, but to be told it in no uncertain terms by another made him believe it in a way that he had not allowed himself to do before. Through everything, he had wanted to believe that it was still Ulrika underneath.

			With one hand he massaged the ache in his heart. He had missed this, not the adventure, certainly not the peril, but this; the camaraderie around the fire, even in the limited, oft-brutally succinct manner in which Gotrek understood it. Just then, a part of him yearned to ask Gotrek about his wife, his daughter, and his shame, but he knew that he never could. Gotrek was still a dwarf and would not take lightly the knowledge of what Snorri had already told him.

			‘Ulrika was right about one thing, though.’

			‘She was, was she?’

			Felix shrugged. ‘It’s better to be out here than not. What’s the point staying at home, hunting rats and fighting the small battles when the ones that matter are out here?’

			‘Don’t feed me the line, manling.’

			‘The line?’

			‘Aye,’ said Gotrek, a sigh inflating his barrel chest. ‘There’s a greater doom around the corner, a bigger monster over the hill. Well I’ve climbed the hill, and I’ve killed the monster. The End Times are here and everyone wants me to be some kind of a hero.’ The dwarf scowled, thumped his arrowed chest. ‘All I want is to find my doom and be left alone.’

			‘A pity,’ said Felix and meant it. Gotrek was worth a thousand men. More.

			‘Isn’t it just,’ said Gotrek sourly, then gestured out towards Snorri. He hadn’t moved and snow was beginning to pile up around the old dwarf’s ankles. ‘Let him play the hero. It’s what the idiot always wanted, after all. I’d say he’s the hero this sorry world deserves.’

			‘That’s bleak, even for you.’

			‘Those are the times.’

			Depressed now as well as chilled to his marrow, Felix turned his back on Gotrek and his almost-rememberer and looked out over the ruins of Praag’s Old Town. The city had always been haunted, this part of it in particular, but now it had been conquered too, and by something that had no intention of leaving it as a place in which men might again dwell. The path from the bridge curved past plundered shopfronts and through the rubble-strewn garrison district of the Old Town’s east quarter. The Kislevite architecture was buried under a foot or more of snow, marked by the prints of hoof and paw of every manner of beast under the northern sun. There would have been taverns here, skin houses, dice dens, food halls catering to a permanent garrison of thousands. Felix did not need witch sight or the light of Geheimnisnacht to see the ghosts here.

			The road wound upwards to a hill, so striking in the centre of a thousand leagues of open steppe, where the gargoyle-encrusted citadel of Praag perched. That was where the Troll King would be. Where Max was. Where Ulrika had wanted them to go. Lights burned from its windows, throwing long, wheeling shadows of the circling harpies over the surrounding districts.

			‘Do you think that Ulrika might still be alive?’

			‘No.’

			Felix closed his eyes and took a deep breath. He rephrased the question. ‘Do you think the Troll King staged the attack on the fort back there to get at Ulrika? He’s collecting sorcerers after all and we both saw what Ulrika can do.’

			‘If so then she’s right where she belongs in this nest of Chaos.’

			‘You’re forgetting Max.’

			‘A dwarf forgets nothing. It simply doesn’t matter.’ The dwarf leaned forward until his whiskers were perilously close to the fire. ‘Kislev has fallen. The Empire will fall next, then all the lands of men and elves one by one. The dwarfholds will fall last.’ His face took on a black smile, as though taking this sore point of pride. ‘But fall they will and there’s nothing that you or I or anyone here can do about it.’

			Felix shook his head, taken aback. He would never have believed that Gotrek Gurnisson would just give up, if that’s what you could call this nihilistic quest into the enemy’s stronghold.

			‘Snorri will fight the king of the trolls with you, young Felix.’

			Gotrek and Felix both looked around as Snorri Nosebiter clattered back inside, his metal mace-leg striking a hollow thunk every time it hit stone. There would be no chance of stealth with Snorri with them, but Felix doubted the old Slayer would countenance such a stratagem in any case. Gotrek scowled, glaring at Felix as though suspecting he had been deliberately out-foxed, then bent to pick up his axe. Holding Felix’s gaze throughout, he bolted the weapon’s chain to his bracer.

			‘Well, Snorri can’t,’ said Gotrek.

			Snorri looked about to argue but Felix shushed him with a wave. ‘There’ll be enough trolls for us all, I’m sure.’

			‘Snorri thinks the Troll King counts at least twice.’

			‘You can’t count, Snorri,’ said Gotrek harshly, sniffing the blood that clung to his axe’s unwashed blade. He seemed alive again, driven, and Felix felt his skin prickle in response to it. It was as if there was a connection between the pair of them that he could neither see nor taste, but at times like this could almost touch. ‘This doom is what I was promised.’

			Snorri looked questioningly to Felix who could only shrug.

			Gotrek started on the castle road. ‘Let’s kill some monsters.’

			Ulrika awoke in darkness and pain. The dark was not an issue, not for one blessed to walk forever by night. Through every gradation of grey, she saw through the bars of her cage that she was in a large cellar. The walls were undecorated stone and curved upwards to form a ceiling. It was one of Duke Enrik’s wine cellars. She had never been down here herself of course, she was a boyar’s daughter, but the design was similar to one that had been installed at Fort Straghov by her grandfather. She could smell the sour odour of spoiled wine and a few chips of broken glass remained to attest to the chamber’s original purpose. There were scores more cages like hers bolted to the walls where once there had been wine racks. All of them were empty bar hers.

			Chained to the bars of the wall-facing side opposite her was an immense dirt-brown troll.

			Ulrika’s reflexive jerk brought a rattle from the manacles over her own wrists. Her hands had been cuffed through a wrought iron bar that appeared to have been bent into a figure of eight shape just for her. What looked like a naval chain fed through it and over her head. She looked up. The chain was thicker than her arm but had somehow been worked through a timber-hitch knot about one of the bars on the roof of the cage. Ulrika pulled down with all her inhuman strength but neither the bar nor the chain gave any quarter. She hissed at the darkness. The front-to-back orientation of the bars on the roof of the cage meant that she could move backwards and forwards if she should for some reason wish to get any closer to that troll, but could get no more than a step to either side without the chain yanking her wrists back.

			It wasn’t the subtlest dungeon she had ever been held in, nor the most deliberately torturous – that accolade surely belonged to the witch hunters of Altdorf – but it was definitely the sturdiest.

			She dropped her knees so her full weight hung from the chain and pulled down until the pain of the iron bar digging through her wrists threatened to black her out. In frustration and spite, she rattled the chain and cursed in Kislevite. Her native tongue was made for such language. With a slowly spreading sense of fear, she looked at the bar around her wrists. Despite all her strength she hadn’t even been able to make it groan.

			What kind of a monster could shape something like this, and with enough control to not simply crush her hands inside of it? Some kind of machine, she told herself with certainty. She had witnessed wonders enough during her adventures with Felix and his dwarf friends to know that any marvel was possible.

			These thoughts were distractions though, she knew, and brief ones at that. Captivity presented unique horrors to one with eternity to contemplate and a heightened capacity for thought with which to do it. The gifts of the Arisen could at times seem like curses. Bitterly, she tried to remember how she had got here. The last thing she remembered was the ice troll bearing down on her, and then…

			Nothing.

			She clutched her head. It felt like the memory had been beaten out of her, but that seemed unlikely. She knew from experience that it took an implausible amount of violence to do that kind of damage to one of her kind. She shook her head. It did not matter how she had got here, only that she got out and fulfilled her master’s mission. She snarled.

			She needed blood. She had almost exhausted herself trying to work so much magic during the trolls’ attack and what little she had to spare had gone towards healing wounds she had no recollection of receiving. Her ribs and backbone both ached as though they had recently been broken and one of her legs was abominably sore, though Ulrika thought it was just bruising. Possibly the worst however was her left eye, which seemed to have been crushed and was now knitting itself together with such agonising slowness that had Ulrika’s hands not been shackled she would have been tempted to tear it from her face to grow again once she had properly fed.

			There were few mortals with the strength or the sadism to realise that there were degrees of pain that it took immortality to taste.

			More hungrily than she liked, Ulrika eyed the troll on the other side of the cage. The mossy, worm-ridden monster regarded her placidly. Its pulse was so slow that its rhythm in her ears was almost hypnotic. Swaying in time to the beat, she licked her lips. Her fangs pricked her tongue. Was what she was contemplating even possible? The part of her that was still thinking clearly enough to be sick with herself sincerely hoped that it was not.

			‘So soon.’

			The voice rumbled from the darkness immediately behind her. It was hard and inhuman and as deep as a grave. Ulrika did not think she had ever heard two words loaded with such derogation and loathing. Ulrika twisted through her hanging chains so that she was facing the front of the cage. On the other side of a rough floorspace was another row of empty cages. In the gloom in between, a pair of dull amber eyes glowed. A rush of sulphurous breath washed from a mouth crusted with jagged tusks as it split implausibly into a grin.

			‘Others of your race resisted longer. You are weak, vampire.’

			Ulrika tried to shunt aside her hunger and focus. The speaker’s heart was cold and slow, enough to make it difficult for Ulrika to make out its beat through the mountainous wall of his chest. Looking at him, it was an effort to disregard the monster before her eyes and see the speaker for what he was: a troll that spoke. He watched her, waiting for a reaction. His eyes were deep with hard cunning.

			‘Throgg,’ said Ulrika. ‘The Troll King.’

			‘Von Carstein sent you to my city,’ said the Troll King, leaning in until his tusks were sawing into the bars. Ulrika rattled deeper into the cage and bared her fangs. ‘Why?’

			Ulrika glared up at the Troll King hatefully. She understood the stakes in play here, more than she had shared with Felix or even poor Damir. She was a Kislevite, after all, she had just spent the past months riding through the ashes of her country, but with every fibre of her unnatural being she wished that Count von Carstein could have found an ally in the north more stable than Throgg.

			‘Why do you think? The Auric Bastion prevents him from speaking with you by magical means.’

			‘Men are weak,’ Throgg replied, looking over her buckled armour with a sneer. Ulrika returned the inspection. She still could not remember how she had got here, but the sight of the mineral-spiked and mace-like fists of her captor gave her a powerful suspicion. ‘Von Carstein sends you here to speak for him? Then speak, pretty thing. Impress me with your clever words.’

			The Troll King drew back from the bars, ceding the floor. He wrapped himself in a tattered red cloak, concealing the many mouths that silently opened and closed from his mutant torso. His head withdrew into the crystalline mane of warpstone that bulged from his shoulders. Ulrika licked thin blood over her dried lips.

			‘The war goes poorly for the Empire.’

			‘Of course it does,’ Throgg cut in, his deep voice overpowering hers. ‘You ask soft flesh to stand before the tide of Chaos.’

			Ulrika bit her tongue, trying to ignore Throgg’s goading and concentrate on the message that Vlad had risked her life to deliver. It was getting harder to think, harder just to speak without a snarl. The beast was out. It basked under the glow of the Chaos moon and it hungered.

			‘My master implores you to move against Archaon’s forces before it is too late. You have strength enough.’

			‘Strength?’ Throgg growled, raising his hands and looking down at them. He clenched them into fists. ‘Yes, I have strength. Is that all you see here, vampire? Strength? Am I a dumb hammer waiting the guiding arm of Sylvania?’

			What was the brute talking about? Ulrika tried to think, but her talents lay with swords rather than words.

			‘It is the hubris of men to see their own destiny in all things. Von Carstein. The Everchosen. Dead men. Exalted men. In their skin they are all still men. This…’ Throgg’s eyes shone as he reached out to clasp the bars of Ulrika’s cage. The iron groaned under his titan’s grip. ‘…will be the Age of the Beast.’

			‘You are mad if you think you can stand against Archaon alone.’

			‘Perhaps,’ said Throgg, stabbing the crown on his brow with a fingernail-l­ike shard of dark crystal. ‘Or perhaps I know more than you.’ Then he chuckled, the warning cascade of rocks down a mountainside. ‘But one day I will thank von Carstein for sending such a passable warrior to my side.’

			‘I would sooner take a walk in the sun than serve you.’

			‘All the beasts of Chaos are mine to rule. What are you, vampire, if not that? What do you think became of those other vampires of Praag?’

			Ulrika did her utmost to stand straight, to look haughty despite the chains that lay draped across her shoulders and the fangs that burned like acid from her gums. She remembered well enough the petty, ineffectual Lahmian sisterhood of Praag, and falling under the yoke of a monster like Throgg was all that their near-sighted infighting had earned them. Ulrika was better than that. She was a warrior, a Kislevite, a Troll Country boyarina. Chaos was the source of her strength, but she was its master, not its puppet.

			‘I have friends that will come for me. Friends you would do well not to cross.’

			‘The poet and the…’ Throgg gripped the cage in one hand and leaned closer. His voice dropped and his eyes grew wary. Ulrika caught an odd scent on the Troll King’s breath. She knew too little of his race to be sure, but an instinctual understanding, some universal character, called it fear. ‘…the dwarf with the axe. Yes, I know them. There is not a monster in Praag that does not, in whatever way it is capable, fear the name “Gurnisson”. ’

			‘Then release me,’ said Ulrika, the scent of weakness drawing her forwards. So Gotrek and Felix had both survived the attack. She could not imagine how they had achieved it, but she should not have been surprised. Her chain rattled as she drew herself straight and looked up into the towering horror of the Troll King. ‘Let me go. And consider my master’s request.’

			‘You overreach. I have marked your friends’ approach and my most power­ful beast awaits them. It is an immortal of pre-history, a relic of the Battle for Urszebya and the Year That No One Forgets.’ The Troll King pulled away and swept his mauled old cloak over his shoulders. He banged his fist across the bars of the opposite cage and, in response, a door opened at the far end of the cellar and the heartbeats of a band of beastmen entered. He turned back with a grin. ‘There are monsters here, Ulrika, that even Gurnisson has yet to face.’

			‘How–’

			‘Do I know your name? Even for a human, you exceed yourself with your sense of self-worth.’

			The Troll King waited as the beastmen came to him. They were the scrawny, slightly more intelligent breed that called themselves ungors, the retinue of a larger beastman with the look of a shaman. His eyes were flat onyx disks in a hoary, tattooed face. Sweeping stag antlers bore eldritch runes made out in woad, scattered amongst symbols that looked like little more than cave art. The shaman and the Troll King held a whispered conference. Ulrika supposed it logical that Throgg would require lieutenants. It was not as if a troll could follow instructions.

			Throgg returned his attention to Ulrika, a glimmer of amusement in his dull eyes. ‘I have a riddle for you, Ulrika: king without a kingdom, general without an army, lover without a swain, warrior without a soul.’ His expression became hard, the stone that it was. ‘Do you not care to ask after those you brought with you into my city?’

			Ulrika yanked at her chains, achieving nothing more than a metallic rattle and a smirk on the face of the Troll King.

			‘It has been a long time since my army has tasted untainted meat. You are with me now, Ulrika, and soon you and I will conquer an entire world that our future slaves will call Troll Country.’

			‘Release me,’ Ulrika hissed, feeling her dark soul floating without an anchor on a rising sea of Chaos. She wrapped her chains around her wrists and glared at Throgg. ‘And release Max to me.’

			‘He still speaks of you. He must have loved you greatly.’

			‘Bring him to me,’ Ulrika demanded, to a rumble of laughter.

			‘He is mine, Ulrika, as you are,’ said Throgg, turning at last to leave. ‘Now feel a monster’s true loneliness.’

			The harpies that flocked the Square of Heroes were agitated. Hundreds of them gathered on the citadel’s battlements to battle for roosts with the resident gargoyles. Excrement dashed the gothic stonework. The scrape of clawed feet on stone and the cries of their shrill proto-human voices echoed around the statue-lined square. From the window at the back of his cage, Max Schreiber counted a distorted face or a flap of fleshy wings every few seconds. It was as if every last one of the beasts in Praag had come here.

			‘Man-thing,’ came the hiss from the cage opposite. Max tried to ignore it. ‘Man-thing!’

			‘I do not converse with monsters like you.’

			A nervous titter cut through the space between them. ‘This that comes from you. You are the worst of us all.’

			Wincing at the bruises that coloured his entire back and shoulders, Max pulled his gaze from the window. The skaven warlock stood pressed to the bars of its cage, the floor strewn with leftovers from the various mechanical apparatus hoarded away in the far corner. The headless torso of its ‘specimen’ lay slack in its chains. The head sat on a copper plate with a pair of tines connecting its cranium to a humming, wind-up device that delivered irregular electrical shocks. Watching its mouth chomp and its brow flicker with every pulse was far from the most disturbing thing that Max had been forced to witness of his neighbour’s efforts.

			‘What do you mean by that?’

			The warlock clapped its paws in a human parody of delight, but chose to ignore the question or perhaps save it for later use on its own twisted terms. It pointed towards the window. ‘What happens out there, man-thing?’

			‘Nothing that concerns you, I’m sure.’

			‘Matters. Matters.’ The ratman jittered sideways, looked over both shoulders, then clasped the bars of his cage in trembling paws. ‘I smell more man-things. Yes-yes. Man-things being fed to the bird-beasts.’

			Max closed his eyes. How many men had died when Praag fell, or Kislev city? How could Max be expected to grieve for a handful more?

			Blowing hot air onto chapped and swollen fingers, Max returned his attention to his own subject. The hulking stone troll bolted to the wall of his cell returned his regard with dead eyes and the hollow murmur of a sigh. Trolls might have been slow but they were not impossible to train and this one had long ago learned that movement was impossible. With the remarkable adaptability of its race, its limbs were already beginning to atrophy. Its breathing was slow and rhythmic. It had no concept of what was about to happen to it.

			‘Man-thing!’ the warlock hissed. ‘The king will not thank you for this.’

			‘I am not listening,’ said Max. ‘You only hope to distract me because you know that tomorrow it will be you strung up for the harpies.’

			The ratman fell silent, but even through the bitter cold Max’s weak human nose could smell the sour odour of the warlock’s fear. It spoke half-lies and nonsense as was the way of its kind. They both knew that it would be Max Schreiber who gave the Troll King his general.

			It would be Max that got to return home.

			‘Did I mention that I’m getting far too old for this?’ Felix muttered, peering out from behind the marble statue of an unnamed kossar at the outer ring of the Square of Heroes.

			It was impossible to pick out a patch of snowy sky without a harpy shrieking through it. Hundreds of the creatures flocked over the battlements and the monstrously carved minarets of the citadel. At least twice as many were in flight, flapping, bawling and diving onto each other’s perches to send others startled and screaming back into the air in sprays of disturbed snow. Despite the lumpen streaks of brown and white droppings that lashed their gargantuan frames, the trolls that squatted amongst the inner ring of more illustrious statues could not have been more unmoved by the pandemonium that swarmed above their heads. Felix counted ten of the heavy, brooding creatures. Fifteen. Twenty.

			He stopped counting. There came a point where additional information became distinctly unhelpful and as far as Felix was concerned that point had been passed a few hundred harpies back.

			Within the inner ring, a gibbet had been fashioned out of the statue of a hideously mutated warrior that Felix had to remind himself had once been the legendary war leader Tzar Alexis. A huge bonfire burned in a pit before it. A chain of beastmen passed what looked like books, paintings and wooden furnishings from as far away as Nippon and Araby to throw onto the blaze. The light and warmth brought low rumbles of contentment from the trolls. Occasionally, one would shuffle through the snow to be nearer to the fire. More of the beastmen worked around the monolithic monsters, swinging nooses over Tzar Alexis’s many arms as more of their kin emerged through the snow shrouding the inner ring of statues leading a coffle of stripped and trussed human captives. The men were beaten and submissive. Their bare flesh was so blue that they no longer shivered. As they approached the fire, a group of beastmen with man-skin drums and bone horns tried to strike up a beat that could be heard over the harpy screech and failed.

			‘How old are you, young Felix?’ said Snorri. Snow flecked the bristles of the old Slayer’s head, giving him a thinning crop of wispy white hair. He stood with his back to the kossar statue and a determined grin on his face.

			‘Old enough that I think you should stop calling me young Felix.’

			‘Don’t let that beard go to your head,’ said Gotrek, looking across from his own hiding place behind the next statue along, placing him quite deliberately with Felix between him and Snorri. ‘You’re not a day over fifty.’

			‘And I don’t expect to make it there either,’ said Felix, offering a silent prayer to Sigmar to prove him wrong, then rolling against the stone at his back to take another peek into the square.

			The captives were being led to the other side of the bonfire where Felix could no longer make them out. He squinted through the flames, watching as the beastmen fed wrists and ankles into nooses and hoisted bound men up into the air where they wriggled like caterpillars from Tzar Alexis’s arms. The beastmen’s spears discouraged the ever-circling mobs of harpies. From the picked bones that littered the square, Felix didn’t think the beastmen’s protection was going to be permanent.

			Felix could still see more harpies flying in, beating hard against the snow, drawn by the excitement of what promised to be a feeding frenzy. Felix cursed his rotten luck. It looked like whatever slim hope they had had of making it to the citadel in one piece had just been whittled down to next to nothing.

			‘The Goromadny Heights swarm with these creatures,’ said Kolya from what Felix still considered to be his customary position at Gotrek’s left side. Barring the occasional uninduced shudder, he appeared largely recovered from his dunking in the Lynsk. ‘They are scavengers and are never more wary than when there is food that another might steal. I think someone has set a trap for us.’

			‘Bring it,’ Gotrek growled under his breath.

			‘Who even knows we’re coming?’ said Felix.

			Kolya shrugged, a gesture that was strengthening Felix’s urge to punch the man every time he saw it, then pointed around the outer square of statues. The route was steeped in shadows cast by the bonfire and circumvented the interior of the square altogether. ‘I doubt we will make it.’ The Kislevite glanced at Snorri who, watching harpies swoop overhead and miscounting aloud, was witlessly oblivious to the slight. ‘But Lord Winter is on our side. If we go slowly and carefully then we might be able to make it around them.’

			Felix peered as far into the blizzard as he could see, the point where the statues started to become ethereal and impossible to distinguish from whatever monster might lie in wait for them hidden out of sight. Fear churned in his gut. He kissed the hardness in his gloved finger where he wore his ring, a curious pre-battle jitter that he had never felt the need to indulge in before now, and then closed his fingers over Karaghul’s dragonhead hilt. A hot glow prickled up his arm and pushed the fear aside. Without quite realising he was doing it, he probed the shades of the distant statues for a monster he did not even know was there. His heart was beating hard with anticipation, filling his veins with warmth and strength. Clearly Karaghul knew something that he didn’t. Not for the first time, he wondered if the old Templar blade was more trouble than it was worth.

			‘All right,’ said Felix, more eagerness in his voice than he liked the sound of, searching Gotrek’s face for approval and getting it in a curt nod. ‘We’ll go around.’

			Keeping low and his hands on the statue’s back, Felix edged out into the open and tried to track the seething mass of harpies in order to watch for an opening. He was beginning to think that he would have as much luck just going for it and trusting to luck when a terrific lowing went up from the gathered beastmen. Felix flinched back into cover as the ominous cry resounded between the statues and the low ceiling of snow and the roosting harpies flapped noisily to flight.

			Suddenly, the air was filled with screams and beating wings and Felix watched as the beastmen strung up the last of the captives. The man had been strung by his ankles so that his length of blond hair trailed through the thin snow underneath him. His naked skin was so white it was only the heavy bruising and interlocking mesh of blue veins that kept him from vanishing from sight into the swirl of falling snow. His hanging body pivoted around to reveal his face. The man’s straight jaw was broken and his face was puffy, his blue eyes had been sunk into his face by black pits of bruising, but it was still a face that Felix always expected to see when he found himself in front of a mirror.

			It was Gustav Jaeger.

			Felix gripped the statue in front of him, edging further out, only realising how long he’d been staring when a painful shriek from directly above forced him to look away. He turned his face up into the snow and met the horribly distended, feminine features of a slavering harpy looking back down. On instinct, Felix stabbed his sword at it but it flapped out of reach across the statue’s shoulders where it hopped and crowed like a warning bell with wings. Felix swore loudly, his stomach dropping at the onrushing rustle of hundreds of fleshy wings.

			‘Very careless, young Felix,’ said Snorri happily.
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			SQUARE OF HEROES

			Felix threw himself flat on the ground and rolled under the statue of the kossar. A harpy bombed through the air where he had just been standing and scratched the cobblestones with its claws. It turned to scream at him, hideous features twisted into a bestial mask of outrage, but didn’t stop, sweeping past and joining the growing flock that filled the sky above Felix’s position. Felix’s shoulder struck the statue’s heel and he drew himself under the protection of its legs. Struggling to bring up his sword in that half-hunched position, he looked back.

			Gotrek and Snorri hadn’t moved from where they had been standing. Thrashing black shapes enveloped them both with a screen of wings and talons, but despite the harpies’ advantage of numbers, both Slayers were continuing to mow through anything that came close enough for them to hit. Gotrek’s axe killed so many so fast the blade was almost invisible but for the ruin it caused to rain out of the sky. Snorri fought like a dervish with his axe and hammer, reducing flying monsters to pulped corpses and even letting fly with his mace-leg more out of raw enthusiasm than in any expectation of hitting the fast moving creatures. Felix couldn’t spot Kolya, but as he searched an arrow shot out from one of the nearby statues to drop a harpy that had been about to attack Snorri from behind. A few of them, smelling the two humans hiding amongst the statuary, peeled off from the attack on the dwarfs in search of easier prey.

			In the instant he had, Felix considered his position. Would it be best to stay where he was with the statue’s legs guarding his flanks and eliminating the threat of an attack from above, or to meet them in the open where he at least had a chance of effectively wielding his sword? Unfortunately, the sheer speed of his assailants made his mind up for him. A black mass of them mobbed the kossar statue before Felix could even think about moving.

			Felix couldn’t even hear himself cry out as everything he had previously been able to see and hear devolved into a maelstrom of teeth and claws and furiously beating wings that flooded the cramped space of Felix’s shelter with their unwashed animal stink. Felix shielded his face with his arm. Claws like fish knives raked through his mail. The armour absorbed the worst of what came his way, but there were enough of them that some, by pure chance, managed to rip at bare skin or tear weakened links from his mail. Felix stabbed back with his sword as he was tugged this way and that by whatever frenzied creature managed to get a grip on the sorry remnants of his cloak, but from his crouched position he could get neither the power nor the necessary speed to hurt his attackers. He cursed. The statue reverberated to the relentless storm of wingbeats. The harpies were practically fighting each other to flush him out.

			Noticing that there were fewer of the creatures on the opposite side of the statue to the one he had entered from, Felix made the short crabwise shuffle that way. Leading with Karaghul like a lance, he impaled one harpy between the ribs and managed to send another squawking skywards after he pulled his sword free and returned its scream with a fraught one of his own into its misaligned face. Wincing at the bruises that reminded Felix all too graphically of the torn arteries and severed limbs that his armour had spared him from, Felix backed into the statue and brought his sword into a guard. He had a moment to catch his breath so he took it, too battle wise to let it pass. He kicked back with his heel at the marble behind him. This way at least, his back would be covered and he could give the harpies something in return.

			He heard their screeches from the other side of the statue as they belatedly realised that he was gone and clawed at each other in a bid to climb. Through the snow, Felix saw the beastmen gathering. They had spears and halberds and their musicians were drumming them into a loose formation facing his way. Others were running around, apparently trying to goad the slumbering trolls into action. One of the monsters snarled, bit off the speartip thrust into its face with a splintering crunch, and started unsteadily to rise. A thickset beastman with a large set of stag-like antlers and russet robes that reached the snowy ground directed them from the foot of Tzar Alexis’s statue. It leaned on a black wooden staff, trussed men hanging around it, Felix’s nephew included, and pointed furiously towards Felix.

			The rifling of freezing air through furious wings pulled Felix’s attention back to the point of his sword. Harpies spilled around the statue at his back and over it and Felix was fighting for his life all over again.

			‘Gotrek,’ he shouted, somehow finding the breath as his sword slashed and parried faster than he could think. Harpies thrashed for him just outside his guard and there was no way he could fend them all off forever. ‘Do you see the beastmen, Gotrek?’

			‘Aye, I see them,’ came Gotrek’s voice from somewhere within the onslaught. ‘They can wait their turn. This Chaos vermin can’t quench my axe’s thirst.’

			‘They have Gustav and the others.’

			In a storm of panicked figures, Gotrek strode out from behind the ring of statues. His back looked like it had been mauled by a bear and a full hand of claws had scratched his scalp from front to back along the line of his crest. One of the arrows in his chest had been gouged out, leaving a pit of red-soaked gristle behind. Judging by the manner in which the Slayer’s axe dismembered Felix’s attackers, the injury had done little to diminish his strength.

			‘For the little one then,’ said Gotrek. ‘She always hated beastmen.’

			‘For Kat,’ Felix agreed, feeling his ring dig into his finger as he tightened his grip on Karaghul.

			Gotrek marched through the scattering harpies with a gleam in his one good eye. The loosely ranked beastmen in his path issued a mighty holler and thrust their spears into the air. ‘Straight down the middle. I’ll take the troll. Kill as many as we can.’

			‘That doesn’t sound like something you spent a long time thinking about.’

			With a dark scowl, Gotrek brandished his axe. ‘It’s got me this far.’

			Felix fell into stride with him as the dwarf broke into a run. He picked out a lanky, goat-bearded beastman just off the centre of the front rank for his target and drew his blade back. Gotrek and his axe hit the beastman formation like a rolling boulder, arms and heads and bodies in shattered armour thrown out around him. Following in the wake of that force of destruction, it would have been hard for Felix to put a foot wrong. His sword sliced down the lanky beastman’s chest. Felix felt flesh and muscle open and organs spill and then he was moving on, in amongst the madness of battle.

			Blades and weapon butts lashed in from every side and Felix parried wildly. He could feel blood drying in his beard, and sweat poured down his face despite the snow. Every callus in his hands seemed to ring with the impact of his blade on others and if not for his gloves, doused with sweat though they were, Felix felt certain that he would have lost his sword some time ago.

			Keeping his guard true and his eyes open, Felix tried to keep the statue of Tzar Alexis and Gustav in sight. It would be too easy otherwise to get lost in the melee and forget what he was aiming for. He saw that Gotrek, true to the dwarf’s word, was carving open the beastmen’s ranks to get at the troll. Felix shook his head in wonder. He had thought Ulrika to be Gotrek’s equal in strength, but somehow the Slayer made the slaughter of dozens look easy. Whatever stood in his way died until, at the bleating insistence of their shaman beneath the statue, they fell back from him and left him to the troll. Elsewhere, Felix spotted Snorri Nosebiter in amongst the fray. Where Gotrek was a single-minded and brutally efficient bringer of death, Snorri scattered it around like a careless painter with an overfull brush. The dwarf bludgeoned his way gleefully into the already wavering beastmen with all the crushing zeal that had been so wasted on the swift-dodging harpies.

			Felix caught the downward stroke of a beastman’s halberd, pushed it past him using its own downward momentum, and then kneed the warrior in the gut. Its breath wheezed out from its lungs and Felix moved past. He was too hemmed in to think about finishing it. Another was on him before he made a step, but Felix could tell its animal heart wasn’t in it. Felix could see in its eyes that it hadn’t been expecting this when it had formed up with its brethren against two dwarfs and a man. A human regiment, suitably motivated and well led, might have held up even against the losses the Slayers had piled up, but beastmen were never soldiers. They were forest reavers and night terrors, opportunists, scavengers that followed in the wake of the Kurgan armies. They were little better than wolves and when Snorri cracked open the shaman’s skull with his hammer they broke as a herd, cloven hooves clattering over the flagstones as they fled back into the sweeping snows towards the citadel.

			Felix stifled a disbelieving smile. Against his own sound expectation he was still alive. The trolls were largely still sat around the fire where he had first spied them, the harpies were craven vultures, and the beastmen were a rabble that broke at the first hint of a stand-up fight. The Troll King had built his kingdom on shingle. For the first time since he had jumped into the Lynsk, Felix actually began to believe that they might prevail. In the moment it took him to recover his breath and mop the cold sweat from his brow, Gotrek beheaded the one moving troll and then kicked the severed head into the fire. It went up in a shooting geyser of sparks and then shot out the other side where it left a charred trail in the snow until it lost impetus, a crisped skull swiftly cooling as the snow buried it.

			Snorri meanwhile limped furiously after the fleeing beastmen, shaking his weapons above his head and shouting insults until it became obvious that the beastmen weren’t coming back.

			‘They’ll be back once they’ve got their friends,’ said Gotrek, straining through clenched teeth as he squatted underneath the dead troll’s headless shoulders and heaved.

			‘Good,’ said Snorri. ‘Most of them never even got to fight Snorri, and Snorri doesn’t think that’s fair.’

			Gotrek merely grunted as, in an inconceivable feat of raw strength, he somehow performed the work of a team of dwarfs with a pit pony and rollers and dragged the troll’s torso up onto his shoulders. He panted for a second, swollen muscles quivering, then rolled the body into the bonfire. It burned with even more vigour than had its head, throwing out thick black smoke that stank of burned flesh.

			Shooting a glance back and around in a hopeless bid to track the harpies circling in and out of the snow, Felix hurried around the bonfire to the foot of Tzar Alexis’s statue where the men of Gustav’s regiment had been left to hang. Just looking at their naked bodies, blue and goose-bumped in the snow, made his own skin want to shiver. The echoing shriek of a harpy watching from somewhere amidst the encircling statues came as a stark reminder of the fate that these men had been intended for. He felt sick just thinking about it and tried hard not to, his hatred of the Troll King and the beasts that served him growing with every scream, crunch and tear he could not quench with happier thoughts. From a different direction came a staccato screech. It was only a matter of time before hunger and short memories triumphed over their fear of Gotrek’s axe.

			Whatever respite they’d earned was going to be brief.

			He made a line for Gustav. His nephew hung upside down from an arm of living marble that, even during the course of the fight, seemed to have clenched into a fist around the rope that noosed his ankles. Caught from the corner of Felix’s eye, the look of hunger on the great Tzar’s face was sufficiently lifelike to make Felix’s guts clench. It was an effort to turn his back on it and wrap his arms around Gustav’s naked chest.

			Damn it, his nephew felt like ice! Setting himself to bear Gustav’s weight, Felix tried to raise the young man up and tease his feet back through the noose. The young man groaned as Felix’s arms tightened over ribs that were, at best, horribly bruised. The rope danced back and forth on the end of his foot. Felix felt his thighs begin to burn. Tzar Alexis seemed to be licking his lips.

			‘Gotrek. Help me.’

			The Slayer stomped over.

			‘I’ve got him,’ said Felix. ‘Cut the rope.’

			Felix tightened his hold as Gotrek’s axe flashed past his face and Gustav’s unsupported weight dropped onto him. It took a few seconds for a combination of Felix’s embrace and the bonfire to warm Gustav enough for him to start shivering and when it came it came as hard and sudden as a fit. Felix held onto him, fearful that if he let go now his nephew was going to tear something.

			Gotrek tossed over the clothes and – trust Gotrek to think of it – the halberd of a dead beastman before heading off to cut down the rest of Gustav’s men. Felix called thanks after him and quickly tried to get Gustav dressed. Tending Kat through some of her worse days had given him experience enough in how to clothe another, but holding his shivering nephew down at the same time wasn’t making it easy. After what felt like an unbearable length of time with the volume of the harpy cries increasing by the second, Felix managed to pull a patchwork jerkin of colourful Ungol wool over Gustav’s arms.

			It was then that Felix noticed the bite on his nephew’s neck. Two marks, a sore-looking red with recent scabs puncturing partially healed scars.

			Felix thought the Lynsk had left him cold. What he felt now turned the blood in his veins to ice water and sent shivers through the back of his head.

			What had Ulrika done?

			He was being irrational, he told himself. He had known full well what Ulrika was and what she was forced to do to sustain her unlife, but seeing the evidence on Gustav’s skin was something else. Felix’s own kin. Felix’s blood! Doubtless Ulrika would argue he had been a willing vessel for a noble cause and Felix had certainly fantasised about such surrender often enough over the past weeks to sympathise with that point of view, but how could any man or woman consent with their free will corroded by pleasure? Ulrika had herself told him that those from whom a vampire drank were little better than slaves. After the battle of Kurzycko and their conversation on the oblast he had assumed that meant she would feed only on the enemy. He’d been stupid and blind.

			Gotrek was right. Ulrika was a monster.

			But there wasn’t time for an ‘I told you so.’

			‘Come on, Gustav, get up.’

			His nephew’s teeth gave an urgent chatter as, leaning into Felix’s chest, he managed to get himself upright and stay there. He was appallingly pale, anaemic even, cosseting his bruised ribs with a hunchback stance and leaning a large proportion of his weight onto his newfound halberd. Even the hang of long hair over his shoulders looked tired.

			Turning to check on Gotrek and Snorri, Felix saw that all of Gustav’s men were down now. Some were in an even worse way than their captain, but a few of the toughest looking were in amongst the beastmen with the two dwarfs gathering gear and weapons and – Felix couldn’t help but notice – a few valuables for themselves and their mates. The men were gathering themselves into a block, for warmth as much as mutual protection, but even as Felix watched a harpy dived for the centre of the formation in a snap of clawed feet only to be warded off at the very last second by an upward-thrusting spear. One man lost an untied chapka hat rather than a head, and the harpy wheeled about for another pass with a frustrated shriek.

			More of them were drawing in. Those still in the air were circling ever closer. The free company were dead men walking and the beasts could smell it.

			‘Everybody stay close. Keep your spears high.’

			‘Here comes the real thing!’ Gotrek roared.

			Emerging from the blizzard between the rank of statues like daemons from a portal came the beastmen, ominous black shapes with curling horns and spiked shields. They clutched their spears and snorted, fierce in numbers and with their castle at their back. The clap of their cloven feet on the flagstones became a dirge. With a curse, Felix made ready. Beastman armies, once broken, did not generally rally this quickly. He had thought they would have more time.

			‘Snorri thinks we should meet them halfway,’ said Snorri.

			‘I think we’re good enough where we are,’ said Felix, with what felt like a glorious overstatement even to one accustomed to composing propaganda for the Reiksmarshal.

			‘I agree with the manling,’ said Gotrek. Felix lowered his sword a fraction and turned to his former companion. Clearly certain death had affected his hearing in some way. Gotrek shrugged and jerked a finger back over his shoulder. ‘Why move now that that lot are starting to pull themselves together?’

			Before he could stop himself, Felix glanced in that direction, a trapdoor swinging open under his gut.

			Sniffing heavily at cold air into which the reek of burned troll flesh had been effectively frozen in, a mammoth troll mantled in thick brown fur gave a tremorous sigh and opened eyes like agates. Felix backed away, a reflexive instinct, as the troll unfurled ape-like arms and then smashed its knuckles through the cobbles in front of where it was sitting with a sound like a brace of cannon misfiring in unison. Then, with frightening speed for something so massive and, mere moments ago, sedentary, the troll lurched upright. Felix swept his sword around with a cry, a sound weakly parroted by the free company as they too saw the unfolding monsters around the light of the bonfire.

			Those gains that he had been so proud of – all they had achieved was to get himself surrounded!

			Feeling a tug on his cloak, Felix glanced back over his shoulder. Gustav let go the tattered wool strip and added the second hand to that which already leaned heavily into his halberd. He shivered in his coloured rags, pried open chattering teeth.

			‘Is General Straghov with you? We… failed her.’

			‘Don’t worry about Ulrika,’ said Felix with conviction, angling his sword to guard both Gustav and himself from the advancing beastmen as Gotrek and Snorri’s arguments over the trolls grew increasingly ill-tempered. ‘She’s doing better than we are.’

			Hunger cramped Ulrika’s belly, hunched her double until the chains that shackled her wrists to the ceiling pulled taut. Snapping at the loop of naval chain that lay across her shoulder, she closed her mouth over the thick iron ring and sucked. Her fangs rooted uselessly over the surface, but the bitter iron taste and the sensation of feeding seemed to fool her stomach. Her pangs calmed, enough for her to realise what she was doing and pull away, spitting rust from her lips and pitching up against the bars of her cage with a clangour of metal.

			Was this what she had been reduced to? She refused to give Throgg the satisfaction.

			Dimly, she became conscious of the violence being done on the surface. Stone and starvation could not block out the terror of so many beating hearts. In fact the hunger only made her senses more acute, sharpened the huntress’s instincts and heightened the already ­formidable vampiric drive to endure. It was Felix, she was certain. He had tried to save her before and, lost cause though he must have known it was, had been trying ever since. He would try again. He had always been a hopeless romantic.

			Ulrika wondered whether it might be best to wait for him to rescue her – he could still save her – but dismissed it with a snarl that shook her entire frame with its fury. She was not some Bretonnian maiden who had to await her questing knight. She was a warrior queen of the undying oblast and she would not put herself at another’s mercy: not Throgg, and not Gotrek or Felix either.

			Her gut beginning to clench once again, she glanced up through the curtain of chains to the troll bound to the opposite wall of the cage. Her eyes shone in the pitch dark. She shuffled forward, chains shadowing her like crows over a seer of Morr. Its somnolent heartbeat seemed to draw her in. Her gaze locked onto its neck and she licked fangs so sensitive that it hurt.

			She was hungry.

			‘Gustav, behind me!’

			Felix backed into his nephew, pushing him bodily out of the path of a beastman spear and batting the weapon’s shaft aside on the flat of his sword. He wove under a questing knife, kicked the wielder in the shins, and then rose up on Gustav’s other side in time to block a strike intended for his nephew’s back. The impact rang up Felix’s arms. His shoulders felt like he’d just come off shift from a dwarf mine. His lungs burned. Had he really spent the past twenty years doing this? With a weary grunt, he flicked aside the beastman’s blade and ran the creature through.

			Beastmen flooded the square, filling it with breathy, braying cries, stamping hooves, and a smell whose only earthly analogue Felix could conjure was wet horse. Gustav’s free company was already outnumbered at least five to one and more of the beastmen were charging in between the statues that stood between them and the castle.

			The men were as weak and slow as Gustav himself and most had been left to defend themselves using weapons with which they had received little or no training. Only their discipline had prevented them being overrun in the first seconds, tightly blocked ranks serving them in lieu of shields and armour. They probably now wished they had spent as much time in Badenhof drilling as they had spent drinking Gustav’s wine, but no free company in the world could have expected to end up in a situation like this. Arrows zipped through the fray from somewhere behind them, taking out beastmen and harpies faster than Felix would have thought possible for a single archer. Felix had forgotten about Kolya amidst the action. Clearly the Kislevite was still ensconced somewhere amidst the outer ring of statues. Still, men were dropping like an ice troll’s winter scales, and the harpies, against whom the men had no defence with the beastmen at their front, were picking them off at will.

			Felix parried another blow meant for one of him or Gustav, he had ceased trying to distinguish, and then ducked as a harpy dropped straight down out of the sky a few feet away before flinging out its wings and shooting towards his head like a bullet. The creature swept overhead, the clawed tip of its wing missing Gustav by the length of a close shave, and tore a free company man from his feet. His savaged corpse dropped to the ground a few seconds later on the opposite side of the company’s formation. Licking gore from its stretched and fang-lined snout, the harpy glided higher and then swooped back around.

			Desperately, Felix cast around for a glimpse of Gotrek or Snorri amidst the chaos. If any of them were to have even the slimmest chance of getting out of this then it undoubtedly lay with the two Trollslayers. He couldn’t see them amongst the brutish beast shapes that surrounded them, but he could hear them somewhere off to the right where Felix had last seen them both charging towards the big woolly troll. From that direction came the shrill, overlapping tone of beastman screams, accompanied by the percussive basso of the troll, visible as shaggy head and shoulders above the horns and speartips that bristled from the surrounding combatants. It made the ground tremble and Felix’s bowels with it.

			‘Come to my axe!’

			‘Come to Snorri’s!’

			Felix made out the chomp of starmetal on flesh and saw a beastman physically lifted into the air by a rising blow, but before he could consider a means to reach them he was again forced to defend himself. Gustav summoned a cry and struck his halberd into the leather gardbrace of a thick-necked bruiser of a beastman. Sapped of any strength behind it, the blade sucked into the cured leather and caught there. The boar-headed beastman snorted, driving a hot dragon-like breath of rancid steam into Gustav’s face as it shrugged the halberd from its shoulder armour and brought up its own top-heavy falchion for the kill.

			With a gargling yell, Felix shoulder-barged the beastman underneath its swinging weapon. The creature was heavy enough to keep its feet, but was too big to react before Karaghul slid under its ribcage and speared its heart. Gustav sagged into his halberd.

			‘You heroic… idiot.’

			Felix grinned tiredly. This was what happened when young men didn’t read the classics. Lazy language. The End Times themselves.

			He withdrew his blade from the beastman’s chest, an awkward procedure due to the angle of penetration and the way the big gor had fallen against him, and was exposed and off-guard when a shriek went off behind him like a matchlock round.

			Felix twisted quickly, making it just halfway when a black shape hissing with fangs and tearing claws barrelled into his side and flung him through the air. Felix felt the breath slammed from him and the bruise sink between his ribs and spread. Claws designed for slicing bone and opening the scaled underbellies of dragons raked down his mail, sending metal ringlets flying. Felix’s armour had held up as well as Felix himself, but they had both seen their share of wear and parts had weathered the years better than others. Some of the links held while those around them scattered, denting, twisting, edges daggering into Felix’s sides in a dozen distinct sources of pain. Felix screamed as the harpy tried to pull away and lift off, only to find its claws snagged between two deformed mail links just above Felix’s hip. The creature shrieked and beat its wings harder. Its breath struck Felix with its rotten meat foulness. The body-reek, pillowed over his face with every beat of its black-flesh wings, made him nauseous enough to black out for a second, long enough to miss the moment when his feet left the ground.

			And left his stomach behind.

			He swung for the harpy with his sword, but the creature had snared him just under his left arm and however well he timed his strokes he couldn’t lay so much as a nick on the harpy’s wing. He fought back with knees and elbows even as the creature stuttered higher and itself struggled to kick him off. The blizzard battered him fiercely as he rose over the heads of the trolls. Felix’s sword licked out as one passed briefly within reach, taking off its ear and distracting it enough for Snorri Nosebiter to batter it back into the fire.

			The eruption of heat under its wings shoved the keening harpy higher. Felix screamed as it yawed and rolled, seemingly out of its own control, over the inner ring of statues.

			They could have been headed towards the castle, but Felix was so dis­oriented by now that he could no longer tell up and down from left or right. He could see Gustav flailing about with his halberd as arrows punched down the beastmen closing from all around. Gotrek’s orange crest and blazing rune-axe were spinning across his vision, growing ever paler and more ethereal until with the cold finality of ice sealing a frozen lake, the snow swept it all aside. Snorri’s despondent curses sank into the storm. All he could hear now was the wind and the numb ringing it left behind in his ears. The castle rolled into view.

			Felix thought he was going to be sick.

			Little squares of light wheeled across his vision as he spun, like stars accelerated across a night sky. A voice of calm reason somewhere inside his head told him that they were windows in the castle’s higher towers and indeed in some of the nearest he could make out iron bars, and faces pressed against them. He tried to spot whether Max was amongst them but his own speed of approach made it like picking a single image from a running flipbook.

			A pressing force of wind caused the harpy’s wings to ripple. Even Felix felt it in his belly, a sense of pressure closing from above. The harpy gave a keening cry as Felix looked up.

			A monster with the body of a giant lion and wings like a dragon’s arrowed through the obscuring snow. It had three heads. A proud lion’s mane and long ram’s beard were wizened by snow and fullered by the wind. A third, reptilian head gazed frostily down, ignoring Felix and the harpy as entirely and literally beneath its notice as it shot past. The chimera levelled out just at the liminal of Felix’s ability to see and then ploughed the flagstones with fire.

			That he did see. He felt the heat rise on the screams of friend and foe alike.

			‘Gustav!’ Felix screamed, as a second downblast of air pummelled his cheeks.

			The griffon that he had earlier seen from the river powered overhead with an almost negligent beat of its vast feathered wings. Felix could not believe his eyes. It had to demand an iron will to hold such powerful and independent-minded beasts in step. The death of the Troll King then would surely herald the break-up of his army. Whether that was necessarily a good thing and would not simply entail more griffons and chimerae flying south to attack the Empire was a question he was not even going to try and answer while he was spinning towards a granite wall.

			With a panicked tirade of wingbeats and piercing screams, the harpy jerked its legs in a bid to kick Felix off. Strong as its wings were, and well suited to its cowardly method of killing, it was not accustomed to bearing a grown man’s weight for so long without dropping it and they were losing altitude fast. The wind whistled up from the ground between them. His tattered cloak whipped around his eyes. He couldn’t even see the ground for the snow all around. Quickly, everything around him spinning, he tried to decide whether having the harpy pinned to his side was a help or a hindrance to his chances at this point.

			With a resigned snarl, he gave up trying to hit the creature with his blade and instead turned his fingers to prying the creature’s talons from his mail. Its claws were ivory white against its inky flesh, but cankerous and crusted with excrement. Felix slid his fingers between the harpy’s toes and tugged. It shrieked and thrashed against him harder, unable to comprehend that they each wanted the same thing. A viscous foulness seeped from the creased flesh above its knuckles. One claw came loose, tearing away another warped mail ring. Felix gave a cry of success as the remaining talons slid out. There was a moment of joyous weightlessness as the harpy’s wings ballooned out and it shot up with a parting wail.

			Felix almost laughed. Then his stomach shot up through his mouth and he fell.

			He still couldn’t see the ground, but he soon realised that that owed more to the thickness of the snow than to altitude when he struck a stone slab not long after opening his mouth to draw breath on a scream. There was a crunch of mail, an all-encompassing hit of pain as if he had just been punched by a fist the exact size and mass of his whole body, and then he felt the stone beneath him push back and he bounced.

			The image of an open gateway arced down through his vision. He realised he had landed on the top step of the procession that led up from the Square of Heroes to the citadel. The doors were dark, treated oak, carved with glowering faces and crossed with thick bands of steel. The doors were open wide and something reptilian and monstrous stood between them with an axe.

			That was as much as an instant could reveal, and the next thing Felix became aware of was his shoulder hitting the next step down. The step after that beat on the flapping mail of his hip. He was rolling, his understanding of what was occurring beyond the borders of his own skin reduced to a painful succession of body blows. His head spun. His mail shook like a sack of rice. Trying to stop himself he almost broke his elbow against one of the statues that spun past on both sides. Tucking his head under his forearms and pulling his legs in to his chest, he hoped simply to ride it out to the bottom in one piece.

			When the last step finally threw Felix’s shoulders back onto the Square of Heroes he lay there flat for a moment and groaned. Slowly his thoughts swam back into alignment with the physical location of his brain. It wasn’t a pleasant reunion.

			Sigmar, he hurt! Eyes scrunched tight, he levered himself off his back and onto his elbows. Snow swept across the dramatic frontage of Praag’s citadel. From up close it was uniquely horrible. Gargoyles and gothically realised daemons leered down from the battlements. Towers rose higher than he could see. Distant windows winked behind the snow like lighthouses in fog.

			Shaking snow from his face, Felix turned his attention to the castle’s most immediate and crushingly familiar feature with a sinking feeling. Statues stood sentinel between steps on either side, the likenesses of Imperial soldiers. Greatswords stared sternly across at dismounted pistoliers. Halberdiers with puffed doublets and dated wargear stood guard in cracked and weathered mail. All of them were mantled in heavy snow. They were the liberators of Praag, the soldiers of Magnus the Pious, granted this extraordinary tribute by the fiercely proud men of Kislev. Stiffly, Felix picked his sword from the ground where it had fallen and stood. The thought of climbing up that stair having just descended it in such abrupt fashion brought spasms to his aching joints and pain from their adjoining muscles. If he survived to see it, then he was going to be stiff as a board in the morning.

			He looked back. Could he really leave Gustav and the others to fight alone? Who would keep an eye on Snorri? Was Max or Ulrika worth all of their deaths? Felix tightened his grip on Karaghul. And if he was going to start being honest with himself now, what made him think he was capable of dealing with the Troll King’s remaining guards by himself anyway?

			Trapped in indecision, Felix was about to head back to the fight when he noticed that the flagstones beneath his feet were trembling, as if fearing the approach of something dreadful. Not wanting to, but unable to stop himself, Felix turned back to the stair and looked up.

			Descending the steps was a monster of epic scale, its terrible bulk nevertheless indistinct, wreathed in a lightning-charged penumbra of storm-black clouds. It was four-legged, its lower body covered in dark dragon-like scales while its torso and head were akin to a man’s, only proportioned like those of an ancient god of war. Its chest was carved with tattoos written in a dead language, and pierced with iron spikes and rings thicker than Karaghul. A mane of dark hair fell past the waist to those monstrous forelegs, thick and charged with the lightning that flickered around its head and shoulders. Huge tusks thrust from a plinth-like jaw. The air crackled and steamed with its approach, the brute power in its lower quarters causing its humanoid upper body to sway with every step. With both hands, it hefted an axe that made Gotrek’s look like something with which a halfling chopped firewood.

			Felix knew then that he must be getting close. Even the Troll King could not have commanded two such champions as this!

			He backed out onto the Square of Heroes but, to his surprise, he was not afraid. This was the monster that Karaghul had sensed from the river and he could feel the vague sentience within the Templar blade stirring in response to it, easing the aches from his body and filling his heart with strength. It had been forged to fight dragons, but despite centuries of warfare and scores of crusading masters it had never tested its enchantments against one of the legendary ancients: a dragon ogre of the prehistoric world. It was excited and, because it was, so too was Felix.

			That, however, frightened him a great deal.

			‘You have come a long way and suffered so much just to die in my castle, Felix Jaeger.’

			The voice did not come from the dragon ogre – the monster emitting only a sonorous rumble – but from further up the steps. As hard as it was to look beyond the looming Old One, Felix forced himself to. There, crowned head towering over the larger than life-size statue of an artilleryman on the step above him, tattered red cloak sodden and streaming in the wind, stood the Troll King.

			‘You know me?’ said Felix, but then of course, the Troll King had Ulrika, and had held Max for the better part of a year.

			As if reading Felix’s thoughts, the Troll King did not answer.

			‘I am Throgg, the King of Trolls, and I had been hoping to watch the Trollslayer die here at my feet. But his henchman will suffice. For starters.’

			For a long moment, Max Schreiber stared at the window. Had he really just seen the face he had thought he had fly past his window? Impossible. Even if Felix had managed to pass the Auric Bastion, his chances of making it this far were infinitesimal. Throgg had picked apart Max’s dreams of escape and rescue surgically enough for him to know that.

			Reassured by this line of reasoning, Max ignored the phantasmagoria and turned back to his subject.

			Then he spread his raw and swollen fingers, and began.
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			THE TROLL KING’S CHAMPION

			The holes in Snorri Nosebiter’s head were tingling. He shook his head to clear it, stove a troll’s ankle in with his hammer, then dropped onto his stiff metal knee as a boulder-like fist droned overhead and he stuck his axe into a second troll’s thigh. Chips of stone flew out as Snorri yanked the blade loose with a joyous cry, tottering backwards and avoiding the clumsy kick from the first troll that instead hit the second’s wounded leg and sent it crashing to the ground.

			Snorri wobbled giddily on his feet and slapped the back of his hand against his forehead. The tingling wouldn’t go away. It felt horribly like memories.

			Everything around him was burning. Men were screaming. Smoke burned his eyes and dried his mouth. The sweet smell of well roasted meat filled the air. It disturbed the ale sloshing in his otherwise empty belly and he threw up over the bloodstained flagstones. He dropped to his knees, crunching the charred ribcage of a goblin raider that had been hidden under the layer of soot. Snorri ducked his head under a swinging axe. A beastman’s axe, he reminded himself. Not goblins. His own axe gutted the beastman and he rose.

			The scene around him resembled the stories of Grimnir’s March, the first Slayer’s doomed quest to do battle with the gods and their daemon legions. Smoke rose up from the ground to choke the driving snow, the wind blending them together into a choking grey pall that deadened sound and killed sight cold. The three-headed flying monster had gouged a trench of fire that had missed Snorri by inches and still flooded the square with heat. Tattered scraps of murk drifted across the beastmen’s big fire while all around bits of burning troll glowed like brands. The lowing of beastmen and the shrieks of harpies echoed oddly and from every direction. Monstrous shadows loomed teasingly out of the dark.

			Coughing, the air sticky with roasted blood, Snorri staggered after the standing troll, clashing his weapons above his head as much to block out the incessant tingling in his skull as to attract the troll’s attention. The troll grunted, distracted, rapping its own head with its knuckles as if mimicking Snorri’s behaviour, and slowly sank onto its haunches.

			‘Stand up and kill Snorri!’ The troll’s mouth hung open and Snorri noticed that its nose was bleeding, a sticky brownish paste oozing over a protruding upper lip. It issued a groan. It eyes flickered up into their sockets. Snorri lowered his weapons. ‘Gotrek. Snorri’s troll is acting funny.’

			A tripled shriek echoed through the smog and Snorri squinted to glimpse Gotrek amidst the rubble of at least one large statue and surrounded on all sides by several more. His old friend was singed and savaged front and back with angry red slashes, and partially obscured under a haze of heat. A gout of flame belched over Gotrek’s head and blasted another statue to smithereens. The dwarf brought up his axe, red-faced and furious as he laboured down a lungful of fiery air before a swipe of the three-headed monster’s claws sent him piling through the statue of a Kislevite horse-archer in a shower of rubble.

			Snorri probably shouldn’t feel jealous. If his old friend were to meet his long-awaited doom then that would spare them all a lot of trouble, but he couldn’t help but think about his own promised destiny. And when you are whole again, when those you most love surround you again, then you shall have a death that brings you nothing but pain. Somehow he knew that that meant Gotrek was not going to die here.

			He had to be present for Snorri’s.

			The troll emitted a stuttering sigh, its head yawing back, and Snorri felt a sudden shock of connection in which he thought he saw himself through the monster’s rolling eyes. Snorri lifted his hammer, getting the greyed image of an old and tired-looking dwarf with no hair and one leg mirroring the same action, and then sought to blink it off and turn the hammer. He gave it a shake.

			That was strange.

			It reminded Snorri of his journey with old Borek back through the Chaos Wastes when the sky had been fat with magic. That had felt like this.

			The tingling in his skull continued to grow more intense, becoming a buzz that was starting to make his head hurt. Somewhere in the blizzard a harpy shrieked as it angled overhead towards the big statue where the humans fought, sounding in Snorri’s one ear like the mocking laugh of a harsh old witch. Giving his head a vigorous shake, Snorri swept up his hammer with the intention of cracking it on the troll’s out-thrust chin. The buzz became a whistle like a kettle in the pinhole scar of his other ear. Snorri grimaced. And then his eardrums bled.

			There was a sharp pain as if he’d been cleanly skewered ear to ear and a rivulet of blood ran the gnarled course of his jaw. The troll in that same instant seized, every muscle in its monstrous body tensing and then falling suddenly slack as the light was snuffed from its eyes. It hung upright for a moment, blood pooling under now lifeless eyeballs before it slowly toppled backwards, sprawling over the body of the troll that it had earlier knocked down. That one was dead as well, although the wound in its thigh continued to regenerate. Blood streamed from its nose and eyes and thick clots of it plugged its ears.

			Everywhere he could see, trolls were dropping like meat cut from a butcher’s ceiling hooks. Snorri stuck a finger in his cauliflower ear and scraped out a crust of blood. He arched a crooked eyebrow up towards the sky as it exploded with the black wings of startled harpies.

			Very strange.

			Felix’s sword felt like a lightning bolt in his hand. The blade glowed an intense blue-white, electrical bursts firing out from the tip with cracks that split the air and seared it with a burned, bitter taste. Though its fierce vibrations had numbed his arms to the elbow, Felix brought his sword into a guard and peered into the storm of arcing white light and deafening sound.

			Silhouetted within its own aura stood the dragon ogre. Black, lightning-struck clouds leached from its muscular torso like sweat from the body of a man. The air around it trembled with perpetual thunder that crashed and crescendoed like an infernal chorus. A bolt of lightning whiplashed through the storm and earthed in his sword and Felix staggered back as if physically struck. The runes etched into his blade glowed so brightly he could see them with his eyes closed. He groaned as fresh strength restored tired muscles with old aches, nevertheless gripping to Karaghul as though it were the one secure hold in the midst of a storm. He felt in his fingers the sword’s efforts to match the monster’s power and counter it, but even its potent enchantments were being overwhelmed by the torrent of raw, elemental fury. And as more of the sword’s protective magicks turned towards Felix’s survival, the first chink of genuine horror at what Felix was actually facing seeped in through the cracks.

			Here was a monster that had seen the first days of the world and survived the dawn of Chaos, or so some scholars had it. He was Felix Jaeger; a poet, a propagandist and a one-time sidekick to a Trollslayer. What claim could he have to best a monster like this?

			Punch drunk, Felix brought up his sword again.

			Hard laughter that bore a pain all its own reverberated through the thunder and lightning. Felix tried to pinpoint the Troll King, but he was lost in the squall of noise.

			‘What do you hope to achieve, Felix? You are not a hero. You are a hero’s shadow.’

			Breaking its own storm front, the dragon ogre swung up its massive axe in two hands, driving a downward arc towards a blow that would have cleft an anvil in two. Bellowing like a cornered bear, Felix brought Karaghul up to parry as if any man had a hope in the End Times of blocking that blow.

			The impact hammered Felix down and sent arcs of lightning flaring over Felix’s head from where steel had struck volcanic glass. A compression wave pulverised the flagstones beneath Felix’s feet, throwing the dust up into the air before it was incinerated by the dragon ogre’s lightning halo a second later. The air burned and Felix felt as though his lungs were filling with molten copper. But Karaghul had somehow kept Felix alive. With too little time to marvel at the fact, Felix felt the overbearing pressure force him to his knees. With every ounce of his own strength and that which the sword could loan him he pushed back, but his sword arm quavered: it felt over-large and ached as if from days of exertion. The axe ground him under it, forcing his blade down until its white heat and static brilliance caused Felix’s beard and eyebrows to stand erect and sizzle.

			‘When Shagga first came to me, he had just lost a war. Do you know how badly your kind had hurt him?’

			Felix groaned, the dragon ogre pushing its advantage until he was almost bent backwards over the shattered ground. Desperately, he looked around for something to use, some tool, some trick, but there was not even a paving stone within reach that hadn’t been obliterated. He lay in dust fit for the grave. Even the snow was vaporised by the lightning mesh before it could make it as far as Felix’s exposed face. A tinnitus filled his ears, likely a consequence of thunderclaps going off every few minutes a foot from his head. He decided that if humouring the Troll King would buy him a few extra seconds to think of something then he would do it.

			‘Did you help him recover?’

			‘I did not have to. His kind is beyond your power to injure.’

			Great, Felix thought, gritting his teeth and straining against the dragon ogre’s strength while, seemingly unrelated in any way to the storms after all, the ringing in his ears had grown in pitch to a shrill whine. It was a pressure that seemed to be pushing outwards from inside his own head, like a particularly awful hangover although Felix had had worse, but most shocking was the effect that it had on the Troll King.

			The monster gave a long bellow of agony.

			Felix felt the ungodly strength bearing down on his sword arm relent as the dragon ogre turned away in concern for its master and Felix had to fight to keep his legs from jellying to the ground in relief. The tormented air became easier to breathe as the dragon ogre moved away, black clouds dissipating before the wind and unshrouding the figure of the Troll King. The troll was bent double, clutching at the statue of a halberdier on the first step up to the castle as if it were an anchor, the face crumbling round his claws.

			‘What is happening?’ the Troll King growled, voice so sonorous that it shook Felix’s innards with its fragile sanity and its rage, then threw his gaze up towards the distant slits of light that glimmered through the snow above the castle’s battlements. ‘Max.’

			‘Max Schreiber?’ said Felix, getting stiffly to his feet. The dragon ogre regarded him stormily from its master’s side but made no move. ‘You’re an intelligent creature. Will you bargain for him?’

			The Troll King wiped a trickle of blood from his nose and stared at it as though attempting to extract meaning from a pattern that was not there.

			Through the snow above, harpies flapped wildly for their eyries in, to all outward appearances, a blind panic. The blizzard echoed with the shouts of beastmen and peals of phantom thunder. Felix tightened at the weary sound of running feet approaching from behind but did not turn around. This was what he had come here for. And besides, unlike the cosseted fools and liars who boasted about such things in taverns, Felix had no great preference as to whether he faced death when it came or not. Despite aching muscles though, he almost jumped when a rough hand fell on his arm.

			‘I hope you weren’t trying to keep this for yourself,’ said Gotrek.

			‘Very selfish,’ Snorri agreed with a nod that almost pitched him over he was so wearied.

			Both dwarfs looked as though they’d fought across a road paved with hot coals to get this far. Snorri bled from both ears and swayed as though he had taken one blow to the head too many. Dried blood creaked with his movements like the joints of armour plate. Gotrek however was not just plated with blood, but layered in it: it encased his skin, soaked his breeches, clogged the top of his boots, dyed the roots of his crest. A wet smear covered his axe, a smattering of golden hairs stuck to it like flies in amber. Runes glowed diffusely from underneath. He noticed none of it. His gaze was locked on the dragon ogre.

			‘Mine.’

			‘Not if I get there first,’ said Felix before he could bite his tongue. Silently, he cursed Karaghul and its single-minded drives. The sword was just metal: it had no concept of when it was overmatched.

			‘Is Snorri fighting the Troll King then?’ said Snorri amiably. ‘Because he really doesn’t mind.’

			‘Witless animals and blind fools,’ roared the Troll King, with his head clutched in one hand. ‘Chaos itself holds at my walls and soon the world will follow where Kislev has shown the way.’

			The monster glared over Felix’s head with a look like thunder and withdrew a step towards the castle. Felix pulled his gaze from the smouldering ancient to see why: a group of exhausted but armed men trailed in the dwarfs’ wake. Kolya was amongst them and – Felix’s heart lifted – Gustav as well.

			‘Shagga,’ said the Troll King, indicating Felix and the others with a pained wave of one dully luminescent rock of a wrist as he backed away. ‘I have to see what has happened for myself. Kill them all.’

			‘Leave this to me, manling,’ said Gotrek, brandishing his blood-smeared axe as the dragon ogre gave a thunderous flex of its muscles and charged.

			Wishing very much that he could, Felix positioned himself at Gotrek’s left side and slightly behind, angling his sword to guard the Slayer’s blind side. Gotrek merely grunted and let it slide. If Felix didn’t know better, he would have labelled the mausoleum grin on his former companion’s face as almost pleased. Felix couldn’t even tell any more if it was Karaghul or his own sense of duty to the miserable dwarf that compelled him to do this. Neither possibility was particularly reassuring so he didn’t overly lament the too-brief second he had to consider it before seething storm clouds lashed the shaking flagstones with thunder and the dragon ogre swung its black axe.

			At the last second Felix and Gotrek shared a look.

			Gotrek bared his teeth and rolled right while Felix, just a fraction slower, tucked his shoulder and ducked left. In an awesome display of power and control, the dragon ogre checked its downstroke, monstrous biceps swelling as it turned it into a pendulum slash for Gotrek at the same time that Felix was forced to parry a stray lightning bolt that blasted him from his feet.

			The Slayer swung his own axe to parry the blow as charged black clouds descended from the monster’s torso to wash over him. Gotrek snarled in pain at the impact, backing up and tossing his axe to his left hand. He flexed his right hand, yanking out the wrist until the chain that bound axe haft to right bracer pulled taut.

			Clothes steaming where the snow landed on him, Felix pulled himself up. His hands and feet were shaking like tuning forks. Discharging static clapped from the frayed ends of his wool cloak. His woollen under­garments delivered further painful shocks to various out of the way places as he bade his legs to carry him forwards.

			‘Uncle!’

			Felix turned sharply at Gustav’s voice. His nephew and the last handful of his free company had been made haggard by snow and battle and rendered smaller than men by terror. A couple of wavering spears pointed back into the snow-swept Square of Heroes and the raucous din that raged there, but most simply gaped in horror at the rampaging ancient.

			‘Stay back,’ Felix commanded them and those still of sound enough mind to register human speech needed no second telling. Felix focused on Gustav who looked physically torn over whether to intervene. ‘You too, Gustav. This is not for you.’

			That said, Felix took a cold breath of air that tasted of scorched stone and charged into the storm-wracked umbra that now shrouded the dragon ogre’s rear. His ears popped as he lunged through the monster’s electrical corona, a tingling in his skin translating into a vibrant, violent light that suffused Karaghul’s rune-etched length as he drew back and then rammed the blade deep into the creature’s thigh.

			The dragon ogre bellowed in unexpected pain as gromril-hard scales as old as the world parted before Karaghul’s baneful enchantments and razor edge. A stamp of the ground with the monster’s wounded leg sent Felix staggering and he only just avoided a swipe of its thick tail as it tried to swat him down again to pile its full power onto the Slayer.

			Felix saw his former companion fighting axe-to-axe right under the tusks of the monster’s front. Their dual was a blur of obsidian and starmetal, fearsome tattoos and brutal piercings, dispersed into a haze of static torture. By Felix’s snap assessment, the Slayer was more than holding his own, but the flesh was being literally seared off his bones by a succession of lightning strikes. Gotrek staggered back before one dazzling thunderclap, shaking his head, dazed, and then presented his axe with a snarl.

			That he was still alive was a miracle worthy of Sigmar.

			Ducking low Felix slashed his blade across the dragon ogre’s hamstrings, eliciting another roar and a swipe of tail, and then rolled between the monster’s legs slicing into its tough green underbelly as he went. The monster shuddered and drew back, earning Gotrek a second to catch his breath as Felix came up beside him. The Slayer decided to waste it instead on a disparaging grunt.

			‘You could have just walked.’

			Felix found himself grinning like a lunatic, but the respite was as short-lived as Felix imagined he was to be. The dragon ogre pounded forward, axe rising amidst a gathering pall of lightning and then hammering down on Gotrek’s blade. Muscles knotted across the Slayer’s back as he pushed back against the dragon ogre’s strength and, impossibly, matched it. The two axes remained locked, wavering up and down within the span of an inch as both fighters strained. Lightning limned the boundary of the struggle, but rather than striking the Slayer those random discharges now converged on the lightning rod in the midst.

			Cursing the Templar sword through clenched teeth, Felix tensed rigid with pain as jolt after jolt cracked against Karaghul’s blade. The weapon’s protective enchantments absorbed most of the energy from the impacts, but Felix wasn’t feeling particularly grateful for that fact just now given that it was those same enchantments that were pulling the dragon ogre’s power onto him in the first place. The blade glowed brighter with every strike. He couldn’t have let go of the sword now if he’d wanted to. His body coursed with electricity and had the dragonhead hilt in a rictus grip.

			Even if he could have dropped the sword and run, he knew he wouldn’t have. This was Gotrek’s only chance of slaying the beast.

			Lightning flashing across his gaping eye socket, Gotrek inched one hand from his axe, grunting as the full strength of the dragon ogre bore down onto one shaking arm. Gotrek’s bicep swelled and knotted with veins, but slowly the two axes ground inevitably down.

			‘What are you doing?’ Felix managed to stutter as the Slayer used his free hand to loop the chain locking axe haft to bracer around the dragon ogre’s wrists.

			Baring his teeth in a lightning-flecked grin, Gotrek hauled the chain tight until blood trickled between the steel links where they bit into the monster’s flesh. Thunder rumbled from the dragon ogre’s throat, but the unexpected pain was a distraction and, moreover, the constriction around its wrists was fouling its grip on its axe. Gotrek pushed back.

			Felix however could take no more. His sword was shining so brightly that its corona encompassed him entirely. He could barely see, could hear nothing but the crack of lightning and the occasional wild burst of charge that arced off from the tip of his blade to strike a flagstone or a statue and blow them apart in a ravaging storm of energy. Again Felix cursed the damned sword. Fighting the dragon had been easier than this.

			‘Gotrek!’ he screamed, knowing that dwarf ears were better than men’s and praying that his former companion could hear when even Felix himself could not. ‘Let go of it. Now!’

			With a howl, Felix lashed out with Karaghul as if striking a deathblow. Lightning flashed around the sword with an apocalyptic crack of godly thunder and a torrent of energy burst from the tip of the blade and struck the dragon ogre square in the chest. Gotrek had heard and pulled clear at the last minute and now watched as paralysing paroxysms overwhelmed the dragon ogre’s nervous system. Given the stories Felix had read of dragon ogres feasting on warp storms and bathing in mountaintop seas of never-ending lightning he didn’t expect the blow to prove fatal, but the moment was all that the Slayer needed.

			Gotrek stepped in towards the shuddering beast and buried his rune-axe deep into the monster’s abdomen, roughly transecting the line where the dragon ogre’s monstrous half took on its human character. Blood and guts spat from the wound as Gotrek withdrew his axe and cut again. It took several more blows for the monster to fall and several seconds more for the last spasm of electricity to arc across its limp carcass.

			Felix slumped onto one knee, leaning on the dragonhead hilt of Karaghul like a knight in prayer. His body felt like it had been torn up from the inside and now bits of himself that he had no name for flapped loose. But somehow he was all still here. Shakily, he kissed the ring on his finger. Perhaps it was good luck after all. He decided it was a ritual he was going to keep.

			The approach of Gustav and the other men brought a crunch of snow and pebbled flagstones under their nervous feet. Kolya took up the rear, his swaddling furs thick with snow and a hood keeping the worst of it off his eyes. With bow loosely drawn, he eyed the blizzard at their backs. It was no longer just shapes that peopled the snow but animal shrieks and a clangour that seemed to be drawing in from every side.

			Felix could only guess what was happening out there and from everything he had witnessed on his way in, none of it was good.

			‘Do we go inside, then?’ said Kolya, with a nonchalant nod towards the citadel as if the corpse of a monstrous ancient did not lie across the bottom step. ‘We can all die in the warm.’

			Just what the party needs, thought Felix with a sideways glance at Gotrek, another optimist.

			‘You could have helped out,’ said Felix.

			The Kislevite offered another of his infuriating shrugs. ‘He is a Slayer, Empire man. A man can take a horse to water…’

			Felix waved down the platitude with a grimace and stood. His bones creaked. It felt as though more than a few muscles weren’t pulling their weight.

			‘This is why you were a shoddy rememberer,’ said Gotrek. ‘You never did get the point.’

			Felix felt something in his heart wrench. He regarded the Slayer, hoping for an indication that he joked, but of course he didn’t. The moment of comradeship he had thought he’d sensed as they fought was nowhere to be seen now. ‘Fine then. Let’s get you killed, shall we? It shouldn’t be too difficult.’

			‘I’ll believe it when I see it.’

			As cold inside as out, Felix turned to the men to offer at least a few ­reassuring words when he noticed something gravely amiss. He scanned the faces around him. One was missing.

			‘Where is Snorri?’

			The entrance hall of Praag’s gloomy citadel was a large and circular space made of dark stone blocks. Thick pillars rose past a succession of galleries before coming to a domed ceiling decorated with painted panels depicting a sweeping horse battle over an icy field. It was the only colour to be found in what was otherwise a desert of stone. The galleries looked like they should have been hung with tapestries. Embedded into the walls at intervals were hooks and bars that might have held portraits, weaponry, animal heads and skins. There were also indents where suits of armour would have once stood, but now they were empty. It looked as though the castle had been stripped of anything of beauty or value.

			Snorri Nosebiter liked it better this way. It reminded him of home. His tuneless whistle echoed back at him from the distant ceiling.

			Halfway down the hall a wide staircase climbed partway towards the next floor before splitting into two halves that spiralled up towards the upper storeys, crossing again somewhere above Snorri’s head. Snorri took the left-hand stair to the next floor. It was a corridor, longer than the hall beneath and lined with plain wooden doors interspersed every few doorways with benched alcoves.

			The other side of the passage opened out onto the entrance hall through a row of elaborately carved stone arches in the form of wrestling gargoyles. Through the symmetrical feature on the opposite side of the staircase, Snorri saw a single file of armoured beastmen hurry by before disappearing again. They ignored Snorri entirely and Snorri couldn’t figure out how to get across without going back down to the hall and taking the other branch of the stair up, so he ignored them too. The beastmen’s hard, bony feet and rattling mail echoed through the halls long after they were forgotten about and Snorri followed the corridor deeper into the castle.

			Snorri knew he was no great mind – he was reminded of it often enough – but he was good at following. Even he couldn’t miss the cratering in the stone floor where something big and very angry had recently walked or the occasional still-crumbling punch wound torn out of the side of the little wall nooks. He followed the trail until he came to a door that had been ripped clean off its hinges, snapped in two, and hurled down the corridor.

			It led onto a staircase that wound upwards. A light flickered like a cat’s eye in the distance and Snorri grinned determinedly. It was his turn to be the hero now. Images of Durin Drakkvarr and Skalf Hammertoes flashed through his mind. A lot of people had put a lot of faith and sacrifice in Snorri’s supposed destiny and if there was a doom to be had here then it would be Snorri’s.

			The Spider Lady had promised him one.

			And it would be the mightiest.
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			TRUE SELVES

			At the sheer granite face of the Mountain Gate overlooking the Goromadny Road and a white sea of snow-covered tents, thirty thousand northmen raised a raucous cheer as the immovable line of trolls upon the ramparts jerked and fell. The cry became a berserker roar on every man’s lips as cold, hungry, frustrated men surged forwards as one. Chaos ­warriors already on the siege ladders suddenly found themselves opposed by nothing more than beastmen and a long overdue slaughter began in deadly earnest.

			Five miles back from the East Gate and the killing fields littered with the bodies of Kurgan and Dolgan and other marauder tribes, ­Khorreg Hellworker watched with a grin as black as coal as a string of trolls pitched from artillery-scarred walls one by one into the Lynsk below. Snowmelt screaming from the glowing fissures in his flesh, the daemonsmith bade the host of Zharr-Naggrund to attack. The Dawi-Zharr were a patient and stubborn race, but the Troll King had defied them all for long enough. At his word, the sky whined with a sudden onslaught of rockets and shells. The walls of Praag shook to their foundation stones under the onslaught as block after block of remorseless heavy infantry marched on.

			To the south, the Gate of Gargoyles was still to be re-sealed after the Troll King’s sally and battles raged between beastmen and Kurgan across several miles of open plain. The block of massive stone trolls that anchored their rear within the open gate staggered and all at once stopped fighting, only their collected bulk holding them upright and plugging the gate until a charge of Kurgan cavalry and charioteers scythed them down and howling marauders spilled onto the Grand Parade.

			Across Praag, trolls dropped dead in the street and beastmen fled in panic for the inner walls of the Old Town.

			Fires sprang up out of nowhere in the cramped heart of the Novygrad and a huge, fiery-winged daemon began to take form out of the cinders as a cabal of Chaos sorcerers finally dared to let their powers be felt. A pair of giants wielding massive stone hammers bellowed Throgg’s name as they strode through the ruins to do battle with the summoned being. On the wide body of the mighty Karlsbridge, a wild hydra with scales as grey as morning sleet sent torrents of flame rippling through the snow and incinerating any that dared attempt the crossing. Huge, armoured beastmen bellowed for order in its fiery shadow, rallying their routed forces to the prepared stockades there until volleys of precise Kurgan horse-archery brought the beast down and the bridge went the way of the gates.

			Fire and bloodshed lapped at the Old Town walls, closing on the citadel of the hated Troll King like a rising flood of Chaos.

			Dragging on a dry vein within the dark of a forsaken cellar, the beast that had been Ulrika felt herself drown. Dense, foul-tasting blood ran through her veins like oil in water, churning, churning, but never fully mingling with her own. She could feel the war going on between her own blood and the troll’s. She felt sick. Through it and the strange magical connection that this troll seemed to possess with the others of its kind within the city, she experienced every death as a spasm in her mind. She too groaned at the tug that sought to draw her spirit from her cold flesh as it had from the now dead troll in her embrace.

			Ulrika however still retained wit enough to fight back, just; but there was something in its siren nature that appealed directly to her, to Ulrika. There was a familiar taste, a scent that carried only on the winds of the aethyr and was thus unhindered by stone and undiluted by distance. It conjured memories of a wise man, a handsome man, a man whom she had once loved and whose goodness still existed somewhere within the monster she had become.

			Pulling up from the troll’s neck with a gasp of hunger despite the blood smeared across her face and chest, the beast shuddered. Chaos was rising on the tide of the End Times. The call was made in vain.

			Ulrika did not live here any more.

			A low growl started up in the belly of the Ice Tower, rising up its throat with such a shaking fury that the cages of its topmost level began to rattle. Their captives, already in a state of near hysteria following the sudden death of every last one of the trolls, found a second wind to wail like dying wolves and even the stub-horned ungor lamplighter whose sole purpose it was to keep the torches lit on the wizards’ work trembled as the wall brackets rattled against their fittings.

			It reached the floor below; a bellow of pure disbelieving outrage that shivered through the floorboards, followed by the crunch of a wooden door yielding before something that did not know what it felt like to be stopped. The crash of hurrying steps drew closer until, with a baleful roar and a scream of iron fixtures, the last door between that wrath and its most prized prisoners flew inwards and slammed into the side of the cage opposite. The occupant, a night goblin with a sharp green chin protruding from a hooded cloak, shrieked innocence and set the entire level to clamouring.

			Head swimming with the effort of re-establishing his will within just one earthly host, Max struggled to absorb what was going on.

			‘I told you, man-thing,’ hissed the skaven warlock, glaring at him through the two sets of bars between them. The troll chained to the skaven’s wall was limp, a piece of mindlessly regenerating meat. The severed head that had been wired to the warlock’s wind-up shock machine was equally slack, barring a periodically induced twitch as a current directly stimulated its dead brain. With a glance over his shoulder, the ratman hunched his shoulders and retreated into the far corner of his own cage. ‘I told you the king would not be pleased.’

			Max felt the floor beneath him shake and looked past the skulking ratman as the hulking figure of Throgg strode between the shuddering cages straight for Max’s cell. The Troll King bristled with rage, the crystalline mane of warpstone that ran down his neck and shoulders pulsing like angry hearts. Max had never seen him this way, his monstrous nature laid bare past the limits of all his godly gifts to set him beyond.

			It was terrifying to behold.

			With a bestial growl, Throgg reached out for Max’s cell and then with one throw of the shoulder tore the door clear from its housing and hurled it back across the chamber. Then the Troll King thrust mineral-spiked hands around the bars to either side of the opening and wrenched them apart sufficiently for him to enter.

			‘What did you do, Max?’ he said, thrusting his huge head through the mangled door frame while the iron bars squealed in his grip like swine. ‘How many of my people did you kill?’

			‘You said you did not care for one or for a hundred,’ said Max, abuzz with achievement and the residual thrill of magic. Why was the Troll King angry? Could he not see for himself what Max had accomplished for him?

			‘You fool. You weak, human, broken-minded fool. There is an army outside these walls. There are ten armies. These are my walls.’ Throgg shook the bars in his grip until one bent with a lingering scream and then tore off in his hand. He beat the iron rod against the remaining bars and roared: ‘Mine!’

			‘But I have done it,’ said Max, trying desperately to get his captor, his patron, to see. ‘Every being within a race resonates similarly to the touch of Ghyran, the Jade Wind. It was simply a matter of gathering enough of that life force, using the Gold to catalyse the change with a spark of the Celestial. It was… elegant.’

			‘Elegant?’ The furiously intelligent eyes of the Troll King passed from Max to his subject where he was chained to the wall. The newborn mind gawped up at the world around it, stony grey eyes wide with incomprehension and nascent wonder. Earthy saliva dribbled from its gaping mouth. Its breathing was vapid and uneven. Atrophied limbs jerked feebly after every cry or flicker of light. The Troll King gave a snarl. ‘He is broken, Max. Like his father.’

			‘He is one mind from many. He is simplicity, a refutation of the inevita­bility of Chaos.’ Max stumbled towards Throgg, hands pleading, voice rising as passion took over from good sense. The Troll King regarded him contemptuously. ‘He is your child. I merely delivered him into the world. See him for what he is.’

			The Troll King’s mineralised brow furrowed, indecision cocking his golden crown: thinking – always, always thinking. His gaze lingered on the newborn, longing, and yet, faced now with the equal he had thought he craved, ­jealous of his own uniqueness. ‘What I see is the end state of man – gaping and helpless as their doom closes.’

			‘No! He simply doesn’t yet know how to control his thoughts. Your kind is adaptable. He will adapt.’

			‘No, Max, you were right before. A Teclis or a Nagash you are not, and thanks to your worthless efforts my city is lost.’ With a dangerous growl he summoned the quivering ungor lamplighter.

			‘Fetch me the vampire and spread the word that we are soon to march south. Tell her I have reconsidered her alliance with the Empire.’

			‘I remember this place,’ said Felix as the group padded into the castle’s entrance hall, voice hushed by the high domed ceiling as if they had just entered a tomb. ‘This is where Duke Enrik received Max and Ulrika and Ivan Petrovich and I for a victory feast. He pointed across the ­desolate hall to an empty pedestal that backed onto an alcove. ‘There was a suit of armour there. A winged lancer of the Magnus Legion if I recall. It was large enough for Ulrika and I to sneak off during some of the longer speeches and–’

			‘Please uncle, spare us the sordid details.’

			Gustav clutched his halberd as though he intended to throttle it and affected interest in the empty hooks that were spaced across the bare stone walls. Ulrika had drawn of him too deeply for him to blush, but Gustav wasn’t nearly wily enough to hide the subtle cues from a man of Felix’s experience.

			There was fear for her, perhaps. Jealousy, almost certainly.

			‘It’s not men doing the feasting now anyway,’ said Gotrek with what might equally have been a deliberate attempt to further darken the mood as a reminder of where they all still were. A low murmur of activity reverberated through the castle’s stones and, though the cold numbed Felix’s nose effectively, the sweaty scent of beastman laced the air. The Slayer further stamped out the solemn air with the snow from his boots.

			Felix looked up, past the overlooking galleries and the decorative bandings by which friezes of monsters such as wyverns and trolls being ridden down by Kislev’s lancers separated the levels to the frescoed ceiling high above.

			‘It is the last ride of the Ungol,’ said Kolya. ‘When the Gospodar crushed them and took Praag for a united Kislev.’ He gave an appreciative sigh. ‘I never thought I would see it.’

			‘You’ve not been here before?’

			‘You have feasted with the krug of the duke. I would not even know him to see him.’ His gaze lingered on the fresco and Felix saw not a laconic and slightly irritating northerner, but a man who would draw horses on stones between battles, a man who had lost it all but for some reason carried on. ‘But I always thought… one day.’

			Pushing deeper into the hall, it wasn’t difficult to tell that the ducal palace was first and foremost a fortress. The galleries provided both cover and excellent angles for crossbowmen posted there and the staircase up ahead, though wide enough for a rank of ten to fight across, presented an open target to archers firing down from the flanks while the height between steps was unusually steep to confer a significant advantage to any defender fighting from above. There were no windows whatsoever. Felix glanced again to the ceiling, wondering how much more castle there was beyond that dome. Where did it sit in relation to the battlements? Where were the towers with the barred windows and lights inside?

			‘I think Max is being held up there somewhere,’ he said, while Gotrek wandered further into the hall and looked intently around with his one good eye.

			‘Don’t forget Ulrika,’ said Gustav. A murmur of assent sounded from his men. ‘We’ve given oaths of service and we’re not leaving without her.’

			That’s not all you’ve given, Felix thought but chose not to say. He didn’t know if Gotrek had noticed the marks on the men’s necks or what the Slayer would do if he knew. Perhaps nothing. These men were innocent victims after all, but it never paid to assume that dwarfs – and Gotrek in ­particular – perceived innocence in the same frame as did humans.

			‘We should go that way,’ Gotrek cut in with a nod towards the left-hand sweep of the staircase and the corridor it led to.

			‘What makes you say that?’

			‘The ground is wet where snow has been traipsed in from outside, and see those marks?’ Felix and the others looked to the staircase where Gotrek pointed. There were indeed an array of tiny indents in the stone. Felix hadn’t noticed them, and if he had he would have assumed them porous imperfections in the rock or simple wear and tear – this castle was hundreds of years old and had been overrun by Chaos on two separate occasions. Or three if one counted the Troll King’s usurpation of Aekold Helbrass. ‘That’s from Snorri’s leg. You can tell by the pattern.’

			‘When this is over you should hunt with me, zabójka,’ said Kolya.

			‘He can’t have got far on that leg,’ said Felix, striding towards the staircase, determined to find the old Slayer before Gotrek did. ‘We can catch him before he does something stupid.’

			Gotrek’s grunt said everything that a dwarf never would.

			Snorri upped his pace, running with one hand scouring along the outside wall of the stairwell, bashing the lip of every step with his mace-leg in his haste. He burst through a splintered doorway and into a circular chamber filled with iron cages and wailing. He blinked against the harsh glare that came from braziers spaced regularly all around the room and tottered through the screaming voices and grasping hands and through the door onto the next flight of stairs up.

			Every few turns of the stairwell, a broken door opened onto the same scene. The only difference was that the cages became slightly larger, probably so as to fit the increasingly impressive array of what Snorri unthinkingly characterised as ‘stuff’ that the better fed and less battered prisoners all seemed to have inside with them. Goblins and beastmen and orcs gave way to men and skaven and even an elf. The Troll King had been thorough. On one floor, Snorri spotted a greybeard dwarf in runesmith’s robes, but he didn’t pause, almost running down a skinny beastman that clattered through the opposite door and completely forgetting to try and hit it until it had skidded past him and sprinted off down the stairs.

			Even after that near miss Snorri only slowed down a little. The constant spinning was starting to make him dizzy, threatening to dislodge a jumble of loosely stored memories, but the Troll King was so close he could almost smell his destiny.

			Innate dwarf intuition told him that the next level would be the second from last. The air smelled like the alchemist’s shop that Bjorni Bjornisson had made him go to after a hard night in the Red Rose. A cacophony of screams returned him to the present and he looked up to see a rectangle of bright light against the dark stone. Snorri gave an excited yip and spilled through into a brightly lit scene of destruction.

			Snorri took it all in as quickly as he could. The layout of cages was similar to what had come before, but following the pattern, with larger and fewer cages. Another door, presumably the last, faced him through a pair of cluttered cages. It was intact but ajar and he could see more steps beyond it. The door he had just stumbled in through was in a bad way on the floor a few feet ahead of him where it had struck the most immediate cage. Snorri could see where the brass fixtures had chipped the iron. The hooded goblin within had its long strangler’s fingers wrapped around the bars and was staring at some commotion that Snorri couldn’t see for intervening cages, off towards the rear of the tower that overlooked the Square of Heroes.

			‘Snorri’s looking for a Troll King,’ said Snorri loudly. ‘He’s got a destiny.’ The night goblin turned to stare at him agog. ‘Snorri, that is. The Troll King can get his own destiny.’

			As Snorri watched, a shudder passed through the bars and the goblin pulled away as if shocked, then turned back to where it had previously been looking and squealed. A low growl rumbled through the chamber and something detached itself from the far wall behind the blocking cages – Snorri had thought that it had been the wall – and stamped around into full view of the door.

			A ratman in a tin hat whimpered as the Troll King set his hand upon the top corner of its eight-foot-tall cage. The monster’s crown shone on all sides against the braziers that encircled it. His stony bulk glittered under a mantle of frost. Scores of tiny mouths over the Troll King’s belly yammered breathlessly until he cut them off with a sweep of his tattered red cloak. Snorri clutched his axe excitedly and drew his hammer.

			A mighty doom. When those he loved most surrounded him again.

			‘The half-wit,’ growled the Troll King, pointing a massive claw to the door behind Snorri. ‘I do not care enough to wish you harm. Take this one chance to leave. I have no patience left for fools.’

			Snorri scowled. Sometimes he didn’t realise that he’d been insulted until well after the event, but that one he got. Fortunately, Snorri wasn’t in the habit of listening to trolls, even if they could talk, and instead strode under the Troll King’s hands while he was still talking and cracked the teeth from a dozen gnashing mouths with a blow from his hammer. Snorri grinned at the Troll King’s indignant roar and drew back his arm for another blow. Who was stupid now?

			The Troll King’s fist hit like a cannonball.

			‘We will return to Karak Kadrin,’ said Borek firmly. ‘I expect there is an oath there that you will wish to make.’

			‘After,’ said Snorri, sadly. ‘After Snorri tells Gotrek’s family what he did.’

			Snorri came to with arms and legs flapping, just a second before he slammed into the cage behind. The bars caved around him as though a big, clawed hand had just risen out of the floor and caught him. Snorri’s mouth worked in pain he couldn’t find the breath for. Bent metal trapped his limbs. Something screamed that wasn’t him and Snorri shifted his head around to see a gaunt human in threadbare black robes holding out clasped hands and yammering while he backed further into his cage.

			‘My thoughts are gifts from the gods, you moronic, dirt-chewing oaf. They will not be broken by the likes of you.’

			The Troll King readied a fist and this time Snorri saw it coming in good time. It was a club of overlapping crystal edges and was almost as large as Snorri was. He heaved on his mace-leg but couldn’t free it in time, then turned his face aside as the blow landed.

			Snorri let the body drop, then slumped down onto his backside beside it. Injured dwarfs groaning and whimpering all around, he took a sip from his liberated ale skin. What had that ranger been trying to say about towns and goblins?

			Sharp, glittering debris tinkled from Snorri’s shoulders as he wobbled upright. For a second his jumbled memories couldn’t place where he was, but then the swirling in front of his eyes slotted together. It looked as though he’d been punched right through the bars and into the pale human’s cage. The human lay unconscious amidst a pile of glass and metallic debris that lay between Snorri and the mangled remnants of the cage’s front wall. The Troll King glared at him from the other side.

			‘Why are you smiling?’

			‘Was Snorri smiling?’

			With a roar of fury, the Troll King wrenched the breach in the cage wider and pushed through a rugged shoulder. ‘You are infuriating, dwarf. An insult to every beast that stares in stupidity at the stars and cannot wish to comprehend.’

			Blinking away the last of his daze, Snorri kicked aside a sheet of corrugated metal and threw himself forward with axe and hammer held high. The Troll King blocked Snorri’s hammer on the craggy crystalline stuff that covered its wrist in the same way an adult would fend off a child. Breathing hard, Snorri ducked under the return blow, bashing his mace-leg into the Troll King’s shin in a hail of dark green shards, and then hammered his axe into the troll’s waist where it stuck with an unsatisfactory flat thump. With a rumble of laughter, the Troll King brought his elbow crashing down on Snorri’s bald head.

			Smoke hung over the western hills and Snorri nearly choked with worry as he fumbled drunkenly for his hammer and ran the last miles home. The village burned. Dwarfs floated face up in the Skull River with goblin arrows in them. Their livestock lay butchered on hillsides that had since been torched.

			Who? How?

			Snorri tottered back minus his axe, metal leg stepping awkwardly on the uneven carpet of detritus. He looked up to see a knee the size of a black orc’s spike-bossed shield driving towards his face. Oh yes, Snorri thought with a grin that hurt his neck, Snorri had forgotten.

			Dwarfs floated face up in the Skull River with goblin arrows in them. Their livestock lay butchered on hillsides that had since been torched.

			‘Your skull has grown thick from too many beatings,’ came a deep gravel-pit voice that jarred Snorri from his memories. He was still here, he concluded with disappointment, so probably couldn’t have been out for more than a few seconds. The Troll King stood a few feet away, hunched like an ape under the cage’s roof, arms spread so that they hung off the left and right walls. A joyous, self-hating, animal gleam shone from its eyes. ‘Perhaps that is why your brain is so slow.’

			‘No. Snorri has always been this way.’

			‘Then for a dwarf you are very stupid.’

			‘You’re pretty clever for a troll. Does that make Snorri more smart or less? He’s confused.’

			‘You–’

			Whatever the Troll King had intended to say sank into a volcanic pit of rage as, with a roar that caused stonework to shake and glassware to shatter, he hauled down on one shoulder without letting go of the bars. Pitted against the Troll King’s strength, the entire cage wall bent inwards and came away from the bolts connecting it to the ceiling bar and the floor. The unsupported roof tipped down onto the Troll King’s head, but he shrugged it off, ripping out the opposite wall as well and wielding both as improvised weapons. Snorri hefted his hammer.

			The Spider Lady had been right. This would be a mighty–

			The two squares of iron smacked together around Snorri like cymbals.

			The sweet smell of well roasted meat filled the air. It disturbed the ale sloshing in his otherwise empty belly and he threw up over the bloodstained flagstones.

			He swayed for a few seconds before a hand like a wall scooped him up and in the same motion thrust him into the stone wall at the back of the cage.

			He dropped to his knees to vomit, crunching the charred ribcage of a goblin raider that had been hidden under the layer of soot. A high-pitched war cry stopped his heart and he turned to one of the burning buildings.

			He was hauled back, bits of rock cascading over his shoulders. Crying an oath to Grimnir, he kicked out, chipped the troll’s chin and bellowed as he was driven into the wall again.

			A horribly burned fighter charged from the house towards Snorri. It was Gotrek’s house, Snorri realised, fury souring the ale still in his belly as he rose, a blow from his hammer dropping the goblin in its tracks. The goblin fell onto its face and was still.

			Snorri couldn’t feel his hands. His eyes were going dark and it felt like some other dwarf being drawn out of the wall in the Troll King’s tighten­ing grip. This was what death felt like. Snorri was glad. There were times when he’d thought it would never happen and it wasn’t nearly as ­terrible as the Spider Lady had said. He saw the old crone now over the Troll King’s shoulder. She was smiling, pleased. Except it wasn’t her at all, it was Ulrika. Only that made no sense. Ulrika would never stand by and watch even if Snorri had asked her, and he couldn’t imagine her ever looking so hungry to watch someone die. Then it hit him with a blow to the heart.

			It was surely the dwarf woman from his dreams!

			The Troll King bellowed in annoyance at finding him still alive and Snorri felt himself flung forward again.

			It was big for a goblin, and with long braids like a dwarf’s. Snorri’s anger turned cold.

			What?

			Snorri turned the body over. It was a dwarf woman with a golden chain.

			No!

			The old lady had promised Snorri that his doom would bring nothing but pain, and here it was. A new kind of determination welled up inside of him – for the first time in a hundred years he felt a powerful resolve to live. He had to confess. He had to make amends. Gotrek had to know who was responsible for his shame!

			With every bone, tooth and nail that Snorri could lay onto the Troll King’s fingers he fought, even as the blows kept coming and his struggles grew ever weaker.

			The last impact he didn’t even feel.

			And then Snorri Nosebiter closed his eyes.

			‘No!’ Felix’s cry hung in the hollow space that had just been torn from his chest.

			He staggered under the door frame and into the brightly lit cell chamber as though struck under the ribs with a knife. He couldn’t breathe. He watched with a numb, distant kind of horror as Throgg withdrew his fist from the stone wall and let Snorri drop lifelessly from the gouge he had been driven into. A patter of loose mortar covered him like earth ­scattered over a grave.

			Not Snorri, Felix found himself wishing, as if the gods ever heeded that kind of prayer from the likes of him. The old Slayer was cheerful and kind, as innocent as a child.

			Why did it have to be Snorri that fell?

			A shift in the rubble and the tangled bars warned of the movement of the Troll King and Felix gripped his sword with a hate so sudden and intense it crowded out every other sensation. He was aware only vaguely of the racket being raised by the creatures in the surrounding cages. Broken glass crunched underfoot as Felix strode towards the towering figure. Karaghul burned his eyes with the hateful glare of the surrounding torches, blinding him until the final second to the figure that slid out from behind the Troll King and blocked his path with a cold, hard hand on his shoulder.

			She was clenched inside a battered suit of pearl-white plate armour like a crumpled ball of bloodstained paper. Her ash-blonde hair had been pulled ragged, as though raked by the inch-long claws that dripped blood from her fingertips. Her eyes were dominated by huge black pupils that stared out from some lightless place. The hunger in those empty pits was enough to startle Felix from his grief, but even then it required a conscious moment to recognise Ulrika behind that twitching, snarling visage.

			‘What did he do to you?’

			Ulrika merely hissed and drooled.

			Behind her, Throgg turned fully from the wall and drew himself as near to his full height as the ceiling allowed. His tattered red cloak fell back from his shoulders to reveal a chest riddled with regeneration scars, crossbow bolts, tumourous warpstone growths, and mouths that gasped in a constant fix of hunger or suffocation. At the sight of a familiar axe embedded in the troll’s waist, Felix gave a strangled cry of loss and took an unconscious step back.

			The Troll King lifted his gaze over Felix as the sound of huffing men finally rounded the last turn of the stairwell and Gustav, Kolya and the rest crunched out onto the carpet of broken glass, doing their best to shield their eyes from the sudden glare. Gotrek followed just behind, a consequence only of his shorter stride rather than any sign of his wounds catching up with his formidable stamina. His axe glowed red as though hot from the forge, bright even by the standards of the over-lit chamber. Ulrika slithered back from the touch of the rune-light on her skin.

			Gotrek absorbed what had happened with a single sweep of his unblinking gaze. ‘A good death. Well earned.’

			Felix bit on the impulse to snap back with something sharp. It was easy to be magnanimous now, but where had Gotrek’s compassion been when Snorri was alive and hurting? Whatever secrets Snorri had wanted to tell his friend about his shame went with him to his afterlife now.

			Watching Gotrek’s axe warily, the Troll King edged backwards, iron bars and alchemical apparatus buckling underfoot as he moved towards another open door at the far side of the chamber. Felix started after him, but Ulrika’s marble grip on his shoulder stopped him in his tracks with a gasp, forcing him to lower his sword as the effortless crush cut off the blood to his arm.

			‘These are the friends that abandoned you to this, Ulrika,’ said Throgg, continuing to back away towards the door. The vampiress bared her fangs and snapped at the mention of her name, but some command in the Troll King’s voice spoke directly to the beast that now owned her. ‘There are things I cannot leave behind. Ensure that none pass and their blood is yours to feast on.’

			That elicited a mindless grin and Felix groaned as the pressure on his shoulder intensified. Did Ulrika even realise her own strength any more?

			‘This isn’t you Ulrika, I know it. Help us to stop him. Come back to the Empire with us.’

			Ulrika met his eyes but if she comprehended a word of what he said there was no sign of it. Her fangs glistened with bloody saliva. She stared at his temple vein, lips twitching as a shudder of hunger passed through her body and elicited a gasp from Felix as it reached the hand gripping his shoulder. With only his free hand, Felix managed to lift the tip of his sword off the ground.

			‘I told you, manling,’ said Gotrek as he strode forward with axe raised. ‘Didn’t I tell you?’

			‘Go after the troll!’ Felix screamed. ‘Ulrika is mine, do you hear me?’

			Never in his career as Gotrek’s henchman had Felix dared speak to the Slayer like that but, without a word spoken to convey his understanding, Gotrek lowered his axe and ran past. Ulrika hissed and looked up to watch the dwarf go, caught in animal indecision between satisfaction now and the command of a master who already seemed a foggy memory. It was all the opening that Felix could hope to expect.

			With a cry that gave vent to all his pain and his grief, Felix lashed around with his sword. He knew that he had little chance of causing a being as powerful as Ulrika anything more than an inconvenience with a blow struck from his supine position at Ulrika’s feet, but he did it anyway. The ornate dragon’s-maw grip guard cracked her in the ear and the base of the blade scored a shallow cut across her scalp, and elicited a startled bark. In an agonising pulse of sensation, Felix felt blood rush back into his arm as Ulrika’s grip loosened and then instinct took charge.

			Pushing up through his buckled knees Felix rammed himself into Ulrika’s chest. She might have had the strength of twenty men and powers beyond his ability to comprehend but in one sense at least she was still a rapier-thin woman, far lighter than he was, and they both fell to the ground. Ulrika reacted like a cat, flipping onto all fours and punching deep into the stone where Felix had fallen before rolling hurriedly away. Again, she turned to chase after Gotrek but Felix brought her attention back with a stabbing thrust for a gap in her back armour where buckling had caused the shoulder plates to push apart. Spotting the stroke at the last second, the vampiress spun away with frightening speed, drawing her sabre in the same blinding motion and parrying Felix’s sword with an impact that ravaged through his still aching shoulder.

			Lips twitching, transitioning between something not quite animal and something almost human, Ulrika smiled at something behind Felix’s back. ‘My loves. See how this man threatens me. Protect me.’

			Felix’s heart sank as he felt men close on him from behind.

			No, Ulrika. Please, no.

			‘Put down the sword, uncle.’

			Felix shifted to try and cover his side with the cage to his left, but what the men lacked in martial discipline they made up for in brawlers’ instincts and that included knowing how to corner one man into a tight spot with five. Felix, though, didn’t take his eyes off Ulrika – or whatever it was she had let herself become.

			‘You’re not yourself, Gustav. If any of this makes any sense to you right now then I’d love to hear it.’

			‘Oh, it makes sense. You’re jealous.’

			Felix shook his head, eyes forward.

			‘Don’t lie to me! I read that pathetic pfennig dreadful you call a biography. I know that you and General Straghov were together in the past. You had your chance and squandered her. You disgust me, you adulterous popinjay.’

			Maybe it was that final barb that made him snap, but Felix spun around and threw a punch to the jaw that snapped back Gustav’s head and knocked the man cold before Felix even knew what he was doing. Gustav flopped into the arms of his man behind.

			‘One small lapse, damn you.’

			‘Doskonale,’ Kolya boomed approvingly. The Kislevite, apparently forgotten by everyone, observed proceedings from the doorway. He lifted a foot and drew a long hunting knife from his boot. ‘A good hit for an Empire man.’

			Ulrika snarled and lunged for Felix just a second after her thralls fell on Kolya. This time Felix was able to anticipate her speed even if he could never hope to match it, and got his sword in the way. The phenomenal application of strength smacked Felix’s sword against his own mail and staggered him into the back of a grizzled soldier just as he was about to thrust at Kolya with a spear. The strike went wide. The Kislevite parried another with his knife, then clubbed his attacker senseless with an elbow between the eyes. The soldier crashed back against the bars of the cage behind him, leading to an upsurge of noise from the prisoners still held all around. A boom sounded overhead and dust rained from the ceiling, but Felix had no time to consider it. He pushed the spearman out from under him and returned his attention to Ulrika.

			Why was she still here? Gustav’s distraction had given her ample opportunity to escape.

			The vampiress twitched, a ripple tracking the course of her jugular vein as if some pernicious corruption fought with her own vampiric blood for dominance. ‘I dreamed of you after Krieger remade me. So many days. I dreamed of hunting you, catching you, tearing the blood from your heart and feasting until I drowned.’

			Disgust crawling up his throat Felix angled his sword for a rising slash across Ulrika’s chest, but before he could make the swing Ulrika extended a long claw and uttered what sounded like a lullaby and the strength in his limbs began to fade away. Felix gasped at the sudden paralysis and sought reflexively to bring his sword back up into a guard. His arms remained stubbornly where they were, not numb, not dead – just stuck.

			The din from the surrounding cages had reached fever pitch and Ulrika smiled as if nothing could be more pleasing, watching the brawl being fought behind Felix’s back. She reached out to stroke Felix’s cheek with the back of her hand, knotting her claw in his beard.

			‘I lied to you, Felix. You left Katerina with child to be with me.’

			Felix pulled back his head, but there was only so far he could defy her while she controlled his arms and legs.

			‘I suspected,’ said Felix. ‘Helbrass showed me a vision of a child and…’ He trailed off as his mind ran back to an event that he had not since considered the ramifications of. ‘You knew from the first moment. I thought you must have been mistaken but you knew and you intended to make Kat a vampire anyway.’ Angrily, he tried to lunge at her but to no avail. ‘You would have killed my child!’

			Ulrika gave a hissing laugh, delighting in his futile struggles and his pain, and dragged the claw in his beard down to his throat. The hairs all over Felix’s body tingled and he felt a pressure building on his ears. Powerful magic was being gathered somewhere nearby and, judging from the feral gleam currently occupying Ulrika’s eyes, Felix doubted it was hers. His eyes rolled left to where a skaven hissed at him with unfettered malice through the bars of its cage.

			Felix groaned. They were surrounded by sorcerers whose captor had just fled. No wonder he felt that he had walked right into the jaws of a trap.

			‘Let him go, Ulrika.’

			The voice came from the direction of the doorway that had just taken Gotrek and the Troll King. The torches bracketed either side of it burned with an eerie absence of any light and the cages and floorspace around them were mired in blackness from which Felix could discern only the outline of a human figure. The voice was familiar, but etched with a deep pain that Felix would never have forgotten had he heard it before. It was the voice of a man who had seen how the world was to die.

			At the sound of it, Ulrika cringed as if from an open flame and turned her face from Felix to see it.

			‘Max. This is for you.’

			‘I was not asking.’

			Squinting into the gloom, Felix saw him. Captivity had changed him. He was gaunt, hunched and unwashed, apparently wearing the same ivory and gold battle magister’s robes in which he had been taken captive half a year ago at Alderfen. The change that had come over him however went far beyond that. The whites had faded utterly from his eyes and his skin had bedimmed to a mealy grey. It was as though every pure glimmer of light had been drained from his body. There could be no mistake, though.

			It was Max.

			Ulrika flung Felix down as though he had been trying to force himself upon her and turned instead to Max. ‘Help me, Max. Help me. I didn’t want this. I thought I would be strong enough. I thought that Felix–’ A shudder wracked her armoured body. Her head jerked as if to shake off some intrusion of her mind and she balled her clawed hands into fists. ‘I was doing what had to be done. I’m just… so… hungry.’

			‘I see that,’ said Max, sorrow in his bearing. ‘And I can help you.’

			The wizard extended a hand and, through a clear strain of willpower, the shadow that enveloped that portion of his body began to force out a sublimating white light. Ulrika shied away from it, meshing her claws before her eyes like a shield, and, in a sibilant tongue that hissed betrayal, spat a counter-spell of her own.

			Felix felt his own open wounds shiver from the touch of Dark Magic, and then gasped as blood was drawn from them to thread through her hair like a lover’s forget-me-nots. Strength returned to his limbs as her attention left him behind and he redoubled his grip on his sword.

			She was so achingly beautiful. And she was right, of course – he would always love her.

			He swung his sword for where her shoulder plates hung loose, decapitating her in one clean stroke.

			A sob burst from him unexpectedly and he had to cover his face with his arm and take several heaving breaths before he dared look at her body. It was surprisingly bloodless and shockingly mundane. There was no cloud of dust or sudden onset of rot, but then Ulrika had been relatively young. There were mortal men still living who were the richer for sharing in her life.

			‘Starovye,’ said Kolya with a gentle pat on the back. ‘In Dushyka dead things go in the ground and we do not expect them to grow.’

			Felix ground his eyes and held his tongue. There was just too much death.

			‘You did not have to do that, Felix,’ said Max quietly. ‘She was a child with those powers. She could not have harmed me.’

			‘You shouldn’t have been the one to do it,’ said Felix, pinching tears from his eyes and wiping his nose on his cloak. ‘I think you loved her more than I ever really did. And you always were more deserving of her.’

			‘Maybe that was true once. Now?’ The mage looked down at his shaded hands. ‘Nagash’s rise affected everyone with a close bond to the aethyr. Perhaps that is why Ulrika fell so far so fast.’

			‘No, she was always this way. She was always too in love with strength.’ He took a settling breath and turned to Max, reaching out to take the wizard’s arm. He had expected it to be cold but aside from being far too thin it felt more ordinary than it looked. ‘Are you well enough to go?’

			Max smiled. ‘As opposed to being well enough to stay? Just give me a few minutes. It will take that long to heal these men in any case and doing something good with my magic will undoubtedly be a restorative for me as well.’ He glanced back through the bars of the nearest cage, past the hissing ratman, to something beyond. ‘Strange how being on this side of the bars changes one’s perspective.’ He sighed. ‘At the time it all seemed so right, but I fear there is also a terrible mistake I need to rectify.’

			Felix nodded and turned to Kolya. The rangy Kislevite was re-sheathing his knife in his boot.

			‘What are you doing?’

			‘I swore to see the zabójka die,’ said Kolya, tapping the concealed blade. ‘So I will not need this.’
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			THE HONESTY OF DEATH

			Snow drove in through the high windows. It swirled and it cut and it froze the eyes if they stared too long into the churning white. Wherever there was an object large enough to stand against it the snow piled up in drifts, half buried treasure glittering on the surface like crystals in white stone.

			The pinnacle of the Ice Tower was a trove, and one that had been collected by a most unfussy magpie. Rare books in filigreed leather bindings lay in stacks or in snow-covered heaps beside jewelled weapons, artefacts of Scythian silver or Ropsmenn amber and items of a scientific or magical nature so arcane in their value that only a handful of men left in the world would recognise them as precious. Against one wall, raised on a plinth of shields and chests and other artefacts all buried in snow, rested the ducal throne of Praag. It was a grim, imposing affair, as befitted the cursed city, carved from a single piece of rare Shirokij oak and embellished with cold stone. The strength or guile required to manoeuvre it to this high place was astounding. Incalculable wealth, troves of knowledge, and cultural beauty lay scattered like seed for the snow. Standing against one arm of the throne was a portrait of a raven-haired beauty with the eyes and cheekbones of the Sylvanian aristocracy before the coming of the vampire counts and garbed in the attire of that era. It looked to be a signature piece of the great portraitist, Kantor, one of the most influential to emerge from a city that had in his time been as famed for its culture as for its high walls and its kossars. It was worth a fortune.

			And then Gotrek put his foot through it.

			The backing board cracked under the Slayer’s ironshod boot, ripping the canvas, while the frame, itself a minor work of art, snapped like a twig as the dwarf kicked the encumbrance off his ankle and ducked. The Troll King’s massive stone hammer smashed the ducal throne to flying splinters. Gotrek covered his face with a massive arm and dived for the cover of a Gospodar tapestry, but too slow to prevent his arm and back from being stippled with slender wooden daggers. Throgg bellowed in horror at the irreplaceable beauty he had destroyed, goading himself to ever greater fury as he brought his hammer crashing down on that tapestry mere moments after Gotrek had got clear and hacked his axe across the monster’s shins.

			Felix wondered at the contradiction of a monster who would collect and treasure such things, when he was reminded of something he had read – it might have been a play by Tarradasch – which described a great work of art as ‘loneliness’s window’.

			Then he thought he understood.

			Throgg lifted his bleeding leg, the wound already clenching shut, and stamped the foot down where Gotrek had been. Snow flew back into the air to add to the swirl. Coins and jewels scattered like marbles. Felix debated whether or not to intervene, but this was Gotrek’s fight as much as Ulrika had been his. It was Troll King against Trollslayer, but more than that it was about vengeance for fallen kin and the rememberers had no part in it.

			Gotrek stood in knee-deep snow, his chest rising and falling like a bellows. The rune-light of his axe on the snow and his steaming breath gave him a red aura, deepening the dwarf’s empty eye socket until it resembled a pool of blood and throwing short and lancing shadows from the arrow in his bare chest. His crest was singed by acid and fire but somehow, like the Slayer himself, it still stood.

			The Troll King came in with his huge sledgehammer in a short grip, wielding the stone hammerhead almost as an extension of his own fists. Gotrek met the Troll King blow for blow, fighting with jaw clenched and teeth bared. Besides the rasp of his breath and the occasional grunt as his axe struck rock armour from Throgg’s hide, the Slayer fought in bitter silence. After one brutal exchange that had Gotrek furiously ducking and parrying, the Troll King gave a bottomless howl of frustration and flung his hammer out to its full length. He caught it at the base of the haft and swung it over his head, a dipping and cresting figure-of-eight that ploughed through antique cabinets and projecting columns alike and filled the chamber with a withering haze of debris.

			Felix swore.

			The chamber was surprisingly large when devoid of cages, but not nearly big enough for his comfort just then. He flung himself back to the wall and pressed himself flat as the hammerhead shot around at head height with a whump. Displaced air thumped his face. The bellows of the Troll King filled the chamber. Out of the corner of his eye he saw Kolya stumble into a dresser and then drop into a foetal crouch as Throgg’s hammer ripped through and buried him in kindling. Felix had a moment to think while the hammerhead shot around the room in an arc of destruction before whirring back at floor level.

			At the last second, Felix clambered onto a gold-banded pinewood chest, took a breath, then screamed as it was smashed apart from under him.

			The hammer’s impetus threw him a short way and he landed on his feet in the snow by one of the gaping windows. The ground beneath him wobbled and he realised he must have landed on a buried plate or shield. His heart lurched as it pitched him towards the window. He flailed but there was nothing to grab that hadn’t already been reduced to firewood and, for a second in which time slowed to a heartless crawl, it felt that the only thing holding him aloft was the icy wind pushing against his back. His fingers clawed through snow and air until a rag-bound hand caught them and pulled him back from the edge.

			Kolya flinched and dragged Felix low as the Troll King’s hammer whirred not far overhead. Felix nodded thanks and drew himself up against the wall beside the window, spreading his arms across it to reassure himself that it was not about to be taken away. Un­able to help himself, he looked down. His stomach turned.

			It was a long way down to the Square of Heroes.

			The snow blinded what should have been a view across the entire city and beyond. Felix could see ghost glimmers of light within the snow. Occasionally another would flare brightly into existence before burning back. It could have been fires spreading through the city, some kind of artillery bombardment from the besiegers without or perhaps even some kind of magical assault. It was impossible to say for sure. The wind rushing through his hair brought thin and distant cries, like the sound of the sea heard through a shell.

			‘I do not recall the troll having that weapon before,’ said Kolya.

			Tearing his eyes from the view, Felix clasped his hands around his sword. It seemed likely that Throgg had stored a weapon here for this eventuality, planning the necessities of an escape that he had foreseen might one day be required. Felix found himself looking around the devastated chamber, wondering what treasure the Troll King could not leave Praag without. The thought saddened him. Here was Kislev and he was watching its destruction.

			‘Enough of this!’ Felix yelled, long hair whipping about his face as he brought up his sword. ‘I didn’t come all this way to watch at the end.’

			‘Wait,’ Kolya shouted back. ‘Give the zabójka his chance.’

			‘Fulfil your oath your way. I’ll do so in mine.’

			A throaty roar pulled the men’s attention back from the precipice in time to see Gotrek’s axe slice through Snorri’s embedded weapon and cut deep into the Troll King’s abdomen. Thick blood spurted through the Slayer’s crest and Throgg’s bellows turned from anger and frustration to pain. Scything his hammer back across his path, Throgg stumbled back. Almost immediately the wound began to regenerate, but Gotrek’s axe struck faster even than the Troll King’s metabolism, carving up fresh wounds faster than the old ones could be healed. The Slayer was tearing the troll apart piece by piece.

			‘I can make you a rich dwarf, Trollslayer,’ Throgg roared, making a desperate parry and losing a thick wedge of his hammerhead to Gotrek’s starmetal blade. Gotrek’s axe answered for him, turning the Troll King’s hammer and slicing its blade through the mouths in the mutant troll’s side, and tearing off a scrap of red cloak. Throgg clasped his hand to his bleeding hip and howled so loudly that the snow whipping around him was momentarily shaken to a standstill. ‘There is wealth here beyond your imagining. A copy of the Karak Ungor Book of Grudges, perhaps, brought to Praag by its people after the hold’s fall. Now it is here. There is more. It is yours.’

			Gotrek ground his teeth and pressed the Troll King into full retreat with a storm of blows. He was being pushed towards the window, Felix realised, sliding out of the way and circling around the chamber wall with his sword raised in a guard.

			Throgg caught the bright flutter of his shredded cloak and turned to face him. His huge body was framed within the opening by a rippling white canvas of snow. ‘An alliance between my Troll Country and the counts of Sylvania, Felix – think of it. Max was wise enough to understand that I can save your Empire.’

			Felix shook his head. He didn’t consider himself especially wise, but he understood the Troll King’s argument well enough. Maybe it was even true that alliances with acceptable monsters like Throgg were the only way that the Empire would survive the current strife. Ulrika had certainly thought that way, but she had been cozened by easy power, and all Felix saw when he tried to see things her way were the bodies of those he loved.

			Snorri.

			Ulrika.

			Even poor Damir had deserved better than he’d got.

			A cold fury simmered in his chest. How did this beast even dare look him in the eye and request a boon of him? He took a deep breath and returned the Troll King’s gaze.

			Felix lowered his sword tip to the ground and gave the Troll King nothing.

			‘I am surrounded by fools,’ Throgg growled, sweeping up his hammer and sending Felix and Kolya scrambling for cover. Gotrek simply stood with a faint leer of condescension on his brutal features. Throgg held his hammer poised above his head with the Slayer in his sights, and roared with confounded intellect. ‘There is not one here whose race deserves to survive more than mine.’

			Gotrek stepped negligently to one side as Throgg’s overarm stroke crashed through snow and flagstones alike with a force that shook the floor and had Felix hugging the wall for fear that it would collapse. Gotrek stamped his boot on the hammerhead as if to pin it down, then stepped fully onto it and brandished his axe above his head.

			‘My father fought the bloodsuckers at Hel Fenn. I’d sooner spend the rest of my days digging dwarfs’ graves than lend my axe to them or you.’

			A look of malignant cunning entered Throgg’s eyes and in that second Felix saw what the troll meant to do. If the Slayer didn’t move when Throgg pulled back on his hammer then Gotrek was going to be going right over the troll’s shoulder and out the window for good measure.

			‘Fools all!’ Throgg roared, drowning out Felix’s warning shout as huge muscles bunched under the Troll King’s arms and he pulled.

			Gotrek swayed for balance as he rose off the ground, spreading his feet across the stone and bringing his axe streaking down to shear through the hammer’s wooden haft. The Slayer rode his blockish stone mount for another few feet before it ran out of momentum and crashed back to the ground. The Troll King, however, found himself suddenly pulling against nothing. His arms flew back over his head and the mammoth beast stumbled. A foot trod in emptiness and Felix saw the comprehension in Throgg’s bitterly intelligent eyes as the distant earth secured its grip.

			The Troll King screamed as he fell.

			Felix tried to track his fall, but the blizzard had swallowed him whole and soon blew over even his cries. It was as though the Troll King had fallen into a pit with no bottom. Shaking his head, Felix withdrew from the edge. He felt like he hadn’t taken a breath in days.

			It was done. They were probably all dead men, but it was done. Not for the first time, he found cause to pick fault with whatever so-called destiny had brought him to this sorry place and time.

			‘Troll thought it was cleverer than everyone,’ said Gotrek, peering down with his one good eye before spitting after Throgg to add a salty dose of insult to his injuries, and then stabbed a reversed thumb into his chest beside the arrow that was still stuck there. ‘Well, this dwarf was an engineer.’

			‘Are you sure he is dead?’ said Kolya. ‘It is a big fall, but he is a troll.’

			With a grunt, Gotrek turned his back on the ledge and leant his axe against his shoulder. ‘I’m not walking all the way down there to find out.’ The Slayer deflated and shook his head glumly. He turned to Kolya. ‘That old woman promised me a doom.’

			‘And one for your companion,’ added Kolya with a pointed nod towards Felix.

			Felix looked at them both blankly. This was, unsurprisingly enough, news to him. No one explained themselves, but he found he couldn’t rid his mind of the image of a headless body in bloody white plate.

			Ulrika.

			‘She also promised one for Snorri.’

			Snorri Nosebiter stood under the doorway at the top of the stairs and Felix doubted he had looked as hale on the day he departed Karak Kadrin for the north. The injuries he had suffered in the battles leading up to the citadel had been closed. Even the ugly and infected wounds that the removal of his crest of nails had left in his head had shrunk to pinpricks of scar tissue. If not for the blood that no one had yet found time to clean from his massive torso and the rips in his breeches, Felix would have assumed he was looking at a ghost.

			Felix would have kicked himself if he wasn’t laughing so hard.

			Snorri wasn’t dead at all!

			Max Schrieber followed the old dwarf up looking tired and drawn, but his efforts healing Snorri and the others seemed to have proven the purgative to the system that the wizard had thought it would be. That eerie shadow still clung to him, but he seemed more himself, even finding the spirit to express dismay at the ruined treasures around him. Looking troubled and confused as though just woken from an unsettling dream, Gustav and his men filled the stairwell behind the old Slayer’s broad shoulders.

			They might all have been just portraits of men borne on Snorri’s back for all the attention they received from Gotrek. Even Max, with all the strangeness of his appearance, garnered little more than a raised eyebrow.

			‘Snorri has to talk to you,’ said Snorri, staring fixedly at Gotrek. Felix had never seen the simple-minded dwarf so focused, so intense.

			‘If it’s about your shame then I still don’t want to hear it,’ said Gotrek.

			Felix shook his head. For a race so infamously resistant to altered circumstances, Gotrek had taken his friend’s near-resurrection in his stride.

			‘Snorri,’ said Felix in his most conciliatory tone, sliding between the old Slayer and Gotrek. ‘Perhaps this isn’t the best t–’

			‘No!’ Snorri roared, striding forward and pointing an angry finger past Felix at Gotrek. ‘No. You will listen to Snorri now.’

			Felix held up his hands in an appeal for calm but he might as well have been invisible. Gotrek stuck out his chin and squared his shoulders.

			‘I’m listening.’

			That seemed to take Snorri aback and his upper lip started to tremble. Felix noticed that he was carrying something golden in his hand.

			Sigmar, no, Felix prayed. He had already lost Snorri once.

			As if Felix were a child, Snorri pushed him out of the way and tossed the golden chain towards Gotrek who snatched it out of the air without looking. His one-eyed gaze held Snorri’s for a moment before lowering to his open palm. His breath caught and for a moment Felix thought that both dwarfs were going to weep, but then Gotrek’s expression darkened as if the sun had just passed away.

			‘The Spider Lady told Snorri that when all his friends were together again he would have his doom. She told him it would bring nothing but pain.’

			Gotrek held out the hanging chain. ‘You tell me where you found this, Snorri Nosebiter, and pray that it’s a good tale.’

			Snorri’s eyes were puffed red as he shook his head but, though there was a tremor in his voice, his words were clear, as if recited from rote. ‘Snorri was there that day. He went home after he and old Borek lost you in the Wastes. It is his fault nobody warned them of the goblins. It is his fault–’ The threatened crack appeared at last, but Snorri managed to pass it and continue. ‘That you murdered that thane and had to become a Trollslayer. It is all Snorri’s fault!’

			Gotrek hadn’t moved a muscle, but his eye glittered.

			‘I’m sure that’s not true,’ said Felix. A tension hung over the chamber as if the wind no longer blew and the temperature of the snow had dropped to somewhere far below the point at which human marrow froze. Gustav looked between the dwarfs as if they had to be mad and Felix didn’t blame him. Max simply wore the stunned look of one too wearied by horror to reasonably process any more.

			Kolya, however, had the fearful look of a man watching prophecy unfold.

			Instinct caused Felix’s fingers to tighten around his sword’s grip. With a conscious effort he forced them to relax. What exactly did he plan on doing with it? Would he fight Snorri? For that matter, would he fight Gotrek?

			‘It’s not your fault that you couldn’t save Gotrek’s family,’ said Felix more firmly. However stubborn the two dwarfs wanted to be, this foolishness was not going to end in violence if Felix had any sway at all over either of them.

			‘Helga was still alive,’ said Snorri.

			There was a faint rattling sound that Felix realised was Gotrek’s axe chain. The dwarf held his weapon so tightly that it shook. ‘And the little one?’ One of the pieces of Felix’s heart broke a little more. Little one. That was what Gotrek called Kat. Shallya’s tears, that had been what Gotrek called his daughter. ‘What of Gurna, Snorri?’

			Snorri shook his head. His eyes were wet, his cheeks red, and it looked like opening his mouth now would be the breaking of the dam.

			‘Tell me what happened to my wife, you clod-witted zaki.’

			Tears streaking unchecked down his face, Snorri held out his hammer. ‘It wasn’t…’ He paused, corrected himself. ‘It was Snorri’s fault. She was burned. It was smoky. Snorri thought it was a goblin. But it was Snorri’s fault.’

			Felix felt the death knell in his heart as Snorri uttered his next words.

			‘It is Snorri’s fault you are a Slayer now. Snorri killed Helga.’

			One muscle at a time, Gotrek’s face tightened into an image of such primal fury that Felix found himself backing out of the way of it lest he unintentionally make himself a target. Gotrek glared at the hammer that Snorri held before him. ‘I’d take that back if I were you.’

			Nodding acceptance of what he had to have known must come next, Snorri did as he was bid, settling into what passed as a ready stance. Gotrek bared his teeth and brandished his rune-axe.

			‘It was an accident,’ Felix screamed at the top of his lungs. ‘Tell him it was an accident, Snorri. And Gotrek, I can’t believe you have a better friend in this world.’

			‘I’ve killed better friends than Snorri Nosebiter,’ said Gotrek.

			Felix watched in anguish as the two old friends circled each other.

			There were no more words to be spoken.

			Gotrek feinted left, then struck a short blow for Snorri’s right shoulder. Half blind with tears, Snorri saw it late, parrying on his hammer with a sombre clang and replying with a punch across Gotrek’s jaw. Gotrek took a step back to steady himself, then thumped out with the butt of his axe and cracked something under Snorri’s armpit. The old Slayer took it with barely a grunt, swinging out with hammer and mace while Gotrek parried with a cold-simmering wrath.

			‘Stop this,’ Felix croaked, realising that it was no longer just Snorri with tears in his eyes.

			This could not be happening! Felix pinched the skin of his wrists between glove and sleeve. Surely this must be another dream.

			The two dwarfs fought through the raging snow in bitter silence, barely even moving from the spot in which they’d started, their efforts ­punctuated only by the crunch of muscle and bone and Snorri’s wracking sobs. It appeared even. Snorri had the clear advantage in brawn and the benefits of Max’s healing, but Gotrek’s axe balanced those odds considerably. Felix gave his head a violent shake. He couldn’t believe he was even thinking about this, but nor did he dare to intervene. Snorri swung his hammer for Gotrek’s temple with a shuddering sob only to see it blocked, then followed through with a kick of his mace that Gotrek turned aside by a deft interception with his knee. Snorri’s metal leg was pushed behind him and landed in the snow amidst a loose pile of coins. He flung out his arms for balance, presenting Gotrek with as clear an opportunity for a killing blow as he was ever likely to see, but it was as if the Slayer didn’t even see the opening, instead knocking Snorri back onto his feet with a jab from his axe butt.

			Gotrek was holding back, Felix realised. Kolya and the others might not even have noticed, but Felix had known the Slayer too long. Had it been otherwise then Snorri Nosebiter would never had stood a chance.

			‘Fight Snorri properly,’ said Snorri. ‘Let him die like a Slayer. Let him walk in the Ancestors’ Hall. Let him do something right.’

			Felix watched with his hand over his mouth. He must have misheard. Surely even Snorri could not think of this as some act of kindness.

			With his one eye scrunched tight, Gotrek unleashed a strangled roar and struck low. Snorri parried it, but Gotrek came again. Again Snorri blocked but there was no chance for him to counter now before Gotrek’s axe came for him again and he was forced to give ground under a ­torrent of blows. Snorri fought furiously with tears running down his cheeks and blocking his squashed nose. Gotrek pressed him back with his eye still closed. Both wanted to die although neither wanted to kill, but they were both still Slayers.

			To the end.

			Gotrek’s starmetal blade clove through Snorri’s metal leg just below the attachment to his thigh. Snorri wobbled, an idiot smile on his tear-stricken face as Gotrek then cracked the flat across his mouth and knocked him down. The old dwarf looked up with a full face, wet eyes meeting Gotrek’s one and seeing peace.

			No, thought Felix. No, no, no–

			He looked away.

			There was a wet crack. Then a thump.

			Felix buried his eyes in his hand and wept. Tears blurred the gaps between his fingers, but beneath him he saw blood seeping through the snow around his feet.

			There was a moment’s silence and then a voice at his side.

			‘We’re done here, manling. I should never have let him talk me into that journey to Karag Dum. I knew I would regret it.’

			Pulling his hand from his face and wiping tears into his beard in the process, Felix looked up. The Slayer’s one eye was dead, his face a funerary mask of someone Felix no longer recognised. His voice, however, was rune-hard and deadly clear.

			And it brooked no argument.

			‘On my oath, you’re going back to the little one where you belong.’
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			Early Spring 2525

			Talisznia burned. The tirsa’s stubborn earth huts glowed a fitful bronze, choking in smoke whilst yielding the barest flicker of flame. These were the last weeks of winter: the snow over the Eastern Oblast had become heavy as it turned slowly to ice and the tirsa’s wood stores were all but exhausted. Tables and chairs had been used for cooking or whittled into arrow shafts. Even the precious stocks of dried grass and animal feed had been consumed weeks ago while the animals’ dung, normally reserved over the deep winter as a fuel in case raspotitsa did not relinquish the roads before the wood stores ran low, had been turned to shoring up the stockade. There was not a single drop of kvass.

			In short, there remained precious little in Talisznia of fit state to burn, but the Kurgan were determined to make a pyre of it just the same.

			The wise woman did not know why, but the smoke billowed up into the endless blue expanse of the Ledevremya sky. It would have been visible for hundreds of miles, a tribute pole two miles high erected in blood and ash by the destroyers of Talisznia. Perhaps that was the reason, but she suspected that gave too much credit to their intelligence.

			Watching from horseback half a mile out from the sputtering south stockade, she saw marauder horsemen race circuits of the conquered tirsa, brandishing the severed heads of its people and yelling at the top of their lungs. In a temporary encampment of rippling skin tents just out of bow range of the stockade, large bearded men with arms decked in silver rings fought over what meagre loot the vanquished of Talisznia had not already eaten or burned.

			It was all precisely as she had foreseen it. The wise woman had shown these events and others to the dreams of so many. That was her gift, to cast dreams of portent into the aethyr that they might find a home in the unconscious of one to whom her prophecies bore special resonance. Through dreams had she foretold the Troll King’s fall, the Auric Bastion’s collapse, the sack of Rackspire and Badenhof and Bechafen and scores of other towns and forts that she knew only by the image of them aflame.

			Sometimes she wondered how it would feel to have a dream of her own.

			‘You share your dreams with all, Morzanna, or whatever name you now go by, visions that could make an empire – or break one.’

			The wise woman pursed her lips, studying the black eddies in the rising smoke. For a passing moment they formed sweeping black wings, a crown.

			‘Perhaps,’ she answered, although she was alone but for the horse and the cutting oblast wind. ‘No one I have forewarned has cheated my fate yet.’

			‘Is that regret I hear?’

			‘This is not the first time I have watched my home burn.’ An ululating cry carried from the Kurgan encampment and she watched the zar and his chosen champions parade out from the slow-collapsing stockade in the glittering wargear of Stefan Taczak and the Dushyka rota. ‘These were brave men. I gave you my soul but I still have a heart.’

			‘Your pain soothes me in my oblivion, my daughter. I will taste of it more in the coming days.’

			Morzanna bared her sharp teeth in a reluctant smile. She knew. She had seen it. Why else would she be here?

			‘The daemon-slayer and his companion will try to stop you.’

			The wind passed cold laughter over her ears. ‘They will try, but they are destined to fail.’

			‘How many times have I watched others make such a claim about those two?’

			‘This time is different. The world is different. You have foreseen their demise and through you have I willed it so.’

			Morzanna shivered as the air around her cooled. A darkness bled into the sheer blue sky and the smoke of Talisznia rose like a horned black head to regard her – small in her evil, insignificant in her power, and but transient in her immortality. She nodded obediently and turned her horse around. It was a long way to the Empire.

			‘Yes, Dark Master.’
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			This story takes place in Winter 2526, 
between the events of Kinslayer and Slayer.

			Felix had never witnessed an aurora so far south. The Winds of Magic boiled across the broken sky in waves of blue, purple and green, visible wherever the clouds were rent by thunder. The light storm rolled across the swollen body of the Urskoy, and shimmered in the hundreds of silted pools that pocked the surrounding tidal flats. The air was thick and dry with the smell of salt. 

			The floods were seasonal – a confluence of circumstance arising from the thawing of the oblast, rainfall and the rising tide in Altwasser Bay. It was a small thing, but it was heartening to find that some natural order still held even as the world around it was picked to pieces by Chaos. It grounded him when the sky turned molten and ran like old fat in a skillet. The stars moved, the world turned, winter became spring, but some things he could still recognise and find heart.

			The Empire. 

			It had taken him a year, but he was home.

			Felix shrugged his rag of red cloak over one shoulder and brought up his sword. A Kurgan warrior squelched through the thick mud towards him. The warrior’s armour was bullhide, layered with leather and furs. He brought up his sword, a long Kislevite-style koncerz made serrated by long misuse as a hacking weapon. His young, disarmingly smooth face wore a quixotic spiralling eye tattoo in woad over the left side, mouth split by a war cry that Felix didn’t hear over the pound of thunder.

			They were getting younger all the time.

			The northman’s sword struck Felix’s guard. There was an explosion of thunder, an echo of steel, colours swimming through the blades as the Kurgan warrior’s slid down the angle of Karaghul. An offhand twist of the shoulder sent the northman stumbling across Felix’s body, opening up his back and side. Felix fought against the mud’s downward pull, drove his stance a foot sideways across the Kurgan’s fall, then reversed his grip on his runesword and plunged the weapon through the thick hide over the warrior’s lower back. The youth stiffened as though struck by lightning and crashed facedown into the soft mud.

			Felix withdrew his sword, steadied his stance as much as he could, then turned back to check on the others.

			Fighting was spread out over half a league of the tidal flats, as far back as the ford where the Urskoy met the Talabec in a froth of gemstone shallows and rippling colour. The flats were littered with rubble. Felix doubted whether even a dwarf could build a structure strong enough to stand on this ground, and he assumed that what he was seeing was the remnants of the Auric Bastion, the quasi-magical barrier that had once stretched from the Sea of Claws to the Worlds Edge Mountains, and that had, for a time, held the hordes of Chaos in abeyance at the Empire’s gates. Now its ruined foundations provided cover for greatcoated bow kossars as they traded fire with their Kurgan counterparts. Warriors with axes and spears battled between the man-sized hunks of polished basalt. The aurora rendered their armaments weird and magical, the mud reducing Kurgan and Kislevite to the same brute, warring savage. 

			To the south, a twist of black smoke hung pinned against the sky like a warning. Bechafen possibly, but it was impossible to be certain. 

			To the west, deeper into the Empire’s heartlands, the scattered Chaos rearguard thickened towards a distance that held what looked like a mighty host. They glittered under the aurora like marbles scattered across black felt, thousands upon thousands, filling the wide flats and the woods beyond. More than enough to crush Felix and his small band of survivors if they chose to. If they cared to. Towering siege engines jagged the forested horizon, dark spikes silhouetted between sheets of lightning. 

			It was like being trapped behind the underbite of some titanic monster.

			‘No place like home, is there, Empire?’

			The Kislevite, Kolya, regarded him from a stand of rubble with what could only be called a sardonic tilt of his Kurgan composite bow. Horsehair and coloured ribbons fluttered from its recurved tips. The aurora picked out the simple colours of the hennaed horse tattoo on the bare muscle of his left arm. 

			Felix grunted in reply. He had never managed to like the man. It didn’t help that he had never really tried.

			Kolya grinned, aimed at a point over Felix’s shoulder, and fired.

			The arrow punched through the leather cheek guard of a Kurgan marauder, part of a mob half a dozen strong that had converged on the spot where the muscular dwarfish bulk of Gotrek Gurnisson spat and raged. The dwarf was rooted to his knees in mud, like a tree that had been hit by lightning, twisted by fire into this brutal inhuman form, scrawled with spiral­ling blue symbols and appeased with offerings of blood by some wild woodland cult. The shot warrior was spun and dropped just as the Slayer’s massive axe swung towards his neck. Gotrek readjusted with a roar, turning the throat slash into a gut punch, delivered to the warrior on his left seconds after another arrow split the lamellar leather of the Kurgan’s chest piece.

			‘You’re doing that on purpose, you horse-loving–’ 

			Whatever choice phrase the Slayer had intended to dedicate to the Kislevite disappeared under a long rumble of thunder.

			A third warrior went down under a crashing backhand, blood spraying from his shattered face. The remainder fled, or tried to, the last finding his feet stuck. The warrior screamed. Gotrek bared his broken teeth, his upper body swelling as he swept his enormous axe overhead and, with a diagonal cut from rib to hip, hacked the man’s legs from his torso. Gotrek’s grin was terrible.

			Felix looked away, sickened, and shook his head.

			‘Over here, rememberer!’

			A residual tug of compulsion drew Felix towards that barked summons before he registered that it was no longer directed at him. Kolya winked, then braced one foot against the armoured chest of a human corpse and closed both hands around the Slayer’s forearm. So massive was the dwarf’s arm that the fingers of the Kislevite’s hands didn’t come close to meeting. He pulled. Gotrek swore, mud slurping hungrily around his calves. Thunder rolled.

			‘They’re heading west on our road,’ Felix yelled, shouting to be heard over the screams of earth and sky. ‘An army of that size can only be marching on Talabheim.’

			Gotrek’s leg slid free. The Slayer growled, hawking up a gob of phlegm and spitting on the ground that had dared to trap him. At the same time, his thumb worked around the empty bruise-like socket of his eye, dislodging a gritty sludge of blood and silt.

			‘You are welcome,’ said Kolya, wearing his sarcasm and his smile like a mail coat.

			‘Gotrek?’ asked Felix.

			‘I’m not deaf, manling,’ the Slayer roared over the thunder. ‘Nor am I blind.’

			‘We have to do something.’

			Gotrek snorted. ‘Take on fifty thousand northmen at the least, with a handful of Ostermarkers thinner than their boot leather and that Kislevite rabble?’

			‘You are welcome,’ Kolya said again.

			Felix scowled and ignored him. Kislev was dead, but the Empire was still there to be saved. He wasn’t fool enough to think that he could do it alone, but he didn’t doubt that the power to make a difference was in his hands.

			‘It would be a mighty doom,’ said Kolya, almost wistfully, looking back to the Urskoy ford and, perhaps, the once-mighty nation beyond.

			Gotrek ground his teeth. His shoulders bulged and clenched, as though left warred with right.

			Do it, Felix’s mind urged.

			It wasn’t that he particularly wished to throw his life away, or those of his friends, nor even that the Slayer particularly deserved the glorious death he had sought for so long.

			But he needed there to be something of his old companion left under the bitterness and the hate.

			‘Let the Talabheimers fret over Talabheim,’ Gotrek growled, voice like flint. ‘The End Times come for her. We’re bound for Altdorf by the safest road.’

			Felix hung his head.

			There could be no doom for Gotrek Gurnisson. Not here, not yet, and no release for his rememberers. The Slayer had blood on his hands, and, more powerful than that, an oath to keep, to return Felix to his wife and – perhaps – his child.

			Surrounded by the ruddy glow of his rune-axe the dwarf pointed north, downriver where the Kurgan rearguard was thinnest, and into the black-green mass of Ostland’s Great Forest. Coming from an Empire man, it felt akin to a dwarf confessing a phobia of stone, but Felix had always hated forests. 

			The safest road.

			It was relative, Felix was sure.
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			‘If this journal is found, if the day was won, then remember this – here a Slayer lies.’

			– from My Travels with Gotrek, unpublished, 
by Herr Felix Jaeger
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			HE WHO CHANGES

			The gods themselves had ridden to the defence of Altdorf, so it was rumoured, but not even Taal had a finger to raise for this corner of Hochland’s Great Forest.

			‘Doomed!’ howled Markus Weissman until his voice cracked, one more broken note amidst the clatter of cloven hooves and screaming men.

			The men of his unit pressed in more from either side. He could smell their sweat, the soil in their green and red livery, could feel the shivers passing down their spears as they recovered their schiltron formation at the top of the hill and raised shields. There was a splintering crash as a shield split apart under a blow from a beastman’s club, then screams of terror before two men could rally to drive the creature back and seal the breach in their formation.

			‘Blood of Hochland!’ roared Sergeant Sierck. His doublet sleeve had been torn off up to the shoulder. His reversible red and green cloak showed the red side to hide the blood that made a circus horror mask of his face, his beard and even his teeth as he bellowed for courage.

			‘Doomed,’ Markus sobbed again, blindly driving his spear into a beastman’s neck. The goat-headed beast brayed and fell back with Markus’s spear point still lodged in its throat. He let the weapon go with a cry and struggled to free his katzbalger, the short, un­familiar blade of last resort of the Emperor’s infantry.

			He studied the cheap, impurity-riddled weapon for a moment, transfixed. How appropriate.

			A spear stabbed over Markus’s shoulder and took a charging beastman through the eye. The monster stumbled witlessly on and somehow fell on Markus’s sword. Hot, stinking bile washed his hand and splashed over his boots. It reminded him of the birthing fluids that he used to see puddled on his neighbours’ fields at calving time. It was like that. Except in the one important way. The gutted beast emitted a deafening bray until another man’s spear skewered it through the mouth. Sickened, Markus snatched back his sword and bossed the dying animal with his shield. The beastman bumped and rolled down the slope and for a second Markus stood unopposed.

			He gasped at the close, copper-sharp air. His ribs felt like a vice around his lungs. He couldn’t breathe! The need for air was overwhelming and he pulled his dented helmet from his head. He let it drop. The alpine wind moved blissfully through his beard. Unblinkered by the cheek-guard of his battered helm, he saw the herd in its terrible entirety.

			They were doomed.

			The rocky clearing in which General von Baersdorf had thought to make his stand against the beastmen that had been harrying them since Hergig was close to a league in length and about a quarter of that wide, rising steadily to this low hill at its northern end. In all that, there wasn’t a scrap of bare rock that didn’t harbour a dozen braying nightmares. The archers and outriders that von Baersdorf had hastily redeployed to defend the column’s gun carriages and supply wains had been wiped out and now beastmen boiled through the wreckage. Every so often a scrap of red fluttered over the broken wagons, a remnant of the general’s banner taken by his killers as a trophy.

			The screams of women and children carried weakly through the chaos. Markus looked over the column’s mutilated heart to the rearguard, ranged up under the eaves at the southern end of the clearing. A beleaguered ring of halberdiers held the beastmen at bay while terrified wagoners pulled their vehicles into a defensive circle around the soldiers’ families. Working under a pall of black smoke that obscured the wagons’ tops from view, the famed Hochland handgunners poured death and thunder over the halberdiers’ heads.

			A long, bone-throbbing bass note boomed over the infernal din.

			Standing like an icon to all that was unholy above the beasts that served him, came the Chaos warrior. Mounted northmen flanked him on stout, ill-tempered ponies. Their muscular bodies writhed with weird, unsettling tattoos and they bore an array of banners, gongs and other instruments, but even as a group they could not match their champion for size or sheer presence. His heavy armour was the deep blue of the northern sky and blazed with icy white runes that, though Markus could not read them, vouchsafed the ultimate understanding in death. From a sealed helm, twin discs of witchfire shone the cold contempt of the immortals onto their earthly demesne. His slow advance was the opening of a pit, a great maw, a chasm that resounded to the footsteps of doom.

			He appeared to be searching for something. Or someone.

			Markus moaned with dread. He was a farmer, not a fighter. When the Hergig soldiers had come through his land on their way to Wolfenburg he should have stayed behind. Better to die where his wife and baby daughter had died. Why should Ostland have fared any better than their neighbour? He looked up, tears in his eyes and an imprecation to the gods in his breast. Even the sky was damaged, the blunt banks of morning cloud scarred by comets that still fell months after Morrslieb’s destruction.

			What sanctuary could there be in Wolfenburg, or even in Middenheim, when even the heavens were not safe? There was–

			A strong but not unkind hand pulled Markus back from the front rank. Ernst Höller forced Markus’s useless helmet back over his ears, muffling the screams and narrowing the terrible view to that which lay immediately in front of him. Höller’s lined, red face looked at him worriedly. He had been a cobbler, the best that a farmhand’s coin could afford. Markus was still wearing one of his boots.

			‘Look,’ yelled Höller, pointing towards the forest on the battlefield’s long eastern edge.

			Broken in every meaningful way, Markus could do little but limply do as he was told. As he turned to watch, arrows scythed through the running beastmen from behind, carving out a thin crescent of killing ground into which a ragged mass of soldiers roared from the treeline. They wielded swords, maces, halberds and hammers. Some men had shields, though no two bore the same colour or motif, while others hacked into their foes with two axes and a berserker zeal. Their clothing, similarly, had passed under the great grinding wheels of war. Markus picked out the colours of Ostland, Talabheim and others that must have been from even further afield than that because he didn’t recognise them. And it was a jumble at that. Markus watched a wildly bearded axeman in black-and-white Ostlander trousers and a ripped burgundy doublet block a beastman’s axe with his own and then clobber it down with his shield. If there was a uniform then it was brown and red – blood, rust and the forest’s clinging mud.

			One of the newcomers seemed to wear his sorry state more loosely than the others, and despite the fight that still raged around him Markus found his gaze drawn to that man.

			He was tall, clad in mail that looked tough but well used and was covered by a shred of red cloak. A crown of blond hair illuminated his head, shining golden in the weak morning light that made it through the clouds. Brandishing an ornate longsword with the skill of a tournament knight, he glided through the beastmen as if their hooves were shod with lead, shouting encouragement to those around him. Amazingly, those men seemed to fight a little harder and a little better when he passed them.

			‘Who says the north has no heroes?’ said Höller.

			Markus looked back. His heart fluttered as he watched the swordsman in the red cloak throw himself between a beaten-looking soldier and the three beasts that assailed him. One beastman went down in short order. Then two. Watching that swordsman’s runic blade conduct its work, Markus was put immediately in mind of one of the mighty runefangs, but the Goblin-Bane of Hochland had been lost. Hochland had been lost. The third beastman fought as if its gods were watching while more of its horrifying brethren closed in. Markus couldn’t watch, but just as it looked as though the swordsman was certain to be overwhelmed, it was the beastmen that were screaming and animal parts went flying as if a bomb had just gone off underneath them. A gory crest of bright red hair emerged from the carnage and the biggest and bloodiest dwarf that Markus had ever clapped eyes on threw himself into the suddenly routed beastmen like a battle-mad minotaur with an axe.

			‘Steady,’ barked Sierck, and Markus thought for a moment that it had been the glimpse of that barbaric dwarf that had led his comrades to waver.

			But then he saw the true reason, and he trembled as the brief hope that had begun to fill him ebbed away. Ernst Höller clutched his shield and moaned.

			This was not a time for men: these were days of legend and destiny, of gods adopting mortal flesh to renew again the great struggles of the elder days.

			They were the End Times.

			And the Chaos warrior had reached the hill.

			A madness of shapes and sounds blurred around Felix Jaeger as he fought. Screams and butchery hemmed him in and simply breathing left the taste of uncooked offal on his tongue. The clash of blades reverberated like the hammering of a blacksmith’s forge.

			Too close and too dog-tired for the elegant swordplay he had swooned over as a youth, he kicked, bit and clubbed out with his blade using every instinct and dirty trick that he had accrued like scars over two decades chained to the Slayer’s shadow. A rusted sword slid through the flailing scraps of his Sudenland wool cloak and banged his shoulder blade. His armour absorbed the worst of it, but the recent bruise underneath left him in no doubt that he’d been hit. Gritting his teeth through the pain, he got his sword up to meet an in-swinging glaive with a numbing parry, then massaged the blow across his body and kneed the bull-headed gor in the kidney. An arrow whistled inches past Felix’s face as he ignored the snap of pain in his back to shoulder the beastman aside. The braying creature fell straight into the path of an axe meant for the struggling swordsman to Felix’s right.

			Blood sprayed Felix’s overgrown beard and painted the right side of his face with a warm mask.

			The soldier, all damaged ringmail vest and muddied burgundy and gold doublet, looked at Felix with awe as though Sigmar himself had just arrived to smite his foes. Felix would have gladly introduced the soldier’s skull to the heavily ornate dragonhead hilt of Karaghul had another beastman not immediately burst from the melee with a halberd. Felix turned it on the flat of his blade and struck open the beastman’s ribcage with his return. When Felix glanced over his shoulder the man was gone, the fight having already dragged them apart. Trapping his scrappy red cloak between his cheek and his shoulder Felix mopped sweat and blood from his face.

			Felix was too old for this; too, too old. He had an old warhorse’s joints and they still ached from the last battle – with a Kurgan warband over the ruins of a forester’s winter station, after which they had decided that even the forest’s back roads were too dangerous to move an army on. He let his stiff muscles guide him, parrying faster than he could think. He thought it quite probable that he would be dead in the next ten minutes; fifteen, perhaps, if the men around him could remember what he had tried to drill into them.

			Mentally applauding his keen view of any situation’s bright side, Felix quickly scanned the melee for a sign of the Chaos warrior. In Felix’s experience – and how he hated that he had become an authority on such matters – Chaos armies were second only to those of greenskins for their reliance on the strength and personality of their leaders.

			If the Chaos warrior could be taken down…

			Listing wagons rose from the ferment where Felix had last spotted the champion’s dark blue armour, like beached wrecks. There was no sign of him, or his coterie of icon-bearers and musicians, but Felix was certain that he was in amongst that wreckage somewhere. He looked past it to where a paltry group of spearmen or pikemen – it was too far away to tell – in Hochland colours defended the hill from what looked like a nearly endless surge of rabid beastmen. It was destined to be a last stand unless someone did something about it.

			That that someone would again have to be Felix Jaeger, poet, propagandist and unlikely wanderer, struck him as sorely unfunny.

			A resounding clang clawed Felix’s full attention back to the immediate fight. A grizzly Kislevite axeman had blocked the stroke of his beastman counterpart and now tested his biceps against the beast’s. Elsewhere, Felix saw another man gored by a charging beastman’s horns and trampled under its hooves. A ululating goat-like cry warbled from somewhere within the crush of bodies. It was less a battle than a bar brawl, a form of close-quarters, no-holds-barred violence in which the semi-feral beasts of Chaos were eminently equipped to excel.

			‘Keep together,’ Felix shouted, charging to the aid of the Kislevite and hacking his unsuspecting opponent down from behind. ‘Don’t try to take them one-on-one. Don’t try to match them for strength. Stick to your friends and trust them to fight for you.’

			‘Jaeger!’ someone nearby belted out with the patriotic fervour of a battle cry. The Kislevite took it up in his heavily accented tongue and suddenly Felix was surrounded by a coming together of men shouting his name.

			A mix of anger and embarrassment gave Felix the strength to plunge Karaghul clean through a beastman’s neck. The Chaos blitzkrieg through Kislev and the Empire had ground cities to rubble and brought both nations to collapse, and the men left behind were hard and coarse, dark stones sieved from the more civilised flour. For some reason they looked to Felix to be a leader, but he was just like them: a man trying to get home to his family. He hadn’t saved a single one of them from Chaos. He had just brought them together and given them a direction.

			Altdorf.

			The painful memories associated with home, and his decision to leave it in the first place, were forced out of his mind as a powerfully built beastman in a red leather jack and a visored helmet bulled through the herd from Felix’s blind side. It swept back an enormous war-axe. Felix reckoned that that had been about five minutes. He had always fancied himself an optimist. The axe-beast made it to within arm’s reach when it crunched to a sudden standstill and coughed blood over the side of Felix’s face.

			‘The manling’s with me,’ came a voice like an iron boot on beastman gristle.

			The beastman clawed feebly at the air as it was hoisted from the ground, Gotrek’s starmetal axe still buried in the base of its spine. As if raising a fully-grown and armoured bull gor over his head was a feat he could gladly repeat all day, the Slayer spread his cut and blistered lips into a spiteful grin. Blood spotted his scalp, increasing to a patter every time the beastman flailed a hoof for his huge crest of orange hair.

			‘Must we stop for every mewling stray that falls into our laps?’ said Gotrek. The runes of his blade glowed redly through the suspended beastman’s flesh, casting a bruise-like pall of discolouration over his swollen, tattooed bulk. Purple shadows gathered within the knot of scar tissue that filled his hollow eye socket. ‘I vowed to return you to the little one, manling, not every man and dwarf between Praag and Talabheim.’

			Felix ground his teeth, pulled his sword back up into a guard and turned his back on the murderous dwarf. Just looking at his one-time friend made him feel sick inside. Felix could see blood on the dwarf’s hands and no amount of beastmen deaths were going to wash it away. An oath tethered the Slayer to him, and this time it wasn’t even his. It was dwarf stubbornness and a grossly misplaced sense of obligation rather than his own drunken stupidity that plagued him now.

			‘Did you see where that Chaos warrior went?’ Felix replied finally, voice wire-tight.

			‘You are infuriating, manling. How am I to keep you safe when you charge headlong into a herd of beasts after a champion of the Dark Powers?’

			‘Frustrating, isn’t it?’

			From behind Felix’s back, there was the sound of something wet being wrenched from a blade followed by a thump. ‘What was that?’

			‘Never mind.’

			Taking advantage of the death that inevitably surrounded Gotrek Gurnisson in a battle, Felix again wiped blood from his eyes and studied the knot of Hochland spears on the hill. He was convinced that the Chaos warrior had been heading for them. He was about to share his thinking with Gotrek when he heard what sounded like a child’s scream from the opposite direction. He snapped around, thoughts of Kat and a diffuse paternal longing swirling through his mind before his eyes settled on a dim haze of pike shafts and powder smoke in the distance. His fingers tightened around the hilt of his sword, squeezing the golden ring he wore on his fourth finger.

			He turned to Gotrek. It punched him in the gut to have to ask.

			‘What?’

			‘I think there are families back there.’

			Gotrek snorted; amusement, derision, Felix could never tell and neither reflected terribly well on the dwarf.

			‘If you don’t then I will.’

			The dwarf’s expression hardened. ‘And let you chase after a Chaos warrior while my back is turned? On my oath, manling, I will not.’

			‘You know what Chaos warriors are like. He’ll be onto you the moment he – Gotrek, am I boring you?’

			Gotrek smothered his yawn with a hand the size of a cured ham. He shook his head blearily. If Felix didn’t know better, he’d say the dwarf looked tired. The golden chain running between his nose and his ear clinked. He ran his thumb around the rim of his axe blade until a bead of blood formed against the meteoric steel. ‘I know the drill, manling. Just point me at him.’

			‘Push,’ roared Sergeant Sierck. ‘Push as your bloody mothers pushed.’

			With one voice, the Hochlanders echoed the defiant roar of the newcomers from the woods and pushed. Beastmen bellowed and battered at the men’s shields. The animals pushed back, but slowly the discipline of the men of Hochland ground them down the hill.

			Though Markus Weissman was so overwrought with terror that his arms shook, he pushed until he wept. He would have run if he could, but they were surrounded. Now there was hope, a champion, and all they had to do was fight a little harder to reach him. Even that slim hope was almost too much to bear.

			Vision spotting, Markus snatched glimpses over the top of his shield. He saw the dwarf with the axe and the red-cloaked swordsman part company, almost felt the impact as the dwarf hit the mass of beastmen like a catapult stone. He was going the wrong way! Why was the dwarf heading away from them? Then Markus saw that the swordsman was still coming towards him and that the dread warrior at the base of the hill had paused to turn towards the commotion on his flank. The armoured fiend looked from Markus and the others to the dwarf. It felt as though a lead weight had been removed from his chest.

			The man and the dwarf would save them after all!

			Then the Chaos warrior turned back, negligently raised one night-blue gauntlet and held it high as it erupted into incandescent black flame.

			Felix felt a tingle run down the nape of his neck and he shivered, almost missing a parry that allowed a beastman in clanking mail skirts to graze his arm with its sword. Felix was familiar with the uncanny blessings that the Ruinous Powers could bestow upon their favourites but such gifts tended to run towards the prosaic – tentacles, horns, bigger muscles, deadlier blades. Disquiet running through him like icemelt, Felix sold the sword-beast a feint and then opened its gut with a deft downward flick of his blade. Felix recovered his stance as the beastman fell, cracking its flat boar-like snout on the upside-down barrel of a cannon.

			This part of the battlefield was littered with the detritus of what looked like an artillery train. Bronze and steel barrels lay on the ground like caskets waiting to be buried. Felix felt a stab of regret that these mighty weapons had not even had a chance to be fired before they were destroyed. If they had then this battle might have gone very differently.

			Felix still couldn’t see the Chaos warrior for the broken wagons that dotted the intervening space as though dropped from the sky to their destruction, but then he didn’t need to. He had enough experience of sorcerers to recognise the unease gurgling mockingly in his gut. It was just like his luck to run into a Chaos warrior blessed with perhaps the one gift against which Felix had no means of defence. Felix kissed Kat’s ring and prayed for a miracle.

			Where was Max when Felix needed him?

			Markus’s guts coiled in his belly like a serpent. The hairs on the back of his hands stood on end as if it was suddenly as cold as night, and a shiver ran him through from head to toe. The Chaos warrior had become a beacon, a pillar of black flame that touched the tormented sky and washed the beastman herds below with broken shadow. Markus had never been particularly observant with his prayers, but right then, despite his gods’ failure to defend his home, he didn’t see any other alternatives. Hopelessly, he cast about for the hero in the red cloak. He felt an arm slot through his.

			‘Sigmar preserve us,’ said Ernst Höller.

			‘Spare us,’ Markus stammered.

			‘Stand!’ yelled Sierck, sweeping his sword high through the misted breath that wreathed his torso. The temperature continued to plummet. The professional soldier’s voice was taut with worry. That troubled Markus almost as much as the sorcerer himself. ‘Show them Empire st–’

			He never finished.

			His raised sword ignited with black fire as though it had been struck by lightning. In that sudden flash, Markus saw the man’s bones silhouetted against the writhing grey of muscle and flesh. The men to Sierck’s immediate left and right were screaming as searing ash fell on bare flesh and set light to their clothes. One of them was clubbed down by a triumphant beastman, but all Markus could do was stare in dumb horror. A disgusting wave rippled across Sierck’s charred remains. His chest began to bloat.

			Markus broke from his fugue, some instinct pulling his friend, Höller, behind him as he turned his shield from the beastmen and onto his former sergeant instead. An anaemic tentacle lined with suckers and barbs punched through his wooden shield and his cured leather vest and burst from his back.

			‘Doomed!’ Markus croaked, before an eruption of prehensile limbs tore his company apart.

			An explosion tore out the top of the hill. Distance and the proximate sounds of combat rendered it hauntingly silent, and Felix watched in what felt like slow motion as the tentacled monster was sucked back into the Realm of Chaos and body parts began to fall. Felix cursed, raising an arm to shield himself from what looked like a man’s lung. It splattered against his forearm. Felix felt ill. The beastman nearest to him was neither as concerned nor as lucky and what looked like a horse’s head in a horned helm crashed through the roof of its skull like a mortar shell. With a pattering of splats and bangs, the downpour intensified.

			Felix screamed for the men around him to take cover and then dived between the wheels of a hobbled gun-carriage. He flinched as something heavy and best left unidentified crunched onto the boards above his head, followed by a bony skirling reminiscent of beads cut from a necklace. An unfortunate image of vertebrae crossed his mind and the urge to vomit returned in force.

			What had happened to the world, he thought? After so many years of wandering, Felix had thought himself inured to horror, but this was too much. He was sick and he was tired and he just wanted it all to stop. Not for the first time he wondered if he had done the right thing by coming to these strangers’ aid when they could so easily have continued on unmolested. But that wasn’t the Empire he remembered and it wasn’t the one he still hoped to return to. That absence had given him a romanticised view of his homeland, Felix would not argue, but he had only done what any decent human being would have done, whether they were men of Ind or the Empire.

			Slowly, the drumming on the chassis above his head eased to a desultory sputter and Felix took a deep breath and crawled out from under the far side.

			The apocalyptic scene that awaited would not have looked out of place on the warped plains of the Chaos Wastes.

			The wreckage of wagons and Imperial war machines lay every­where, strewn with bodies and pulverised by falling gore. Everything, even the air itself, carried a pink glaze, thickening to crimson over the hilltop itself where a faint mushroom-shaped cloud was rising. A hollow clangour of fighting still rang out sporadically between the wrecks, but it was disarmingly calm, stunned into near silence.

			Flat on his belly, Felix wriggled across the blood-slicked rocks and then pushed himself to his knees. He was surrounded by bodies, most of them men, garbed in workmanlike leather and dark tabards that marked them as engineers from one of the provincial gunnery schools. Felix wasn’t familiar enough with the Empire’s various institutions of engineering to tell exactly which. He supposed it didn’t matter. It was one dead place or another dead place.

			The body immediately in front of him already looked to have been half-eaten. Entrails spilled around the man’s sides from a messy wound in his gut. There was a long-barrelled pistol tucked under his belt. The man had clearly been killed before he had had a chance to draw it. Felix supposed that that was a mercy of sorts. Without thinking, he took the firearm. A year surviving in the Chaos-occupied wildernesses of Kislev and the Empire had taught him to waste not. Taken by a sudden melancholy he closed his grip around the walnut stock, felt over the rough etching on the barrel with his thumb, A maker’s mark, perhaps. Felix wondered where it was. Did their city still stand? Was this gunsmith still alive? Pushing the sudden wash of hopelessness aside, he pushed the barrel under his trousers against the opposite hip to his scabbard. There was no shot or powder that Felix could see and he had neither the time nor the inclination to go rooting through the engineer’s blood-drenched pockets. He rose.

			His determination to kill the Chaos warrior had become all-consuming. It heated his blood like a fever. Had he had the time to consider it then that might have troubled him more than it did, but right now he needed to punish the man – the fiend – that could unleash devastation like this. Quelling his protesting stomach, Felix turned again to the wagon, stuck his hand over the tailboard’s sticky coating, and climbed aboard.

			The squat, wasted power of a mortar barrel sat over the axle, lashed down with ropes and partially covered with a canvas. Felix moved towards it, ignoring the sticky squelching noise from underfoot as he took advantage of the high ground to get his first decent look at the battlefield.

			The area around the hill had been bloodily pacified. Beastmen lay around the summit in rings like trees felled by a meteor. In Felix’s immediate vicinity, men that looked as bloody as corpses themselves were only just beginning to pull themselves up and blink in horror at the scene around them. Felix planted his boot on the gun barrel and swept his cloak over his shoulder. He probably cut quite the inspiring figure, but there was little else for it if he wanted to be seen.

			‘Find your captains and regroup by the forest,’ Felix shouted, pitching his voice low to make it carry as he had learned – in another life, it sometimes felt – as a student of the dramatic arts. ‘And don’t forget to keep together.’

			As the shell-shocked soldiers withdrew from the weapon train, Felix turned his gaze south to where the battle continued to rage.

			It looked like the Hochlanders’ rearguard had pulled their wagons into a defensive ring. The vehicles’ high wooden sides were hung with shields and bristled with spears. Arrows and bolts hummed through the air and, intermittently, the crack of handgun fire rolled over the carnage like thunder. The tip of Gotrek’s crest shook violently within the churn. Felix saw a unit of kossars in long open-fronted coats running in to support him with hand-axes and javelins. Felix suspected that it was an act less of courage than of self-preservation. Felix had only followed Gotrek into half of the improbable situations that he had because the alternative – the slight chance of ­having to face them without the Slayer beside him – was somehow even worse.

			After a moment’s searching he found his target. Even amongst this level of anarchy a Chaos warrior could not hide, and nor did he seem to want to. His mounted honour guard made a discordant racket of drums and gongs and booming horns. The dark champion was marching straight towards where Gotrek was fighting and Felix was tempted to let nature take its course. He gladly would have, if not for the people trapped inside that ring of wagons. The devastation that the Chaos warrior could wreak on them was too terrible to imagine and Felix couldn’t trust Gotrek to care enough about their wellbeing to help them.

			The same impulse that had once driven him into a zombie-infested castle on the slim possibility that Kat had still been alive within sent him leaping for the next wagon. It had lost its left rear wheel and was pitched at a sharp angle, but this time the gloopy surface worked to Felix’s advantage and he kept his balance with only a token wave of his arms. He jumped down.

			Immediately a beastman ran at him, intending to skewer him on its bull-like horns. Felix wrong-footed it with a deft feint and it brained itself unconscious on the wagon’s tough wooden chassis. Then he sprinted for the next wagon.

			This one was little more than a twisted undercarriage on wheels and Felix slid into it, slamming his mailed shoulder into its front wheel. He winced at the flowering pain from his bruised back and then, holding his sword close to his chest, peered around and over his cover’s ­mangled iron frame.

			The Chaos warrior was about twenty paces distant and moving further away. He was as tall at the shoulder as his cavalry. The fell nightshade glow of his armour gleamed between their tattooed bodies like a solitary candle being borne away into the deep wood. There was no more cover, but Felix still didn’t think much of his chances against so many formidable-looking fighters and a champion of the Dark Powers. If he could get in fast, if he could take the warrior by surprise…

			Felix forced himself to stop thinking. Nothing good lay along those lines. He had faced the scions of ruin more than once and, but for one instance of blind luck when he and Ulrika had together defeated Aekold Helbrass, he had never come out on top.

			A warrior did not rise above the competition of all his peers and survive decades or more of strife to become a champion of Chaos unless they were far more potent a force in the world than Felix Jaeger. Felix swore, nevertheless loosening his hold on his sword to something more practical than the current death grip.

			He had come this far.

			‘Uncle!’

			Felix turned towards the direction of the shout and, as always when he saw his nephew in Ulrika’s ivory-white scale armour and wielding her heavy Gospodar-style cavalry sabre, he thought for a moment that he had seen a ghost. He willed his heart to steady. That was one spirit he did not wish to see again.

			Gustav Jaeger crabbed alongside a wagon some way back from Felix’s position and a little to the right. It was angled such that Felix could see the heavily armed and armoured former free company men filing in behind his nephew. At the front wheel, Gustav peered around before emitting a curse and yanking himself back.

			‘Tell me you’re not thinking it.’

			Felix chose not to answer. A thousand leagues of dirt had accumulated under the scales of Gustav’s armour like dust under a gravedigger’s nails. The black wolfskin draped over his shoulders had an arrow stuck in it that, by Felix’s assessment of the enemy’s armament, could only have been a stray from their own side. His long blond hair was tied in a ponytail with a black cloth. One of his hands was roughly bandaged, but he clutched his awkward weapon in a determined grip. He wasn’t the same arrogant merchant’s boy who had left Badenhof.

			He’d earned his arrogance.

			‘Shouldn’t you and your men be anchoring the right?’ said Felix.

			‘It may have escaped your notice, but we don’t have a right. Anyway, I assumed you’d be about to do something borderline heroic.’

			Felix shook his head. Why did Gustav have to turn everything into a melodrama?

			As Felix considered his options, a Kislevite man in a much-­patched hemp coat adorned with ribbons and brightly-coloured buttons ran hunched along the line of soldiers with his bow held out before him. Tassels flew from both of the recurved ends. Gustav and the others shuffled back and Kolya took his place, conjuring an arrow seemingly from thin air and drawing it back on his string. His coat was unsleeved – the Empire’s spring being too warm for ‘civilised’ men – and the rangy muscles of his bare arms pulled as taut as his bowstring. He drew a mark on the Chaos warrior’s back, then relaxed and lowered his aim.

			‘Just shoot,’ said Gustav. ‘Don’t milk it.’

			Kolya sucked in through the gaping holes between his teeth. ‘Chaos plate? At this range? If you must hunt bear with stick then stick should be very long and very sharp, yes?’

			‘You think all of that makes you sound clever, don’t you?’ said Gustav.

			‘Is wisdom of oblast, friend Gustav.’

			‘Well, I think you make them up as you go.’

			‘That would be more clever even, no?’

			‘Shouldn’t you be with Gotrek?’ Felix asked, interrupting their bickering, one eye on the Chaos warrior.

			‘It take more than few beasts to finish Zabójka, Empire. And if they do,’ the former lancer produced a nonchalant shrug, ‘then maybe he prefer I not see.’

			Felix scowled. The Kislevite’s professional deficiencies as a rememberer were thankfully none of his concern. He told himself that, but he couldn’t help being annoyed by it on some level. Without thinking, he drew his pistol. Very long and very sharp. He knew from experience that Imperial science was a long way from rivalling the destructive wonders of the dwarfs, but he would still bet on a well-made pistol against even Chaos plate any day. A crying shame then that it wasn’t loaded.

			‘Does anyone know how to use one of these things?’

			‘Toss it here,’ said Gustav. Felix hurled it overarm and Gustav snatched it neatly out of the air with his uninjured hand.

			‘Where is Max?’ asked Kolya as Gustav inspected the pistol’s barrel and powder chamber.

			A good question, thought Felix. Max had almost single-handedly blasted them all out of Praag in the most incredible display of one being’s power that Felix had ever seen, but he hadn’t been the same man since. He peered again over his wagon’s ruined side, watching the Chaos warrior and his retinue slide ever further out of range. Max would have taken this sorcerer apart plate by plate and then blasted whatever was left inside into whatever hell he most feared.

			‘Here!’

			Felix glanced back just as Gustav lobbed the pistol his way. The throw was long, forcing Felix out of hiding in order to catch it. He let out a relieved breath when it didn’t detonate or otherwise go off in his hands. Powerful these new weapons may have been, but temperamental they certainly were. He brought the weapon up in a two-handed grip, careful to retain some looseness in his joints to adjust for recoil, and swiftly moved after the Chaos warrior. He needed to get closer.

			He sighted down the barrel. His heart pounded. He had always had a good eye.

			But he would only get one shot.

			Corporal Herschel Mann, last officer of Hergig, brought the arrowhead base of his kite shield chopping into a wounded beastman’s skull and expelled his barely contained terror in a roar. His throat was sore from breathing smoke and shouting orders. He drew up his battered shield and pounded a beat into it with the hilt of his sword. Even he could barely hear it. Gunpowder smoke clogged his nose and his ears. Inside the ring of wagons it was sulphurous and hot and packed with bodies, most of them wounded, all of them screaming.

			Herschel assured himself that it was surely preferable to what lay outside.

			He was a simple man, a woodcutter’s son with little ambition beyond a home in the officers’ district, a modest stipend for his retirement and a crop of grandchildren to see him to a fair old age. He was also, he knew, a man of limited imagination. His nobler-born superiors had often commented on it favourably, and it had served him well as city after city fell to the relentless push of Chaos. But even he couldn’t help but wonder.

			How could Sigmar allow this?

			One of the wagons lurched as though struck by a giant’s club, sending Hochland soldiers and the beastmen they fought flying from its back. Bits of wood and splinters flew in all directions and it finally dawned on Herschel that those on the other side had tired of trying to fight their way over and were going to simply tear their way through. The wagon split in half, shedding wood like horsehair from a ripped pillowcase and driving men choking to their knees.

			Coughing, Herschel levelled his sword and shield. He never had started that family that he had thought so important to him, but he would lay down his life to defend his men’s. Whatever was coming for them, it could not be worse than what failure would mean.

			The end.

			A pair of beastmen charged screaming through the cloud of splinters, wide-eyed and frothing at the mouth. Before Herschel could react, a monstrous axe flashed. The first beastman toppled as its legs were carved from under it, then the second bleated in panic before that axe chopped into its back. Herschel Mann lowered his shield and stood open-mouthed as a horrific-looking dwarf stepped onto the beastman’s corpse with a grisly crunch of popping vertebrae and then ruthlessly put down its disabled fellow as it struggled to crawl away. The dwarf was a lean, heaving mass of muscle, scored by scars and barbarous tattoos and hunched over the impossible weight of his axe. A frightening crest of dyed hair rose to greater than the height of a man from his shaved head.

			Herschel met the dwarf’s one good eye, intending to offer his heartfelt thanks and those of his men, but something caught his tongue. The dwarf’s other eye was a knot of scar tissue, as though his sight had been clawed out by some unspeakable terror. It was like looking down a gun barrel, but the good eye was worse. Herschel had buried men with more human feeling in their eyes.

			The dwarf hefted his axe as he surveyed the group of survivors. His bruised lips pursed in what could only be called disappointment, and then he grunted and turned back to the fight.

			Felix narrowed his eyes and tried to concentrate on his aim, but the more he tried to focus, the more his mind seemed to wander.

			He saw Kat and the house in Altdorf that they had shared with his brother. Felix had not been happy there, but looking back on it now he thought that perhaps he should have been. His child would be almost a year old now. He tried to imagine what she – and somehow he had decided that it was a she – would look like, but found that he could not. In his heart, he knew that Kat, Otto, Annabella, and everyone else he had left behind in Altdorf were, if not dead, then gone from his life forever. This particular Chaos warrior had nothing to do with that personally but from where Felix was standing, ankle-deep in gore and with a pistol trained on the warrior’s backplate, he seemed as fitting a recipient of a little retribution as any.

			A northman struck his gong with a mallet. The sound reverberated over the clash of arms, the screams. The northman’s horse snorted as he yelled something that Felix was too focused to make out.

			He forced his mind to clear, letting out his breath as he had watched trained handgunners, and even Kat with her bow, do before taking an important shot. Sweat pooled between the palm of his hand and the pistol’s carved walnut stock. One shot. It all came down to this. Afterwards, it seemed likely that the Chaos warrior’s vengeful retinue would mob him, unless Gustav’s men could get to him first. He pushed the thought aside. What would come next no longer seemed to matter.

			As his vision centred, the warrior’s deep nightshade armour blurred to become bruised muscle. Star-bright runes and metal spines twisted to resemble crawling tattoos.

			Felix hated what these times had made of him. What was worse was the certainty that it didn’t have to be this way.

			‘Curse you, Gotrek Gurnisson.’

			And then he fired.
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			SHADOWS

			‘Fighting again, Felix? If you’re not careful someone will get hurt one of these days.’

			‘I’m always careful, mother,’ said Felix brightly, troubled only for a brief moment by the nagging doubt that he had no earthly business here in Altdorf on this grey spring day, tossing a silver coin to the driver and then disembarking from the open-topped carriage.

			He winced and held his ribs as his feet touched the cobbles. That last fight had hurt, however much he sought to pass it off as horseplay.

			Strange then that he could not remember very much about it.

			He seemed to recall the loud bang of a pistol, and then being mobbed by half a dozen men twice his size. He forced a smile onto his face. Whoever his latest opponent had been, he was clearly an unconscionable knave of the worst sort. Felix hoped he had given a good account for honourable conduct, but the fragmentary nature of his recollections on the subject did not fill him with confidence.

			The coachman dipped his cap to Felix’s generosity and with a crack of his whip sent his vehicle rolling down the – now he noticed it – oddly deserted cobbles of Befehlshaber Avenue. At any time of day it would ordinarily be filled with hawkers and merchants, its old stone frontages competing for extravagance and the attention of the well-heeled foot-traffic that passed by. But not now. Shaking off the ambiguous sense of disquiet, he turned to where his mother waited.

			She stood alone at the end of the driveway, dwarfed by the looming black iron gates that stood open either side of her. Felix had the terrible suspicion that she intended to greet him thusly every time his studies at the university were suspended for the Sigmarzeit holiday. The drive behind her was dark. Felix could barely see the house at all, just a black silhouette against the sky hidden behind rank after rank of bare-clawed maples. They rustled softly, as if aggrieved by Felix’s regard, jarring yet at the same recent and familiar.

			They aren’t here any more, spoke a voice from his subconscious that sounded remarkably familiar. It was older, authoritative in a jaded sort of way, but unmistakably his own.

			The house flickered, a degraded aspect superimposing over that silhouette as the trees became bloated and heavy with fly-infested fruits. To each one, a diseased figure had been crucified and writhed in pain. The sky crackled and broke. The visage of a corpulent, pus-ridden daemon rose over the skyline, gurgling in its own degradation and pleasure. It appeared for a minute and then it was gone, and the house returned to the darkness that had possessed it before.

			His mother embraced him warmly and despite his unease Felix returned the gesture as though he had not seen her in decades rather than the few short months it must have been. She kissed him on the cheek, then pulled back and rubbed the mark her lips had made on his skin with her thumb. She regarded him with a sad smile, deepening the crows’ feet around her eyes. Her blonde hair had been largely banished to lie amongst the grey and tied behind her head in a bun. Felix recognised in her his own blue eyes, his strong jaw. It was odd that he hadn’t noticed it before she… before what? He couldn’t remember. He was struck by how frail she looked.

			‘Renata,’ intoned a voice from the house that Felix both did and did not recognise. It reminded him somewhat of his father’s, but it terrified him in a way that the old man never had. It was as deep as black and solemn as death. ‘Leave the boy alone and return to me. You should not be out there alone.’

			‘Is… everything all right?’ Felix asked. He heard a thump as of a footstep from the driveway. The maples had drawn closer. Their branches swayed in the breeze, or at least Felix thought they were branches; every so often they appeared to be writhing human limbs, blistered with boils and wet with blood and pus. The shadows pulled tighter. He backed away. ‘You do look unwell, mother. Perhaps I should take you to the–’ a vision of a too-young woman lying still on a bed beneath symbols of doves and bleeding hearts filled his mind ‘–Shallyan temple.’

			His mother sighed. ‘It is too late for that, Felix. The master still has need of me, and it is best not to defy him when he is in so dark a mood.’

			Now what was it about that particular choice of words that troubled him?

			As Felix backed away, the iron gateposts appeared to grow, bending in at the tips to seal his mother under a huge black arch. Shadows flowed in from the driveway to fill in the outline of the arch. A likeness shivered across its form, recognisably human yet hideously vague. The trees reached their branches over the walls of his father’s estate, twisting around the shadow-figure to form curving horns that extended from its daemonic head and what appeared to be wings that opened out from its back.

			His mother was still visible within the moulded darkness, but contact with this figure seemed to have affected her for her appearance stuttered. At times she appeared as a tall man, garbed in flowing white robes and standing with the aid of a snake-headed staff. At others, and sometimes in the same glance, she was an Ungol wise woman, shrouded in glittering black silk with moonlight-white hair spilling from her raised hood.

			‘You’re… not my mother,’ Felix replied. ‘She died.’

			‘Everybody dies, Felix,’ the apparition answered. ‘Even me. And I suspect you as well, although your fate lies shrouded in a place where even my eyes cannot see.’

			Felix held out his hand for her, glancing over his shoulder for the companion that he knew should be there but wasn’t. The darkness echoed his terror with laughter.

			‘Everybody dies…’

			Rain splotched Felix’s eyelids. He grunted, his familiar old body welcoming him back to a world of pain. The hum of flies filled his ears. The monotonous chop of broken wagons being reduced to portable chunks reverberated between bare rock and the encircling trees. The taste of fresh rain lay between his lips. The ground under his back was uneven and disturbingly human in its contours. Under a fusillade of cracks, pops, and coloured stars on the backs of his eyelids he shifted position. A leather-encased arm rolled out from beneath him. Felix felt queasy. It was some way from being his preferred course of action, but he opened his eyes. Gustav gummed into focus. The rain made a faint halo around the ivory-white scales of his armour. His face was smeared with blood and bore an expression of concern that swiftly disappeared when he noticed that Felix was awake.

			‘What happened?’ said Felix.

			‘We returned to Altdorf, don’t you remember?’ said Gustav. ‘Cheering crowds lined the Konigplatz waving flags and shouting your name. Castle Reikguard fired a twenty-one gun salute to honour its hero’s return and a company of Bretonnian pegasus knights performed an aerial display in your honour. Emperor Karl Franz of course named you Elector of Ostermark then and there which was met with rapturous approval by all, and then we retired to the Rose and Thorn for ale and pastries. Unfortunately that was when your dwarf challenged the Emperor and Ludwig Schwarzhelm to a head-butting contest, after which things got messy. That’s probably why your head hurts.’

			He wished it was just his head. ‘This isn’t funny.’

			‘No, I suppose not.’ Gustav took a deep breath and let it out in a sigh. He looked down at Felix’s still-recumbent form. ‘But duelling with a Chaos champion and his entire retinue for a good half a minute before Kolya and I pulled you out didn’t do your reputation any harm. Personally, I think you have as good a call on the Ostermark runefang as anybody else right now.’

			Felix growled inwardly. If he’d had it up to his neck with men who should know better referring to him as ‘my lord’, then he was fed up to the eyeballs of the outlandish stories of his personal heroism in the face of evil.

			Yes, he had helped Gotrek hold the ford at Choika against that beastman herd while the army had crossed, but the Slayer had done the bulk of the fighting. What Felix most recalled of that day was the chill he had come down with afterwards. And yes, granted, he had personally defeated and slain the mutant ogre that had rampaged into their camp from the oblast, but the creature had been half mad from drinking the warpstone-contaminated waterways of Kislev and had been practically dead already, not that anyone seemed to want to hear that.

			In response to Felix’s early enquiries into the source of those tales, Gustav had impishly suggested that they might all have read Felix’s book.

			‘Are you getting up, then, or not?’ said Gustav, fingering the businesslike grip of his long Gospodar sabre and giving the twin puncture-scars on the side of his neck a habitual scratch. ‘More than enough beastmen got away to cause us trouble if they decide to come back, and their champion wasn’t in as bad a shape as you’d think, considering.’

			Felix stiffened and tried to rise, only for a lance of molten agony to shoot up through his legs. He bit down on the urge to scream. Muscle cramp, that was all, although all seemed a little trite given the pain it was causing him just now. What had become of the days when he could get through a fight like the one just gone and be ready for more by the afternoon? Now it felt as though his tendons had been stiffened with steel pins and he doubted whether he could lift his sword if a dragon were to burst from the forest. He let his efforts out in a gasp of breath and slapped his thigh.

			‘Help me.’

			Uttering some choice phrases from the lexicon of Altdorf’s docks, Gustav dropped to his haunches to scoop up one of Felix’s feet and then, holding the leg straight, pushed it back over Felix’s body and leaned his weight against it. Felix gasped at the sudden spike of pain, but it subsided almost immediately. He felt stiff ligaments stretch and loosen and almost moaned aloud with relief.

			‘Do you seriously still intend to try and re-enlist when we get back to Altdorf?’ said Gustav.

			‘They’d have to throw me into the Reiksfang to stop me.’

			Then Gustav switched legs, pushing down until Felix’s vision broke out in spots. Nightmare visions of his home aflame and presided over by pustulent daemons shattered in his mind as some cartilaginous blockage in his calf went snap.

			It would be a hard journey. Every provincial back road was a highway for a Chaos army these days, and the woods were rife with beastmen and worse. Felix had led his company of survivors this far into Talabecland by avoiding even game trails where possible, but chance encounters like this one would only grow more difficult to elude now that they finally neared the Empire’s heartlands. To his surprise that didn’t trouble him. In truth, he was more than a little afraid at the prospect of what might be waiting for them at Altdorf. Felix had not seen a single town or village still standing since his departure from Badenhof for Kislev two years ago.

			But if vengeance was what Altdorf needed then she would find Felix Jaeger able and willing.

			Gustav let go of Felix’s leg and stepped back. Felix sat and extended his hand for a little help and the younger man duly obliged, clasping his hand a little more firmly than was strictly necessary and pulling him up.

			His nephew was all he had left now.

			Whatever happened to the Empire, Felix had reached the age where it was impossible to ignore the fact that there were fewer days ahead for him than there were behind. It was Gustav’s fate he worried for rather than his own these days, the sort of world that Felix could leave for him. And for Kat and their child. If they were still alive. It was all that kept him going.

			Gustav supported his uncle with a loose grip at the elbow, then stepped aside, granting Felix a view of the clearing behind him.

			Felix covered his mouth with his hand and almost gagged on the stench.

			A freshly tilled field of death stretched out to the treeline. Pale, lean men in muddy cloaks picked through the corpses of man and beast like serfs harvesting a crop of beans. The wind sent chills rustling through the ocean of trees, bearing the rumour of thunder from the charcoal sky to the north. The cool breeze tightened the blood on Felix’s face, prickling his skin like goose bumps. He drew his cloak around his chest and shivered. There was something out there: a shadow, always behind him whichever way he turned.

			A faint cry from the treeline startled him from his reverie.

			His sword was half-drawn from its scabbard when he spotted the kossar in loose-fitting trousers and an open-fronted coat running into the clearing. He moved with an odd, high-kneed gait, bounding from body to body, stomping through puddles and laughing with his comrades in fierce pursuit. The man held what appeared to be a beastman’s beer skin high above his head as he ran. Only a Kislevite, Felix thought, relaxing his grip on his sword.

			The posse ran close to where Gotrek was overseeing the dismantlement of the Hochlanders’ vehicles, the Slayer rubbing his eye tiredly with his fist and bawling at each of them in turn as they passed him. With a growl of impatience, the dwarf turned his glare towards a band of Ostland woodsmen who had had the gall to look up from their work and smile as the kossars’ boisterous laughter passed by. Gotrek grumbled his way between two of the woodsmen and took over, his ancient rune-axe blitzing the wagon to matchwood in the time it took the Ostlanders to whip their black cloaks up over their faces.

			Felix frowned. His feelings towards his former companion were confused. They had often argued, and too much time with only their own disparate personalities for company had bred its share of conflict. And yet somehow they had always managed to avoid coming to blows or finding themselves in someone’s Book of Grudges. Despite that, there had never been a time when Felix was not a little bit afraid of the Slayer. Now, Felix could barely look at the dwarf without seeing the lives he had taken and feeling more than just a little fearful. Did Gotrek hold him in higher regard than he had Hamnir, or Snorri? Felix knew he would never dare ask, but he suspected not. He was only human – a manling – after all.

			He would sleep easier when the Slayer’s oath was fulfilled and they could again go their separate ways. Felix shook his head as he watched Gotrek stomp determinedly towards another wagon. If he had thought being oathsworn to Gotrek’s quest was bad enough, then it was because he’d never thought to consider the implications of actually being the object of one of the Slayer’s damned oaths.

			‘Lord Jaeger!’

			A soldier in a piecemeal harness of rain-softened leather and steel covered by an earthy-coloured cloak made a beeline through the bodies towards Felix. From the off-white and black of his livery and the dully golden epaulet on his shoulder he’d been a sergeant in an Ostland regiment. The man removed his helmet to reveal short, weed-snaggled hair and threw a salute.

			‘He’s not talking to me,’ Gustav whispered, somewhat sharply, in Felix’s ear.

			‘Kolya sends word that he’s called off the chase on the warband,’ said the Ostlander. ‘He’s set sentries in the woods, but he didn’t want to venture too far from the main force.’

			‘Very good, sergeant,’ said Felix, remembering to return his best imitation salute. It appeared to satisfy the Ostlander, who saluted again, even more briskly than before, and quick-marched through the puddles in the rocks to where a short column of horse- and hand-drawn wagons was just beginning to trickle into the clearing. Peasant families clung grimly to the sides or trudged alongside.

			Felix gave his nephew’s hand one last squeeze, then cupped the man’s pearl-wet gardbrace in his hand and eased him gently away. Whatever his feelings about it, these people – desperate as they clearly were – looked up to him. They needed their hero, and for as long as the body remained willing then Felix would play that role.

			‘Where are you going?’ said Gustav.

			‘To see if I can see where we are,’ Felix replied, nodding towards the high hill that the poor, doomed Hochlanders had fought to the last man to hold. Unidentifiable bits of meat glistened in the rain. It looked like a butcher’s cart had been struck by a mortar.

			The hilltop was deserted, understandably so, but for a moment Felix thought he glimpsed a dark figure outlined in black against the grey clouds above the summit. A frisson of dread passed through him, utterly convinced for one irrational moment that the figure spied on him on behalf of the darkness he sensed from the forest. In the space of a shiver, the feeling was gone, as was the figure, and Felix wished he could say that the two had been unrelated.

			But the figure had been Max Schreiber.

			Cartilage crunched beneath him as Felix pushed himself to the top of the hill. Blood oozed up from underfoot. Further from the epicentre of the carnage, men and beastmen more-or-less intact lay across each other, appearing to fight each other even in dismemberment and death. Felix covered his mouth, not so much against the smell as the taste. Flies droned around him, perhaps mistaking him for a corpse – and in spirit, surrounded by so much death, he felt like one. He swatted at the buzzing pests, more out of form than the belief that anything Felix Jaeger could do here would make the slightest difference to anything.

			‘Are you up here, Max?’ he said, uncertain why he whispered or why his heart beat so hard.

			He crunched to the summit with a grimace and turned full circle. Meat glistened. The rain made dimples in puddles of blood. Trees extended out from the clearing in every direction, whispering and downcast under the rain. The Empire was rather like a dwarfhold, Felix thought. Those men fortunate enough to visit the dwarfs’ ancient fastnesses would see only the glittering audience halls beyond the mountain gates, but their deeps plumbed further into the darkness than that. The Empire was the same, its deeps hidden by tangled bowers rather than by stone. It was a sprawling country and perhaps, in days before these, even a great one, but take away its roads, its boats, and the Empire became a far darker and vaster land than even Felix could have believed.

			It made the deeds of Sigmar and his descendants even more inspiring. Those were heroes, living in a time of legends. Felix’s own deeds felt trifling by comparison.

			He peered through the falling grey sheets in the direction he thought was north. It looked like mountains on the horizon, but that couldn’t be right. They were shadowing the Bechafen to Talabheim road. There were no mountains in Talabecland.

			‘Max?’

			Relief crept guiltily into his thoughts at the realisation that the wizard was not here. He turned to leave. In the clearing below, a few hundred men and half a dozen wagons assembled. He looked to the endless tracts of forest, and then to the mist-shrouded mountains in the north. He prayed that they weren’t lost.

			‘The End Times near, Felix.’

			Felix flinched at the voice from behind him. The warmth leached from his veins and there was very little he wanted more in this world than to never have to turn around and face the man that spoke. He unclenched his fists, took a moment to steel his courage, and then turned.

			The rain flattened the old wizard’s hood against his face and brought a glisten to his ashen hands, exposed to the wrist where they held the simple yew staff upon which he leaned. Once of proud ivory and gold, his long magister’s robes were now bleached grey like his skin. More by memory than by their faded thread Felix picked out the elaborately embroidered geomantic symbols and coiling, self-cannibalising snakes.

			‘I noticed,’ Felix replied, intending to sound light and failing miserably. The wizard’s captivity at the pleasure of the Troll King had damaged him, but his strange condition had only worsened since Praag. It troubled Felix to see the last of his old friends in such a sorry way, but Max was far beyond his – or anyone’s – ability to help.

			Max stared through Felix. The whites of his wide eyes were dark and their gaze clove to something distant, a realm of horror that he and he alone could see.

			‘The Chaos Moon cracks asunder and falls from the heavens in a firestorm of corruption and death. The Isle of the Dead unravels and mighty Ulthuan sinks to the ocean’s bottom while her chill twin falters before the Handmaiden of Khorne. Old certainties fade as new gods arise and the greatest host of daemonkind since the last days of Aenarion musters in the corners of my mind. Your eyes are closed and you notice little, Felix. Oh, so little. If you saw but a fraction of what I must…’

			‘Neither of us are children, Max. I’ve walked the Great Bastion of Cathay. I’ve seen the old ziggurats in the Southlands jungle. I know that Chaos is everywhere. But that’s why we have to fight.’

			Max bowed his head. ‘You do not understand at all.’

			‘You could have stopped this,’ Felix replied after a time, looking down as he slid his foot back and forth through the gory leftovers of men and beasts. ‘That sorcerer was no match for the Max I remember.’

			‘I thought about it.’

			To Felix’s own surprise, he started laughing. It was a black laugh, the sort that only a man who had administered the ultimate mercy to friends in want of a healer as skilled as Max Schreiber could give. ‘I hope for all our sakes you found some answers?’

			‘Yes. Some. And I knew that this was too petty an engagement to account for you or for Gotrek. You have a destiny, Felix,’ said Max urgently as Felix began to turn away. ‘Since we first set out together to slay the dragon Skjalandir, I have believed it, and with all that remains of me I know it now. It was not chance that brought us together then and it is not hubris to turn to fate for an explanation of what brings us all together again now.’

			Felix tried to hold Max’s eyes but couldn’t. Their gazes slid across one another, the spaces they inhabited immiscible as oil and water. Felix shivered and wiped rain from the back of his neck, chilled to the marrow by the wizard’s talk and angered by how powerfully it had affected him. His destiny, such as it was, was his own and no other’s. The thought that some unknowable being might have done this to him infuriated him more than the fundamental loss of control over his own fate that such interference implied.

			‘We’re not all together, though, are we? Some of us aren’t here.’

			‘Only those that needed to be.’

			Felix’s lips flared in sudden rage and his hand moved of its own volition to the hilt of his sword.

			Snorri.

			Ulrika.

			How dare he!

			The rain pummelled Max’s hood as the wizard beheld the middle distance. With a sigh, Felix let go of his sword. It wasn’t the wizard’s fault. He was sick, a man with an infected wound. He had not chosen to be this way.

			‘You should go,’ Max murmured, nodding downhill.

			On the nearest patch of flat ground between the hill and the treeline, a gang of unarmoured men, women, and even children were busily ­erecting an impromptu command tent over the back of an open-topped wagon. As Felix watched, Gotrek and a handful of others gravitated towards it.

			‘The Hochlanders’ commander is the bearer of bad tidings. Your nephew has just heard, and convenes a council of war-captains.’

			A prickle of unease stitched down Felix’s spine. ‘How can you know that?’

			Max sighed. It looked as though he closed his eyes, but with grey eyes and grey skin, both concealed under a hood, it was difficult to be certain of anything. ‘Some powers I abjure by choice, others force their visions through my shuttered eyes and invade my dreams.’

			Felix spun around, his heart turning loops, and tried to pick out Gustav amidst the mismatched uniforms and mud paraded under the rain below. He could see a pocket of Hochlanders in their red and green, but there was no sign of his nephew.

			‘I would advise you to hurry,’ said Max, serene as a passing breeze. ‘Gotrek Gurnisson is about to be the recipient of bad news.’

			Rain tapped on the leaves above the solemn bier as it traipsed southwards in unexpected defeat. Khamgiin Lastborn, the ever-changing spear of the Silver Road, tried to ignore it and lapse back into unconsciousness. The pain from the wound in his back was terrible, worse even than the ritual scarifications his father had inflicted upon him in his trials of manhood. Pain was just a feeling, a weakness like pity or affection. He told himself that, but the rain’s insistent rap on his armour demanded he pay notice and take heed.

			By the Dark Master of Chaos, it hurt.

			He opened his eyes and blinked away the dreams of torture and sadistic, androgynous daemon-fiends. Were they dreams or were they memories? It was difficult to know; he had lived long and suffered much, both before he had donned Tzeentch’s armour and after. Casting the past to the past, he took in his surroundings. Tall trees rose above him, carving up the grey light into meagre portions of light and shadow. The rain rustled lightly through their high leaves. Watching the weaving bowers shift slowly by, Khamgiin came to the realisation that he was laid out on some kind of litter, and that he was moving.

			On either side of him walked his men. They marched slowly, eyes low and shoulders hunched. The tribesmen were smeared with blood, their armour scored. Four of their strongest carried him on a shield across their shoulders. Despite his size and weight and their evident weariness, they bore their burden without sufferance. Men of the tribes were not like other men. Though it was many decades since Khamgiin had ridden the steppe, battled hobgoblin and ogre and worse every day simply to live for one more day of struggle, the pride he took in his people’s prowess was as strong as it had ever been.

			‘Temay,’ he mouthed, addressing the tall warrior to his right. The man wore a coat of iron and leather scales, woven together with a backing layer of silk and worn over a sleeveless silk vest. His head was shaved but for a topknot. An elaborate tattoo of an eagle spread its wings over one cheek.

			The warrior did not answer. Weakly, Khamgiin rolled his head around to the left.

			‘Khidu. What struck me? Was it him?’

			Still no answer. The men marched on like dead men to the underworld. Khamgiin tried to remember the end of the battle, but it was a blur of screams and fire. It had been as one-sided a rout as any he had come to expect from this soft land. Except for the dwarf. Yes, he remembered something now. The dwarf had been a foe worthy of Khamgiin’s gifts. Then there had been a loud bang and then… He winced as the memory brought with it an unpleasant throbbing pain in between his shoulder blades. He worked his mouth. It was as dry as the Great Steppe, but he managed to separate his lips and move his tongue.

			‘Was the warrior slain? Did the Dark Master make a martyr of his enemy?’

			‘No, Lastborn, he was not. You failed, as I foresaw that you must.’

			A woman walked behind the bier, dressed and hooded in black with face downcast like a widow. From the stoop of her back and the strands of white that strayed from her hood, Khamgiin judged her to be old, but immortality tempered such assessments and her voice rang as clear as the warning call of an eagle. Something about her presence put a sepulchral chill into Khamgiin. He turned to his men, but they walked on as if they were unaware of her or of him, ghosts in each other’s worlds. He clenched his eyes tight and felt for the spark of power within him. This was a dream, or perhaps a vision such as those in which Nergüi purported to see the future, brought on by blood loss and pain.

			‘I bested Gorgoth the Gargantuan in mortal combat that lasted eight days and nights. I broke the numberless hordes of Hob­gobla Khan and brought to heel the beasts of the Shirokij. I am the Lastborn of Khagash-Fél. I do not fail.’

			‘The Dark Master cares not for your sacrifice. He is not appeased with oaths or with deeds. He does not desire your devotion.’

			The woman nodded imperceptibly to one side.

			A ghostly figure ran through the trees there. The dwarf! Khamgiin could see his bright orange crest through the moist bark. The tattoos that covered his monstrously muscular frame were a translucent blue, at times indistinguishable from the whorls and branches behind him. In silence the spectre of the dwarf ran, battling his way through ­enemies that Khamgiin could not see. The dwarf ran behind a tree, and for the brief duration of his passage it ceased to be a tree and was a ­pillar, square-sided and mighty, soaring towards a vaulted ceiling where fiery golden runes glimmered like bleeding stars. Something about them reminded Khamgiin of the histories his father had told, of when the tribes had lived under the yoke of the Chaos dwarfs of Zharr. Before he could think on it further, the pillar was a tree again and the dwarf emerged from behind it with a man in tow. It was an Empire man in a red cloak, wielding what appeared to be a powerful magical sword. Khamgiin did not recognise him, but a tingling in his wounded spine told him that he should.

			‘What am I seeing?’

			‘What I see,’ the woman replied.

			A chill entering his bones, Khamgiin pushed himself up onto his elbows. ‘I have seen you in my dreams before. It was you who showed me the tribes riding westward to make war on the Empire. Who are you?’

			The woman bowed her head slightly, bringing up her hands in the same motion to draw back her hood. Despite his own godly favour, Khamgiin gasped. Her skin was a strange mix of light and dark, like rubbed chalk. Her lips however were jet black, as were the small horns that rose through her frost-white hair. The most unnerving thing about her, however, was her eyes. Their colouration constantly shifted and changed, like a candle behind stained glass, and Khamgiin felt certain that there were prophecies reflected there that could raise a man to the heights of the gods if he could interpret them without succumbing to madness.

			‘A servant. I observe and follow. History will not record my name.’

			Khamgiin struggled to meet her shifting gaze. With a spurt of panic he noticed that everything around her was darkening. He was still moving, but his men were gone, as was the forest. He blinked into the nothingness that surrounded him. It wasn’t just a void left by the retreat of the mortal world, it was a thing with a cruel will and a terrible purpose of its own. He saw the silver outline of the witch before she vanished. She was haloed by something horned and dark, something vast and incalculably ancient with a capacity for hate that left the Chaos warrior quailing and small.

			‘A darkness closes on me,’ he hissed.

			The woman’s voice echoed from the shadow.

			‘Not only on you.’
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			BAD TIDINGS

			The punch hit the Hochland corporal like a swinging morningstar, and crunched knuckles into the man’s breastplate almost exactly like one. The man flew back, piling through the table that had been assembled from a plank and two barrels and scattering maps like feathers from a game bird brought down with a harquebus.

			‘Liar!’ Gotrek roared, striding through the mess to drag the semi-lucid soldier back to his feet in a fist like an iron corbel. Despite being a foot shorter than anyone present, the Slayer filled the command tent with raw muscular presence and sheer bad attitude. His bulging arm glistened wetly, rainwater having rid him of enough blood and dirt that the spiralling tattoos looked vivid enough to be freshly drawn. He glared at the man, his one good eye bloodshot red. ‘You expect me to buy this tripe about gods and daemons and all the rest of it?’

			Another soldier, in a red and green surcoat with torn sleeves and a shirt of mail, broke one of the empty crates that had been deployed as seating across the Slayer’s back. Gotrek grunted, staggered, shrugged splinters off his shoulders and then cuffed the man unconscious. He shook the corporal in his grip.

			‘I can’t hear you, manling.’

			‘Put him down, Gotrek,’ Felix ordered, staggering in from the rain with cheeks red from running and sword drawn just as the Slayer drew back his fist for another punch. At the same time, a rattling series of clicks announced pistols and harquebuses being cocked and primed. A line of men in a mishmash of bastardised liveries and gear dropped to one knee, laying their firearms over the upturned seating and drawing a bead on the bristling Slayer.

			‘Aim,’ said Gustav with incongruous levity, wearing a grim expression that was no less a smile for that. Like everyone else, he hadn’t yet had a chance to change following the recent battle. His ponytail was pasted to his face with rainwater and his white plate was dashed with wet smears of red. He looked like a highwayman, fresh from the stage of a Tarradasch play and an altercation with the evils of womanly virtue and corrupt ­Imperial ­justice. He reminded Felix rather too much of Ulrika.

			‘You’d let him shoot me, manling?’ Gotrek growled flintily, still glaring at the Hochland corporal but clearly now addressing Felix.

			Don’t tempt me, Felix thought, but somehow managed to grind his teeth and not speak.

			Gotrek must have noticed the tightness in his jaw however, because he turned to fix Felix with a glare. Felix’s fingers didn’t stray from his sword. With a grunt, Gotrek let the man go. The Hochlander clattered bonelessly in amongst the scattered maps and for a moment Felix thought the Slayer intended to leave one last boot in the ribs, but then Gotrek turned and stomped to the corner of the tent without another word. There, he picked up a crate and planted himself on it, crossing his arms across his barrel chest.

			Felix allowed himself to relax. The line of harquebusiers and pistoliers visibly sagged with relief. Sheathing his sword, Felix waved in the gaggle of company sergeants that had decided a tactical withdrawal to the cover of the pouring rain was preferable to crossing Gotrek Gurnisson. He shook his head wearily as men returned to reset the seating, fix the table, and sort through the maps that had fallen on the floor. A too-young lad with haunted eyes and gore-drenched woollen coveralls – two months apprenticed to a chirurgeon before the armies of the Everchosen had ground his regiment underfoot – applied a grubby cloth to the fallen man’s brow.

			Felix took advantage of the lull to check on the arrangements. Such as they were.

			Rain drummed on the canvas sheet that had been spread between two banner poles and the rear compartment of a wagon loaded with crates, barrels and sacks, most of them empty. In its former incarnation ferrying ore of less than dwarfish quality on the Kadrin Road to the less discerning marketplaces of Osterwald, Bechafen, and Kislev City it had been the property of old Lorin Lanarksson and his son Lyndun. They sat in the unsheltered front of the cart, soaking in the misery as only two dwarfs together could. A single storm lantern swayed with the wind from a pole attached to the wagon’s rear.

			A gaunt-looking kossar and a bald-headed bruiser in the black and dirty off-white of Ostland each took one end of the ‘table’ and reset it across the two barrels. When they noticed Felix watching they threw a salute, which Felix returned with an inner sigh. The kossar sergeant made a show of assessing the table’s stability with a gentle rocking before declaring it fit for the maps to be relaid.

			Men in the state colours of provinces from across the Empire’s north and east and with golden epaulets on the slashed shoulders of their doublets gathered around with pages of soggy parchment in hand. Each man commanded anything between five and twenty-five men, sergeants – so titled by Felix, whose patience for provincial variation in military hierarchy was thinner than the wool of his cloak – of the ad-hoc fighting companies that had tagged along on Felix and Gotrek’s long westward trek.

			On the table, individual charts were strategically positioned under stone paperweights so that the overlap of one fed vaguely into the next to fashion a map of the entire Empire. Areas where Chaos was known or rumoured to have conquered had been filled with pencil drawings of hideous monsters that left Felix with grave concerns as to the artist’s state of mind. Even without those personal worries it made for unsettling viewing. The only parts of the map that looked healthy were to the south and then only because they did not know any better. Daemons capered around the walled symbols of Bechafen and Osterwald, filling the forested spaces of Ostland and Ostermark and nibbling at the edges of Talabheim itself. A great tentacled monstrosity reared out of the Sea of Claws as if to drag Erengrad into the water, and stick-figure longboats peopled with gibbering horrors closed on the Marienburg delta.

			Felix decided that whoever was responsible should never be allowed near pencil or paper again.

			‘You have timing of Ursun for his seasons,’ said Kolya, lounging against the wagon’s tailboard as he had been throughout, chewing on a pungent blend of locally foraged herbs and tabac. ‘Zabójka might have killed that man.’

			‘Remind me later to thank you for the help,’ Felix replied.

			The Kislevite pursed his lips, cocked his head slightly as though listening intently to the rain, and shrugged. ‘No matter.’

			The Hochlander moaned, taking a swallow of water from the cloth that the young chirurgeon squeezed into his mouth. Felix dropped down beside him.

			The man had a long mane of dark hair, crushed from being all day inside a helmet. His beard was dashed with white, and cleft by a scar that cut across his left cheek from the corner of his lip. His breastplate was almost brown from mud, blood and rust, and so well beaten that in places it had more edges than a chewed coin. The vicious dent left below the collar by Gotrek’s fist was hardly the worst of it. A bronze-coloured epaulet shimmered dully from the red shoulder of his padded tunic. A singular leather vambrace that was scratched almost white hung loose on one strap. He looked up vaguely at Felix and, to his minor irritation, saluted.

			‘Corporal Herschel Mann, my lord, Hergig city militia. At your service.’

			Felix raised an eyebrow and smiled at the slumped soldier. ‘At ease, corporal.’

			‘Aye, sir,’ the man murmured.

			‘I apologise on behalf of my… friend,’ said Felix, glancing across to Gotrek who returned the stare with diamond tips. ‘I assure you he’s the same with everybody.’

			The man took another squeeze of water and swallowed nervously. ‘Forgive me, my lord. He asked if I had news of Altdorf and I told him aye, I did. Several of the men with me were attached to Reikland regiments, garrisoned in the outlying countryside during the… fall.’

			To Felix, the air suddenly felt too thick to breathe. His heart didn’t seem to want to beat.

			‘The fall of what?’ asked Gustav.

			‘Of Altdorf,’ said Corporal Mann. ‘The fall of Altdorf, my lords.’

			Shouts of denial rose from the company sergeants who had not already been present to hear the news with Gotrek. Most of them had been enlisted men serving in regiments on the Empire’s hinterlands or, in the case of the Kislevite contingent, beyond it. Felix doubted whether half of them had ever been to Altdorf, but that didn’t matter. It was the seat of Imperial power, home to its most exalted institutions and most decorated regiments, a cultural home if not an actual one. It was unconquered and unconquerable.

			It was Altdorf.

			Felix stared at the shattered soldier for a long moment, not entirely comprehending. He felt the stool kicked out from under his heart, the noose tightening around his neck as it dropped. The disbelieving chorus of his men blended together into a whining note of white noise. Deep down he had suspected that even the great citadels of Reikland could not stand against the forces he had seen heading towards them. Mentally he had prepared himself for it, but to have it confirmed hit him emotionally like a kick in the gut.

			Felix raised his left hand to his eyes. The lantern-light reflected from the angular edges of his ring, short-lived tears of ethereal gold.

			No.

			He forced himself to swallow, and then to look up. Sound crashed back in a tumult of angry, frightened voices.

			He turned a look of anguish to the corner where Gotrek sat, arms crossed and surrounded by empty chairs. There was a grimness on the dwarf’s face that Felix didn’t like. A blue vein bulged from his temple, and he appeared to swell as he clasped hands to his enormous biceps and stared through Felix into the rain. West – to Altdorf. Returning to Altdorf and reuniting Felix with Kat – and perhaps expunging some guilt of his own in so doing – had been Gotrek’s unwavering goal for over a year. In all of Felix’s own worries and doubts he’d never thought to consider how his former companion would respond to failure.

			‘Lies,’ said Gotrek in a voice that could have ground gravel. ‘He didn’t tell you the rest. Said Sigmar’s own second bloody coming fought and lost. And there’s more too, if your head’s not already too full of foolishness to hear more.’ Gotrek snorted angrily. ‘Gods. Manling nonsense if ever I heard it.’

			‘What of the Emperor?’ said Gustav, lifting his voice above the clamour.

			‘Safe, I heard,’ said Mann, relieved to have something positive to share with his rescuers. ‘The old King of Bretonnia rode to his aid, and,’ he glanced anxiously towards Gotrek, ‘and the gods themselves.’

			A few men made signs to Sigmar and Ulric across their chests. Kolya chuckled drily. ‘We could use some of that, no?’

			‘Gods or Bretonnians?’ Gustav murmured, a half-smile teasing his troubled mask.

			Kolya shrugged. ‘So long as they bring their horses.’

			The kossar sergeant by the table trumpeted with laughter. The Ostlander across from him gave both Kislevites a damning look. They had lost their country months ago. Most of the men in the room were feeling the loss of theirs only now. Felix merely bowed his head, part of him determined never to look up again.

			Altdorf had been more than just a distant symbol. It had been hope.

			It had been his hope.

			‘We should head south,’ said Gustav, taking a steadying breath and striding forwards to plant a finger on one of the clearer portions of the map. ‘Averheim, say. It’s a long way, but it should be as far from the northern and eastern prongs of the Chaos incursion. The Emperor has to rally his forces somewhere and it’s as likely a place as any.’

			‘How far?’ asked a slender, faintly well-born man in scuffed leather armour and a steel breastplate with a big dent over the right breast and a burgundy sash over the opposite shoulder.

			‘Where are we now, anyway?’ added another man, this one in forester’s gear with an unstrung bow over his shoulder, leaning over the maps.

			‘We’re shadowing the Talabec Road. A few days out from Talabheim.’ Gotrek tightened his arms about his chest and grumbled: ‘Assuming we ever move again.’

			‘Talabheim?’ Mann started, before Gotrek guillotined whatever he had wanted to say with a glare.

			The Slayer sat stubbornly, but something forlorn in the Hochlander’s face made him grudgingly relent. ‘Spit it out before you get a nosebleed. Another one.’

			‘Forgive me again, master dwarf, but you’re nowhere near Talabheim. Fortunately, for it’s fallen too. You’re in Hochland.’

			‘Bah!’ said Gotrek, rising suddenly and stamping a foot upon the ground, setting his nose-chain to clinking. ‘Talabecland, or I’m a treeman.’

			‘I saw mountains from the hill, Gotrek,’ said Felix quietly. He didn’t want to put himself into another argument with the Slayer, but you couldn’t disagree with a mountain. And what did it matter now anyway?

			Altdorf had fallen.

			‘There are no mountains in Talabecland, manling,’ said Gotrek as if that settled it.

			‘My lord, if you’ll forgive me?’ Corporal Mann raised a hooked elbow that Felix took to pull the man up. The man stumbled against him, giving a sour hit of days-old sweat and armour grease, and then moved towards the map table. He pressed his finger into the map. The grimy digit fell on a bull-horned icon surrounded by double-ringed walls and set amidst a proliferation of barren-looking mountains.

			‘We were following the main road north out of Hergig to Wolfenburg and have been for about five days. As I said, Talabheim fell the autumn before last after a six-month siege. Hergig’s always been off the main road and it’s been a blessing of late, enough for the city to hold out until now.’

			‘What changed?’ said Gustav.

			‘A warlord named–’ Mann’s lips contorted around the foreign name ‘–Khagash-Fél. I’m told it means “Half-Ogre” because he has the strength and stature of five men.’

			‘Is that all?’ Gotrek grunted.

			‘It was he that broke the walls of Hergig,’ said Mann, somewhat defensively.

			‘Walls of questionable standard from the outset, no doubt.’

			‘Sounds like mighty doom to me,’ muttered Kolya, off-hand around a mouthful of half-chewed herbal sludge.

			‘Do you deliberately taunt me with things I cannot have, rememberer? I can have no doom. Not until the manling is safe within the walls of Altdorf and at the little one’s side.’

			Felix heard the incongruous sound of laughter and to his astonishment found it was his, bleak and despairing, slow as the death of his world. ‘Have you heard a word anyone’s been saying, Gotrek? Altdorf is gone. Kat is gone. The Empire is gone.’ His voice rose steadily, emphasising each additional loss with a thump of his hand.

			‘To hold and to protect, manling,’ Gotrek intoned, voice sinking to a cavernous timbre. ‘To keep forever from the earth until Gazul sunders you.’

			It took Felix a moment to realise that Gotrek was reciting the final lines of the oath that had made him and Kat husband and wife. They had been wed under the dim, ruby glimstones of Karak Kadrin’s shrine of Grimnir and it was not lightly that a Slayer invoked the name of Gazul, guardian of the honoured dead. Bitterness rose on bubbles of laughter as Felix spread his arms, as if to encompass the blackness that enveloped them. It was getting easier. The borders of the Empire were tightening like a noose around their necks. It was all too easy to believe that the end of everything was nigh, just out there under the pouring rain.

			‘We’re sundered, Gotrek. The armies of Chaos march on our roads, garrison our cities, and now Altdorf.’ Felix clutched his hair, as if intending to claw out the grey. ‘By any measure, we’re done.’

			‘Coward.’

			‘Coward?’ said Felix, fury causing his voice to climb. ‘What kind of courage is it to deny what’s going on out there? It’s time to stop being so damned stubborn and admit it.’

			‘Some of us keep the oaths we make, manling.’

			Felix’s fist clenched, his voice dropped to a hiss. ‘I always kept my oath to you.’

			‘Aye,’ Gotrek sneered. ‘To the letter.’

			‘And just what’s that supposed to mean?’

			Gotrek waved his hand with a growl and turned to Corporal Mann, who had been watching the exchange with a look of rising horror.

			‘Just assuming you’re not conniving with dark powers, what were you hoping to find in Wolfenburg?’

			‘N-nothing really, master dwarf. We intended to track the main road that far and then strike out for the Middle Mountains, skirting them westward until we make it to Middenheim. Ten men could defend the Fauschlag against a thousand. Archaon’s tried and failed before and with Altdorf gone, it’s the last great city still standing. It’s where everyone will be going now.’

			Gotrek’s one eye glittered dangerously, like a dwarf with an oath to keep.

			‘No,’ said Felix, ‘absolutely not. You’re talking about a journey of months, if not more, and with no guarantee we’ll find anything at Middenheim other than all the hordes of Archaon waiting outside.’ If we’re lucky, he thought, but reminded himself of his position amongst these men and decided not to say it. ‘It’s madness. I for one don’t see too much wrong with Gustav’s plan. I’ve never been to Averheim. Perhaps that is where the Emperor will go. And perhaps with aid from the dwarfs too, it’s near their Worlds Edge Mountain strongholds after all.’

			The men murmured approvingly at that, partly – Felix suspected – because it had come from him, but also because the only dwarf most of them had ever encountered was Gotrek, and a few more of the Slayer at your back was as appealing a prospect as it would be infuriating. They weren’t to know that Gotrek was exceptional, even amongst his own tenacious kind.

			The Slayer emitted a disparaging snort at the idea, to which Felix was tempted to add a round of sarcastic applause.

			That’s how to keep up morale in the End Times.

			‘Why go all the way around the Middle Mountains when you can go through them?’

			Lorin’s whisper-thin voice drew everyone’s attention towards him. The longbeard inserted his cane shakily between the floor of the cart and the upright of the tailboard. The hardwood cane was ironclad and topped with a handhold shaped in the form of a hammer, and in any other pair of hands but his might have made for a service­able weapon. The frail old dwarf remained as broad as two men, but he was gaunt as any dwarf Felix had seen outside of the besieged dwarfhold of Karag Dum. Heavy pink bags hung from his watery eyes. A zigzagging scar ran up one fleshy cheek to his temple, the inexpert stitching and the horrendous bite that it had closed still visible. His beard had been torn from that side of his face except for a few sad little tufts. What remained was as thin and wispy as a smoke ring blown into the rain, and as if to emphasise that he had a long-stemmed wooden pipe loosely clenched between his lips. It was unfilled and unlit but both Lorin and his son had previously assured Felix that they liked to remind themselves of the taste.

			The longbeard’s lip ticked nervously at the attention, and he steadied himself with a firm grip on his cane. ‘There are ways. Gotrek, you know that; the ancient ways of our ancestors, beyond the guile of any man or beast to find.’

			‘Are you talking about the Underway?’ said Felix, clenching his fists to calm himself and looking determinedly away from Gotrek lest his temper explode again.

			‘There are no dwarfholds in those mountains, manling, so no,’ said Gotrek, exasperated as though reprising a tired argument. ‘And I’ve told you a dozen times over, Lanarksson, there’s naught in those paupers’ peaks but legends, tales good for nothing but drinking a dwarf’s gold.’

			‘I speak not of minerals or gems, Gotrek, as you well know.’

			‘Bah!’

			Felix glanced at the map. He had never been to the Middle Mountains and, if he was honest, had never felt any great yearning to. No vengeful wight haunted them and there were no rumours of robber barons lording over decrepit castles in their heights. There was simply nothing there, unless one placed value on bare rock and year-round snow. Even the Grey Mountains harboured enough base minerals to keep a handful of dwarf clans in ale, but then Felix had heard Gotrek speak about Grey dwarfs in the same disparaging tones as he did humans.

			‘Then just what exactly is supposed to be in those mountains?’ asked Gustav.

			‘Fairy stories older than your Empire,’ said Gotrek, then scoffed. ‘Older than ours, if you’re fool enough to believe them.’

			Felix felt a prickle of unease run through his skin. The fractured empire of the dwarfs was said to be almost ten millennia old. Intuitively, a myth did not survive for so long unless it concealed a grain of truth and ancient dwarfish legends were exactly the sort of thing that Felix wanted to avoid. They conjured images of high ranges and vast vaulted deeps, of stone-hearted gods, and rune-weapons with the power to raze mountains and sunder continents.

			Not for the first time he wished Max were here, but to Felix’s mind Gotrek had no basis on which to be so diffident. Everywhere one cared to look, prophecies were being fulfilled and forgotten myths realised left, right and centre. Even while he had been in Kislev Felix had been hearing rumours Sigmar had arisen, battling the daemonic hordes in Ostermark.

			But Felix had been through Ostermark. If that was the best that even Sigmar could do then Felix was at a loss who was supposed to save them now.

			Gotrek stroked his beard thoughtfully. ‘I say there are no dwarfholds in the mountains, but there was one once, thousands of years ago. And whatever else they may or may not harbour, there are roads through them.’

			‘And these roads lead to Middenheim?’ said Gustav again, earning an impatient scowl from the Slayer.

			‘They’re the secret ways of the dwarfs,’ Gotrek replied. ‘The manling, my rememberer and Lanarksson and Lyndun may come with me. Everyone else has been slowing us down too long already.’ His gaze swept the tent without a trace of human kindness. ‘You’re all on your own from here on.’

			A stunned hush descended on the gathering. Kolya’s eyebrows arched as though he hadn’t been fully paying attention until now.

			‘Well…’ began Lorin, cheek twitching furiously however hard he tried to hold on to his cane. Its hardwood base stuttered against the tailboard. ‘I’m sure that we could make an exception given the circumstances. Being the end of the world as it is, I’m positive that Grimnir would unders–’

			‘I should’ve left that Chaos hound to gnaw on your skull a little longer, Lanarksson. You’ve forgotten what it means to be a dwarf.’

			The longbeard’s lips ticked. Gotrek had always been hard, but Felix could not remember him ever being deliberately cruel. The dwarf who stood before him now was not the same one to whom Felix had once sworn an oath of friendship over a river of ale in an Altdorf tavern all those years ago. He was embittered and twisted, either by the horrors he had witnessed or those he had wrought himself, and had darkened as the world around him darkened. It was surprising to look back and realise that Gotrek had once had soft edges, but it was true: he had enjoyed good beer and good pipeweed, had on occasion been moved to make a joke and even smile at some of Felix’s; he had revelled in good food and had shared every dwarf’s passion for gold and old debts.

			It was as if all of that had been chipped away and all that remained now was the iron core.

			The Slayer.

			‘You would condemn these men to their fates?’ said Felix, angry again before he even realised he was speaking. ‘And if they insisted, what then? Would you kill them? My own nephew? Perhaps I should expect no less from a Kinslayer.’

			‘What did you call me?’ Gotrek rumbled dangerously, squaring up to Felix.

			‘You heard,’ Felix shouted in the Slayer’s face. ‘I’ve been hearing about superior dwarf hearing for long enough to know that.’

			Some trace residue of common sense urged Felix to stop there, but he felt as if a dam had just been breached. Gotrek had killed Snorri, the best of them by any measure of common goodness. They hadn’t spoken of it since Praag. Felix had tried not to think of it. Even Gustav and his men had taken the hint and pretended it had never happened – they had their own reasons to forget those events – and sometimes hours could go by in which Felix actually believed it, but then he would hear the splitting of bone in his mind and see the blood seeping through the snow between his boots and know that it had. Felix had failed to stand up to the Slayer then and every day the guilt of it gnawed at him, and he damn well wasn’t going to let things go the same with Gustav, Max, or anyone else for that matter.

			‘You’re the coward, Gotrek. You’re stubborn, block-headed, and you can go and bury your head in the Middle Mountains if you want, but Gustav and I will be taking our men to Averheim.’

			Gotrek regarded him stonily. ‘You done?’

			Felix let out a hot breath and nodded. ‘We’re done, Gotrek. There’s nothing you can say to convince me to leave all these men behind.’

			‘Nothing?’

			‘Nothing.’

			‘Good. We can cut straight to it then.’

			There was a smack of impact in the centre of Felix’s face and he staggered back. He heard what sounded like a pistol going off, but that might equally have been the sound of Gotrek’s knuckles cracking his jaw. Disbelief swam through his mind. Gotrek had hit him. The Slayer had never hit him before. His limbs turned to jelly as still, stumbling back, he tried to draw his sword. He saw two slightly blurred Slayers crack their knuckles before being suddenly whisked away.

			Felix’s last thought before he hit the ground was to realise that he was falling.

			He was unconscious before he had another.
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			HALF-OGRE

			Fire spat into the rain, struggling like bound sacrifices from stakes eight feet high. Eight of them formed a ring to enclose a portion of the cobbled square. Behind that line of fire was held a dark, roaring sea of bestial heads and pointed helms, many-armed trophy poles and rippling banners. Out of the hundreds whose voices could be heard, only eight were visible from inside of the ring: two semi­circles of proudly attired warriors with the courage and conviction to back one champion against another. Each held a weapon in either hand. The two combatants bore none.

			Khagash-Fél paced the border of his side of the ring with his giant stride. Cracked and ancient armour hung loosely from his broad shoulders, a battered harness of black hellsteel plates, faded runes and dead-eyed daemon faces. Long shanks of sodden grey hair scrawled down both pauldrons, his grey beard reaching as far down as his faulds. He wore it in thick braids, in the manner of the dwarfish slavers that dominated the lands and culture of the eastern steppe. With his one good eye he studied his challenger. The other was lidless, milky and blind, ruined by the overlapping rings of the slave rune that branded the left side of his face. The other slept within its bed of flesh within his forehead, a slit of faint sapphire light bleeding onto his brow.

			With the brazen arrogance of a warrior three times heavier than his opponent and all four of his supporters, Buhruk Doombull mirrored his steps. Huge, interlocking plates of spiked iron and bronze clanked as the minotaur moved and three rune-engraved skulls swung from the chain that tied them to his waist. A black iron helm with articulated cheek guards enclosed his massive head. Ruby-red eyes gleamed hungrily within. A pair of forward-curving horns barbed with steel blades thrust out from behind the cheek guards. Hot breath snorted from his snout, steaming the brass ring that pierced his nostrils, the angular Mark of Khorne reddening fleetingly as the surrounding metal cooled.

			‘I am Buhruk, Doombull of Kislev,’ snorted the minotaur, his every word a bellow that made the braziers flicker and shake. ‘His hooves are its ashes. Its blood is his blood. His herd follows Khagash-Fél for more war.’ The minotaur stamped one brazen hoof, clenched every bulging muscle into a savage knot of fury and bellowed until it seemed the ground must crack. ‘More war! Where are his skulls? Where is his victory?’

			Khagash-Fél gave Buhruk the hard face, the impassive mask of the steppe peoples. He raised his right arm high. Rain coursed down the scarified vambrace. His hand however, like his face, was unarmoured, and he presented it to the crowd like a relic. It was blotched yellow with age, covered by bruise-like markings of faded tribal tattoos.

			‘I am Khagash-Fél, and you know me.’ His voice was cracked like his armour, deep like the hell that awaited this world; it pushed through the hammering rain like a blade-bossed shield for all to hear and bear witness. ‘With this hand did I strike down Bzharrak the Black and lead the uprising against the Gates of Zharr. It was I who broached the Mountains of Mourn and smote down Grullgor Thundergut and took his lands for our lands.’ He lowered his arm and swept it around the ring, marking the shadowed faces that lay hidden beyond the torchlight. ‘It was I who first brought you the power of the Greater Gods, I who won you freedom and then gave you glory. We are one people, and there will be glory untold for us in the days ahead.’

			The reverential silence that followed his words was broken only by the smack of rain on stones, the hiss of tormented flames, and then by the sonorous, panting laughter of the Doombull.

			‘Take your weapon, Buhruk, if you believe you can find the host of Archaon quicker than I. Or leave this ring now and do not challenge me again.’

			Buhruk emitted a fiery snort, then rolled his neck, the blades that tipped his horns glinting golden in the firelight. ‘Half-man is small and furless. Doombull needs no weapon. But, as is tradition…’

			Keeping both bead-like eyes on Khagash-Fél, the minotaur turned to his supporters.

			Three were broad, heavily built beastmen wearing ill-fitting but ornate suits of lightly banded steel. Mail skirts hung to their fetlocks. Animal skin cloaks were buckled at their throats. In the dark, it would have been easy to mistake them for winged lancers of Kislev. The fourth was a Chaos warrior in brooding black plate ringed with spikes, brass etchings, and grisly trophy hooks hung with severed body parts and parchment scraps. Khagash-Fél commanded the loyalty of hundreds of such warriors and he did not know this man’s name, but he remembered that he was a man of Empire stock and had been an exalted champion in his own right until Khagash-Fél had crushed him and claimed his men. The man’s customs and thinking were strange to a man of the steppe. In the Empire, it seemed, a lord expected the fealty of his warriors, who gave it without question. Amongst the tribes, a lord would buy the loyalty of the strongest warriors with gifts and glory. And what was true for men was true also for the gods, only more so.

			One of the big beastmen strained to offer up a huge spiked mace and Buhruk took it, wielding it lightly in one massive fist.

			A smile teased at the corners of Khagash-Fél’s self-control. The hum of daemonic energy filled his gut, battle-rage coursing through his veins like the aqueducts of fire that fed the Desolation of Zharr. It was in moments such as these when one felt the interconnectedness of Chaos. A man could take pleasure from killing, from the staging of a slaughter and the revelry that followed. It was madness to hollow one’s existence by denying the gifts of all the gods but one.

			On his forehead, the Eye of Katchar snapped open.

			A murmur of dread and awe passed through the watching warriors, stretching out towards the deep yawn of time as the world around Khagash-Fél slowed to a crawl. He could see the individual gobbets of flame that spat out from the torches, watch each drop of rain as it smashed against Buhruk’s helmet into hundreds of tiny, infinitely reflective pieces. In contrast to the stalled immensity of the minotaur, the sepia-tinted shades that danced around him were a disjointed blur of action, reaction and possibility. Khagash-Fél felt his heart beat faster. Even this brief and incoherent glimpse of the future was intoxicating. The temptation was always to look a little deeper, see a little further, but with an effort of will he pulled back. To see all that the Eye would have him see was to duel with madness.

			Such prophecy was the demesne of the gods alone.

			Absorbing as much of the following minutes’ most likely course as he could, Khagash-Fél held out his hand for a weapon. His hand moved towards the leather-scaled tribesmen as if through deep water. Of the eight weapons presented he selected an axe, and for a moment the future lost a measure of its uncertainty and became clear. Then the Eye of Katchar closed. Khagash-Fél blinked away disorientation, the feeling of limitation that always followed the return to the present as the world resumed its normal pace and hue.

			He brought up his axe. ‘I accept your challenge, Buhruk.’

			The minotaur thrashed his head through the air as though fending off a daemonic possession, then issued a thunderous bellow as he dropped his horns and charged. Khagash-Fél looked up as the Doombull loomed over him, opening up his massive chest to deliver a blow from his mace intended to crush the champion’s skull in one hit.

			Exactly as Khagash-Fél had foreseen.

			He punched the head of his axe up into the Doombull’s unarmoured belly, forcing a wheeze of rotten, meaty breath from the minotaur as he dropped to one knee. Khagash-Fél side-stepped, reversed his grip on his axe and then lashed it back across the minotaur’s cheek guard. Blood and metal sparks sprayed from the open face of Buhruk’s helm and Khagash-Fél strode behind him, lifting his bloodied axe above his head to the rapture of the crowd.

			Buhruk rose slowly and turned, wiping his bloody snout on his wrist. ‘You are fool to goad the Doombull. I will break your bones and drink their juices, half-man.’

			Khagash-Fél made a come gesture with his axe.

			Nothing was as beloved by the gods as drama.

			With a howl of primal rage the minotaur roared forward, frenzied strokes carving through the air like a barrage of rockets. Khagash-Fél parried and dodged, always a second ahead of every blow. Each time Buhruk paused in his assault for breath, Khagash-Fél was already exploiting the opportunity to back away, his axe throwing fresh blood from another shallow cut onto the cobbles. The howls from beyond the fire-line grew more rabid with each libation.

			The Eye of Katchar could not reveal every possible outcome, but he had become adept at sifting the improbable from the most likely; particularly with a battering ram such as Buhruk Doombull.

			The minotaur’s torso bulged as if being squeezed from below, his mace coming down like a meteor. Khagash-Fél made to move aside, then snarled. It was time for the Doombull and his supporters to see what they challenged. His hand swung up to shield his head, the minotaur’s mace hammering into his open palm and driving him down to one knee. The cobblestones beneath him shattered, blasted rock ricocheting between the two warriors’ armour.

			Buhruk’s bellow of victory turned into a disbelieving snort as the dust settled to reveal Khagash-Fél alive and unscratched with the minotaur’s mace firmly in his hand. Khagash-Fél twisted the mace-head aside and shoved Buhruk back with a kick in the gut as he rose. Khagash-Fél’s heart thumped powerfully within his chest. He could almost hear the erratic boom-boom echoing from the underside of his breastplate. With a discipline forged over centuries into a mask of hellsteel, he maintained the hard face as he flexed his ringing fingers. Inside, he grimaced; that one he had felt.

			‘Your own god favours me more than he does you, Doombull. No weapon of fire or fire-born can harm me.’

			The torches danced on the tumultuous roar of acclaim.

			‘Another!’ Buhruk howled, throwing out his arm to his supporters for a weapon, any weapon.

			Quicker-thinking than the beasts beside him, the black-armoured Chaos warrior snapped the steel head off his lance and threw the weapon into the ring. Buhruk caught it out of the air in his massive fist as though it were a short spear, raising it overhead for a stabbing thrust and bringing up his mace to wield both like some monstrous daemon-possessed war machine. The beastmen in the shadows bayed like starving wolves, shouting down the hiss of the tribesmen at this breach to the ancestral tradition of the challenge.

			Wary now, Khagash-Fél stepped back. The Eye of Katchar had not shown him this. Tossing his axe out of the ring, he turned and yelled back to his own supporters for his more favoured weapon: ‘Sönögch, a sword.’

			A tall warrior in armour of metal scales and a conical leather helm with a horsehair plume moved to obey. As the sword flew from the man’s hand Khagash-Fél saw that a fifth figure now stood amongst his supporters.

			Everything seemed to slow down, as if the Eye of Katchar showed him his future once again.

			The sword hung in midair as though trapped in crystal.

			The shaman, Nergüi, was a flourish of colour beside Sönögch in his long, feather-like blue robes. Eagle feathers, animal teeth and gemstones glittered in the firelight. Dozens of bead necklaces made a frill around his throat and across his narrow shoulders. An elaborate feather headdress screened his weather-scoured features from the rain and torches. Only his piercing amber eyes shone amidst the umbral shade. For a brief moment they met Khagash-Fél’s one. With a movement so subtle it failed to disturb the chimes sewn into the streaming silk ‘feathers’ of his robes, Nergüi shook his head.

			The sword sailed with celestial slowness into the ring.

			Khamgiin.

			A hammering filled Khagash-Fél’s head. The groan from his left gardbrace announced the swelling of his bicep as his fists clenched; fists that were turning a deep magma-red. Steam hissed from the joins in his armour where the rain struck his bare skin.

			His last born was dead.

			Khagash-Fél opened his mouth wide as if to cry out, but no sound issued forth but a strange, hollow buzz, that of a swarm of maddened wasps sealed within a jar. There was a rising pressure in his gut, like the urge to vomit only much more intense and with an irresistible will of its own behind it. Steam poured off him as, with a resounding crack, his jaw dislocated and stretched still wider.

			His sword came towards him.

			Khagash-Fél batted the blade aside to send it skittering away across the stones.

			Everything snapped back into focus.

			Buhruk bellowed a new challenge and raised his spear as Khagash-Fél finally released a cry of his own, a droning roar that rose from his gut, flying from his distended jaw on a torrent of bloated, pestilential flies. The Doombull swung his mace into the swarm, as effectual as a brush in holding back a wildfire, and an instant later he was engulfed in it. The minotaur screamed as if he was on fire, swinging wildly from within a chittering second skin, as he tottered forwards and then toppled. On hitting the ground his mighty frame burst apart, thick bones and armour plates piling into the cobbles and scattering putrid chitinous bodies across the ring.

			Khagash-Fél sucked back a deep breath, working his jaw until he felt it click back into joint. Fury glimmered down to a cold point, the dark ember after an inferno.

			‘Is there another challenger?’

			Men and their horses crowded the road, filling the narrow street with the creak of rain-softened bull-hide armour and drunken laughter. They cheered Khagash-Fél’s victory as he and Nergüi strode past. The shaman’s bone clogs clicked on the cobbles, the strips of sodden blue silk that made up his robes trailing through the excrement that ran in rivers down a drainage channel in the middle of the street. A rat the size of a fox and covered in blisters scurried from a doorway to lap at the stream. The half-timber walls that flanked the cobbled road were scratched with depictions of steppe spirits – Katchar the all-seeing eagle; Khorûne the warhorse; Nhorg the carrion crow and harbinger of pestilence; Silnaar the hound, the reveller – or the newer symbols of the Greater Gods they represented. Others had been knocked down altogether to leave piles of rubble, over which mangy children formed loose tribes to fight for the acclaim for their elders. The thatch had gone to the horses. Horse-hide tents shrugged off the rain within the ruins, drab cone-shaped structures draped with skins and furs and pegged into the rubble with bone pitons.

			Even within the walls of the civilisation they had crossed mountains to level, the tribes still preferred the comfort of their tents. On another day, it would have been amusing.

			Khagash-Fél walked to a stone building that had lost its front wall, roofed only by a skeletal frame of wooden beams. Rain­water sluiced through onto the men bent over their steaming anvils below. The flat notes of hammers beaten into solid iron rang out. A ribbon of sparks screamed through the open wall, stuttering, pausing, then flaring up again as a heavily tattooed smith pressed the sword in his hands to the sharpening wheel.

			‘How does she fare, Darhyk?’

			At the deep knell of his voice, the smith looked up and grinned. His shaven head glistened with a mixture of rainwater and sweat, his dark hair worn as a topknot and looped around his neck out of the way of his craft. A brand similar to the one on Khagash-Fél’s face – marking him as once the property of the steel-shops of Zharr Naggrund – had obliterated half of the man’s face. His muscular torso swam with tribal tattoos as he drew the sword from the wheel and held it before his eyes. They were tightly bound with black cloth and he ran his fingers blindly down its lithe, curvaceous edge.

			‘She is a fine figure of a blade, warlord. What I would give to see her with my own two eyes.’

			‘You would not be the first. And whatever you would give, she would take from you. That and more.’

			The smith sighed and lowered the gilt-edged blade to within a hair of the spinning stone wheel. Nergüi faced determinedly out into the street. His shoulders shook with yearning. ‘Then she is a true lady,’ said Darhyk. ‘Had I been you I would have let her dance with the Doombull.’

			‘Ildezegtei does not lower herself to such games, and nor would she forgive the interruption to her ablutions.’

			‘The gods see you victorious in any case,’ said Darhyk, kissing his fingertip, placing it to his heart, and then pointing it north towards the home of the Greater Gods. ‘My prayers now are for your son.’

			Khagash-Fél showed Darhyk a face of stone. ‘The gods seldom heed my prayers, old friend. I doubt they heed yours.’

			‘Yes, warlord,’ Darhyk replied smartly, returning the blade to the stone with a keening shriek of what sounded almost like pleasure.

			‘This way,’ said Nergüi in a relieved murmur once they were away from the smith’s workshop.

			Everywhere there were warriors: singing, drinking, casting bones, feasting around great fire-pits dug out of the cobbles, and fighting, anything to make the weeks of inaction pass more swiftly as their scouts hunted for the armies of the Empire and the next phase of the war. Occasionally there were beastmen amongst them, but for all that the End Times had united them, their ancient breed and men were too different to commingle and the herds confined themselves largely to the forest outside the walls.

			How Khagash-Fél had come to despise those woods.

			It was foreign, unnatural terrain. At times it felt like a wall around the city, one designed to keep him and his horse warriors in rather than invaders out. Viewed from the city’s tallest buildings it stretched on forever, and it felt like no surprise that even the limitless legions of Archaon could be swallowed without trace. Some days it was easy to believe that there really was nothing but the forest, that the world beyond its borders had already fallen to the Realm of Chaos and this pocket of rain-lashed stone was all that remained.

			The gods had guided him this far. They had called him from battle with the forces of Greasus Goldtooth and summoned him to this strange place, and he refused to believe that even the gods would call on the mighty Khagash-Fél without good cause. If they could only send him a sign, some inkling as to what great task he had come here to perform and where it was to be done.

			Instead they had taken his son from him.

			And if the tribes did not leave this place for fresh conquests soon then Buhruk Doombull would not be the last champion to die by his hand.

			After about half an hour of ruin and squalor, they approached a small patch of scrubby common flanked on three sides by high-walled stone buildings with mock battlements on their roofs. The Empire men – Hochlanders – had made a stand here, blocks of spearmen and halberdiers packing the road and the common while their feared longrifles poured down shot from the surrounding balconies. There had been straw bales here and big, circular targets erected on wooden stanchions set up on the grass. This had been a place where men practised their martial skills. But no longer. This was Nergüi’s realm now, a place with one foot in the stirrup of the final ride. This was where the shamans brought the injured and the sick.

			It was a place that Khagash-Fél, blessed by the gods, had had no cause to visit before now.

			Hitching up his robes, Nergüi traipsed into the muddy quagmire that a succession of rain and hungry war-beasts had made of the grass. The targets and straw men were long gone, replaced by a number of interconnected tents, each large enough to incorporate several chambers within their thick hide walls. Unlike the practical tents of the warriors these were a lustrous white, cut from the carcasses of the white pegasi that dwelt amongst the highest peaks of the Mountains of Mourn and glowing from within with the burning of fragrant oils. Runic symbols and expansive, sprawling motifs had been scratched into them and glistened in the wet. Elaborate spirit catchers made of feathers and beads and lengths of white silk fluttered between the structures like moths after the illuminated hides. Wind chimes sang mournfully. Coloured flags fluttered from rings punched into their sides, all the way to their open tops where incense-scented smoke puffed into the rain.

			Nergüi strode ahead into the tent complex.

			Younger men in similar but less ostentatious garb to the shaman moved purposefully between covered door flaps, hurrying from shelter to shelter to protect vials of unguents and baskets of sweet-smelling herbs from the rain. A handful of hulking bray-shamans wandered between tents, sniffing at the entrances like hounds in a stranger’s village. Khagash-Fél could taste the distinct, at times conflicting, strains of magic in the air. It fomented something superstitious and primal in the back of his mind, stirred by the muffled chants of shamans, the smell of incense, the eerie song of chimes.

			Nergüi approached the entrance to a tent that looked little different from the others that surrounded it. A dark-antlered skull flanked by a pair of stakes formed a lintel. Each was topped with a covered brass dish filled with oil that lapped under a greenish flame. Khagash-Fél caught the scent of wild grasses and for an instant he was on the back of a horse, charging across the open steppe with the wind in his hair and just a score of men at his back. He shook off the memory. That had been centuries ago. Here amongst the trees and rain and darkness was where his present lay.

			A heavy flap of tasselled silk closed the entrance. Nergüi stretched an arm through to draw a portion aside and a thick, sweaty odour pushed out. Khagash-Fél could hear a murmured chanting and the hollow wooden beat of funerary sticks from within.

			The shaman waited.

			Khagash-Fél steeled himself. To avoid a foe’s eye was to let him know he was feared and Khagash-Fél feared nothing, without or within. One man’s loss, even his, meant little in the final counting. The strong marched on, the imperfect perished. The gods remained.

			He nodded once, ducking under the skull lintel and into the waiting gloom.

			A warrior’s name was earned, not given, and Khamgiin Lastborn had come into his by being the only one of four sons to survive his quest into the Northern Wastes to claim the notice of the gods. Now he lay in state upon a woven mat of horsehair and grass, hands crossed over his powerful, silk-shirted chest. Though lacking his father’s gifts, Khamgiin had lost little of ­Khagash-Fél’s great stature.

			It was strange to see him so unadorned. A Chaos warrior’s wargear was a favour from the gods and not so easily set aside, but with the passing of that favour, Khamgiin’s armour had fallen away like bark from a dead tree. Now he reminded Khagash-Fél so much of the man – the boy – who a hundred years ago had mounted his sturdiest horse and ridden into the Kurgan lands to the north. It produced an odd sense of longing that he could not quite place or describe. He had been right the first time.

			It was… strange.

			Nergüi danced and hummed, sometimes breaking into a low chant and shaking his voluminous sleeves in the air before returning to his rhythm. Small bowls of burning oil had been positioned meaningfully around the room. They produced more smoke than light, and brass covers cut with weird and disturbing designs reduced even that liminal glow, turning the walls themselves into shifting scenes from the daemonic heart of the netherworld. The shaman’s undulating hum and the ethereal rhythm of his acolytes’ funerary sticks added to the unreal air.

			Khagash-Fél turned back to his son. The body was scattered with black feathers. It was traditional to question the dead on the future before their cremation, for like a man on a good horse their vision went farther and with more clarity than that of men with their feet trapped on mortal ground. Intently, Khagash-Fél examined the pattern into which the feathers had fallen, but despite the foresight granted him through the Eye of Katchar he did not have the skill to interpret such prophecy. He would have to speak with Nergüi later to learn what his son had reported from his ride to his patron’s domain.

			‘What mighty champion felled you, Khamgiin? Where are they?’

			There was no answer there, and he was uncertain what had made him ask. Perhaps it was the play of light and shade across his son’s face? For a moment Khamgiin’s eyelids had appeared to flutter, deep black pits gaping open from an abyss. Nergüi’s singsong chant sank as if into a dream, and some compulsion had Khagash-Fél kneeling at Khamgiin’s side and placing his hand upon his son’s. Khamgiin’s hands were clammy and cool, but a throbbing ache started up just behind his forehead as soon as he touched them. Shadows flowed around Khamgiin’s still face, deepening the eyes, hollowing the cheeks, parting around his lips to draw in more of the surrounding darkness like a last breath into a dead man’s lungs.

			Khagash-Fél resisted the urge to pull away, confronting this strangeness and the mortal fear it aroused in his heart. He tightened his grip.

			‘Who felled you?’

			‘Whom do you hope will answer, Half-Chosen?’

			Khagash-Fél’s grip on his son’s hand stiffened. Cartilage snapped under his fingers. On the dark mask that wore Khamgiin’s face there was no s­uggestion of pain.

			‘By what right do you ask?’

			A pulse of agony seared through the Eye of Katchar and into his brain. Khagash-Fél grunted in pain, as though his eyes had been held open to an intense light. Or a deep, terrible darkness. The pain forced itself into an image, second-hand and blurred, tinted blue, but in it he saw Khamgiin. His son wore his gifted armour and strode through a herd of beasts towards a small knot of terrified men on a hill. They were Empire men. Hochlanders. Their spears glinted green and blue. Such men could not have bested the Lastborn. He tried to take command of the vision in his mind and move it forward, but he could not.

			‘What is such insight worth to you?’

			A second stab of pain and the Eye inched open, stirring like a dragon disturbed from slumber. A confusion of places and people, futures and past, hit his mind at once.

			A thickly-muscled dwarf Slayer tore through the mass of beastmen that sought to bring him down. His axe glowed with runes that hurt the Eye to look upon, and in a watercolour smear of pain the shapes and colours that made him ran instead to the form of an old, blond-haired swordsman in a red cloak, with a rare skill with his runic blade.

			Khagash-Fél sensed a flicker of hatred for these two, of fear even.

			As he watched the vision ran again, the beastmen that the pair battled thinning and blurring until they became something altogether different. Something daemonic. The creatures were dark-skinned with savage, evil faces. Their limbs were multi-jointed and sawed crazily as they attacked, ending in a spread of black knife-like claws. The dwarf tore through them with an equal savagery. The man followed in his footsteps, fighting back-to-back, deeper into the underbelly of what looked like a fortress. Silvery-red runes glowered from the high basalt walls.

			‘Did one of these best my son?’

			A chuckle oiled through the shadows. ‘It is not Altdorf or Middenheim or any of the great cities of this age that will witness the Slayer’s final days. Where but in the halls of the first Slayer can the last great Slayer meet his doom?’

			‘This means nothing to me. The gods called me west to fight in the final war,’ Khagash-Fél growled. He felt as though he were pleading, as though he knelt before one of those gods even now. His heart beat so hard it felt twice its proper size.

			Khamgiin’s black lips twisted into a sneer. ‘One god called you, Half-Chosen. One god did not forget his mighty champion in the east, and you have a higher purpose. My purpose is the true purpose of Chaos, and few have earned the ire of Chaos as have these two fools.’ There was a blunt stab of pain in Khagash-Fél’s Eye and the vision focused on the man and the dwarf, the dwarf battering through a river of daemons as the man fended off the hordes at his heels. Again Khagash-Fél had that strange sense, that door-seam glare of incandescent loathing and ungodly fear. ‘His is the power to thwart the End Times themselves. He cannot be allowed to fulfil his destiny.’

			Khagash-Fél’s mind reeled. Avert the End Times? Impossible! The Everchosen had arisen. The Old World stood on the brink, and Khagash-Fél had brought the tribes halfway across the globe to give it its final push. It would be his legacy, his glory. The thought of some nameless warrior – worse yet, a dwarf – driving back the tide of Chaos even after it had risen so high brought his blood to the boil and yellowed his vision with hellfire.

			Black laughter wound its shadowy voice through Khagash-Fél’s long grey hair, causing the oil bowls to flicker. ‘Mighty warriors of portent and prowess have faced them and fallen, but they are not invulnerable. These are the last days. I have been shown their downfall and by my will and by my word I command it so.’

			For a moment, Khagash-Fél was too lost to rage to answer. His logical mind watched his heart and soul hurtle down into some unknowable abyss. His head felt light, his vision blurry. The shadow that sheathed his son stretched into a triumphant smile. The rage guttered and all that was left was the emptiness. This was a god, he realised, with a deep and thorough coring of his convictions. All his life, both mortal and beyond, he had auctioned his sword to the Great Powers as though they were nothing more august than distant paymasters with pockets full of silver. But the being that deigned to address him directly now did so from a position of power as inconceivable to him as his own favour was to the likes of Darhyk or Nergüi.

			With an effort of will, he controlled himself. There was no trait more celebrated amongst the tribes than self-discipline. A man could be born to be swift or strong, but the conviction to face down pain, privation, or fear itself with nothing but force of will and the hard face came only from within. He was the Eagle of Mourn, the Colossus of Zhar, the greatest ever hero of the wide eastern steppe.

			It would take more than a god to cow him, and this god had come to him.

			‘Who are you?’

			‘You know my name. Go deep into your soul. You will find it there, etched in shadow upon the cruel heart of man.’

			Khagash-Fél did as he was bade and turned his mind’s eye inwards. He sensed malignance, ambition, a shadow cast even across the ultimate darkness of time. There was a name, one he seemed intuitively to know. It was a name so ancient as to have become legend, a king amongst daemons, the first mortal ever to ascend to the second tier of godhood and become a daemon prince.

			‘Be’lakor.’

			‘I am power, I am corruption, I am the Dark Master of Chaos and the time has come for me to arise and take form again. This land shall be the cradle of a new dominion, the place and time where four will at last become five. Many of the warlords between here and the Fortress of the First Slayer are mine and will be yours to command. Others must be brought to heel.’

			Khagash-Fél took what felt like the least certain breath of his life. The shadows were beginning to retreat to the corners of the room. Nergüi’s somnolent chant again played at the corners of his mind. Then he smiled.

			The gods had answered his plea.

			He had his sign.
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			NO WAY BACK

			Felix awoke from a nightmare in which something formless and dark hunted him through the forest, and though he had sought every avenue to escape, branches like claws had pulled at his hair and cloak and roots had reached out from the ground to make him stumble. With every step the forest darkened and his pursuer, though formless and unseen, drew palp­ably closer. For some reason, the notion of drawing his sword and facing this hidden foe had filled him with terror. So he had run, pushing through the lashing branches and into a clearing much like the one in which he had just fought. The rocky ground was littered with bodies and though he could not see their faces, he had known absolutely that here lay every man and woman he had ever known or loved. Large parts of the dream remained a frantic blur of branches, of shadows and fear, but he recalled turning up to the sky, watching as darkness rolled across it with the inevitability of a rising tide. The forest around him had sunk into blackness and from it a voice had rumbled. It had sounded like a voice, and Felix felt that it was speaking to him, but it was too vast to comprehend, too alien in its intent, and all he could grasp was the horror.

			He came to bolt upright, heart pounding. He was in the back of Lanarksson’s wagon. A bed had been made out in the front corner with a roll of soft fleece and partitioned from the rest of the wagon by piles of crates. An oil lantern, set to its tightest aperture, cast a mean and uncertain glow over the rough wooden surfaces. He had his sword in his hand, but the nightmare residue creeping through his chest warned him that it was already too late.

			A meagre pile of his possessions had been assembled in front of an upturned box beside his bed. A sepulchral figure sat silently on the box. Felix’s already frantic heart jumped. He covered his mouth to smother a cry of shock.

			Unperturbed, Max Schreiber licked the tip of his finger and peeled back a page in the small leather-bound pocket book in his hand.

			Felix’s hand moved unconsciously to his heart where he generally kept his journal, wrapped in an oilskin between his mail shirt and his chest. The oilskin lay in the pile on the floor, on top of his neatly folded mail and cloak.

			‘How long have you been here, Max?’ he asked, fiery lines of pain tracing along the bones of his jaw as he spoke.

			Painfully, his hand felt over a wild bed of bruises towards a split lip and, above it, what felt like a roughly reset nose. Gotrek. Then he remembered the rest and a salty warmth stung his eyes.

			It was gone. Altdorf was really gone. Kat. Otto. All of it.

			He was alone.

			The wagon bumped, rattling the crates and forcing a fresh groan out of Felix. They were still moving. He could see through the rope ties between the wagon’s wooden sides and its tarp roof that it was dark outside. And it had stopped raining. He could hear the slushing sound as the wheels rolled through puddles and soft mud.

			‘Where are we?’

			‘You have not recorded an entry since the day you rescued me from the Troll King’s gaol,’ said Max absently, finger running backwards across the page, grey lips moving silently. The lantern light seemed to bend around him, leaving him grey and ill-defined, dominated by the shadow that the book cast upon his chest. It was a thing of wings, of horns, of darkness. Felix shivered and almost missed what the wizard said next.

			‘Why?’

			Felix tenderly drew his fingers from his jaw. ‘And what exactly would you have me write?’

			‘This is your final adventure. It should be recorded.’

			‘Final…?’ asked Felix, chilled, though he could not say why. He knew that this would be his and Gotrek’s last journey together. When they arrived in Middenheim – he could only assume that to be where the Slayer was now taking them – he doubted that either one of them would be sorry to see the back of the other. But there was something about the way Max said it. Something… terminal. ‘And who would read it, Max? If Altdorf Press is still running then they’re doing better than the rest of the city by all accounts.’

			The wagon bumped over another rut. Water splashed.

			‘Where are we?’ Felix asked bitterly, enunciating carefully to try and protect his jaw. ‘Where did Gotrek take us? And what happened to Gustav and the others?’

			It took Felix a moment to realise that Max wasn’t really listening. The wizard turned another page.

			‘I too have trouble sleeping.’

			The tangential shift had Felix blinking to keep up.

			‘Often in my dreams I am flying,’ Max went on, insistent as a night breeze. ‘I am high, riding above the clouds. The peaks of mountains rise through them like islands. I can feel the wind on my…’ his hand rose hesitantly from the page to feel the edges of his hood, ‘…my face. Where the cloud breaks I see the world beneath me turn dark. Roads shrivel. Forests mutate before my eyes. The cities of Chaos sink into the earth. I am alone, but I hear a voice whisper to me. It is a woman’s voice, and she calls to me by name, though I do not know her. She tells me that it does not have to end this way.’

			‘Enough, Max,’ said Felix, reaching across to touch the wizard’s arm. Despite his ashen, ghostly appearance, the man felt entirely normal to the touch. His once ivory-coloured robes were stiff, tailored for battle. His arm was warm.

			Felix and Max had never been the closest of friends. The wizard’s lecturing manner had often grated, his empiricism starkly at odds with Felix’s hopelessly romantic outlook, but their philosophical differences would undoubtedly have proven fodder for endless debates in taprooms the world over had it not been for Ulrika. Even now, with hindsight and perhaps even a little wisdom, Felix found it difficult to unpick the tangle of hurt feelings, petty arguments, and jealousy that had ultimately defined his relationship with her and, as a consequence, with Max.

			There was an element of masochism in dwelling on such things – such times – with the world the way it was, but though he lived through an age of gods and monsters Felix was, whatever that now meant, still only human.

			‘Always my journey ends in the same place, deep inside the ancient heart of a mountain. There is power there, power that I cannot describe, but I feel good to be there. The magic is calm, bound within rocks that have not seen change in ten thousand years. I know that I am where I am meant to be. You are there too, Felix. And the Slayer.’

			‘Me?’

			A nod of the hood, a cold breeze that gave Felix shivers.

			‘I had always suspected that your steps were guided by a higher power and now I am convinced of it. They have brought you here, together, to these mountains and at this time. It is through the two of you that they will show their hand in this war.’

			Felix shook his head sadly. Max was mad. He saw it now.

			‘I saw your death,’ Max hissed.

			Felix’s scepticism vanished under an existential chill. ‘You saw what?’

			‘Sometimes it is yours, sometimes Gotrek’s, as if fate itself remains undecided. But for some reason I do not grieve when I see it, for I know that this is how the world will be saved.’

			For what felt like a long time, Felix merely stared at his old friend. The wagon rumbled beneath them. The wizard swayed on his bench like a lonely tree in a mountain wind. Felix wanted nothing more than to tell Max that he was being ridiculous, perhaps shake some sense into the man, but for some reason he dared not. He was still a dangerously powerful wizard after all, and a broken one at that. The silence between them stretched. Felix’s thoughts returned him to a prophetic dream that he himself had once had. He had been asleep at his desk in his brother’s Altdorf townhouse when he had dreamt of fighting alongside Gotrek and Ulrika on the floodplains of Praag. As it ultimately turned out, it had been accurate almost blow for blow in his dreams. He had not had the time to devote much thought to it since, but now he wondered.

			Had it been destiny guiding his steps as Max suggested, perhaps towards some ignoble end in the lonely heights of the Middle Mountains?

			With a creak of creased leather, Max eased the pocketbook shut and held it out to Felix. No Grail Knight of Bretonnia had ever been presented with a relic invested with such portent.

			‘You have been through too much together for it to count for nothing now,’ said Max. ‘Do not leave him to face this trial alone.’

			‘What trial?’ said Felix.

			A knock startled him.

			Kolya’s saw-edged face appeared from behind the partitioning crates. His gaunt cheeks were drawn as though he had been up all night, and his dark hair was wet. The Kislevite took in Felix’s drawn sword with a raised eyebrow.

			‘They say man who fights monsters in dreams need not wake up.’

			‘What do you want?’ said Felix irritably, lowering his sword to the bedding.

			‘Zabójka asks for you.’

			‘And Gotrek always gets what he wants.’

			Kolya shrugged. ‘I do not care to know him as you do, but I think he is… ashamed for what happened.’

			Felix snorted, then winced as pain flared in his jaw. He suspected a broken bone, but he was no expert. Max could wile away the entire day at his bedside, but a little healing magic was clearly too much to expect. He turned to the wizard but the box on which he had been sitting was empty, Felix’s belongings piled neatly around it. The lantern stuttered and Felix suppressed a shudder as he dropped his gaze to the journal that had somehow found its way into his hand.

			He wondered if he had woken from his nightmare at all.

			Felix lowered himself from the back of the wagon, the ­rain-softened game trail on which they had stopped oozing sludgily underfoot. A handful of smaller wagons were strung out behind them, soldiers and camp followers clustered around for warmth and mutual protection. A thin mist wove between the dark boles of the forest, split fitfully by shafts of moonlight. Tattered shreds of cloud streamed across the face of the moon, and even though Felix could not feel the wind here amongst the trees he pulled his cloak close against it. There was a chill in the air. The treetops moaned quietly and their lower leaves shivered. Nightjars and robins cried out from the depths. Moonlight glinted back from watching eyes.

			Felix took a deep breath, tasting the air. It was decidedly colder, holding to a trace of winter, and unless he was imagining things it was also a little bit thinner.

			‘Are we close to the Middle Mountains?’

			‘It always looks the same in your country. Everywhere, it is more trees.’

			‘You sound like Gotrek.’

			The Kislevite pulled a face.

			Stars blinked through breaks in the canopy. Felix tried to guess what time of night it was. He would hazard ‘late’ and there was something in the feel of the air, a latency, that made him think early morning. Felix’s gaze lingered on the treeline. He could just walk away from this, just walk into the forest and go. His heart pulled on him to do it. He could leave Gotrek’s oath and Max’s prophecy right here and make his way to Middenheim alone.

			‘Go if you want,’ said Kolya, reading his thoughts or perhaps just sharing them. ‘I tell Zabójka you hit me.’

			Felix shook his head. He could not leave without Gustav, who in turn would probably not leave without his men. And these soldiers needed Felix. They believed in him, for better or worse, and Felix felt that he owed them something for that. No, like it or not, he and Gotrek were stuck with one another for a little while longer yet. Max could call it fate if he liked, but Felix preferred to think of it as a painful inconvenience that could not be cast aside soon enough.

			As Felix watched, sergeants sent detachments of men fanning out into the forest.

			‘But maybe you keep head down,’ Kolya continued in the same off-hand tone. ‘I shoot two beastmen scouts earlier today, and that man there?’ The Kislevite pointed to a Hochland forester in green and umber as he strung his bow and disappeared into the forest. ‘He claims he sees northern rider. Me? I think it is a strange horse that tries to run in a forest.’

			‘Take me to Gotrek,’ Felix said with a sigh.

			Ever since he had been a child, forced to endure weeks of darkness and strange noises at his father’s lumber camps in the Drakwald, Felix had hated forests. He could not imagine what Gotrek had found in this one that was so important.

			‘Am I right?’ said Kolya, ducking under a dripping branch and spreading his arms to encompass the tangled mass of dark, mist-wreathed trunks. ‘Here, even mountains have trees.’

			‘The Middle Mountains were at least a week away,’ said Felix, palming aside the same branch and following in the Kislevite’s steps. He peered into the cloying mist, searching for the telltale glimpse of a peak. There was nothing. Damp mosses glistened silver against the north face of the trees. Grasses conferred darkly. Nascent bluebells filled the air with their scent, their flowers closed within tiny helmets, withholding their full colour against the final encroachment of spring. Life, on some level, was going on. It was actually rather dispiriting. His attention veering from the trail, Felix stamped his foot in a deep puddle, splashing freezing water into his boots and startling a small brown frog that hopped out of his path and into the undergrowth.

			Kolya chuckled.

			‘Through all these trees? A week at least. But Zabójka took us onto Wolfenburg road, and returned to forest only when he say his secret path is near. Oh yes,’ Kolya added with a tight little smile, ‘the army of marauders and beasts marching north behind us on same road maybe also have something to do with it.’

			Felix stopped, stunned, a wet branch swinging back to slap him in the chest.

			A herd of beastmen their company could just – and he meant just – about handle, but a Chaos army on the march was a vastly different prospect. Felix had seen plenty of them on the roads of Ostermark when he had first crossed back into the Empire: whole regiments of Chaos warriors marching in step, the hellish banners, the bray of horns, the reek of char where daemons walked, the way the ground itself seemed to shake underfoot as broken and branded Ostermark men pushed the Chaos legions’ infernal engines of war west towards Talabecland. They were memories that would stay with Felix as long as he lived. And Gotrek had seen them too.

			‘Did no one try to stop him?’

			The Kislevite paused under the moon shadow of a wide beech tree. Were it not for his colourful patchwork coat then Felix doubted he would have been able to see the man. ‘Is up to you of course, but I suggest keeping down your voice.’ He nodded towards the surrounding forest. ‘Not all of Chaos army stayed on road.’

			Felix was uncomfortably reminded of his nightmare of being hunted through a forest that had itself been somehow complicit with his doom. Looking around him now, he could see where some of that imagery had come from. I see your death. He shuddered. It wasn’t a pleasant comparison to draw.

			‘Are they following us?’

			‘Look at this,’ said Kolya, taking a frond of something leafy and green and producing an expansive shrug. ‘How is anyone to follow anything in this?’

			‘Kat could,’ said Felix wistfully. His wife had been a true daughter of the Drakwald, and what had filled him with night terrors had been as unthreatening and common to her as a stroll down Befehlshaber Avenue, a gauntlet of hawkers, vendors and beggars that had in turn filled Kat with dread. Reminiscence hardened into a lump in his throat. He swallowed it with difficulty. ‘She could track a single beastman several days ahead. And I once saw her shoot down a running beastman at three hundred yards by nothing but moonlight.’ He shook his head, disbelieving still. ‘The best shot I ever saw.’

			‘No offence taken,’ Kolya returned. ‘Is she as beautiful as she is deadly with a bow?’

			‘You know you’ve asked me this question or one like it a hundred times since we left Praag.’

			‘You are the poet, Lord Jaeger. Describe her to me and maybe I will not ask again.’

			Felix sighed. ‘She was smaller than most women, and slender, but she could move through the forest like a deer. And she had the most beautiful dark hair, except for here.’ He pointed to a spot above his left eye. ‘Here she had a lock of silver that shone regardless of day and night.’ He ran his finger absently down the side of his face to the corner of his lip. ‘And a scar here. It didn’t bother her, and she knew it didn’t bother me.’ He smiled despite his heartache. ‘I’m no oil painting myself these days. And the gods save the merchant she caught staring at it. I think I once saw her humble Gotrek with that stare of hers, though I might have been mistaken.’

			‘She sounds a veritable atamanka,’ said Kolya approvingly. ‘The terror of beastmen and of men’s hearts in all your forests.’

			‘She was.’

			Kolya took his employment of the past tense without comment.

			Felix blinked away what might, given time and opportunity, have budded into a tear. At times like this he missed her so much that it was impossible to believe she could be gone. How could a ghost cause his heart such pain? But she was gone. A part of him wallowed in the pain, held the knife to the self-inflicted wound and demanded he suffer it. He should have been there. His presence in Altdorf would not have swayed that battle, he knew. He doubted whether even Gotrek and his axe could have made the difference, but he should have been there. The thought of Kat frightened and alone left him feeling hollow, nothing but a cold skein of unspoken grief. He wondered if it was the same guilt that drove Gotrek.

			During the denouement to their disastrous last hours in Praag, Felix had learned that the Slayer had himself been on a quest in distant lands when his family had been killed by goblin raiders, and had shared his one-time comrade’s grief as he had heard the part that Snorri Nosebiter had played in their deaths. And now Snorri was dead too. Felix hoped the murder of his best friend brought the Slayer comfort.

			‘Will you stay with Gotrek when you reach Middenheim?’ Felix asked, shaking off thoughts of splitting bone and bloody snow.

			‘Until he falls in glorious battle against many foes.’

			‘And then?’

			‘What chance for cup of kvass in your city?’

			The Kislevite slung an arm around a tree trunk that was perched on a mossy tussock of gnarled roots and earth and pulled himself up. The man turned and crouched, a grin deepening the shadows on his narrow face. Felix frowned in annoyance, though whether with Kolya or with himself he wasn’t sure. Sometimes he wasn’t sure what he really wanted at all. Even after everything Gotrek had done, as far as he had sunk in Felix’s esteem, Felix couldn’t shake the sense of import that he had carried through so many adventures. It wasn’t just professional pride, the hours he had spent in swamps and deserts and corrupted ruins, scribbling by starlight with mortal danger always just around the corner. It went deeper than that.

			It was a saga that needed its ending.

			Reaching under his mail, Felix withdrew his oilcloth-wrapped pocketbook and held it up to the moonlight. ‘I could give you my journal. The first entry is just after Gotrek and I departed Castle Reikguard with Kat and Snorri on the road to Karak Kadrin, but I can answer any questions you might–’

			Kolya waved the offer away. Felix’s grip on the book hardened.

			‘Gotrek deserves better.’

			‘If you think so, why did you leave him?’

			Felix sighed, but said nothing as the Kislevite dropped a hand to draw him up onto the tussock.

			He didn’t have an answer for him.

			Gotrek was standing in a small clearing between the wrecks of two coaches, hunched wearily over the awesome weight of his axe, glaring from one to the other. The vehicles were gaudily painted in bright, primary colours, rails and trims picked out in gold paint that shimmered in the torchlight of the men picking their way through the scattered debris. The body of the one nearest to Felix was peppered with arrows and a dark splash of blood coated the ladder to the driver’s platform. The second had been turned onto its side and gutted. A lantern had been slung from its undercarriage, casting a hesitant pall that advanced a way into the forest and then retreated, over and again, like a rat around a trap. Smashed boxes littered the ground, spilling what looked like face paints and glittering costumes over the forest floor.

			Travelling players, Felix thought with a familiar wrench, probably hoping for sanctuary in the mountains.

			‘Mutants, I think,’ said Gustav, moving out from behind the upturned wagon, flanked by a pair of heavily armoured soldiers with wary eyes and hands on their weapons’ pommels. He carried a second battered lantern that lit his face eerily from below.

			Felix’s relief at finding his nephew alive and well threatened him with a smile, a twinge to his injured jaw bringing it out as a grimace.

			‘Nice to see you too, uncle.’

			‘What makes you think it was mutants? There’s a Chaos warband hunting us, apparently.’

			‘Their tracks are… strange, and seem to be heading north into the mountains.’

			‘You found tracks?’ said Kolya. ‘Show me.’

			Gustav nodded, spared Felix a furtive smile, and led the Kislevite back around the wagons.

			Mutants ahead, a Chaos warband behind, and who knew what awaiting them in the Middle Mountains. The forces of darkness enclosed them on every side. With a glance to the solemn rank of trees, Felix loosened the collar of his cloak. For a moment he had almost felt the shadow around his neck.

			‘Over here, manling,’ grunted Gotrek, a little less of the usual flint in his voice, and gestured behind him with a jerk of the head.

			Felix pulled his fingers from his collar and straightened his back before stamping over to join him. The Slayer lowered his axe and glanced aside as he approached. If Felix didn’t know better, he’d think the dwarf was actually sorry. His single eye was bloodshot, as if the pupil had been struck from behind with a spear. His enormous muscles trembled with the effort of keeping him upright. Sigmar, what would it take to make the dwarf sleep?

			‘You just decided to punch me out, then,’ said Felix. ‘The old dwarf ways not as secret as you thought they were?’

			‘There’s a lot of ground between us and the mountain road yet,’ Gotrek growled back, then shook his head with a clink of gold. ‘I didn’t wake you to argue. I have a new rememberer for that. I wanted you to see something before we head further from the Wolfenburg road.’

			‘About that–’

			‘This way, manling,’ said Gotrek, lumping his axe once more to his shoulder and trudging away between the two wagons. ‘Just a little further.’

			Even from the overgrown outcropping that jutted from the forest to overlook the Wolfen Vale, Felix could smell the blood. A sprawling city that could only have been Wolfenburg, the capital of Ostland, blistered the earth like burnt and puckered flesh. Banners of tattered skin flew from its battlements, lit from beneath by candles of human tallow. Like a pumpkin carved into a nightmarish mask and then set around a candle, the shattered walls gleamed with thousands of individual points of light. The breaches in the city’s walls had been packed with polished skulls, and her lights now shone through the eye sockets and fracture wounds of her people. The alpine wind blowing through those walls returned the dead their voice, a haunting moan that filled the sparsely forested bowl of the river valley.

			The great stone bastion of the Elector’s Palace stood within an inner ring of fortifications, all now half-demolished, a moat of rubble around a gutted citadel from which the fell symbols of Chaos glared out over the city. Nearby, the granite keep of the Knights of the Bull stood in a similar state of ruin. Rising between them like a judge from its promontory atop a rugged scarp was the remnants of the chapter house of the Order of the Silver Hammer. The ancestral home of the Knights of Wolfgart – the Witch Hunters, as most men knew to fear them – had been subjected to a more comprehensive pogrom of desecration. Even from afar, the deep warpstone glare emanating from the crater made Felix’s stomach turn.

			He had seen Kislevite stanitsas ransacked and burned. He had seen the gruesome tribune poles that had dotted the oblast and that even the crows dared not overfly. Every man in his company brought talk of destruction, of smashed armies and broken cities, and Felix had believed every word. But this was the first time he had seen first-hand for himself one of the great cities of the Empire in ruins.

			And it wasn’t over yet.

			On the road before its walls, two vast armies collided. Ten thousand banners danced like daemons on hot coals. Hundreds of mounted northmen with coloured pennants streaming from their short lances ploughed through endless blocks of heavily armoured and hideously mutated infantry. Beastmen battled each other in churning whirlpools of froth and fur. Bursts of dark magic charred the air. Ogres in blasted plate mail bellowed, islands of brute power in a sea of foes. Huge, muzzled beasts sent gouts of flame rolling through the melee, immolating fighting men by the score. It was a cauldron of noise.

			There wasn’t an Imperial banner in sight. This was a battle between the gods of Chaos, rival champions feuding over scraps and favour. Felix turned away, sick.

			‘I wanted you to see this,’ said Gotrek. Scrawled with tattoos of doom and dishonour and worn haggard by many months of bloodshed, the Slayer looked as much at one with his time as Felix had ever seen him. ‘This is what your Empire has become now, manling. Wherever you go this is what you will find. As sure as the stones of Everpeak, Middenheim is the last city of man. That is where the little one will be waiting for you. There is nowhere else to go.’

			Felix simply stared over the opposing hordes in numb horror. There was no end to the Chaos Gods’ appetite for carnage. When the Empire and her allies were broken and the world was theirs, would they then fall on each other like this until only one champion remained standing? And then what? What kind of world would one ruled by Chaos be? Felix couldn’t imagine. He didn’t want to.

			‘I think that Chaos warrior you let go has followed us here,’ Gotrek muttered softly, as if sorry to intrude on Felix’s thoughts.

			‘I didn’t let him go,’ Felix spat, still staring at the unbelievable act of violence being staged in the valley below. ‘I put a bullet between his shoulders.’

			‘Same thing,’ said Gotrek with a shrug, then nodded down. ‘I recognise some of the markings on those beasts down there. If I had one I’d wager a Bugman’s that they’re from the same herd we fought back in the forest.’

			Felix didn’t bother to look for himself. Although dwarf eyes were generally not as sharp as a human’s – an adaptation to low-light vision, or so Max had once explained – they had a remarkable capacity for picking out intricate detail. Felix supposed that when one got down to the mechanics of it, the inner workings of a fine dwarf-made clock or the tribal war paint on a beastman’s hide were all very much the same.

			‘And what if they follow us onto the mountain road? They could use it to attack Middenheim.’

			‘Dwarfs don’t build a thing for others to use, manling. Archaon himself could walk those mountains for ten thousand years and never get near those roads.’

			‘Fine,’ Felix sighed, sickened as much by the tug of inevitability as by the rivers of blood being spilled. Watching it brought Max’s words ringing between his ears: your final adventure. ‘Fine. I’ll not fight you. We’ll take the dwarfs’ mountain road and we’ll go to Middenheim together.’

			But no further, Felix thought, as the Slayer nodded wearily and turned his back on the slaughter below.

			‘Where are the man and the dwarf?’ demanded Khagash-Fél, his voice a barely human growl, focusing the bested champion’s mind with a tightening of his grip over the kneeling man’s bald head. The warrior’s skull creaked and he groaned in pleasure.

			The champion was naked but for a pair of electrum bracers that clasped his forearms like entwined lovers and a belt to which a quartet of dazzling – now thoroughly dismembered – daemon women were chained. His superb muscular definition glistened with an oil that his pale skin seemed to exude, shining like buffed iron as mounted tribesmen thundered by with flaming arrows nocked to their bowstrings. Arrows and blades alike had glanced off the warrior’s smoothly lacquered flesh. Shafts lay unbroken on the ground where he knelt, teased from the air and prostrate before his beauty. Even Khagash-Fél’s own exalted daemon-blade, Ildezegtei, had caressed the champion’s musculature like a doe-eyed doxy swooning over a legendary hero on the eve of battle.

			The gods adored a stalemate above all other outcomes in war. What better to please an uncaring immortal than strife without end? But these were the End Times, and Khagash-Fél found his patience for such trivialities waning.

			He squeezed until the champion’s amaranthine eyes fluttered.

			‘The gods grant you great power. What do you think that they gifted to me?’

			‘Warlord!’

			A tribesman jumped down from his horse and dropped smoothly to one knee. His bare chest was knotted with muscle, an artwork of scar lines and tribal tattoos. Concentric rings of scar tissue made a maze of one side of his face, with one lidless pearly white eye the prize at its centre, much like the slavers’ brand on Khagash-Fél’s own face. The warrior’s head was smooth but for a long topknot, the olive-dark skin slick with blood and sweat. ‘The Doombull’s scouts speak of a small group of men striking north on foot into the forest.’

			‘And a dwarf?’ Blood trickled around Khagash-Fél’s cracked and yellow fingernails. Bone began to creak.

			The tribesman sneered. ‘No man can make sense of those beasts. I sent our own scouts ahead to see for themselves.’

			‘You did well…?’ The champion of depravity moaned once more and with a sickening crunch of bone went slack. Khagash-Fél shook pinkish matter from his fingers and turned to the tribesman with a question in his voice.

			‘D-Darhyk, warlord. I have ridden with you for years.’

			‘Of course,’ Khagash-Fél murmured, dismissing the already forgotten warrior from his gaze and turning to the city that its champion had called Wolfenburg.

			Tribesmen galloped around the skull-studded curtain wall, waiting for the perfect moment when all four of their horse’s legs were off the ground and man and mount together seemed to glide before sending shafts wrapped with burning rags arcing over the city. Speed, power, courage; the horse-archers of the tribes were without peer, as devastating as a rampaging thundertusk or a charge of the metal-shelled knights of the west. It was without surprise that Khagash-Fél watched the Chaos warriors and their Kurgan brethren retreating to their stronghold, warmed by an ember of pride in the twists of smoke that rose over its grey slate rooftops.

			There had been a time when such a faultless dismantlement of a rival champion’s war machine would have filled his heart with pleasure, but no longer. The Dark Master of Chaos had elevated him above such trifling affairs and he saw the conquest of this insignificant bastion of apostates and pariahs as the gods themselves must see it – a burning point on a map, one drawn on black canvas to depict an empire in shadow, a remount waiting for him on his road. He had pledged his soul to one god and there was no way back now. The dark smoke coiled like horns, reaching skyward against a backdrop of mountains.

			‘It is as Khamgiin Lastborn revealed to me before his final ride,’ said Nergüi. The shaman sat astride his eggshell-grey mount, the frayed blue feather-strips of his robe fluttering down to its shanks. His narrow eyes peered into the smoke as though searching for a message left for them by the departed spirits of fire.

			This was not destiny’s fulfilment, but its opening sally. Nergüi and his old ways had taken Khagash-Fél as far as he could. Ahead there waited a new guide, one who heard the commands of the Dark Master as Nergüi had once relayed the wishes of the old steppe spirits. He felt it in his blood, saw it reflected by the Eye of Katchar into his dreams.

			‘Mountains,’ said Khagash-Fél, the single word that his son had related through the cast of Nergüi’s black feathers rumbling from his cavernous chest. That was where the Dark Master’s prophet awaited him, the one who would guide him to the red-cloaked man and the Slayer. Those mountains would be where they fell. It was fated.

			The champions of Be’lakor came for them.
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			INTO THE MIDDLE MOUNTAINS

			A trickle of stones rattled down the steep sides of the gorge. Felix retraced their descent to a formation of bare and weathered rocks, a grim knuckle of sedimentary earth slowly grinding its way through the mountainside. The surface bore a dark sheen from the previous night’s rain. As Felix watched, a last desultory pebble bumped downhill. He strained his eyes. The relentless rush of the river beside them filled his head with white noise. For a second, he would have sworn there had been a human figure up there amongst the rocks.

			Imagination could be a cruel thing.

			With a nod of reassurance for the benefit of the soldiers around him, he forced himself to look away and trudge on with the long column of men and carts. The soldiers smiled, apparently content to take their safety at his word. Felix wished he could convince himself so easily. It felt as though he had been walking with a noose around his neck and a trapdoor beneath his feet ever since Gotrek had first led them into the pass. Not a minute went by when Felix didn’t squirm with the sensation of being watched, and every watch he awoke with eyes already sore in anticipation of another day’s straining on rugged-jawed ridgelines and distant shapes in the rock.

			Unable to help himself, he glanced back up.

			Past the rock formation the gorge rose to an ice-blistered peak, an unnamed titan of grey stone slumped under the leaden weight of the sky. The world had become a darker place since word of Altdorf’s fall had reached them. It wasn’t just in his mind.

			The pass was tightening. The mountains crept a little nearer each day. The sense of sliding into some kind of funnel from which he could not escape was ever present. It made his muscles ache and his mind whirl and trying not to think about it only worried him more. With every ineluctable step forward the grey in the sky appeared to grow a little blacker. It was a mirror to the world for the world to see, and whenever Felix looked he saw doom closing.

			And so he endeavoured not to look.

			The company ate the day’s meal on the march.

			Black bread and nuggets of hard cheese were passed down from Lanarksson’s wagon and then from hand to hand down the long, winding column of women and men. The sun was dipping behind the western peaks when Felix, walking with the middle of the column, saw his own mean ration. He chewed it slowly, making it last, as he surveyed the line of beaten men strung out ahead and ultimately winding out of sight deeper into the pass.

			Quickly, as if to catch whoever might be watching in the act, he glanced again to the surrounding slopes.

			There was no one there, but the sense of watchfulness remained, and Felix could not help but consider how vulnerable they were to any kind of an attack. There was little that could be done about it since the path was already barely wide enough for the wagons, but Felix couldn’t help but worry. It was as if his mind had forgotten how to do anything else. He wondered if all generals felt this way, or only the reluctant ones.

			It was a wonder any battles were ever won at all.

			Following the food came a cupful of ale, carefully doled out for each fighting man by the most sober-looking veterans that Felix had been able to identify. They wore dark leather armour with steel plates sewn in, and pushed a handcart laden with a single small barrel. Stern soldiers with loaded crossbows guarded its progress. Complaints fell on ears that were neither deaf nor heartless, but which had heard every tear-jerking tale there was at least twice already today and umpteen times the days before. The black-capped sergeant saluted Felix, his measuring cup in hand as though offering a grim toast, and then poured him a generous measure. Without thinking about it, Felix drank his due and no more, passing the remainder back.

			The Slayer ignored the ale-men as he had the passage of bread and cheese. Felix wondered how long his former companion could go without food or water. At times Gotrek muttered to himself in what sounded like strains of Khazalid, the dwarfs’ well-guarded native tongue, but for most of their journey into the Middle Mountains he had been silent, glaring alternately between the valley sides and the soldiers ahead and behind. Determination alone seemed to sustain him now, but surely even the Slayer’s formidable constitution would have to fail eventually.

			Felix had no idea what he was going to do about it when it did.

			It was a rare cloudless night, the stars shining fitfully against a sky as clear as polished glass.

			A cluster of tents had been pitched against the frothing waters of the river, hugging to the scant protection afforded their flanks by a sharp curve in its course. Unfortunately, the ground further from the water was naught but solid rock and after the first unsecured tents had threatened to slide into the river the men had instead thrown down bedrolls with what amounted to a collective shrug and a thumbed nose to the harsh vagaries of fate. Felix had heard and read that generals moulded the armies they led in their own image, and he was somewhat gratified to see something of his own attitude in their response.

			A handful of soldiers hauled off their boots and braved the rapids to cleanse their aching feet. Others took advantage of the respite to refill canteens or rinse their clothes, but most simply slept where they fell. There were no fires. As the night chill set in men shivered in their dreams, while those detailed to watch paced the picket of spears around the camp’s perimeter rather than freeze.

			Felix took his own shift on the picket in the final frigid hours before dawn, huffing mist onto his gloved hands and peering up the starlit slopes. It still felt strange to look on a night sky that did not contain Morrslieb, the fell twin of the greater moon that tonight bathed the gorge in silver. He could not say that he missed the presence of the Chaos Moon, but even as the harbinger of evil that it was, it was difficult to see its destruction as a portent for good.

			He considered raising the matter with Gotrek, for the Slayer never slept these days; he sat enshrouded within his axe’s ruddy aura, not so much watching as impatiently awaiting the dawn and the chance to move again. The hole in the Slayer’s un-patched eye reminded Felix of howling wolves, of goblin arrows, and ultimately of Kirsten, Felix’s first great love, who had died in the same attack that had claimed Gotrek’s eye.

			With a heart’s sigh, Felix clapped his hands and stared into the night. Had he not loved and lost enough since then? He could understand as well as anyone why Gustav wore Ulrika’s armour and why Kolya inked the same horse onto his bicep each morning. It was more comforting sometimes to hold on to the pain rather than let it go. He wondered if Gotrek felt the same way as, for all his race’s inscrutable character, Felix had come roundabout to the conclusion that dwarfs and men were really not so dissimilar as each liked to think. They were all children of the Old Ones, if that high elf antiquarian with whom they had argued in a Marienburg tavern was to be believed. Their disagreement had later been taken outside, the scholar himself subsequently dumped unconscious into the canal, but in a way Gotrek had proven the elf correct – they did all bleed the same colour.

			Felix chose not to disturb him. He felt that they had edged towards a detente of sorts, but it was still too difficult to talk to him. He didn’t even know how he would start.

			He was looking up at the sky, idly entertaining the notion of drawing his journal out from his under his shirt, when the sound of whispered voices from further along the palisade put to bed such civilised musings.

			‘It is said that Emperor Karl Franz, imbued with the might of Sigmar, fought three daemon princes in the battle for the Imperial Palace,’ whispered one man, breath fogging around a dark silhouette sat on an upturned box behind a rank of spears. Felix recognised the rural Hochlander accent of Corporal Herschel Mann.

			‘Felix once struck a wounding blow upon a Bloodthirster of Khorne,’ said a second, invisible man, not whispering in the conventional sense but possessed of a voice that seemed to dwell in darkness.

			Felix scowled and tried not to listen. He shouldn’t have been surprised to learn that Max was responsible for the stories about him circulating through the company.

			His nephew would be so thrilled to learn that there wasn’t a well-thumbed copy of his book hiding in someone’s pack.

			‘Truly?’ said Herschel.

			‘Wielding a rune-hammer that none but the heroes of the dwarfs had wielded before or since, and screaming Sigmar’s name.’

			Felix snorted into his collar. At least he’d remembered to include the screaming.

			‘I had no idea,’ Herschel murmured quietly. Felix felt the man’s eyes turn his way in the dark.

			‘There are many more tales,’ said Max. ‘It was Felix’s own hand for instance that delivered the death blow to the corrupted dragon, Skjalandir.’

			‘These are days of gods and heroes,’ Herschel agreed.

			‘And men of destiny.’

			Felix rolled his eyes and tilted his head back to the stars. The stars didn’t care who he’d been or what other men thought he was. They were the same here as they were over Altdorf or Middenheim, and for some reason that thought heartened him through to the dawn.

			The morning began with a shower, raindrops pattering over sheets and bedrolls and rousing stiff men from their slumber. Aching in their bones, the company broke camp and resumed their march.

			The Middle Mountains dragged by, vast and empty and seemingly unchanged by the days spent travelling through them, except perhaps by their creeping nearness. The clouds deepened in pitch through the day until the sky was as black as burnt wood. The air grew cold and difficult to breathe, and several soldiers complained bitterly of headaches and of nosebleeds that would not stop. Felix had walked the Worlds Edge Mountains with Gotrek and travelled the Silk Road across the Mountains of Mourn, and he was accustomed to these conditions and did his best to help the men to adapt to them – to breathe deeply, to stop by the river often and drink – but even he was starting to feel the effects of what the dwarfs disparagingly called ‘altitude sickness’.

			‘How much further to Middenheim, do you think?’ asked Felix, setting his foot heavily on the ground and turning to watch as a gang of strong but tired men got behind Lanarksson’s wagon to lift its back wheel from a furrow in the track. Lorin mouthed hoarse instructions from the driver’s seat.

			‘Assuming this goes to Middenheim at all,’ muttered Gustav.

			Felix thumbed his wedding ring slowly around his finger. He did not want to consider that possibility, but Gotrek’s sense of direction had not proven itself to be especially reliable lately. He wondered if it could be connected in any way to what was happening to the world at large. Could the dwarf’s loss of bearings be another symptom of the same malaise that afflicted Max? He couldn’t answer that; these were questions beyond him and he knew it.

			An apathetic cheer sounded over the roar of the water as Lorin’s back wheel crashed onto solid ground and the wagon again got moving. Felix looked over it to the jagged line of peaks. He shivered.

			‘I can’t shake the feeling we’re being watched.’

			‘It’s not just you,’ said Gustav. His eyes were bloodshot and his left nostril scabbed from a recent bleed. He scratched his bandaged right hand incessantly at the puncture scars on his neck, eyes constantly on the move from peak to peak. ‘I’ve not seen so much as a bird, but you can feel it, can’t you?’

			‘We probably are being watched,’ Gotrek’s voice rumbled from up ahead. The dwarf neither turned around nor slowed his pace, but the handful of soldiers between him and Felix clutched their weapons a little more tightly and pinned their gazes to the mountainside. Felix silently cursed his callousness.

			‘I thought that none but a dwarf could find these roads.’

			Gotrek chuckled mirthlessly. ‘We are following the river, manling. A blindfolded troll could make it this far. I would have thought it obvious that we are not yet on the old dwarf roads.’

			‘How long until we are?’

			‘I don’t know.’ Gotrek shrugged, glaring at the shadows over the too-near horizon. ‘I’ve never been this way before.’

			‘We should make a plan for if we can’t find this supposed road,’ Gustav murmured, eyes ahead, fingers scratching. ‘I don’t want to be walking through these mountains until we arrive out the other side in Nordland or starve to death. I say give him two more days to find his way, then we turn back, make for the south.’

			‘We’ll find it,’ said Felix, mustering a confidence that he did not the least bit feel and fortifying it with a smile.

			Gustav scoffed but hadn’t the energy to add anything further.

			Felix walked on, thinking about what Gotrek had said, the nape of his neck prickling with imagined arrows.

			‘Beastmen!’

			The cry rang out from the head of the marching column. Men and women scattered screaming in all directions, covered by the staccato crack of handgun fire. Puffs of powder smoke rose over the column, dispersing into the thin air as the volley echoed through the gorge.

			Felix huffed a dozen strides up the side of the valley, and then spun around, waving his arms in a cutting motion across his chest. ‘Stop. Cease fire.’

			The spindly pair of goats that some oxygen-deprived mind had mistaken for beastmen lying in ambush loped between the rocks and bounded away. Despite two-dozen bullets being fired in their direction it didn’t look as though either one of them had been hit.

			‘Pity,’ said Gotrek, and at first Felix thought it was the lack of a herd of beastmen that was troubling him, but then the Slayer turned on Gustav and grinned nastily. ‘Looks like we may starve to death yet.’

			Felix pinched the bridge of his nose and took a deep breath of air that felt more watered down than the ale in a Mootland tavern. Worries burned up what little air his brain was receiving. How much ammunition did they have left? Were they being tracked by the besiegers of Wolfenburg, and if so, had they heard those shots? He forced himself to breathe. He didn’t think he could take much more of this. His heart was going to give out long before Gustav’s deadline to cut their losses and turn back.

			Looking on the bright side, the journey had at least given him the time he needed to recover from the battle in the forest. A tension headache pulsed through his skull and the tendons in his hands were as stiff as hawsers from hovering over the hilt of his sword, but he walked like a man with joints again, which was progress of sorts. His face no longer felt sore from Gotrek’s punch, though his ego was still a little bruised and, though he was a thousand leagues from a mirror, he doubted that a broken nose and a couple of cracked teeth would add anything to his looks. Not that there had been much interest in those lately. He sighed, suddenly miserable again.

			So much for the bright side.

			Gotrek issued a grunt and directed Felix’s attention through the spreading powder plumes to the head of the column. A handful of the scouts had returned. Kolya ran ahead of them, whistling through his fingers before waving his hand above his head and then shouting enthusiastically as he gestured towards something further on. It was far too far for Felix to hear what the man said, river or no river, too far even to pick out the expression on his face; but he had neglected Gotrek’s powers of hearing.

			‘A dwarf township,’ said Gotrek, running his thumb around the rim of his blade and eyeing Gustav’s back with his tongue out. ‘Where we join our road.’

			Lorin Lanarksson parked his wagon in what looked like a courtyard, the longbeard craning his neck around and whistling in awe as he pulled up on the reins. Petrified grass fell apart like talc as the iron-rimmed wheels rolled to a standstill on the ancient flagstones. The generally stoic mountain-bred mules snorted nervously in their traces. Lyndun jumped down and tried in vain to soothe them. There was something in the air. Men filed under the weather-smoothed stonework of what a few thousand years and some imagination could render back into a gatehouse. The strains of animal distress echoed back on them from the crumbling blocks of wall that surrounded them.

			Felix closed one hand over the hilt of his sword and the other around the neck of its scabbard as he looked around.

			The township was little more than a few hundred ancient structures huddled under the vastness of the mountain. The river ran through the edge of it, separating the courtyard and the remnants of a wall from the rest of the town, presumably as a defensive measure. Several bridges, only one of which was even close to being intact, made possible the crossing. The courtyard itself was slowly filling up with men, moving with superstitious care around fountains that had been weathered down to pitted grey stone to which only the occasional dwarfish form could be ascribed from the corner of the eye. It was unnerving, the likenesses vanishing into the stone when looked upon directly.

			The mountain itself was dotted with old mine heads and fortifications, all now ruined, connected by a winding causeway that ran towards a broken citadel. The fortress was embedded into the rock at the summit where it caught the last of the light as the sun dipped under the western peaks. Something metallic glinted from its battlements, but it was too far away to make it out. Felix assumed it was some defunct feature of the ancient dwarfhold and returned his attention to the causeway. He assumed that this would be the path they would be following come the morning in order to get onto the dwarf roads to Middenheim.

			For some reason he found it difficult to follow the path all the way from top to bottom. There was clearly a start and clearly an end, but his eye simply couldn’t seem to get from one to the other without getting lost. He wondered whether there was some manner of obfuscating runecraft at work, or merely clever design coupled with the effect of diminishing sunlight on tired eyes.

			As Felix watched and worried about what the next day would bring, the men set up camp under Corporal Mann’s direction. Tents were erected within the square and fires lit. A picket of spears was established, both on the sole bridge and under the jagged, mouth-like opening through which they had passed the crumbling defensive wall. A pair of men hauled a sack of oats from Lorin’s wagon between them and bore it towards the river to make gruel for the camp’s supper.

			The clap of struck steel resounded between the maudlin stones and Felix drew a sharp breath, spinning back around and drawing Karaghul a thumb’s width from its sheath.

			‘Doskonale, friend Gustav, your skills improve.’

			Felix let the breath hiss out between his teeth and slid his blade back into its scabbard. He didn’t know where these young men found their energy.

			A ring of cheering and laughing soldiers surrounded the two men as they traded blows. Kolya danced behind a curved ordynka shortsword held in his weaker left hand, his right held behind his back, his colourful hemp coat jangling as he ducked and rolled. A slow altitude bleed trickled down Gustav’s nose, accentuating the grim focus on his face. His longer sabre slashed purposefully through the air, excepting the odd occasion when the Kislevite fancied a cheer and raised a ringing clang with a parry.

			‘Keep your distance, Empire man. You have reach on me, use it…’

			The duel continued without Felix to watch it. There was no need. Kolya was the better swordsman by a distance, perhaps better even than himself, although he liked to think that he could have taken the former lancer in a fair contest in his prime.

			The softer tap of metal on stone drew his attention from the revels and towards Lorin Lanarksson who shuffled towards him, pausing occasionally to rap on a piece of masonry with the hammerhead grip of his cane.

			‘My great-grandfather was part of an expedition to these mountains from Karak Kadrin. He would have been younger then even than you, Herr Jaeger.’ The longbeard gripped his cane and looked up to the ruins that dominated the northern skyline, his eyes wide with emotion. Torchlight stitched across the bite mark on his face. ‘To think that I stand upon the very stones that he once did.’

			Although on a logical level Felix had realised that there must be many dwarfs younger than his own fifty years, he nevertheless still thought of them all as wise old longbeards or great slabs of permanence like Gotrek. Felix wasn’t sure whether the reminder diminished that impression or simply made him feel older and tireder than he already had just a moment before. What he could appreciate however were the timescales that the dwarf was alluding to. Four generations of that long-lived race could mean millennia. Felix had personally met dwarfs who had lived through the last Great War two centuries ago and had still been going strong.

			He wondered what had happened to those dwarfs: old Borek and Prince Hargrim, or even Malakai Makaisson for that matter.

			All dead, probably.

			The thought depressed him, though not nearly as much as he felt it should.

			Felix pressed his gloved hand to the wall as if it might let him feel the same mix of awe and wonder as it had the longbeard. He felt nothing, just a prickling down the nape of his neck as if an assassin stood behind him with a crossbow loaded and aimed. He shivered. It was nothing.

			‘Don’t tell me. None of them came back alive.’

			‘Oh no, they all returned: penniless and ashamed and pitied as well-meaning fools, but alive.’

			‘What did they come here to find, if these peaks are as empty as everyone seems to think they are?’

			The longbeard hesitated. His face ticked and he rubbed his beard with his hand to soothe it while he hurriedly located his pipe and bit on its long wooden stem. Felix heard the wood splinter and the longbeard pulled it morosely from his lips. ‘I don’t know how to describe it. There’s no human word for it.’

			‘None at all?’

			‘It’s never come up. I don’t think it’s ever been discussed with someone who’s not a dwarf.’ Lorin nibbled on the fractured pipe stem and shrugged. ‘To be completely honest, Herr Jaeger, we barely talk about it amongst ourselves since so few believe that it exists at all.’

			Felix sighed. Sometimes he missed Gotrek’s economy of words.

			‘It is… Kazad Drengazi. It is a temple, and legend says that it lies somewhere within these mountains.’

			Felix could not entirely say why, but he felt that those two words of Khazalid conveyed a depth of meaning that Lorin’s well-intentioned explanation could not give. Before he could enquire further, Gotrek stomped over, his axe resting lightly against his shoulder. The Slayer jerked a thumb back, indicating the ruins behind him.

			‘What are you standing around for, manling? Do you want to find the Middenheim road or don’t you?’

			‘Wouldn’t Kolya or one of his scouts be better suited?’ asked Felix, not at all sure he was keen on the idea of spending the coming night alone with Gotrek picking through some desolate ruin.

			Gotrek muttered something into his beard, turning slightly as if to ensure Felix couldn’t read his lips, and produced an exaggerated shrug. ‘Come or don’t, manling. It’s your choice.’

			Felix looked up at the sky, thinking of all the reasons that he absolutely shouldn’t leave the camp and accompany the Slayer, then swore and strode after him.

			Someone had to, he told himself. It might as well be him.
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			THE RUINED DWARFHOLD

			Gotrek crouched before a granite block, hidden away within the corner of a ruined wall at the riverside end of a wide, empty street. Felix stood nervously at the Slayer’s back, fingers fidgeting around the grip of his sword.

			The buildings were constructed in what he had come to think of as the dwarfish fashion, massive blocks laid atop one another with such expertise and precision that there was no sign of mortar and, by Mannslieb’s haunting light, it was next to impossible for his human eyes to discern the joins. There was an eerie stillness about this place, a graveyard serenity that the faraway murmur of the river could not detract from. It was impossible to stand here, surrounded by such age, and not wonder at the forgotten lives that had touched it. Who had they been? What had they done? Did anything of them survive in the world he knew? The romantic in him, perhaps, staring into the cosmos and praying for some sign of stability. The minds of men weren’t built to consider such sweeping timescales as this, the kind that diluted the thinker’s bloodline to water and eroded his most enduring legacy to dust on the wind. To stand here was to be forcibly reminded of one’s place and prominence in a world already steeped in history. Felix wondered if Karl Franz or Magnus the Pious or even Sigmar himself would have felt the same way in his shoes. The thought should probably have shamed him for its boldness, but for some reason it did not.

			‘Do you ever feel that we’re on the wrong side of history?’

			‘No.’

			Felix smiled weakly, glancing over his shoulder to the pricks of light and occasional voices from the camp across the river. He could smell cooking oats. His stomach tightened with hunger. Some other disturbed sense made him shudder. ‘Doesn’t all of this make you wonder about the people who lived here? Will this be us one day? Is this what will be left of the Empire if we fail?’

			‘Middenheim won’t look nearly so pretty in five thousand years.’

			Felix examined the ruins with a new perspective. Could they really be so old? Now he was looking at them in this way, he recognised that this town had none of the features he had come to associate with dwarf settlements. There were no gyrocopter towers such as the dwarfs used for swift communications and provisioning of isolated outposts like this one. He had seen none of the great stone bastions used for housing cannons. Felix knew that the dwarfs had taught the secrets of gunpowder to men, and helped to found the engineering schools that, as much as the Colleges of Magic, had made the Empire the force it was. Felix clung sadly to that final thought.

			Was.

			Was it possible that there had been a time when even the dwarfs themselves had not possessed such knowledge? It seemed difficult to believe. Although it made sense intellectually, he had simply assumed that dwarfs were gifted with an inherent racial understanding of such secrets. The realisation that they had mastered them over centuries of methodical trial and error only deepened Felix’s respect for their achievements.

			It made him more determined than ever that something of their civilisation be spared.

			With one more glance over his shoulder, he joined Gotrek in his examination of the marker stone. The granite was green with age and framed by a thicket of brambles that had pushed through the softer stones amongst which it had been set. The runes carved into it were still legible however, once Gotrek had pulled down the obscuring weeds. At least Felix hoped they were. They were just cuts in the rock to him, and had he not been here with Gotrek he probably would have dismissed them as something scratched into it by a passing bird.

			‘It’s klinkerhun, manling, runescript, but very old. It’s difficult to be sure but I think we’re on the right track.’ The dwarf looked up and peered down the street, his dark-adapted eyes piercing the gloom in a way that Felix could only envy. ‘Let’s head on and see if we can find another. There’s dozens of old roads heading into the mountains and I don’t want to be two days out before realising we’re on the wrong one.’

			Felix nodded his agreement as the Slayer stood up and stomped down the road. He paused to examine the runescript. There was something mournful about it, in need of remembrance. Could it really be something as simple as a road sign they were following? Empirestrasse – Middenheim 125 miles. The outlandish thought made Felix smile as he turned away and after his former companion.

			It felt good to have a destination again. It was something to cling to, and that was hope of a kind.

			Their footsteps echoed through the ruins. Gotrek was actually being cautious, Felix realised, but even so his hobnailed boots scratched at the stillness like climbing pitons on bare stone. Felix glanced over his shoulder, convinced for a moment that he had heard the footfalls of another moving in parallel through the ruins. He dismissed it as the work of his imagination. Either that or his own too-loud footsteps being rebounded back at him. His mail shirt no longer seemed entirely adequate and he drew his cloak over his shoulders, as though the ragged Sudenland wool was a welcome layer of added protection for his back.

			Felix held his sword a little more closely than he had before, matching the Slayer’s shorter stride so that their feet hit the road in unison. There was loneliness here of a kind he had not felt anywhere else; not in the misted swamps of Albion nor even on the lifeless sands of Nehekhara. These ruins were steeped in it, like stones in the desert that had absorbed it all day and now radiated it at night. He mentioned the feeling to Gotrek.

			‘Even in my people’s Golden Age, when Karaz-a-Karak could put a throng of fifty thousand upon the field and not suffer one less hammer at her forges, there were naught but a few thousand here. They made a go of it, they were dwarfs, but they left in the end.’

			Felix strained his eyes into the dark that filled the crumbling relics on either side, as if by willpower he could make them see as Gotrek’s could. His imagination populated the shadows with goblin raiders, charging through the streets on their wolf mounts while dwarfs screamed and their city was looted and burned. But Felix couldn’t see any obvious indications of battle damage. Skaven, perhaps? His heart beat a little faster at the thought of that vile, duplicitous race. He did not think himself a hateful man, or a coward, but he hated and feared the ratmen more than any other horror he had encountered. They were poisoners, saboteurs and assassins. They had murdered his father, nearly killed him more than once, and, but for a fortuitous twist of fate here and there, had very nearly brought down the Empire long before now. Even in failure they had burnt half of Nuln to the ground and destroyed the Gunnery School.

			He thought back to that third set of footsteps that he had convinced himself was just his imagination.

			Sigmar, he prayed tightening his grip on his sword, let it be skaven.

			‘What happened?’ he managed to ask after a few minutes of picturing what he would do to the rat he found between him and Kat.

			‘Nothing “happened”, manling. There was just nothing here worth staying for.’

			The inherent sadness of that caused Felix’s shoulders to droop and he eased his grip on his sword.

			‘And the temple that Lorin mentioned?’

			Gotrek gave a disparaging snort. ‘The witless old fool. It is not a temple. It is a fortress.’

			‘What does the name mean?’

			Gotrek pursed his lips and considered. ‘There are some words that your language does not have meanings for. Suffice to say, manling, that it does not exist or it would have been found by now. The road we look for was not built by the dwarfs that once lived here, but is one of the dozens laid by the explorers who came hunting the legend of Kazad Drengazi.’

			Gotrek pointed northwards and up. Felix could see nothing, except perhaps the glint of something metallic catching the light of the stars, but took it on faith that the Slayer was indicating the citadel on the mountain. ‘The last dwarfs to abandon the old dwarfhold travelled north on one such road and took it to your lands. Or what would eventually become your lands. It was they who helped the humans turn Middenheim into the fortress she is. They gave her walls, dug her mines, and even laid the designs for the funicular that serves the summit today.’

			Felix’s eyes widened but he said nothing. He had given up trying to comprehend the age of this place. The Fauschlag had been an unassailable stronghold long before Sigmar turned the disparate human tribes into an Empire.

			‘Those early miners found a labyrinth of caves and tunnels within the mountains,’ Gotrek went on. ‘One was extended to meet the road from here.’ Gotrek snorted thoughtfully, dropping to his knees to inspect another of the roadside rune markers that Felix had not even spotted was there. ‘Although I doubt Grimnir himself could tell you why.’

			So that was how Gotrek planned to pass under the Chaos hordes that undoubtedly besieged the City of the White Wolf and get inside.

			A gust of wind from the north carried an eerie moan through the ruins.

			Dare he even hope?

			‘Was that wise, building a back door into your fortress, I mean? Who else might stumble onto these same roads?’

			Gotrek scraped moss from the marker with his thumbnail and grunted: ‘Impossible.’

			Felix wished he could be so sure. Before he could open his mouth to seek further reassurance, Gotrek raised his hand for quiet and sniffed the air. Gotrek licked his finger and held it up to find the wind, turning in its direction – north, down the street – and glared into the dark. Felix bit his lip, sword raised.

			‘What is it?’

			‘Shhh. I thought I smelled something.’

			The dwarf turned to Felix, who shook his head. He still had that cooked-oats smell in his nose, and he suspected that even had he not it would have been difficult to detect much beyond the gentle reek of his own unwashed clothing.

			‘I told you, you wanted Kolya,’ he murmured. ‘He’s good at this sort of thing.’

			The Kislevite had formerly made his living hunting monstrous game across Troll Country and the Goromadny Mountains, trading the prized carcasses with the Kurgan-speaking tribes that dwelt there. He didn’t have an old man’s tired eyes or aching joints, nor did he have the same need for a bedroll and a fire and a cupful of gruel that Felix did. More importantly, he was Gotrek’s rememberer now, and his place was surely here. Was it the man’s laxity or Gotrek’s conscious choice that had Felix here in his stead?

			The Slayer muttered gruffly and then fell silent, standing up and crossing over the road as if Felix hadn’t opened his mouth at all.

			‘Over here, manling,’ Gotrek’s lowered voice called back from under the shadows. ‘I don’t think we’re alone.’

			Gustav Jaeger and two free company men in soiled burgundy and gold overlaid with plate armour and cloaks crouched around the footprint left in the soft mud. It was a little larger than a man’s. Gustav sank his finger into the print, eyeing the rushing ribbon of pearly white froth that roared by them. He had the strange notion to taste the muck on his finger, but resisted and shook his hand dry with a scowl. He was being watched, judged, and it was making him jumpy.

			‘What are you thinking, friend Gustav?’

			‘I’m thinking I’ll not be sleeping tonight.’

			Kolya grinned and squatted down on the opposite side of the print, tracing it with his finger as though mentally mapping its shape. The shells and pebbles tied into his coat by coloured ribbons bounced softly off one another as he moved. The square patches of hemp that made up his clothes were grey in the dark, but no less bright by contrast to their surroundings. A freshly drawn henna in the style of a horse glittered with a faintly metallic tint from his forearm. He stood, planting his own foot into the mud beside the print and backing away to examine it.

			‘Larger than a man, and heavier: see how deep it is compared to mine.’

			Gustav studied the print intently. He was no tracker. He had peppered Kolya and those men he was expected to lead with questions on the subject, but there was no escaping the fact that he had not travelled anywhere without the aid of a road and a hired guide until the Battle of Badenhof had forced him. His skills would never match those of other men, he knew. Men like his uncle.

			Nevertheless, the print looked to him to be no more than a few hours old.

			‘Some sort of monster?’ growled one of his men, a scarred greybeard named Sturm with a sword across his bent legs and a half-cocked pistol in hand.

			‘I don’t know,’ Kolya admitted. ‘But I have seen prints like this before. On the oblast.’

			The Kislevite scanned the opposite shore, drawing his bow halfway taut to sight along the shaft. The tassels attached to its recurved ends fluttered lightly in the breeze. The Middle Mountains were a long way from the northern oblast, but Gustav could see the huntsman’s instinct at work.

			To Gustav, the darkened ruins looked insectile, giant spiders on segmented legs of black limestone. They hugged the mountainside as though waiting to scurry down and overwhelm them.

			‘Do you see something?’ he hissed.

			Kolya lowered his bow, brow knotted in consternation. Gustav swallowed nervously. Something that Kolya couldn’t spot was infinitely more worrying than anything he could.

			‘Double watch tonight,’ said Kolya. ‘Eyes on bridge, and keep distance from river.’ He turned to Gustav and pursed his lips, a fatalistic shrug so subtle it didn’t even disturb the shells in his coat. ‘And for sake of your uncle pray that it is interested more in us than him.’

			Felix covered his nose and mouth against the scent of rot. It filled the rubble-strewn portico that Gotrek had led him under, clinging to the weeds that grew up like a cocoon around the sickly green corpse that lay towards the back of the room. It was a goblin. Its foot was clamped between the jaws of a bear trap that had been hidden amongst the rubble. Judging from the state of the wretch’s fingernails and the bloody scratches between its ankle and knee, Felix reasoned that it had spent a good portion of its final hours trying to claw its way free. It was dark and beginning to bloat, and what looked like tiny bite marks were evident all over its body.

			Felix took a step forward, rubble crunching underfoot and sending rats squealing through the undergrowth for the far corners of the structure. His heart thumped. Edging forwards, he crouched beside the corpse. A prickly thicket of dandelions held up the goblin’s body like a cushion, only its strangler’s hands and arrow-shaped head hanging over the edges. Its eyes and lips had been eaten. Felix covered his mouth again and turned back to the doorway where Gotrek had remained, wedged under the doorframe, axe held lightly in one hand and scanning the opposite side of the street with his one good eye.

			‘I doubt this poor thing has been following anyone for at least a week.’

			‘Pity for a goblin, manling? For shame.’

			With a sigh, Felix sheathed his sword and instead drew a short knife from a leather pocket inside his right boot. He used it to clear away some of the weeds and rot around the bear trap and frowned. Even under the merest whisper of moonlight, the sharp steel gleamed. There were no markings anywhere on it to suggest that it had ever been worked by a tool. It was, quite simply, some of the finest craftsmanship Felix had ever seen.

			‘Left by one of the expeditions that passed this way, no doubt,’ said Gotrek, then returned his gaze to the street.

			The Slayer’s wariness was setting Felix on edge.

			‘Is there something out there?’

			Gotrek grunted, noncommittal, and without turning towards him jabbed the eye of his axe up to the ceiling. From the outside, it had looked like this building had another couple of storeys, though the thought of traipsing through rats and darkness and who knew what else to find a set of stairs that might not even hold his weight was strangely unappealing.

			‘Why don’t you go take a look, manling?’ said Gotrek absently, settling in to watch. ‘I’ll just wait down here.’

			Morzanna, prophetess of the Dark Master, had seen the moment that a dozen mutant knights in full battle regalia had piled into her chamber a hundred times, long before she finally heard the clatter of their footsteps up the stairs of the tower she had adopted as her own. The only furnishing was an unused mattress of bound straw that lay against a wall – more for the appearance of it, the acceptance of a kind gesture, than for its utility. The rest of the floor was occupied by fragments of stone that had ­crumbled from the ceiling. Weeds hung down, ropey creepers playing against her small, dark horns as she paced beneath them.

			She walked to the window. It was wide and tall, installed for the view rather than for defence, and that was one of the reasons she had chosen it and no other had wanted it. She leaned out. The mountains were felt rather than seen, a cold breeze from a depthless void. The ruined township lay against it, a stitch in a black cloth. The stream was a thin gurgle in the distance. She frowned, then slid a few inches to the left. Here.

			There came a knock at the door and she smiled brightly, Delphic fangs catching the moonlight. That had been unexpected, a nuance that ­prophecy could conceal.

			She turned her hunched back to the window and smoothed down the glittering black silk of her dress, straightening the jet spider brooch that held it all in place. She had played the Ungol wise woman for many years, and it was a comforting guise to inhabit. It suited her. She had enjoyed the wandering, the isolation, the empty miles of oblast separating herself from the dreams of ­others. The fear in which even those who had ridden countless leagues to receive her wisdom had held her was something she had enjoyed less, but which she had always respected: she had earned their fear, and it had suited her too.

			And even in the Empire where men would not know an Ungol from a Ropsmenn from a Gospodar, the instinct to fear a crone in black remained.

			‘It is open,’ she answered, voice as clear as moonlight despite the age evident in her appearance.

			A square-jawed warrior with a rectangular iron shield in each of his two left hands pushed through the door and stepped to one side to admit the immense armoured form of High Zarr Koenigsmann.

			The one-time Grand Master of Wolfenburg’s Knights of the Bull wore his stigmata with grace, but the signs of the Dark Master’s favour were there. A large man, he was simply immense in the full plate and surcoat of his fallen order. But the proportions were not quite right: his huge chest and thick arms were oversized in comparison to his legs, his bovine nose was too flat and broad as though it had been squashed, and a thin down of black hair was just beginning to spread out from his beard and fringe. His fearsome bull-horned helm he held underarm.

			‘Did you have trouble sleeping, prophetess?’ grunted the High Zarr, nodding towards the bed.

			‘Always, my lord,’ Morzanna answered with a glassy smile.

			‘It sounded as though you were having a bad dream.’

			Morzanna sighed. In her mind’s eye she saw a dark templar, the rupture in his breastplate where it would be, the blood that would dye his white surcoat red. ‘It was not mine.’

			Koenigsmann grunted again, as men did in the presence of one who saw their futures more clearly than they saw their own past, taking his helm in both hands and rolling it between his palms. As he did so, the knights that prophecy had promised Morzanna piled in.

			Moonlight glittered across bared blades, lifted the white from the black on the once-proud tabards of Ostland’s boldest. Horned helms and fiendishly spiked knee and elbow guards tangled the slender spaces between them like branches in an ancient wood. And not all of them were components of the warriors’ armour. Slathering, muscular tongues glowed with faint bioluminescence in the dark. Pincer claws clacked open and shut like the vacillations of some predatory flower. Tentacles thicker than a strong man’s neck flexed and slithered across man-mountains of steel plate.

			For as long as there had been men in Ostland, small bands of mutants had lived a nomadic life in the harsh isolation of the Middle Mountains. These men were not they. They had fled with their master from the doom of Wolfenburg and had forged for him an army worthy of their patron.

			And where they rode, the seed and the shadow of Be’lakor had gone with them.

			‘The outsiders are still coming,’ Koenigsmann hissed suddenly, striding past Morzanna to the window and looking out. The dark knight scowled, stiffly lowering his helm to the weathered window-ledge. The alpine wind ruffled his beard and drew goose bumps from his darkening, daemon-touched skin. ‘Is it him, this mortal warrior that can strike such terror in a god’s heart?’

			Morzanna closed her eyes, summoning the image of a flame-crested dwarf and a handsome swordsman in a red cloak to her mind. An almost maternal warmth filled her. She did not know whether this particular vision was past, present or future, for this pair had touched her life at every stage. But for them, Morzanna would not be here at all, for she could still see the doomed world in which Morzanna the child had perished in the purging fires of Mordheim. If only the Dark Master’s nemesis could see what she saw, could know how, through her, he had changed the world and how he would change it yet. His destiny illuminated the heavens like a star, and gods and men alike ignored it at their peril.

			‘He is wanderer,’ she whispered, opening her eyes and banishing the vision from her mind. ‘He is warrior and daemon-slayer. His fate will shape the world and others beyond it. He is to be the Dark Master’s downfall.’

			‘And he wishes to escape this destiny?’

			Morzanna parted her lips into a soft smile of devil-spined teeth. How was it that everyone bar her continually misunderstood the nature of fate? It was not an arrow that struck at random and could be avoided with luck. It was what would be. It was what had to be.

			‘If anyone has the power to try, it is him. If anyone has the arrogance to believe they can succeed, it is him.’

			‘Very well,’ said Koenigsmann heavily. ‘We’ll take their scouts while they’re separated and then hit their camp while they sleep. Spread the word.’ He jabbed his finger into the double-shielded knight’s breastplate. ‘Command the ambush personally. The Dark Master will arise.’

			‘Aye, my lord,’ said the knight, marching from the chamber and taking half of the warriors with him.

			‘Can you tell me any more of how we will triumph?’ asked Koenigsmann, turning to Morzanna.

			‘Triumph, my lord?’ Morzanna asked coldly.

			In her mind she saw the ruptured breastplate. The blood on white. There was another reason she had selected this tower for her quarters despite suffering neither cold nor fatigue.

			‘My lord,’ one of the knights muttered, a heavy-set man in a scythe-edged harness of articulated plate with a stone bull pectoral clamped over his chest. His visored helm was open to reveal yellow eyes and a thin moustache. He scratched at the side of his head, mirroring something that had appeared on Koenigsmann’s.

			It was a red dot, the tip of a lance of light that, from its angle, appeared to originate from a higher tower or possibly from the mountain itself.

			That she did not know.

			With an irritated expression, the High Zarr bent his head and swatted at the dot. His hand passed through it. The dot danced unperturbed over his temple.

			‘You were kind to me, High Zarr,’ said Morzanna. ‘You deserved a more caring master.’

			The thunderous report of what sounded like a small cannon rumbled through the ruined township just as Felix threw his shoulder into the pine door for the third and final time and burst through onto a viewing platform. It looked like it had been a belfry. The walls were open on all sides except for narrow corner supports that held up a tiled roof. There was no sign of a bell, but Felix could see the stanchion where it had used to be. He imagined it being used to sound shift changes to the workers in the mines above. Or to alert them to an attack.

			Felix ran to the nearest ledge and peered out.

			It was like looking out to sea on a moonless night. It was just shapes, the whisper of an icy breeze, the fading echoes of a gunshot and… what was that? He held his breath and listened. Yes. He could definitely hear running feet, the clink of mail, the clap of swords in their scabbards.

			He blinked hard and tried again to see. For a moment he wondered if his eyesight was finally going the way of his joints. Then he scowled and disregarded it. He doubted that a slow decline into decrepitude was something he was going to have to worry about.

			Who had taken that shot?

			There were a few handgunners amongst Mann’s troop, but none of them carried anything big enough to make a noise like that, and all of them were back in the camp anyway. Felix’s stomach dropped as the upshot of that hit him. He and Gotrek had managed to separate themselves from their own force and walk straight into a potential enemy.

			He had to warn Gotrek!

			He pulled back from the ledge, just as the Slayer’s bellicose roar from the street below heralded the clangour of steel on steel. Felix swore. Gotrek had sent him up here on purpose to get him out of the way. He clutched his sword and turned to run back the way he had just come.

			Damn that Slayer.

			And damn his oath.
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			AMBUSHED

			Felix clattered down the stairs, bouncing off the square walls of the stairwell in his haste. The steps were too broad, the angle too low, designed for bigger feet and shorter legs than his, and his descent felt more like that of a stone dropped down a well than a run. He could hear the sounds of battle from outside. The stone walls muffled parts but seemed to amplify others, filling the weed-constricted space with wild shouts that came in answer to challenges that Felix had not heard and the ring of shields struck by phantom blows.

			He half fell back into the portico where he had left Gotrek and almost landed on top of a grotesque pair of warriors. One was a heavily armoured hunchback with a battleaxe in both hands and a porcine snout protruding from a closed hood. The other was a willowy fighter with purplish skin and a pair of crab-like claws in place of her hands. From the looks of shock on their inhuman faces they were as surprised to see Felix as Felix was to see them, and in the short time available to think he realised that they must have entered through the back with the idea of ambushing the Slayer in the street. And then there was no more time for thinking.

			Expelling his pre-battle nerves with a shout, Felix punched his pommel stone into the hunchback’s nose before the mutant could raise his axe, using the momentum of his descent to dog-pile the heavier warrior to the ground. Somewhere along the way, Felix had drawn a knife from his boot and he drove it through the mutant’s throat. The hunchback gargled, arterial blood squirting over Felix’s fingers. He looked up to mark the other fighter and cried out at the sight of an enormous chitinous pincer streaking for his neck.

			Felix pulled back out of reach and then rolled off the dying hunchback, ripping Karaghul from its sheath as he rose. A spasm of muscle pain shot up his right side but he ignored it, raising his sword to parry as Willow Crab pounced over her stricken comrade and attacked. Shards of cherry-black chitin flew as the first claw almost punched Felix’s sword from his hand. Gritting his teeth against the pain coming from all quarters of his tired old body now, Felix backed off, clasping his ringing right hand with his left to wield the Templar sword two-handed and direct the second claw-stroke into the wall above his shoulder. The hideous mutation chewed through the rock as though it were stale bread. The mutant advanced under a barrage of clacking pincers, left, right, left, like some loathsome steam-powered threshing machine given lithe flesh. Felix couldn’t back away fast enough.

			His heel hit something unpleasantly soft. The goblin, he realised with disgust, dodging and feinting and using every trick of footwork he knew or could devise on the spot to get out from under the mutant’s claws, slashing across her ribs as he spun away and into the space he had cleared with his retreat. The mutant hissed in pain and turned after him, tongues of purple flesh licking out from the edges of the wound to pull it closed. Felix brought his sword up in resignation.

			Why did the Dark Powers bestow the most powerful gifts?

			The glint of something sharp caught Felix’s eye amidst the weeds and rubble. Realisation hit and with an unworthy smile he positioned it between him and the advancing mutant and angled his sword into a guard.

			The mutant lunged for him, her foot landing on the metallic disc that Felix had seen. There was a violent snap as the jaws of the second foothold trap bit shut over her ankle. She shrieked and swung a claw, dragging her mangled leg and the steel trap along behind her, either by accident or intent on positioning herself between Felix and the door to the street where Gotrek fought.

			‘Perish the Dark Master’s downfall,’ she whispered.

			‘Over my dead body,’ said Felix. He had no idea who the Dark Master was or what interest it had in Gotrek, but right then he didn’t care.

			Willow Crab grinned like a death mask with far too many teeth as Felix went on the attack. Her movements were restricted by the trap that had bitten through her leg to the bone, but she was still quick. She was skilful too in a top-heavy sort of way, but Felix was better; he had been doing this longer than this woman had been alive and he knew his sword better than most men knew their wives. He scowled, Karaghul slicing through Willow Crab’s belly, then her arm, then her thigh.

			He knew it better than he knew his wife.

			Tentacles of semi-regenerated flesh rippled from numerous cuts and Felix drew back for a killing thrust up through the ribcage when the thump of running feet dragged his attention back towards the staircase.

			More filthy-looking mutants in slimy cloaks and scratched leather armour piled in through the same back entrance that Willow Crab and Hunchback must have used. They came with a motley parade of hatchets, spears and nets and possessed no physical armament as impressive as those he had already dealt with, but that wasn’t going to matter given the sheer weight of numbers on their side. A claw snapped a hair’s breadth from his ear, and Felix retreated towards the nearest corner with his sword up.

			He had always expected to die this way. Spoken aloud amongst comrades and friends it sounded terribly brave and honourable, but Felix didn’t feel either. In that moment, what he wanted with all his heart was to see his wife and child one more time. Just once.

			Was that too much to ask this world for?

			The first of the newcomers came for him, cloak billowing out beneath it with the undulations of what appeared to be squid-like tentacles in place of legs, and levelled its fisherman’s spear to impale Felix like a salmon. 

			Felix brought his sword around instinctively to parry. The spear shaved across the blade, wood peeling from the shaft as it went, and Felix kicked the mutant in the groin. Three more spilled around the first, brandishing axes and knives. Too many. More still were streaming in through the passage that fed past the stairs.

			One of the cloaked figures in particular drew Felix’s attention despite the important proximity of several others. This one was tall, walking with hooded head held high with the aid of a staff gripped in two dark hands. Felix felt what little light there was in the room drawn towards that figure. The hairs in Felix’s skin pulled at their roots and even his eyes seemed to want to leap out of their sockets. He would have shut them had he dared.

			‘Sigmar…’ Felix breathed.

			The shadows that cloaked the figure opened out like the sepals of a pure white rose. Long ivory robes blazed with golden runes. The simple staff writhed in the man’s grip, a wraithlike serpent coiling out of the wood like a djinn from a lamp and hissing. The mutants screamed and covered their eyes, but Felix, strangely, didn’t feel the intense light at all. If anything it was restorative, leaching the aches from his bones. He felt better than he had in weeks.

			The wizard muttered something in an arcane tongue and moved his fingers swiftly before his eyes. Shielding her face behind one giant pincer, Willow Crab leapt for him, only for the wizard to display an open palm of brilliantly radiating fingers, a wave of light purging the shrieking mutant of her stigmata limb by limb before a second wave blasted her into incandescent motes mid-air. Before the first sparkling fleck had hit his face, the wizard had slipped into a new incantation, voice rising and hands moving furiously as tiny spheres of diamond brilliance burst out of the aethyr around him and whizzed unerringly towards their terrified targets, mowing the mutants down like weeds.

			The scent of metal solder and immolated flesh filled Felix’s nostrils. He ducked, several of those magical bullets shooting alarmingly close to him, but remarkably none of them struck. He watched from a crouch as the last mutant warrior scrambling over the bodies piled on the stairs took a white bolt in the back, spasmed, and then collapsed.

			Felix looked over the burnt carpet of dead in shock and no little horror.

			Max Schreiber faded slowly back into the afterglow of the carnage he had wrought. He pulled his hood back over his head, concealing the misting of his face and the inexorable eclipse of his eyes. Shadowy tendrils arced between his fingers and the darkening folds of his hood. He took his once again plain yew staff and leaned on it wearily.

			‘I wanted to tell you about a dream I had,’ he said, blankly.

			‘You… I’m sorry, what?’

			‘I dreamed of a hunter,’ Max went on, as if unaware of his surroundings or the lightstorm he had just unleashed on the mutants that still sizzled around him. ‘He was beset by beasts of land and air and sea. Hunter, Felix, don’t you see? Hunter. Jaeger. That is the meaning of your name.’

			Felix stood up slowly and took a deep breath. He reaffirmed his grip on his sword. The belfry had been cleared but he could still hear the sounds of battle outside and even Gotrek, particularly in his exhausted state, couldn’t fight alone forever. He waved a hand in front of the wizard’s face.

			‘Listen to me, Max. Do you know where you are?’

			‘On the path of destiny,’ Max answered with a faint, chilling smile, looking through Felix’s hand and deep into his eyes. ‘I dreamt that I flew again, you and I seeking the ancient power of the dwarfs, but this time it was I that died. I think that maybe I have some role to play in your destiny after all.’

			Felix withdrew his hand and repositioned it around his sword for a two-handed grip. When Max was like this it wasn’t worth the effort of trying to talk him. ‘Gotrek has a destiny, Max. I’m just me, the same old Felix. And the “hunter” thing is pretty tenuous. Kolya’s a hunter.’

			Max shrugged. ‘Who?’

			Shaking his head, Felix squelched through the charred gristle towards the doorway.

			‘Wait,’ said Max, dreamily, and then with a shout: ‘Felix, get back!’

			Felix saw the flash of a struck match from the opposite side of the street. Not enough warning on its own, but thanks to Max’s prescient shout he was already diving across the doorframe and into cover. He hit the ground flat as a torrent of shells from what must have been a larger-calibre ­variant of a repeater handgun blistered the ground where he had just been and chewed the stonework surrounding the doorway into an unrecognis­able shape.

			He breathlessly kissed his wedding ring in thanks for his life as he dragged his feet in from the doorway.

			With a whine like an exhaling dragon, the storm of fire ceased. A thin drizzle of rock fell from what was left of the doorframe. Felix felt himself tense as he waited for the next barrage. He had encountered weapons like this before, but rarely, the sort of experimental ordnance that would normally be deployed only to the largest battlefields and even then under the careful stewardship of the most competent master-engineers. Felix had never faced followers of Chaos with this kind of weaponry before. It was something new.

			Felix wasn’t at all sure he liked it.

			‘Move away from the wall,’ said Max, crouching down and laying a hand onto a patch of weeds that stood up between a pair of burnt, misshapen corpses. A pulse of jade light passed down the wizard’s arm and into the ground.

			Felix held his breath, but nothing happened. An accelerating whir from outside told him that the volleygun was about to fire again. He rolled his head back to examine the ruined stonework. It wouldn’t take another salvo.

			‘I said move away,’ said Max.

			Felix could feel the ground beneath his elbows shudder as though it were being slowly wrenched apart. The stonework groaned. From the corner of his eye he saw one of the mutants rising. Felix gasped, but it wasn’t the mutant: it was the weeds underneath it swelling. The same macabre scene was being enacted throughout the room, mutated corpses giving way to vigorous green growth.

			Max mouthed an oaken creak of an incantation and the plants responded. The front wall turned green. Mosses and vines knotted together like green steel ringlets in a mail coat. Felix shuffled around and wriggled back, cringing from a questing root that squirmed across his thigh. Before Felix’s disbelieving eyes the wall turned thicker and greener until there was not a single stone visible at all.

			Over the engorged groan of growing plant life, spinning gun barrels screamed.

			Felix dropped himself back to the ground and covered his face under both arms, flinching with every sap-soft thump that struck the living wall. After a few seconds, he uncovered his face.

			A wide-leafed creeper whipped before his eyes like a lion’s tail. Something thorny scratched his chin. Pale fluids dribbled down the vegetative barrier, but new growth was already healing the punctures and thickening the wall further still. He slapped at the wide leaf, staring open-mouthed around him. He had some knowledge of the nature of the aethyr, and he knew that it was divided, as the particular talents of the eight Colleges of Magic were similarly divided.

			And Felix had never seen Max work magic like this.

			Max rose silently, cracking the knuckles of the hand he had just used in his spell and sending what looked like bark chips sprinkling from his fingers. The grey flesh still carried a faint jade glow. ‘You see now why I was loath to aid you before. Everything about this is wrong. I am a mage of the Light. Teclis himself taught the first magisters of the Colleges that man cannot master all the winds of magic. To attempt to do so is to expose one’s soul to the evils of Chaos.’

			Felix didn’t know what to say, and right then they had greater concerns. Gotrek’s battle cry filtered thickly through the pulsing vines. Metal sang. And what of Gustav and the camp, were they under attack as well? No, as harsh as it might have sounded, he would take this newly empowered Max Schreiber over the old one any day.

			‘Can you get us out?’ he said instead, cutting to the only thing that mattered.

			‘Of course,’ said Max, as though it were so obvious he hadn’t thought to raise the matter himself.

			The wizard clasped his hands tightly around his staff, his robes sinking into the surrounding shadow. Felix noticed his own fingers appearing to unravel and become one with the darkness. He could no longer feel the floor beneath him and it melted into nothing even as he watched. The putrid, nectar stink of magically invigorated plant life disappeared. If he could have filled his lungs with shadow then he would have screamed.

			‘Gird yourself,’ said Max. ‘Grey magic takes some adapting to.’

			The first thing Felix became aware of again was sound. He could hear Gotrek’s shouts interspersed with others, cries of anger and of pain, the clangour of weapons and the crunch of mail and meat and bone.

			Then images came, seldom in alignment with what he was seeing and all the more jarring for it.

			To the metallic chatter of chain guns he saw Kolya, thigh deep in rushing white water, engaged in fierce hand-to-hand combat with a pair of stout axemen in long mail shirts, round shields, and winged helms, before the darkness swept through them and they were gone.

			He saw Herschel Mann marshalling a firing line of Hochland longrifles, but the voice he heard yelling was someone else’s. Fire fizzed back and forth between the opposing banks of the river, a trickle versus a raging torrent.

			Disembodied, Felix was helpless but to watch as a volleygun carved open Lanarksson’s wagon from front axle to tailboard. Big Lyndun tumbled down the steps from the buckboard, leaking blood like a colander. Lorin emerged from beneath the canvas roof, mouthing a cry that was lost somewhere in the aethyr shade and sporting a crossbow before a bullet tore out his throat. Two more punched through his chest, and then Felix heard a snatch of the dwarf’s voice before the shadows rolled in.

			There was Gustav, leading a charge over the splintered remnants of a picket line and into the tight shieldwall of heavy infantry that was advancing against them over the bridge. Pistols blossomed from the front rank. He heard and saw men roar and then there was a clashing together. Gustav’s Gospodar sabre flashed and then the vision was gone.

			‘No!’ Felix shouted, though with what and to whom he was uncertain. ‘Take me back to that last one. Gustav needs my help.’

			Disconnected visual elements came and went. He saw a stab of orange crest, like the sail of a storm-tossed ship on a swell of armoured mutant warriors. There were ruined buildings webbed with shadow.

			The darkness swirled through one and bore Felix’s flailing consciousness with it. An incredibly muscular figure was crouched by a window. He had a red scarf tied around his forehead and wore a pair of bug-eyed lenses marked with cross-hairs, through which he looked down onto the scene below him. Felix couldn’t say what the figure was watching. There seemed to be no spatial connection between the images he was passing through and he didn’t know the layout of the township well enough to stitch them together. The marksman raised what looked like a longrifle. It had a long cylindrical barrel attached to the top of the stock and some kind of scarlet glowstone within it that sent a beam of light in the direction he aimed.

			And then the darkness pulled them apart again.

			There was a crack like a thunderbolt and a mutant warrior in thick steel plate in parti-coloured black and white went down with a steaming crater where his visor had been.

			Who was attacking who?

			None of this made sense.

			The confusion of images and sounds and gunpowder smells arranged themselves into ordered focus. The shadows slunk back to the aethyr where as far as Felix was concerned they were henceforth invited to remain.

			With one hand, Felix felt over the side of his body to ensure it was all where he had left it. A wave of dizziness passed through him as his body delivered two contradictory senses of where he was supposed to be standing right now. Despite what a large, increasingly queasy, part of him insisted, he was no longer in the belfry. In fact he could see the belfry at the far end of the street, the ruin rising out of the tangle of weeds like a memorial stone on the site of a forgotten battlefield. The street between him and it was a grinding churn of armoured warriors, twenty or so Chaos knights and half again as many corpses, converging on Gotrek and his axe.

			The Slayer issued a bloodthirsty peal of thunder and drove his axe through a warrior’s raised shield and deep into his groin. Blood spurted across the dwarf’s beard. Slivers of splintered steel peppered his snarling face with a metallic finish. A back-slung elbow cracked the side of a warrior’s helmet like an egg. A warhammer smacked against the Slayer’s shoulder blade and drove him to his knees. The hammer came down to crack his skull open. Gotrek caught the haft of the descending weapon and, in a bulging display of strength, yanked the hammer from the warrior’s grip and split it in half across his knee. A bare-knuckle punch as he rose sent a knight with four arms and a droning morning star in each hand crashing through two of his companions with a dented breastplate. A mutant with spines running down his ears and along the outside edges of his hands went down screaming with a shattered shin. Gotrek withdrew his boot and stamped on the knight’s thigh as he decapitated him with a single blow of his axe. More came in, smothering the Slayer with sheer weight of numbers.

			Gotrek was formidable, but he was only one Slayer.

			Felix cursed under his breath, looking back over his shoulder to where the river was lit up with gunfire like a firework display. Breathing hard, he turned back. For better or worse Max had brought him here. Gustav and the others would have to look after themselves.

			‘Wait,’ said Max, seizing Felix’s shoulder at the most disconcerting moment possible, just before he had finalised the decision to charge and directed his muscles to see it done.

			‘For what?

			‘Do you remember poor Claudia?’ said Max conversationally, his special brand of madness impervious to the grunts and the cries and the wrench of torn metal. ‘I feel I understand her a little better now. The power of the Celestial is a blight that no man is equipped to bear.’

			Felix shook his head as the wizard spoke, noticing as he did so that the multi-barrelled chain gun embedded in the ruins opposite the belfry was being pivoted about by its broad-shouldered crew and onto the street. They were going to gun down their own just to take out Gotrek.

			‘Gotrek, look out!’ Felix yelled as the powerful weapon opened up, spraying the combatants with fire.

			By virtue of numbers alone the mutants took the brunt, forced into an electric dance by the hail of bullets driven through them. Their thick armour offered scant protection and blood seeped through coin-sized holes front and back. Gotrek took a ding to his rune-axe that ricocheted off, leaving a black smudge on the starmetal. He roared furiously, then took a shot to the shoulder that punched him down.

			Felix cried out, breaking free of Max’s grip to charge forward.

			The cannon wound down, but before the dazed survivors could so much as pick themselves up a roar went up from both sides of the street and dozens of stocky warriors poured out from hiding amidst the ruins. Once on the open road they formed grimly into ranks and closed on the surviving mutants – and Felix! – like the walls of some mechanical dungeon trap.

			These were not at all like the mutants Felix had just been fighting. Their tough, practical mail was unembellished but for the occasional spiked iron vambrace for added brutality at close quarters. Each bore a shield carrying a uniform runic device, tightly locked with their comrade on either side. Felix could see their faces within their open helms. Their cheeks were leathery, noses squashed and red, eyes hard behind their full unkempt beards.

			Dwarfs, Felix realised, dismayed. Both he and the mutants had been ambushed by dwarfs. Had they taken one look at Felix’s tattered appearance and mistaken him for a mutant himself? Sigmar, he couldn’t blame them.

			And as for Max…

			A handful of the mutant warriors rallied themselves for a counter-charge, throwing themselves onto the advancing shieldwall which seemed to essentially grind over them. The remainder, clearly brighter than the rest, broke and ran, only to be picked off one by one with well-placed shots from marksmen positioned in the neighbouring buildings.

			The dwarfs held every advantage. They had numbers, enviable discipline, and their superlative night vision had enabled them to ambush the mutants at their most vulnerable moment and take them out at range as they fled piecemeal.

			The last mutant went down at a sprint with a crossbow bolt protruding from his throat. He collapsed just a few yards from where Felix stood.

			Gotrek’s fate and what Max’s magic had shown him of their camp left him under no illusion that these dwarfs were rescuers. He was the last man standing simply by virtue of the fact that he was yet to be overtly aggressive or run away. Perhaps they thought him craven enough to be questioned? There was no more to it than that.

			Could these dwarfs themselves be aligned with the gods of Chaos?

			Stranger things had happened in these dark times, and they would not be the first Chaos warband to fall on that of a rival.

			As he watched, the dwarf formations began to break up, axemen dropping down to deliver mercy kills to the fallen knights. Felix’s heart froze. Gotrek! Would these dwarfs recognise what they were doing before it was too late? Would they care?

			‘Wait,’ he shouted, throwing down his sword and stepping over it with arms raised, halting only when a quarreller raised his crossbow to aim at Felix’s chest. His skin itched as though it could already feel the bolt whizzing towards it. ‘My name is Felix Jaeger,’ he proclaimed in his loudest and most confident oratorical tone, uncertain what that was supposed to mean to these dwarfs, but for some reason determined to let them know it anyway.

			Daring the sharpshooters’ iron nerves, he brought his raised hands together over his head to tease off his left glove. Then he lifted that hand, all fingers tucked in bar the fourth to display the rune-inscribed dwarf gold that banded it.

			‘I swore an oath before the Slayer shrine of Karak Kadrin. I am the hammer-bearer and a daemonslayer, and on the word of a dwarf-friend, stop!’

			The dwarfs slowly lowered their axes, apparently impressed enough to not kill him. They muttered to each other in Khazalid. Felix saw more than a few shrugs amongst the throng.

			‘Who’s in charge here?’ said Felix. ‘Someone get him a message to stop the attack on our camp.’

			More urgent muttering. The quarreller finally shouldered his weapon and Felix slowly lowered his hands, noticing as he did so the red spot that had appeared on his chest. Felix froze. The dot played over his armour for a second and then vanished.

			Felix released a relieved breath, catching movement from the corner of his eye as a muscular dwarf with a bright red crest of hair rose up from behind the rough parapet of the rooftop across the street and laid his large, powerful-looking longrifle down against the stonework. The dwarf was short and immensely broad. He wore a thick leather coat with a high, fur-edged collar, which, contrary to spring cold and common sense, he wore open at the front to reveal amazingly defined muscles. Twin bandoliers containing an unusual cylindrical type of ammunition were looped over his shoulders and crossed his chest. His white beard was, most unusually for a dwarf, shaved almost to the jaw.

			Felix gaped, his open mouth struggling unwittingly into a smile.

			The dwarf pulled his goggles from his face, leaving them to hang by a rubber strap from his neck, and then pinched his eyes.

			‘Felix Jaeger. Ah wouldnae believe it if ah hidnae seen it with ma ain eyes. Whit in the world are ye daein here?’
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			MAKAISSON

			Malakai Makaisson flung back the bleak iron doors of the mountaintop citadel and strode into the greeting hall of the ancient dwarfs. Felix imagined that it had been rather more welcoming in the past. Columnar stumps marked out what looked to have been a runic design, possibly with some kind of cultural or even magical significance to the ancient architects of this place, but now left Felix minding the remaining ceiling supports with an unease he was unaccustomed to in dwarf-built structures.

			The walls had been constructed with defence foremost in mind and thus had been built without windows of any kind. Now, however, breaks in the stonework allowed in the night and the patch jobs courtesy of canvas and nails did a poor job of blocking out the breeze. Thick black cabling lay every­where, running through heaps of rubble and scrambling up columns to what looked like iron gantries from which an intermittent light flickered and hummed. It was neither torchlight nor the precious glowstones that Malakai had innovatively employed in his handgun, but a cold, soulless kind of glow. The smell of oil lingered on the stones and Felix could see it on the faces of the dwarfs he saw working on the walls’ repair as they turned to him with expressions of wonder. They probably hadn’t been expecting company.

			‘It isnae any belter tae keek, but she’s oors.’

			Felix assumed that meant it was good. Makaisson, he had once been told, hailed from an isolated far-northern community of dwarfs in the Dwimmerdim Vale, and his unusual manner of speech took some re-acclimating to. Gotrek regarded the ceiling sourly. Felix could still see lead where the bullet had punched into the bone of Gotrek’s shoulder but it had stopped bleeding and that, it seemed, was enough for him.

			‘Not too bad. If you like the feel of rain on your face.’

			Felix thought it was the nearest thing he had seen to paradise in a long time.

			Malakai Makaisson, he thought with something approaching wonder. He still couldn’t believe it. What were the chances? Felix hadn’t seen the Slayer-Engineer since he and Gotrek had last passed through Nuln. Malakai had been teaching at the Gunnery School at the time, although Felix had heard through his various military contacts in Altdorf, and later from Snorri, that the dwarf had returned to Karak Kadrin to play his part in the debacle that was the Sylvanian campaign. Felix had assumed him dead. Snorri had thought so. At that moment Felix was almost inclined to give in to Max’s urgings and put it all down to destiny.

			‘I’ve never seen anything like this,’ said Gotrek, eyeing the lighting rigs suspiciously. ‘Never in all my years. If the Guild ever saw this your great-great-grandchildren would be swearing the Slayer Oath.’

			‘Aye, mibbe ye’re right,’ said Malakai, an air of melancholy settling over him as he looked over the hall that he had rebuilt. ‘Ah suppose ah willnae tell ’em if ye dain’t.’

			Gotrek grumbled darkly, glaring at the cables as if they were snakes.

			‘How did you come to be in this out of the way place?’ asked Max, softly insistent, gliding under the strange artificial light that could find no purchase on his skin. The wizard had been attacking Malakai with questions almost from the moment the engineer had first presented himself in the township.

			Felix found his persistence unnerving, but if Malakai felt the same way then he didn’t show it.

			‘It’s a lang tale, young Schreiber, but if ye’re o’ a mind tae hear it…’

			Felix held under the threshold as Gotrek, Max, and Malakai walked deeper into the greeting hall. He smiled. For a moment it was just like old times. Malakai Makaisson had that kind of effect, as if the end of everything was something one just had to look at in the right kind of way. But then his mind filled in for him the shades of those who were missing: one tall, blonde and achingly beautiful, the other stocky and broad with an idiot grin and a crest of multi-coloured nails.

			With a sigh so deep that the thin air left him dizzy, he turned to look back the way they had come.

			A scattering of torches marked the line of men, dwarfs and field guns on rickety wooden wagons as it crawled up the mountainside, throwing random pockets of illumination onto the barren rock and ruin of its surrounds. Both his men and Makaisson’s appeared too tired for bitterness, just another near-tragedy to mark the passing of another day. He tried to follow the snaking trail of men back down to the township, only to be thwarted by whatever cunning design or enchantment protected the dwarfs’ old paths through the Middle Mountains. The township was a black steepling in the mountains’ cleft far below, visible more by the faint twinkle of the stream under the stars than by the buildings themselves. He frowned.

			Was that another glint of light down there in the ruins? And another over there, further back in the pass where the mountains surrounded the river as it fled for better lands. It was probably just a few mutants that Malakai’s force hadn’t accounted for, but part of him wished that it was something worse. That worried him. Would this hunger for vengeance pass with the war’s end or their arrival in Middenheim, or had he been irrevocably tainted by the encroachment of Chaos into the Old World? Or did the fact that his bloodlust bothered him prove that was not the case? He clung to that thought. It was comforting.

			‘We were being followed by a force of northmen,’ said Gustav to the dwarf clansman wedged under his shoulder. His voice was breathy with altitude and his nose was bleeding again, a scarlet trickle running around his mouth, down his chin and steadily drip-dripping onto his armour. A ripening black eye already dominated one half of his face. His armour scales had been loosened out to ease the pressure on bruised ribs and he walked with a wince.

			‘Don’t worry about it,’ said the dwarf. He glanced up at Gustav and then looked away in embarrassment and mumbled: ‘Those mutants have been trying to find their way up here for months, and the goblins before them for who knows how long. Aeons. The Wastes will freeze over before they get to the top of this mountain.’

			‘Dain’t touch that!’

			Felix turned to see Malakai Makaisson swat Gotrek’s hand away from one of the cables that coiled up the nearest column.

			‘They’re carryin’ power frae the black water generators in the auld deeps. Mah ain design. Thaur waur mair important uses fur the insulation though, sae yer in fur a shock if ye tooch it.’

			Gotrek scowled, but pulled his hand back just the same. It was probably only Malakai that could get away with talking to Gotrek like that.

			Felix remained in the doorway just long enough to determine that Gustav, Kolya, Mann and the dwarfs’ leaders had everything in hand, before hurrying on after the others. With Malakai’s warning in mind he paid extra heed to where he stepped, taking care to avoid the over-floor cables where they ran through the rubble. He had had enough shocks for one day. It didn’t seem very sensible to leave something so dangerous just lying around on the floor, but Felix supposed that the dwarfs were accustomed to it.

			‘What do you mean by more important uses?’

			‘Ach, ye’ll see. But where wiz ah?’ The thrum of some industrial process taking place in a distant quarter of the citadel began to make itself felt through the stones. They approached a stairwell leading up, and Malakai moved towards it with Max in step. ‘Aye noo, and tha’ was hoo auld Ironfist and ah got separated efter tha wee beasties chased us oot of Sylvania. Ah saw hoo bad things were gonnae get efter tha, sae ah and those stuck wi’ me cam tae this wheesht place for a special project.’

			‘You should’ve gone back to Karak Kadrin,’ said Gotrek.

			‘Ah hear the Slayer Hold went doon no lang after tha’.’

			‘Aye,’ Gotrek grumbled, deadly serious. ‘What of it?’

			Felix walked through the crumbling innards of the castle and was overcome with awe. Steam filled the corridors and walkways that Malakai led them through, hissing between the bolted sections of great rusted pipes. Every few dozen steps they passed a room filled with unusual ­machinery. In some pistons rose and fell as if the mountain was ­sucking in steam. In others, internal walls had been knocked down to create space for rank upon rank of huge, gleaming engines that put Felix in mind of some ­infernal printing press. A juddering conveyor carried ­complicated metallic components from press to press, all attended by a single dwarf who made notes in a small book. Every stone shook as if the castle was being bombarded from above and everywhere dwarfs moved about with a purpose. Felix had to remind himself that it was the middle of the night outside.

			Malakai Makaisson had constructed something astounding out here in the middle of nowhere, and Felix felt an urgent need to know why. Knowing the Slayer-Engineer as Felix did, he expected it to be both wondrous and destructive.

			With a warrior’s eye, Felix looked about for signs of the weapons that the dwarfs were undoubtedly fashioning here to turn the tide against the hordes of Chaos, but could find nothing obvious. In what looked like finishing rooms, dwarfs in long-sleeved white overclothes blasted steel sheets with steam hoses while others buffed and polished. Machines that looked like iron-toothed mouths attached to conveyors spat nails into buckets that were then loaded onto carts for distribution.

			Felix stepped to one side to allow a burly dwarf with a sweat-sodden grey beard to barrel down the narrow corridor behind a wheelbarrow filled with thick metal plates. Some quixotic type of armour perhaps? Felix could not for the life of him imagine what sort of monster Malakai intended to clad with it.

			Gotrek watched the barrow rattle down the corridor, jaw clenched. Felix knew the Slayer was as curious about what Malakai was up to here as he was. He also knew that Gotrek was far too stubborn to ever ask.

			‘All right,’ said Felix, ‘we give up. What are you doing here?’

			‘We’ve all got oor ain weapons tae brin’ tae these times, young Felix, and these are mine.’

			‘Forgive me, but they don’t look much like weapons.’

			‘Nae the noo, laddie,’ Malakai grinned, stubbing his nose with a finger as thick and browned with grease as a sausage.

			Gotrek snorted, though over what, Felix wasn’t minded to ask.

			‘It’s destiny,’ said Max. The steam billowed through his robes as though he had just been summoned from some black dimension. He leaned into his staff and gazed about himself with bleak-eyed wonder. ‘It has to be. What else could reunite us all at such a pivotal moment in time?’

			Malakai rested the muzzle of his gun on his shoulder and shrugged. ‘Mibbe it is and mibbe it isnae. It disnae seem tae make a difference either way ye keek it though diz it?’

			Felix shook his head ruefully. Why hadn’t he thought of telling Max that?

			‘And anyway,’ Malakai went on. ‘Ah can see a few who arenae here. Did poor Snorri Nosebiter get his memory back?’ He turned to Felix with a half-cocked grin. ‘And how aboot yer wee lass, Ulrika?’

			Felix’s heart skipped a beat when he heard the question. He turned to Gotrek. Gotrek glared back. Felix’s tongue felt as though it was stuck to the roof of his mouth.

			‘They both fell in Kislev,’ said Gotrek, his one eye fixed on Felix.

			‘Well ahm sure it wiz a guid death. We’ll drink tae Snorri’s honour when this is all ower.’ Malakai reached out and took Felix’s shoulder in a consoling grip. It felt like being crushed under a rock, but Felix barely felt it. ‘And ahm sorry aboot Ulrika, she were a braw lass wi’ a guid heart.’

			Felix felt Gotrek’s eye on him, and looked away just as a dwarf with a screaming circular saw sheared through the neck of a silvery-white sheet of metal. ‘Yes,’ he answered hoarsely. ‘Yes, she was.’

			They passed through dozens more corridors and several further sets of stairs, always rising, until Felix was well and truly lost and desperate for a window if only to assure himself of where he was in relation to the outside. They passed taprooms in which dwarfs drank and smoked with the same dour determination with which they worked. A steam whistle wailed through the halls, making Felix jump when it first went off behind his ear.

			The sound hung in the air for several seconds after the initial blast. Felix counted them, cringing a little with every added number at the thought of what dark thing might lurk in the valley and be drawn to such a din. To the dwarfs, however, it appeared to represent nothing more terrible than a shift change, workers in leather overalls covered in soot and oil and with protective gloves hanging from their wrists staggering into bunkrooms to rouse bleary-eyed comrades and slump into their still-warm beds. Watching them made Felix’s eyelids feel heavy and he tried and failed to suppress a yawn.

			In rooms lined with armour dummies and weapon racks dwarfs shed work gear and strapped on mail and shields, no doubt for a shift patrolling the township below or manning the citadel’s walls. The dwarfs were a dying race, Felix knew, and had been for millennia. As such they had few professional soldiers, their armies comprised largely of dwarfs like these who set aside their trades in favour of axes in times of war. Even knowing that, Felix was impressed by their fortitude.

			On the door of one such barracks room a large circular target had been mounted and as Felix walked by a dwarf in half-tied mail aimed a bulky crossbow towards him. Felix’s heart leapt into his mouth. The dwarf was clearly blurry-eyed from over-work, or else maddened by Chaos! The dwarf pulled on the trigger and a second later the yellow ring in the centre of the target bristled with iron bolts. Steam hissed from the strange mechanism riveted to the basic crossbow chassis in place of the conventional drawstring and crank as the dwarf lowered his weapon and moved to tug his bolts out of the door. He grunted a greeting to Makaisson as they marched past.

			Felix turned to glance back before they turned onto another corridor.

			‘What kind of weapon was that?’

			‘King Byrrnoth Grundadrakk of Barak Varr tasked me tae gie him a crossbow faster and better tha’ them the dark elf scallies wur usin’ agin his shipping. New bolts get fed intae the track frae a hopper and forced oot wi’ a wee burst o’ steam for a mair powerful shot.’ Malakai shrugged as if he were describing the operation of hammer and nail. ‘But auld Grunda­drakk in his wisdom didnae like whit they cost tae build sae ah kept the few ah made for maself. Ah wonder what’s left of the auld place noo?’

			‘Barak Varr?’ said Felix and shrugged. He thought of Kolya’s map, the great empty swathe south of the Talabec and west of the Middle Mountains.

			‘She is beset, but stands, the last stone on the path to the Everpeak,’ said Max quietly, eyes averted. ‘Vermin rule in her deep places, and like rotten grain from a breached drum they spill from their conquests in Hirn, Izor, Eight Peaks and Azul.’

			For a minute everyone walked in silence.

			Felix turned to Gotrek. He had learned from Snorri that the two dwarfs had used to live in a hill town – much like the ancient township they had just passed through – under the protection of Karaz-a-Karak, the Everpeak as men knew the capital of the ancient dwarf realm. In a sense Gotrek was learning of the plight of his home much as Felix had just days before. The Slayer stared grimly ahead as if it meant nothing. And perhaps it didn’t, Felix thought with a sigh. Then Malakai sucked in through his teeth and spat on the ground.

			‘Well tha doesnae sound tae guid, diz it?’

			‘No,’ Felix agreed, meaning to say something more but unable to find the words for it.

			‘If you go in for that sort of talk,’ Gotrek muttered.

			The corridor came to an end in what looked like a vast feasting hall. Great ceiling arches soared above them, carved into the likeness of longbeard dwarfs striking together tankards of ale over the centre of the hall where they met. Each was a work of art and that they had endured the millennia in such a recognisable state did credit to the dwarfs that had poured such loving labour into their artifice. Scores of low slung tables filled the tiniest portion of the room, leaving the rest to cracked tiles and more of that black cabling that seemed as pernicious in this castle as weeds. A handful of dwarfs in armour sat at just one of them, picking at the thin-looking vegetables that wallowed in gravy in their trenchers. Felix felt his mouth water and heard his stomach growl. He thought of the empty crates and sacks in his company’s wagons and looked about himself with fresh wonder and – almost – hope.

			There must be hundreds of dwarfs here. Far from enough to win the war, but enough to make a difference if used wisely; enough to hurt the enemy, to let the Dark Gods know that there were still those that fought them. Whatever Gotrek’s misgivings about Malakai Makaisson’s intentions, Felix felt sure that the ancients who had once lived here would have approved. It had to be something truly remarkable to warrant such an expenditure of resources and the dedication of so many.

			Malakai’s footsteps echoed from the grandiose beams as the Slayer-Engineer strode towards a large set of double doors at the far end of the hall and flung them wide.

			Cold mountain air rushed through. It carried the scent of engine grease and oil and the barely discernible hum of some kind of idling engine. Felix stepped out into the night. The wind, reminded of its strength so high above the world, tore between the castle’s battlements and riffled through Felix’s hair and cloak. With one hand positioned for safety on the pitted basalt of the rampart beside him, he restrained his hair with the other. Gotrek peered over the side and spat down. He watched it fall for a long time, and then grunted with what sounded like approval.

			The castle’s uppermost fortifications had been filled with a forest of metal girders, made into a towering scaffold by horizontal and diagonal beams and ringed with walkways and ladders and dangling ropes. Steel-wound hawsers the thickness of Felix’s arm fed through massive brass rings that had been unceremoniously bolted into the ramparts and swept up to some mysterious point in the sky. They bobbed up and down, as though attached to a ship that rolled with the waves. Beside Felix, Max however was looking up, his dark eyes alive with visions of destiny. Felix joined him, feeling his excitement rise as the blinking spots overhead that he had initially mistaken for stars turned out to be a string of guide lights employing the same arcane technology with which Makaisson had illuminated his castle. A shape emerged from the darkness as Felix’s eyes adapted to it – a huge, gleaming curve like the underbelly of a whale. Cold light glinted from the riveted metal hanging beneath it.

			Felix was lost for words.

			They could do it. They could reach Middenheim. They could do anything.

			‘Aye,’ said Malakai Makaisson, arriving in between Felix and Max and winding both men with a firm clap on the back. ‘Did ye miss her?’

			The children of the tribes ran amongst the beaten Middle Mountains fighters, laughing and squealing as they pulled faces, danced around discarded blades, and kicked at men’s shins. It was an old game. Khagash-Fél, as old as the tribes themselves, remembered when he had run amongst captured warriors of the Yusak to prove to his father that their enemies did not frighten him. That had been more than a lifetime ago. Gods had been and passed since then.

			Reining in his enormous black warhorse, Khagash-Fél dismounted. His boots hit the ground with a thump of meteoric iron. A frightened murmur passed amongst the mutant warriors as they saw him approach. They had dwelt here too long, hidden in these mountains and deaf to the Dark Master’s call. They were Empire men and thus born with water in their bones. They had forgotten how it felt to look upon a true champion of Chaos and know terror.

			‘Who leads you?’ he intoned.

			Silence.

			One-by-one, Khagash-Fél cracked the knuckles of his hand. At least one man moaned. The tribe’s outriders had herded up just under forty of the mewling chattel. Those few in whom the Dark Master’s blessing was most evident were picketed here on the stone ground by the river at the town’s entrance, surrounded by a ring of tribesmen and beasts. The rest he could still hear screaming as they were fed into the great cauldron that had been set up in the valley beyond the walls, to be boiled alive in the traditional manner reserved for the blood enemies of the tribes.

			Khagash-Fél was pleased to hear the old ways being upheld in the midst of such upheaval.

			He approached the man who had made a sound. Self-evidently he was weak of heart and likely also of body and spirit. The man had been divested of his helm, revealing a wide mouth filled with poisonous-green teeth. His beard flexed unnaturally of its own volition and his pale, westerner’s skin was slippery with sweat. Khagash-Fél ground his teeth at the stench of urine rising from the man’s faulds. The man condemned himself still further with a whimper.

			‘Who leads you?’

			‘He is dead, O mighty one, slain in battle with the dwarfs and their allies.’

			Khagash-Fél glanced to the castle that sat atop the mountain to his left. There was a road leading from it to the town but as hard as he focused on it, he could not force his eyes to track it all the way down. Mentally, he bade the Eye of Katchar to open and reveal the path’s true course to him, but it was a gift of the gods and not his to command, and it remained stubbornly shut.

			‘Then who now leads you?’

			The weakling warrior glanced for support to his comrades, who, showing equal sallowness of spirit, averted their faces. He opened his mouth and stuttered, then screamed as Khagash-Fél stooped down to grab him by the throat and drag him two feet off the ground.

			And now the man fought: too little, too late. The mutant kicked out at full stretch to dink his toe on the warlord’s breastplate, working his large mouth for a bite on the tattooed skin around his neck. Khagash-Fél tightened his grip until the man’s eyes bugged out of his face and his lips drained of colour.

			‘Had I and my people not come here, to whom would you have turned?’

			The man opened his mouth and stared, perhaps seeing the great eagle come to snatch away the soul of the craven and bear it to its damnation. The creak of cartilage echoed up from his constricting throat.

			‘Who?’

			A frightened murmur passed through the watching captives, maybe seeing their own fate in the warrior’s slow death. All except one. His eyes narrowed. A slender old crone observed the scurrying children with an awkward look of affection. She was draped in black silks, ice-white hair pierced by dark horns. As if only then noticing his presence, she drew her attention from the children to regard him. Her skin was a chalky black. Her eyes shimmered like scrying pools.

			Khagash-Fél felt a thrill of recognition, of destinies coming together in the time and manner that they must.

			His guide.

			His prophet.

			Watching proceedings from the bare back of his grey horse, Nergüi traced a ward against evil through the air. Strips of blue silk danced across the pony’s muzzle. The chimes sewn into his robes tinkled in warning. ‘She is a witch, warlord, and a potent one. Be wary when you question her, and kill her swiftly afterwards.’

			The woman smiled, baring teeth like tiny knives. Nergüi’s browned face contorted in anger and he held out a hand to his acolytes for his staff. One of them had handed the eagle-feathered rod to him before Khagash-Fél could raise a hand for peace.

			‘Do you not fear death?’ he asked. ‘Or do you think perhaps that I will not turn my blade on a woman?’

			‘Everyone fears death, Half-Ogre, but I know that you cannot kill me.’

			‘She is a prophetess,’ hissed someone from amongst the gathered tribesmen before Khagash-Fél could glare into them his will for silence.

			Nergüi raised his staff until it was held vertical. He began to shake it rhythmically up and down, so that the glass-eyed beads threaded through its feathers shook. In time, he pounded on his chest with an open palm. Khagash-Fél recognised the chant as one of dispelling, but it felt suddenly childish when brought before the god-touched prophetess, so composed in her own power that she did not even look at the tribes’ shaman as he spoke.

			‘Do you claim that you can see your own death?’ said Nergüi.

			‘Can you not?’

			The shaman laughed, grinning to his acolytes and the warriors around him who had ridden with him over countless leagues and many years and who now laughed with him. ‘Perhaps these Greater Gods have something finer in store for me.’

			The woman glanced at Khagash-Fél. The corner of her lips curled. Prismatic fragments of something terribly profound glittered across her eyes. Khagash-Fél found himself absorbed. There was truth there, he could feel it, as only one great power could recognise in another. And she saw something similar in him, he knew. He regarded her in a wholly different light. He had lost four sons. It had been many centuries, but he would need more if he was to found a dynasty to rule the Dark Master’s empire.

			‘Perhaps they do indeed,’ she answered, sharp as a crystal blade.

			Unbeknownst to the men around him, Nergüi had stopped laughing. He rattled his staff fiercely. ‘Your foresight did not serve your former master, witch.’

			For a moment, the seeress looked sad. ‘It is not prophecy that I give you but the future as it can only be. If all men were blessed equally by fate then none would be happier about it than I.’

			‘And what do you see, prophetess?’ said Khagash-Fél eagerly.

			‘Your people believe the dead see things that the living do not. You are right. Long ago I died, or should have but for the blind heroism of a man centuries unborn, and now I see as the living cannot. I see the end of things, and a future, a world on which the doom of great warriors will touch.’

			‘Are all your visions so opaque?’ Nergüi sneered.

			‘I see you in battle with the hero you seek,’ she said, ignoring the shaman and addressing Khagash-Fél, then turning to point a clawed finger to the old castle on the mountain. ‘There. A battle to the death.’

			Khagash-Fél grinned.

			‘Good luck,’ said Nergüi, lowering his staff. ‘The tribes know well the magic of the dwarfs and their black kin. These are hidden ways. There is no way to that castle.’

			The prophetess turned back to Khagash-Fél. ‘The one you hunt is marked by destiny. The fates of worlds still unborn converge upon him. His doom draws near and his passage is as the setting of the moon to my eyes. I am Morzanna, prophetess of the Dark Master, and this one once saved my life.’ She extended her small, clawed hand and, despite Nergüi’s warning hiss, Khagash-Fél dropped the now-limp corpse in his grip and took it, swallowing it in his ogreish palm.

			‘Come, Half-Ogre. Allow me to guide you to your destiny.’
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			UNSTOPPABLE

			‘You’re a genius,’ Felix breathed, craning his neck as far back as it would go and gawping at the dark behemoth that strained on its hawsers like a harpooned whale.

			It was an airship!

			The darkness gave Felix only the vague impression of sleek contours, an outline defined by the glow of guide lights, but he could say without fear of contradiction that this new airship was every bit as immense as the first. It would be a squeeze, but Felix saw no reason why it couldn’t carry all of Malakai’s dwarfs and all of Felix’s men wherever they needed to go. Already the possibilities were racing through his mind. Flying to Midden­heim was just the beginning. They could drop bombs on the Chaos hordes as they attempted to scale the Fauschlag. Utilising the airship’s phenomenal speed and range they could ferry in supplies from all over the world, or scour the land for survivors, unifying the Empire again in its common struggle. As history now remembered Magnus the Pious and Praag, perhaps children two centuries hence would learn the names of Malakai Makaisson and Middenheim. It was only one airship, but the implications were endless.

			The guide lights glinted from the steel rims of glass portholes and from the barrels of organ guns and the blades of rotors. They turned dreamily, and it was these that were responsible for the quiet drone that Felix could hear against the wind. Looking closer, Felix could see that there were gaps in the bodywork of the fragile metal vehicle that dangled from the gasbag. The airship was unfinished, but it looked wondrous enough for Felix.

			‘You rebuilt the Spirit of Grungni.’

			‘Ah called her Unstoppable,’ said Malakai, stomping across the blustery rampart to the side of the great steel tower where a mechanism of wheels and cables had been bolted to the scaffold, adjoining what looked like a pair of parallel vertical rails that headed straight up. Malakai stood beside the contraption and put his hands on his hips. The wind bent his crest at the roots and ruffled his collar. ‘It’s whit ah always wanted tae call the last yin, and noo there’s naebody tae say otherwise.’ He patted the scaffold. ‘This yin’s all mine.’

			‘There’re holes in it,’ said Gotrek.

			‘She isnae ready yit is she, ye big wazzock.’

			‘How did you get enough liftgas to fill the gasbag?’ Felix cut in before Gotrek could respond with anything even more insulting. ‘You told me before that it was difficult to find. You’d built a whole town to manufacture the stuff.’

			‘Ye’re right, laddie, and tha’s a sensible question.’ Malakai glared pointedly at Gotrek who snorted and turned his back to go and pace the ramparts. ‘The auld mines all ower this place were filled wi the stuff. We joost pumped it oot.’

			‘And what about fuel?’ said Gotrek. The dwarf paced with arms crossed, gripping his swollen biceps, but his one eye glittered with an excitement that Felix suspected he could not entertain until every possible flaw had been gone over and cast aside. ‘There’s nothing in these mountains and never has been. No gold, no iron, and no coal either.’

			‘Everything we used cam wi us frae Sylvania, but ye’re right, there isnae much black water in the tank. Enough tae fly us tae Karaz-a-Karak in a guid wind.’

			‘That’s where you’re going?’ said Felix, feeling much of his excitement ebb away. He’d been foolish to think that Malakai would want to fly his airship north when he could take it home to aid his own people. No doubt the dwarfs stood a better chance anyway. If anything had a right to describe itself as impregnable then the Everpeak was it.

			For a moment Felix considered asking Malakai to take them all with him. It would undoubtedly be safer there than Middenheim ever could be, but more than that there was the prospect of skaven to fight if Max’s reports were to be believed. There was a debt of blood still owed there.

			He sighed and let the bloodlust go. There was no point to it. If he found the rat that murdered his father, then what would change? No, he knew where he had to go and had been resigned to walking it before this.

			As soon as he arrived at that decision breathing felt a little easier, as if a pressing weight had been removed from his shoulders.

			He felt as though he had been tested somehow and had passed.

			‘That’s where he was going,’ said Gotrek, turning to face the engineer. He tightened his grip on his biceps until the muscles of his chest and neck bulged. The bullet wound in his shoulder oozed. ‘Now he’s going to Middenheim.’

			‘We can fight aboot it when she’s guid to go,’ said Malakai, meeting the other Slayer’s bleak stare without blinking. ‘It’s joost a waste o’ breath until she is.’

			The engineer reached behind him and pulled on a lever that was part of the mechanism at his back. As he did, there was a hiss of vented steam from the top of the scaffold and then a metallic wail as a small iron cage came hurtling down the vertical tracks. Just before it looked as if it were going to shatter on the roof of the castle it slowed, issuing what sounded like a sigh, and then bumped home with a clumsy kiss of metal upon stone. Steam rushed out from the braking mechanism, flooding Makaisson to the knees as he pulled open the metal door, turned to Felix, and beamed.

			‘Ah ken ye’d want tae see her. Fur auld time’s sake.’

			Felix didn’t know what to say. Seeing the airship was like being reunited with an old friend, every bit as exhilarating as finding Malakai himself alive and well; more so, in fact, he was ashamed to admit. Taking his gawping silence as assent, Malakai turned to Max, who nodded once, and then to Gotrek who grunted and shook his head.

			‘It looks the same as the last one. I think I’ll go and see what my so-called rememberer is up to.’ The Slayer touched his damaged shoulder and drew in a sharp breath. ‘Maybe I’ll see about this too,’ he added grudgingly.

			‘Sorry aboot tha’,’ said Makaisson, sounding almost genuinely contrite.

			Gotrek bared his yellowed teeth. ‘Next time, aim a little lower.’

			‘You should get some rest,’ said Felix, promising himself that he’d curl up somewhere too just as soon as he’d had one glimpse inside of the airship. ‘I can’t remember the last time I saw you close your eye.’

			‘Plenty of time for that, manling,’ Gotrek muttered wearily as he turned away. ‘Plenty of time.’

			The elevator cage was, mercifully, much slower on the ascent than it had been on the way down. Felix wondered whether some technical marvel instructed it when passengers were aboard and to adjust its speed accordingly, but opted to save his questions in favour of clutching the bars of the cage as his stomach dropped through his feet and the ramparts of the castle disappeared below. The metal girders of the scaffold flitted by, the cage shuddering as it climbed higher. Felix tightened his grip until his knuckles were white.

			‘Exhilarating,’ said Max, in a cold tone that didn’t know the meaning of the word.

			‘Ye git bored o’ it,’ Malakai shouted over the wind that the climbing elevator sucked in and down.

			Felix disagreed, and heartily so. He had travelled in similar devices to this one, both above ground and under it where such technology was commonplace in the mines of the dwarfs, and however he picked through the gamut of feelings rifling through his innards ‘boredom’ was conspicuous by its absence. Felix clung to the sides and watched the airship bloat as he was drawn nearer, the metal gondola that hung beneath the gasbag flashing faster and faster between various bars and stanchions until the elevator cage arrived at the top of the scaffold for an unimpeded view of Malakai Makaisson’s awesome invention.

			There was a squeal of brakes and Felix’s view was filled with steam that gouted from a whirring array of wheels at the terminus of the tracks as well as from the elevator itself. Felix’s heart lurched as the elevator slowed. He shivered in the cloud of condensing steam as the cage arrived in its housing with a – he supposed – reassuring bang and Malakai drew back the door, this time on the opposite side of the cage to the one they had entered, opening onto the scaffold.

			Felix was the last out, stepping onto a timber gangplank that wobbled dangerously underfoot and immediately regretting looking down. His stomach turned a somersault and he had to fight the urge to fold down to his knees, grip the gangplank, and never ever let go. He had been higher, he knew. He had sailed higher than mountains in the Spirit of Grungni, but there was something about seeing that distance quite clearly beneath your feet that made it seem a great deal higher. And besides, he thought queasily, trying to remember which side of the scaffold faced the roof of the castle and which a drop over the parapet – this whole castle was built onto a mountaintop.

			Willing his stomach to settle and his arms and legs to stop shaking, Felix followed after Malakai and Max to the edge of the scaffold where another sickeningly slender length of wood ran to an open door in the gondola’s side. The plank was secured at each end with brass rings that rolled around the stanchion as the airship shifted in the wind. He supposed that looked vaguely sturdy. He watched as Malakai bounded across like a goat. The gangplank wobbled alarmingly under the dwarf’s bulk, but not enough to dissuade Max from gliding across after him. Felix took a deep breath and this time remembered not to look down, holding out his arms for balance as he practically ran across and jumped into Malakai’s arms.

			‘Welcome aboord,’ Malakai yelled as Felix stepped reverently onto the iron deck and looked around at the small boarding chamber.

			A single white light shone from a fixed point in the ceiling, illuminating metal rivets and the edges of plates. It was all so well polished that Felix could see his blurred reflection in them. He scratched his greying beard ruefully, turning a full circle before coming to the circular door-hatch that led into the interior of the gondola. It was solid steel and, unlike an ordinary door, was opened by rotating a wheel mechanism in the centre and then waiting for the locks to release. Felix didn’t understand the logic behind the design but the dwarfs had similar systems aboard their submersibles as well, so he assumed it served some purpose for dwarfs were nothing if not pragmatic.

			With a glance at Malakai for permission, Felix took the wheel in his hands. His heart was hammering. He ran his hands around the smooth curve of the metal. For a moment, he felt as if he could turn this wheel, stand back, and find Ulrika and Snorri and every­one else waiting for him on the other side. He smiled. And then he, Gotrek and Snorri would escape below for a good hard drinking session before the ship got under way. He sighed, a lump in his throat. He would never have thought, living through those terrible adventures, that those would be the best days of his life. What he would give now for one more argument with Ulrika, or a hung-over Snorri Nosebiter as the greatest of his problems. He was surprised to find himself even missing Gotrek. The Slayer was still around, of course, but what Felix found himself yearning for was his friend.

			Malakai reached around him, and gave the wheel a gentle downwards tug to set it spinning. ‘A wee bit stiff for human hands,’ he said, with an understanding squeeze of Felix’s shoulder. Malakai was remarkably empathetic for a Slayer.

			‘Yes. A little. No doubt I’ll get used to it.’

			‘Sae, whit dae ye both want tae see first?’

			The dwarfs’ infirmary was the busiest part of the castle, playing host to a steady stream of minor injuries from the battle as well as the cuts, scalds, and bruises that seemed an everyday part of life for the workers here. Behind a partially screened off corner, a craggy-faced elder with his long grey beard held in a net chewed on the stem of an unlit pipe and concentrated on sewing shut a nasty-looking cut on a warrior’s arm. A younger dwarf watched over his shoulder, on hand with a damp cloth and a half-empty jug of ale and prepared to deploy either one. Elsewhere, dwarfs in bloodstained leather aprons and gloves hurried about bearing trays of what looked like instruments of torture. One particularly grim-looking dwarf threw a bucket of sickly red water over a drain in the floor. Men moaned. Some lay unconscious on tables. Dwarfs sat stoically upright on benches or else stood, suffering their injuries as only dwarfs could.

			Allowing the cruel alchemy by which crippled men were transformed back into soldiers to proceed around the table at which he sat, Gustav slowly unwound the foetid bandage from his hand. It felt like ­grinding one’s fist into a bruise. A sour milk smell emerged as it unravelled. He probably should have changed the bandage sooner, but what did he know, he wasn’t a healer, and it wasn’t as if clean cloth had been spilling from their empty grain sacks. He reassured himself that nothing dead ever smelled that bad.

			‘The Dushyka wise woman said always to do it quickly,’ said Kolya, leaning onto the low table over a plate of something indescribable in gravy and a mug of something worse.

			‘I bet that’s what all the ladies told you,’ Gustav replied, forcing a smirk.

			Kolya grinned, massaging his ribs – bruised, but luckily not broken following a battering by a dwarf’s shield – then shuffled uncomfortably on his bench. It had been made to seat a body half his height and with a backside twice the girth of his. ‘I know seven languages, friend Gustav. There are many peoples beyond the northern face of the Goromadny, and I have almost as many wives there.’ He settled and shrugged. ‘Winters are long on the frozen sea, no?’

			‘You married more than once?’ said Gustav, not in the least bit shocked by anything this northern savage might do. The man spoke Kurgan and, insofar as Gustav cared to differentiate, was practically Kurgan himself. He remembered that the Kislevite had been a winged lancer in his old life, as well as a hunter. He thought of the pictures of proud riders in gorgeous mail accoutred with amber and jet, cloaked in animal skins with coloured pennants flying from their lances amidst the famous feathered wings on their backs. It was difficult to reconcile that image with the hemp-clad ruffian that Gustav had grudgingly come to know.

			‘Wife is not horse,’ said Kolya with a shrug.

			‘Does that mean something?’

			‘If you are Kislevite.’

			The final layer of bandaging came away stickily, flesh clinging to the final strip of cloth as Gustav peeled it back. His nose wrinkled in protest and he grimaced as he attempted to flex his fingers. His hand was still red raw, the skin mottled with partially healed blisters. After everything he had gone through in Kislev, outliving even the accursed vampiric beauty who still haunted the beating of his heart, to be laid low by a misfiring ­pistol was a cruel fate.

			Kolya pushed his bowl across the table towards Gustav. ‘The dwarf who gave it me said it was fortifying.’ He mimed a spoon-to-the-mouth motion. ‘Eat.’

			Gustav examined the thick stew, trying to identify the misshapen lumps that floated in it like dead bodies in the Aver. He turned to the dwarf beside him who, with his arm in a sling, had his bowl to his lips and was slurping with gusto. Seeing Gustav’s regard, the dwarf set down his bowl and clapped his lips.

			‘Tastes like chicken.’

			‘I’ll take your word for it,’ Gustav said, pushing the bowl back towards Kolya.

			The Kislevite stuck his finger in it for a taste, then shrugged and picked up his spoon. ‘Makes man wish for cup of kvass to sear taste buds, no?’

			Ignoring him, Gustav again tried to force his fingers to clench. Blisters popped and dead skin pulled as far as it would stretch until the pain became too great and he had to relax. He wondered if he would ever wield a sword properly again.

			‘My uncle used the exact same gunpowder as I did. Why am I the one with the ruined hand?’

			‘Do you wish you had both been hurt?’ said Kolya.

			‘Of course not.’

			The Kislevite shrugged and thumbed something gristly from the corner of his lip. ‘Is of no matter. Do you think I do not wish ill on that axe-wielding zabójka of a dwarf?’

			‘That’s different. Following Gotrek’s like being chained to a hippogriff.’

			‘You are on a fast horse to nowhere, friend Gustav. Some men ride with reins and stirrups, but us?’ He raised his spoon in a toast. ‘We hold on and pray to Ursun we do not fall, and hope our destiny follows in the path of others more gifted.’

			‘I’m not following anyone,’ Gustav muttered, willing his fingers to curl as if that alone would prove him correct. ‘Unlike you, I can leave whenever I want.’

			‘Then leave.’

			Gustav opened his mouth, but then hesitated. He could abandon his uncle’s path, of course he could, but what would he do then if he did? He had discussed the idea of making for Averheim with several of the company sergeants – it made sense to have a contingency – but that had been before they’d marched several days in the wrong direction with a Chaos warband on their tail. It still made sense to him as a destination, the largest city of the south and presumably well away from the Chaos forces that marched from the north and the east. He knew that a lot of the men thought in private as he did, but they were too wedded to the growing heroic legend of Felix Jaeger to leave him, and Gustav didn’t fancy braving the Empire’s wilds alone. But he told himself that he could leave if he chose to.

			Kolya’s grin was more insulting than anything he could possibly say.

			Gustav was facing the door behind the Kislevite’s back as Gotrek stomped into the infirmary. The Slayer grunted something in Dwarfish to an orderly who checked him at the doorway, then pushed the dwarf gently but very firmly to one side so he could scan the room with his one bulldog eye. Gustav found himself sitting a little straighter as the Slayer started towards them.

			‘Is not so bad,’ Kolya went on, oblivious. ‘At least your hippo­griff does not talk tiresomely of doom, then kill his best friend as he killed mine and decide that what he really wanted all along is to walk all the way to Altdorf.’

			Gustav’s eyes widened as the Slayer loomed over Kolya’s back. His bullet-drilled shoulders were almost three times as broad as the Kislevite’s. His frayed crest brushed the ceiling. His good eye, bloodshot and bleary as it was, bored into the back of Kolya’s head.

			Kolya swivelled nonchalantly around. Something with the fur still on bobbed in his spoon. He directed a wink at Gustav and grinned. ‘Not that I am ungrateful, of course. For all of those years that I spent with the freedom of the plains did I wish to see the endless forests of our eternal ally.’

			Gustav was astounded that the Slayer did not simply plough his fist into Kolya’s face right there. He hadn’t known the dwarf as long as either Felix or Kolya had, but he’d read his uncle’s books. He’d kept that fact to himself, but he had.

			‘I see you’re keeping yourself idle,’ Gotrek growled with the faintest slur of either mild drunkenness or the most extraordinary tiredness.

			Kolya shuffled along a few inches and pushed his ale cup back across the table for the Slayer, but Gotrek remained standing, like some chipped and pitted statue.

			‘What do you know about machines, manling?’

			‘Little,’ said Kolya, smile fading into seriousness. ‘Some men of the rota bore harquebuses, but I not like to depend on thing I cannot fix myself or rebuild if I must.’

			Gustav recoiled as the dwarf’s stare turned on him. ‘Me? Nothing.’

			With a grunt of expected disappointment, Gotrek looked down the table. ‘Who’s the senior engineer here?’

			The dwarf sitting next to Gustav set down his bowl and dabbed his beard on the edge of his sling. ‘And who are you, son of Grimnir?’

			‘A good pair of hands, that’s who. I’ll spend a day or a week in this castle if it means shortening our journey to Middenheim by as much, but Makaisson’s soft and this lot look lazy.’ He stared the broken-armed dwarf down. ‘They’ll not idle an hour longer than they must if I can help it.’

			‘Were you an engineer, then?’ mumbled the dwarf.

			‘What do you mean, were?’ said Gotrek, threateningly.

			‘Nothing, nothing,’ said the dwarf, appealing with his eyes for help from Gustav and Kolya and finding nothing going. ‘I’m sure we could put you to work somewhere.’

			‘Now,’ Gotrek growled, menacing the injured dwarf to his feet. Then Gotrek took Kolya by the scruff of the neck and hoisted him up from under the table as easily as a large man would lift a puppy. ‘To work, manling. If you can pick up a spoon you can pick up a paint brush. Do you want to see Middenheim or not?’

			Gustav hurriedly drew himself up.

			His hand suddenly felt a whole lot better.

			Over the next few hours, Felix walked the steel hallways of his youth, a journey as dizzying in its way as the wildest elevator ride ever could be. Everything was as he remembered it. He could have followed the layout of the corridors in his sleep. Every bolt and rivet had a memory attached. Each room that they passed brought a flood of long forgotten images and feelings. That wasn’t to say that the interior of the airship was exactly the same as it had been. Huge sections of it were clearly unfinished. Some corridors were little more than swamps of loose cabling that spilled from unplated walls. Others lay in darkness with copper fronds splaying from holes in the ceiling. But his mind seemed more than willing to skip over such minor discrepancies.

			Malakai took them first to the bridge. Felix brushed his fingers over the dials, gauges and brass-knobbed levers that lined the walls, threw himself into the leather embrace of the command chair and swivelled it around, then bounced to his feet again to grasp the huge nautical steering wheel and gaze through the view screen at the rugged peaks visible in outline against the black sky. Max merely looked, taking in everything at a glance, lost in some inscrutable reverie of his own.

			They toured the engine deck. Black-faced engineers moved around as if Malakai and the others were not there at all, communicating with each other by sign under the din of huge horizontal pistons sliding in and out of thick metal jackets, the chug of steam boilers and the relentless thrum of the engines. The decking trembled underfoot and Felix could almost see the air vibrating between the walls. Jabbing his thumb back the way they had come, Malakai took them onwards.

			A sweep of the lower decks took in the airship’s observation turrets. While Max waited in the hallway, Felix pushed his head into the bubble of each one and inhaled deeply the scent of metal polish and grease. Within each of them was an organ gun set up on a gimbal-mounted platform that allowed the weapon to swivel a short distance in any direction by the use of foot pedals. He smiled sadly, hearing in his mind the rapid-fire boom of dozens of these turrets as a vast red dragon swooped alongside to rake its claws through the steel and hawsers of the gondola. He held the walls and eyed the ceiling as Malakai took them aft, half expecting to feel the hull judder.

			The rear of the gondola was given over to a hangar spanning several decks in height and filled with partially dismantled gyrocopters in bays marked out with strips of a strange glow-in-the-dark metal. Felix shook his head, marvelling as he never ceased to do at the ingenuity and cunning of the dwarfs. With the bays so marked, the dwarf pilots would be able to find their vehicles instantly, even in total darkness. These gyrocopters however had a distinctly cannibalised look, and Felix assumed they had given of themselves for the greater good of the airship. He patted the cool fuselage of one as they left, appreciating its sacrifice.

			They passed the mess hall, bolted-down tables and chairs peopled by carousing ghosts. Felix thought he saw his old quarters. It was difficult to be certain, as spartan and unfinished as it looked, but he recalled that there had been only three single quarters on the airship and he convinced himself that this one had been his. He lingered at the doorway, remembering the times that he and Ulrika had shared within those walls, before Malakai called him away.

			Max stood hunched against his staff under the low ceiling of the corridor beside a metal ladder as Malakai reached up to wheel open the ceiling hatch above it. It was one of several that led through the labyrinth of crawlways between the gas-filled cells that filled the gasbag and allowed the airship to fly. At the very top would be the cupola, a metal dorsal spine that ran the length of the gasbag and was flanked by a – as Felix recalled – wholly inadequate handrail.

			‘How long before it’s ready to fly?’ Max asked as Malakai spun the wheel and threw open the hatch. A marshy smell drifted down into the corridor. Felix knew that liftgas was, of course, lighter than air and so presumed it to be some impurity that the hard-pressed dwarfs had been unable to fully remove. Felix hoped it wouldn’t affect how she flew.

			‘Difficult tae say,’ said Malakai, clapping grease from his palms and then sticking his thumbs under his belt. His brutish features furrowed, as if giving the question its full due. ‘Therr’s a few kinks that still need tae be worked oot.’

			‘Kinks?’ said Felix.

			‘Aye. Ah may have bin exaggeratin’ joost a wee bit when ah said we had fuel enough tae reach Karaz-a-Karak.’

			‘And what about Middenheim?’

			Malakai shrugged his enormous shoulders. ‘Joost a wee hop ower the mountain. But ah think ah can squeeze a wee bit moor oot o’ these engines, joost a matter o’ flyin’ high enough. Ye can gan faster fur less at higher altitood where the air is thinner. It’s ower ye’re heads ahm sure, but the problem then is ye cannae see where ye’re gaun and ye’re flyin’ on instruments.’

			‘And why is that a problem?’ said Felix.

			‘Another kink. Ah cannae get the blasted compass to work, and if the compass willnae tell ye where ye’re gaun then ye huv to descend tae take bearings and ye’re back tae where ye started.’

			‘Is it a problem with the compass? Have you tried another one?’

			‘Aye, Master Jaeger,’ said Malakai with an exasperated sigh. ‘Ah tried another yin.’

			‘It’s the polar vortex,’ said Max softly, barely audible above the hum of the deckplates resonating with the engines. ‘It’s unstable, throwing out far more raw magic into the world than it should as the Chaos Wastes expand and great sorcerers pull it every which way. I can see it all around me, and I suspect that’s what underlies your problem as well.’

			Felix considered the implications of that and found that they were too large for him even to fully comprehend. Ocean-going trade would undoubtedly become next to impossible, with devastating implications for cities like Altdorf and Marienburg. It took him a moment to remember that both of those places had already been destroyed. It was pointless to try and guess what would happen after the war was won. First it had to be won and that had never looked less likely. He wondered if this strange magical dysfunction of the airship’s navigational instruments could in some way be responsible for the difficulties that Gotrek had had finding his way through the Empire. He voiced his question out loud.

			‘Aye, mibbe. Put a dwarf’s feet on the ground and he’ll almost always ken where he is. We donae think aboot it tae be honest.’

			‘Several races possess seemingly innate abilities that are supra­natural in origin,’ said Max. ‘Greenskins would be a case in point.’

			‘We’ll finish our tour oop top shall we?’ said Malakai, grabbing a rung and hauling his bulk up the ladder before Max could run on into any further detail.

			Felix had remembered correctly – the handrail that encircled the dorsal spine was a heavy-duty iron bar that looked like it could stand up to the charge of an Imperial steam tank, but had unfortunately been positioned at a height only halfway up his thighs. Felix couldn’t help but imagine how easy it would be to tip over and fall a long, long, long way to the ground. The wind didn’t help matters. It was incredibly strong at this altitude and Felix had to spread his feet along the corrugated metal walkway and bend into it to avoid being blown over. He imagined there was nothing but the wind between him and the Realm of Chaos and the thought of that left him queasier than any amount of vertigo.

			He looked up from the latticework iron sheets that interlocked to make up the dorsal spine and saw Max and Malakai standing at the forward edge of the walkway. Max’s robes blustered in the wind but the wizard himself seemed otherwise unmoved by it, as if the wind blew through him to interfere only with the clothes he wore. Malakai’s crest pulled all over the place and his long coat snapped like a dog that had been left in a cage. The engineer did up the coat’s front buttons and pulled down his goggles. Felix noticed that they had tiny cross-hairs inscribed on the lenses. Then Felix also noticed something else.

			It was dawn.

			The vast inverted bowl of the sky was a spectrum of colour running from deep black overhead through shades of purple and ever-lightening blues to a crisp morning white as Felix lowered his gaze to where the mountain peaks bit into the sky. So much for sleep, he thought with belated tiredness. He’d completely lost track of time in all the excitement after the ambush in the township. Bent against the wind, he joined the others at what felt to him a safe distance from the edge. As the sun rose nearer to the horizon, the darkness on the easternmost mountaintops became shadows that lengthened and narrowed before disappearing altogether as the summits were flooded with gold.

			Beside him, he heard Max sigh. Felix had felt so confined within the pass, and before that in the forest, that it came as a shock to learn that the world was still out there.

			Who would have thought that in a world riven by Chaos, such beauty could still exist above its clouds?

			Felix swept his gaze across the enfolding dawn, and on every mountain that he looked at he saw evidence of re-wilded roads and ancient structures. They were small things, little more than mountaineers’ lodges and certainly nothing on the scale of the dwarfhold he was standing over, but they seemed to be dotted throughout the Middle Mountains. What could have brought such lasting industry to a mountain range that everyone seemed to agree possessed nothing of value but the glory of its sunrise?

			‘What are all these buildings?’ he asked Malakai, sweeping his arm across the horizon. ‘Were they part of this dwarfhold at one time?’

			‘Nae, Felix, this place wiz never sae grand. Those roads wur built by adventurers that came after, lookin’ fur Kazad Drengazi here in the mountains.’

			Felix felt his skin prickle and it had little to do with the wind. He pulled his cloak over his chest regardless. ‘Gotrek mentioned that place. He said that it doesn’t exist.’

			‘He’s nae fool when he nae wants to be yin. He’s right. It’s naught but a bairn’s story.’

			‘Tell me more,’ said Max in an urgent whisper that set Felix immediately back on edge. The wizard rested on his staff, the wind whipping through the hem of his robes, as he looked out. Then he raised one hand, palm out to the sun, bowed his head and appeared to close his eyes. He stood like that for a moment. ‘Something is out there. I hear it calling, but… not to me.’

			Malakai stuck out his lower lip and turned to Felix with eyebrows raised, apparently impressed or, if he was thinking what Felix was thinking, chilled to his core. ‘Then ye’re already closer tae findin’ the danged place than anyain’s come sae fur.’

			‘Kazad is the Khazalid noun for “fortress”, is that not so?’

			‘Aye. Though ah’d ask how ye ken that.’

			Max let the question ghost through him as though it didn’t exist. ‘And Drengazi?’

			Malakai hesitated, and Felix understood why. The dwarfs were as protective of their language as they were of any of their secrets. Felix was a dwarf-friend, had been Gotrek’s shadow for over twenty years, off and on, and had been privileged to visit several of their greatest cities and even he could barely string together a sentence in the elder tongue.

			‘Tell me,’ Max pressed, insistent as the wind.

			‘Ah’m nae keepin’ secrets, laddie, even though they’re mine tae keep. It’s joost there’s nae guid translation fur it. It means Slayer, but even tha’ isnae quite right. It’s the yin Slayer. It’s all Slayers.’ Malakai shook his head. ‘Like ah said, there just isnae a right fit fur it.’

			The Fortress of the First Slayer, thought Felix. Why did that have such an ominous ring of inevitability to it? Even as he considered its meaning, the shadows that the dawn had just banished seemed to be creeping back, resembling the claws of some black horror scraping across the mountains’ sides.

			‘And what is it?’ Max asked.

			‘What dae ye lads ken aboot Grimnir’s quest?’

			Felix shook his head without turning away from his mountain view. Grimnir was said to be the first of the Slayers, the warrior god of the dwarfs who long before the dawn of man had sought to end forever the threat of Chaos by marching into the Wastes and sealing the Chaos Gate on the blade of his axe. It didn’t seem to have worked.

			‘He left his people to journey alone into the Chaos Wastes,’ said Max. ‘As I understand it he intended to destroy the polar warp gates, to rid the world of magic and slay the Chaos Gods. Of course he didn’t succeed, and some speculate that he is trapped somewhere outside of time in the Realm of Chaos, locked in eternal war against the daemons of Chaos, much as Caledor Dragontamer and the great elf mages of the same era were trapped upon the Isle of the Dead.’

			‘Ah wouldnae gae as far as tha’, but aye, if ye like. He gie’d one o’ his two mighty axes tae his son, Morgrim, and then went north. But naebody knows hoo far south the Wastes stretched in yon days, nor whit road north Grimnir took. Except Morgrim. And he ne’er spoke a word.’

			‘So what you’re saying,’ Felix began cautiously, thinking that he understood and not liking where it was heading, ‘is that Grimnir himself might have once passed this way, thousands of years ago on his way to fight the Chaos Gods.’

			‘Some dwarfs think sae,’ said Malakai with a shrug.

			‘I know so,’ said Max with a conviction so absolute that if he demanded the sky turn red then Felix would have half expected it to do so. ‘It is here and there is a power in it. It calls to Grimnir’s heir for a resolution. The confluence of destiny has called us here together. I have never been more certain of anything.’

			‘Tha’s the legend,’ said Malakai, a little more cagily than he had begun, unnerved himself by the wizard’s words and manner. ‘It’s said a great power is held there, waitin’ fur Grimnir’s heir tae use in the last Great War.’

			‘You’re thinking it’s Gotrek, aren’t you?’ Felix said, turning back to Max and shivering. The wizard was scanning the horizon with the intensity of a hawk, his flat grey eyes like coins dropped in a well too deep and dark to grant wishes.

			‘Everyone kens tha’ Grimnir’s heir is Thorgrim Grudgebearer, the High King. He has Morgrim’s axe. Unless ye’ve stowed him in yin o’ yer carts then ah reckon he’s in the Everpeak aboot noo.’

			‘We will see,’ Max murmured, possibly to himself.

			Felix stepped back from the ledge, arms around his chest as he backed away, and shivered as he turned around and walked the few dozen strides to the opposite edge of the cupola overlooking the approach to the castle. It didn’t help. Felix doubted whether anywhere in view of where he stood now would be far enough to escape the creeping chill of destiny that had wormed its way into his mind with the wizard’s portentous words. How many tales of Sigmar’s return, Valaya’s fall, and the death of the elven forest did Felix need to hear before he could start to accept such insane suggestions without resistance?

			Could Gotrek really be Grimnir’s heir?

			If what Malakai said was correct then no, but dwarfs were always so rigid in their interpretation of such things and perhaps the legend – the prophecy? – was intended to be read figuratively.

			No.

			They weren’t here to find this Kazad Drengazi, they were going to Midden­heim, and Felix doubted that even the Vengeful Ancestor himself would be able to change Gotrek’s mind about it.

			Felix winced as a spear of light from the castle’s rune-hidden approach temporarily blinded him in one eye. He bent onto one knee and held the handrail as he peered down onto the mountain trail. He saw what looked like a string of glittering specks making its way towards the castle. He watched for a moment more, his heart seeming to slow as a handful of the nearest dots resolved into helms, spear points and banner poles. An army was coming. But surely that was impossible. Still gripping the handrail, he snapped his head around.

			‘Does this airship have any way of warning the castle of an attack?’

			‘Ah keep tellin’ ye, there’s nae Chaos army tha’ can get oop yon road.’

			‘Purely speculatively,’ said Felix.

			‘Well, aye, there’s nae point wastin’ a guid vantage like this. There’s a steam horn tae alert the brig o’ danger, but the workers doon below will all ken whit it means.’

			‘Good,’ said Felix, turning back to the vertiginous view and tightening his grip. ‘I have a terrible feeling that you might want to use that.’
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			LAST DAWN

			Khagash-Fél sat high on his Chaos steed and regarded the citadel that the Dark Master would have him conquer. The ancient stone ruin capped the mountaintop like a skull on a shaman’s staff. Tiered battlements rose in broken procession towards the summit from which that strange metallic contraption floated like a cloud, glittering in the morning sun. He watched as lookouts with dew in their beards raised heavy, lensed devices to their eyes and peered back towards him, shouting words he could not hear in a language he did not understand. Khagash-Fél ignored them and turned to the gate.

			It was an imposing, albeit rusted construct of iron that he knew from experience would be solid all the way through rather than plated oak. The gate was further reinforced with horizontal bars, bearing great spikes long enough to foul a battering ram or impale a minotaur and inscribed with runes of protection and power.

			In the shadow of the gate was a small courtyard, ringed with weathered statues and large enough only for a few score men or a handful of small war machines. A deep crevasse surrounded the courtyard like a moat, spanned by a simple iron bridge that was little more than a flat length of metal with a handrail. There was not even a mechanism by which to raise it in case of attack. A small advantage. Before reaching even that choke point however, an army would be forced into almost single file by the narrowing causeway that wound sharply and steeply through the sheer walls of the mountain – and all while arrows and bolts and the gods alone knew what else hailed down from those battlements above.

			In the Chaos Wastes, war was unlimited by scale or variety, but for men of the steppe, a fortification meant a hill too steep or rugged for a charging horse or at most a wooden palisade. The tribes’ experience of siege warfare came largely from folk memory, their grandfathers’ tales of once-in-a-generation campaigns against the Ogre Kingdoms or the great ­ziggurats of the Chaos dwarfs.

			He raised his fist to signal a halt as he considered.

			At his command the tribes gathered under their banners into hundred-strong units, his zarrs showing sufficient wit and experience to order their men into narrow-fronted units of four or five that would, at a push, be able to scale the final stretch of trail. Here and there, men in conical steel ­helmets with elaborately quilted brims delivered speeches that were greeted with roars and beaten shields. The ordered formations allowed more men to squeeze up, bringing dozens of banners and thousands of men into view between the mountains, but Khagash-Fél knew without having to see the thousands more hidden by the winding trail that the call to order would be passed down to them in moments. The air might be thin and the climes alien, but the endurance and courage of his people would see them conquer the edges of the earth and beyond.

			The beastmen were another matter. They milled in the narrow gaps between the formations, stamping their hooves, bellowing challenges to the dwarfs and to each other. Gongs were clashed and great bells tolled, fetishes rattled and bones were cast as bray-shamans decked out in their most lavish hide robes presided over a dawn chorus of harsh animal cries and colour.

			Khagash-Fél had already decided who would be first onto the bridge. He doubted whether he could restrain them for much longer if he wished to in any case.

			‘Have you ever seen warriors as disciplined as my people?’ he said, calling back to the god-touched prophetess, Morzanna, who rode a pale steppe pony amongst his chosen warriors a respectful distance behind him. ‘They fight and live in arbans of ten men. Each of those will come together in battle under the banner of their zuuns of a hundred, and the minghaans of a thousand.’ He drew in a deep breath, proudly gesturing to the banner pole fixed to his backplate. ‘None before I had united the tribes to command a tumen of tens of thousands.’

			‘The Chaos Gods abhor order in all its vagaries and forms,’ said Morzanna, examining the zuuns, islands of armoured discipline in a rebellious sea of beasts, as if uncertain whether she preferred to sink or swim. ‘Do you not find it strange that they demand it of their armies, that they should elevate champions capable of instilling it with an iron hand? If the map of our destinies is already drawn, then what place is there for Chaos?’

			Khagash-Fél touched the lidded Eye on his forehead softly. He had some understanding of what it meant to see the future. It elevated a man, even as it changed him. He dismounted and closed his hand over the hilt of his sword, Ildezegtei, wrapped in the softest leather and the most sumptuous silks at his waist. He bared an inch of steel, enough to summon moans of wonder and lust from his chosen.

			‘I was a mortal man, brash and headstrong, leader of an arban of brothers and blood-kith, when the Chaos dwarfs tricked me into an ambush and took us.’ He laid a finger across the concentric rings of scar tissue that covered the left side of his face. ‘On that day I swore to never again lead men to defeat and since that day I never have. With the blessing of Khorne did I walk unharmed across the river of fire to my freedom, and with this blade and the gifts of the Greater Gods did I unite my people and claim my vengeance. Tell me where the Dark Master’s rival lurks, Morzanna, and I will crush his skull in my bare hands as I once did to my captor.’

			‘I cannot tell you where he is. Only where he will face you.’

			‘How convenient,’ muttered Nergüi from his own position further back amongst the chosen.

			‘Can you shatter the dwarfs’ doors with your sorcery?’ said Khagash-Fél, determined to give Morzanna the opportunity to prove her powers, and by extension those of the Dark Master, to men like Nergüi who struggled to cope with the pace of change. First the Greater Gods, then the Dark Master; what next?

			Morzanna closed her eyes and bowed her head in the direction of the castle. The dwarfs there unhurriedly armed and armoured themselves as artillery pieces were pushed into position. ‘I cannot,’ she said after a moment had lapsed, opening her eyes and facing Khagash-Fél without apology. ‘I sense the presence of a powerful wizard here. He works against me.’

			‘More powerful than you?’ asked Nergüi with a smirk.

			‘Perhaps.’ She bared her teeth in a sharp smile. ‘I guarantee however that he will not interfere with you either.’

			‘She leads you down a black path, warlord,’ said Nergüi, turning to Khagash-Fél and shaking his staff at the heavens. The shaman was magnificent in his bright, feathered headdress and flowing regalia. He glinted and chimed in the sunlight as though passing spirits alighted upon him to whisper their counsel. Seldom before now had Khagash-Fél doubted that they did. ‘She has guided us onto the dwarfs’ secret roads and for that I will offer her and her patron praise, but we can use these roads to strike at the city the westerners call Middenheim. It is what brought us here, warlord. We can add the tribes to the might of Archaon and you will rise to be the strongest of his right hands.’

			Something in Khagash-Fél flared in anger at the mention of that particular name. Who was Archaon to him? He was a name, a myth borne east by Dolgan warbands. He was nothing but a pretender to the Everchosen Crown. He did not know where this knowledge came from but he knew it; there was none other than Be’lakor with the right and power to call Khagash-Fél his servant.

			‘Tell me where, Morzanna.’

			The prophetess extended a clawed finger and pointed to the bridge.

			Khagash-Fél nodded as he spun around and strode for the causeway, just as a mighty wail went up from the flying vessel moored at the castle’s summit. The beastmen roared, taking it as a signal, and surged for the gate as one.

			The dwarfs’ last dawn was here.

			Gotrek pulled his good eye from the rent in the greeting hall wall that he had been sizing up for repair and turned to where Gustav, Kolya, and a handful of other men waited with tools and wooden boards held underarm. The duty foreman eyed them distrustfully through deep-set eyes, thick arms wrapped around a step-ladder as though expecting one of the men to make off with it. The deep thunderblast of the steam horn reverberated between the standing columns, shaking dust off the gantries and causing the lighting to stutter even more than before.

			‘Doesn’t look like that many.’

			Gustav cocked his head towards the gate and listened to the animal cries and stamping hooves. It sounded like hundreds, and he wished now that he’d followed Kolya’s example and kept his weapon with him, but the dwarfs had all assured him that their fortress was secure and like a fool too tired to make his own mind up he’d taken them at their word. He’d sworn never to put himself at the mercy of another’s judgement and yet here he was, back in the daemon’s nest. Ignoring the dwarf master-builder’s protestations, Gustav strode for his own section of wall and ripped its temporary canvas patch clear. What he saw made him gasp.

			Hundreds of beastmen were swarming up the causeway towards the bridge, but worse even than that was the figure that strode amongst them.

			Clad in a leering harness of battle-scarred black plate, his bare head towered over the tallest beastmen. Long grey hair hung across his broad shoulders and a braided grey beard lay like a tabard over his breastplate. His face was craggy and tattooed and looked to have been the focus of some insane artistry to leave it hellishly scarred. Blue light seeped under the lid of a third eye upon his forehead. In his hand he wielded a double-edged greatsword that looked to have been edged and fullered in gold. It sang a death song that was, like war itself, sickening to contemplate and behold and yet at the same time exhilarating beyond compare. The curve of its blade, the way it found the light, called to Gustav’s heart. He moaned softly. It would be an experience of surpassing wonder to see that blade closer to, to feel it enter his torso and slide through his guts as it sang that elegy for him and him alone.

			Gotrek’s strong hand on his shoulder squeezed the alien feeling out of him.

			‘Nothing to see there, manling.’

			‘I…’ Gustav shook his head as the sudden lust that had moved him ebbed away to be replaced by the lingering taste in the mind of something foul. ‘I think you’re right. Sigmar, it’s the same warband we saw outside Wolfenburg. They’ve followed. I thought you said it was impossible.’

			‘It is,’ Gotrek answered flatly.

			‘Do you know what the wise woman says about things thought impossible?’ said Kolya before Gustav and Gotrek’s combined glares convinced him to shut his mouth.

			‘Will they be able to find their way to Middenheim from here?’ Gustav yelled, some abiding insanity almost driving him to take the Slayer by the throat and shake an answer out of him.

			‘Not if they’re all dead.’

			Gustav retreated open-mouthed from the Slayer’s slack-jawed, boneheaded lunacy and turned for support to Kolya and the others just as the foreman and most of the other dwarfs in the hall were starting to run for the stairs up. A disbelieving laugh burst its way out of him.

			‘So much for dwarf courage.’

			The Slayer’s open palm struck him like a shovel. For a split second Gustav blacked out, coming around to see the ceiling spinning as he stumbled back into a man’s arms. His head filled with bells. A tooth dropped onto his tongue and he bent forwards to let it run out on a trickle of bloody drool.

			‘If you were meant to be clever, manling, the gods would’ve made you a whiny little elf. Be thankful I owe your uncle a debt.’ Gotrek indicated the departing dwarfs with a dip of his crest and a grunt. ‘They’ve gone to evacuate what secrets they can, and sabotage that which they can’t,’ he said, not exactly inspiring Gustav with confidence in their chances. Then he pointed to a tanned Kislevite with the salted look of a seaman, an Erengrad docker perhaps, garbed in a sleeveless wool shirt and brown breeches held up by a rope belt. ‘You look like you want to see out the day. Get up those columns and start pulling that rigging down. It’ll hold up better than the cow-skin they’ve got flapping over the holes in the wall at the moment.’

			The man nodded and got to work as Gotrek set about distributing tools and duties and then sent men dashing to the walls bearing wooden planks and salvaged iron plates. As each lighting rig came down the hall grew dimmer, illuminated predominantly now by the sunlight spearing through the breaches. And then even that was diminished little by little as men covered them with iron, found holes and began to hammer.

			‘Are you mad?’ Gustav wailed. ‘We won’t be able to see.’

			Gotrek grinned. His yellow teeth gleamed until the last big hole was covered and the glow from the dwarf’s rune-axe turned his face red.

			‘You’ll see well enough when the wall comes down. Until then there’s nothing to look at.’

			From the cupola of Unstoppable the assembled multitudes of Chaos looked almost like a single monstrous entity. Men were indistinguishable from beasts, and the tongue of bodies extending along the causeway put Felix in mind of the curious ant-eating creature that he had once marvelled at in the jungles of Ind. The thought that he and his friends were the ants in this scenario was not at all reassuring. The wind whistled in Felix’s ears, a thin mockery of the tumult that ensued below him. But even from this altitude, Felix could pick out the grey-haired giant in hulking Chaos armour that strode ahead of his hordes. With a crushing certainty Felix knew that this was the champion named Half-Ogre that Mann had spoken of and that Felix and Gotrek had spied in battle outside Wolfenburg.

			The champion had been following them. But why? For what possible reason?

			‘Malakai, I’m so sorry,’ Felix began, but the engineer had already dropped his backside onto the lip of the open hatch down and had his strong hands on the metal to feed himself in.

			‘Did ye gi’ ’em a map? Then it isnae yer doin’. C’mon noo.’

			Makaisson set his hands and feet onto the outside of the ladder’s side­rails and slid down into the gasbag. Felix ran for the hatch. The fortress was undermanned and ruined, but it was still a formidable proposition and any position held by Malakai Makaisson would not crack readily. He could still help Gustav and Gotrek if he hurried. He slid his legs into the hatch until his feet hit the rungs, then sought out Max. His throat tightened in fear.

			A shadow closed about the wizard like a fist although Max, with a terrible effort that was writ into his face, held it at bay with a light that he appeared to force through the pores of his skin.

			‘Go, Felix,’ said Max, clutching his staff and groaning as he dredged more and brighter light until he glowed like a lightning rod in a storm.

			The shadow menaced and swirled, formless by its very nature, yet possessed of a substance of will that Felix felt in his soul that he recognised, some shared darkness in the common nature of man. He saw the hint of wings, the spectre of a horned, crowned head. Felix’s limbs felt dead. A paralysing terror filled him and made him want to do nothing more than scream and jump into the hatch after Malakai, and in the same mental breath mocked his singular failure to muster even that much courage. It was unnatural to feel such potent dread, he knew, but that knowledge made it no less debilitating. It was the same shadow that had hung on his shoulder since his first return to the Empire. It had stalked him through the Great Forest, closed over the Middle Mountains like a net, and now it was here.

			‘Go!’

			Max’s yell dragged Felix out of his stupor, though whether it was the work of the wizard’s voice or the purifying rays that shone through the daemonic mist that enveloped him Felix could not be sure. ‘There is a powerful sorceress down there. She is attempting to summon a daemon.’ The wizard groaned, a pulse of white light driving back the struggling daemon another inch. ‘Go and find Gotrek. Help him. Find Kazad Drengazi. You can do nothing for me here.’

			For a moment, Felix still couldn’t move. Light and dark churned over one another before his eyes. He gripped the hilt of his sword and then let it go.

			Max was right.

			He wasn’t a wizard or a scholar – this was not a battle he was equipped to fight.

			‘Don’t die, Max,’ he shouted, as he slid into the shaft, for some inexplic­able reason closed the hatch after him, and then slid down after Makaisson.

			The first rocket corkscrewed out from the battlements on a geyser of black smoke before exploding against the mountainside. Rubble rained down onto the causeway and the beastmen charging up it, the near miss goading them to ever greater urgency as they raced for the bridge. The dwarf gunners made minute adjustments for range, declination and speed and waited as the beastmen roared onto the final ascent. The order to fire boomed from the ramparts like a handgun volley.

			Khagash-Fél watched from their rear ranks as the front of the castle went up like a powder keg stuffed with Cathayan fireworks. Rockets hissed skyward trailing multicoloured plumes of smoke. Mortar rounds screamed like the damned. Gatling cannons chattered. Lead bullets tore beastmen to shreds by the dozen, firing lines tracking back and forth across the narrow rank even as the explosive munitions streaking down from above pulverised the path and reduced the piled corpses to ash. Khagash-Fél strode through it, his eye on the bridge. A mortar shell detonated in midair, showering him with gobbets of fire. All around him, beastmen lowed in agony and rolled amongst the corpses of their brethren as their fur burned away to muscle and bone. Khagash-Fél’s flesh turned red and molten where the fiery substance burned. No weapon of fire or born of fire could harm him. Such was the Blood God’s gift to him. A cannon added its own deep voice. Khagash-Fél felt the thin air breathe in as the lead shot sailed past him and crashed through the packed ranks of beastmen behind him.

			He emerged from the firestorm glowing hot. His armour steamed. The runes that marked it shone a fierce gold and the dead-eyed daemon faces that decorated the ancient plates appeared to come alive and writhe in torment on the fire. He saw one of the dwarf gunners point at him and yell and angle his weapon downwards. Not to Khagash-Fél, he realised, but a point further up the trail.

			The bridge.

			The dwarfs meant to deny him the bridge and the battle promised him in prophecy.

			Anger flooded his belly. He felt his stomach bloat and the furious beat of tiny wings against the underside of his throat. His vision reddened as he fixed his gaze on the dwarf and his craven engine of death. Nurgle had filled his gut with his ravenous children and Khorne had remade him in fire, but the Dark Master had shown him something greater, the uniting power of a pariah.

			Khagash-Fél retched as if he was about to be sick, flies filling his throat and swarming into his nose and mouth. As each plague-mottled insect passed his lips it ignited with the fury of a god scorned and struck towards the battle­ments. Thousands of tiny explosions rippled across the front of the castle, triggering secondary detonations as the maddened insects bored into powder kegs. An engineer ran the full length of the ramparts, fumbling with his ammunition belt before it exploded, throwing his remains over a cannon and igniting it, the resulting blast flipping the war machine onto its back and flaying its crew with fire. The last explosion drove a great crack through the wall of the castle from the cannon batteries on the uppermost ramparts down to the gate itself, practically splitting the old dwarfhold in two.

			Injured dwarfs cried out in pain and horror. Fires crackled behind savage breaches in the wall.

			Crunching on the handful of flies still trapped between his teeth and swallowing them, Khagash-Fél brandished Ildezegtei to the crippled fortress and its defenders. With the exultant roar of his beastmen filling one ear and the blessings of the Dark Master in the other, he took the last steps towards his destiny.

			Gustav Jaeger coughed on the tidal wave of dust that the rupture in the ceiling brought down into the greeting hall. Columns that had been teetering since before the dawn of man came crashing down. Distant explosions resounded through the stonework, men and dwarfs armoured in rock dust adding a paltry rejoinder as they returned fire from gaping breaches with pistols and crossbows. Having experienced merely second-hand the fate of the dwarfs’ artillery, Gustav almost wished they wouldn’t bother.

			At least Gotrek’s punch had dazed him enough to deaden the worst of the impacts.

			He stumbled towards the gate. The damage done to the surrounding wall had buckled its frame and left it hanging on its hinges. He moved with the vague idea of bracing it with something, although he had no good idea how or with what. He certainly wasn’t strong enough to move even the smallest chunk of the debris that littered the hall and would have been unable to identify the tool for doing so if it were presented to him. He sought out Gotrek, spotting the dwarf under a cloud of dust by the damaged gate.

			He had never understood his uncle’s fondness for this particular Slayer. His race was as alien as any other, and few amongst those other races that Gustav had encountered were more terrifying in their strangeness than Gotrek Gurnisson. Shrouded by the smoke of war, he looked like a barbarian of the Unberogen days, a mass of muscle girded for battle in woad. But Gustav doubted whether any warrior-king of Sigmar’s blood had been as broad of shoulder or thick of neck as Gotrek. He was inhuman. His axe highlighted the muscular distinction in blood red. Gustav had never seen it glow so brightly. The light smeared through the murk and pooled within the runic engravings in the gate.

			‘Back to the airship, manling, and make sure your uncle is on it when it leaves. And tell Makaisson if I see him flying anywhere but north to Middenheim then I’ll be coming for him next.’

			‘We’ll all go,’ Gustav yelled, trying not sound as relieved by the task as he felt.

			‘No time,’ Gotrek returned, turning around and kicking the broken gate out onto a scene of ash and thunder. Smoke lay over the courtyard and hung above its statues like laurels. Animal screams echoed between them. The bridge was black and hazed, but Gustav saw the infernal outline of something large and hot approaching from its far side. ‘The bridge is narrower than the gate. I’ll hold them there.’

			The Slayer glanced over his shoulder, silhouetted in fire as Gustav instinctively backed away from the approach of whatever daemonic being threw out that glare.

			‘Tell the little one that this was for her this time, not for me. Promise on your oath that you’ll tell her that.’

			Felix landed in the metal hallway to find Malakai Makaisson halfway down the corridor waiting for him. The thrum of the engines had increased to a level that Felix could feel vibrating through the iron rungs of the ladder in his hands, the rattling of bulkheads only serving to heighten the engineer’s agitation.

			‘What kept ye?’ Makaisson barked, then snapped up a hand. ‘Ne’er mind. There isnae time tae hear it. Ah huv tae to git tae the engine room tae coax this bucket o’ spare parts tae fly without comin’ apart from under oor feet. Ye ah need on the brig. Ye dae remember how tae fly this thing, ah hope?’

			‘Fly? Fly where? We have to get down there.’

			‘Ah’d expect nae less o’ ye, but ah heard there wiz nae oath between ye noo.’

			Felix gripped the ladder’s siderail. Perhaps he had allowed Max to get inside his head, but his relationship with Gotrek had become less and less about that decades-old oath. Perhaps for Gotrek that was what still mattered, but if Felix was honest with himself then that was not the reason he had followed the Slayer for as long as he had. It had been an adventure at first and that had been reason enough, but somewhere along the way he had come to remain because he had felt that he should.

			He knew exactly when he had come to that belief, too – he had been here aboard the old Spirit of Grungni, coming circuitously but inevitably to the decision to join Gotrek’s quest into the Chaos Wastes, easily the most dangerous realm in this world. And why? He had been told it was his own decision, that no oath bound him to follow, and yet he had done so, because he had felt the hand of destiny on the Slayer’s path. He still felt that he had earned his own chance at happiness, and Kat certainly had, but if he was offered the opportunity to leave the Slayer and this life again he was not sure what he would do. The world seemed to have other plans for them all.

			Max was right. Felix didn’t like to believe it, but he was right.

			‘Come on,’ said Malakai, glancing over his shoulder and then starting back towards Felix as though intending to drag him to the bridge. ‘There’s nae way back, laddie. The tower will be filled wi’ parts coomin’ up and engineers gaun doon. Ah willnae let some Chaos beastie get a hold o’ ma airship. I’d destroy her first. Gotrek wiz an engineer, he’d agree wi’ me.’

			Felix groaned. No way down. The bridge. Why did that niggle at something in Felix’s mind?

			Like a bolt to the back of the head it came to him. He opened his mouth to say something, then decided there was no time for it, and was spinning on his heel before his lips clamped shut and running down the corridor, with his scabbard whipping at his heels and Makaisson yelling after him.

			‘Where are ye gaun? The brig’s the other way. Felix!’

			The engineer’s cries disappeared around a bend as Felix pushed his old legs for one last sprint, taking turns without needing to think about them as though he had lived aboard the Unstoppable all his life. The engines chuntered and groaned. The decking rattled like the armour of a charging horse.

			Every so often after running past dozens of empty doorways, he passed a room where dwarf engineers worked frantically, sometimes with only their feet exposed beneath huge pieces of machinery. Felix saw shock on their faces at seeing a human running about on their airship in the instant before they flashed out of view and he ran on. Any moment, he half expected to hear a challenge or feel a crossbow bolt in the back. None came. Either the dwarfs were simply too busy, or bad news like Felix Jaeger moved as quickly through a dwarf host as it did amongst men.

			At the end of a short corridor, he hurtled through an open doorway and onto a gantry overlooking a large hangar.

			The gyrocopter hangar.

			He slammed into the handrail, causing the whole structure to shake alarmingly, then pulled himself left for one more short run to the ladder. He staggered up to it, wheezing, and folded over the handrail. It was the air. He couldn’t seem to catch enough of it. Oh yes, and he had skipped a night’s sleep, hadn’t eaten since Shallya alone remembered when, and should have had enough of this sort of thing twenty years ago. But apart from that…

			He took a deep breath and swung himself over the ladder. As Malakai had done before him, he positioned his hands against the outside of the siderails as though they were the wheels of a mine cart on their track, then took his feet off the rung and slid to the bottom level of the hangar.

			Allowing his racing heart the moment it needed, he looked around. In agreement with his earlier assessment, the eight or nine gyrocopters within the luminously marked bays looked to have been functionally if not completely disassembled. Steel plates had been removed from the vehicles’ fuselages, likely for use on Unstoppable, revealing the engines’ gleaming innards. At least half of them were missing rotors and the one nearest to Felix had even had the pilot’s seat stripped from the cockpit along with most of the controls. It seemed hopeless to expect to find anything in here that would fly, but Felix knew dwarfs too well for that. They were a pragmatic people and if there was a reason for carrying a flight of gyrocopters in the first place, then Makaisson and his engineers would want to keep at least one operational against such an eventuality.

			He grinned when he found it and would have beat the air with his fist and whooped in jubilation had he the energy. The gyrocopter was parked in the bay nearest to the aft doors and furthest from the walkway, hence the reason that Felix had not spotted it immediately. Its nose section was embossed with the snarling visage of a god that Felix presumed to be Grimnir depicted in brass. The blades of its main rotor hung limp. The flying machine was secured to the deck by a series of leather straps looped between its landing skids and the mooring rings bolted to the floor. The ground within the marked bay looked as though it had been recently swept, and the fuselage smelled freshly oiled and polished and felt smooth to the touch.

			With the growing fear that he would actually have to go through with what he had been thinking, Felix moved around the gyrocopter, unfastening the straps so that they hung slack over its skids, and then climbed into the cockpit.

			The leather seat softened around his weight as Felix scanned the controls. He had never flown one of these things himself, but he must have seen it done dozens of times. It had not looked that difficult when the earnest young scholar Varek Forkbeard had first talked him through the terrifying complexity of onboard gauges, dials, and controls, but now it felt as if they were multiplying before his very eyes. He closed his eyes and tried to relax into it. Most of them didn’t matter. If the vehicle was low on fuel then he would find out soon enough and there was very little he could do about it anyway.

			Between his awkwardly bent knees was a leather-bound stick. This controlled the angle of the main rotor to give movement either left, right, forward, or back. There was also a trigger just above the grip that controlled the gyrocopter’s main armament, the narrow-muzzled steam cannon that projected from the brass figurehead’s mouth. Felix had no idea whether it would fire if he pressed it and decided that he should probably leave it alone. With his left hand he located the other stick just outside his leg. He squeezed it as he concentrated, playing with the foot pedals that responded by pulling the tailfin left or right depending on which pedal he pushed. It was a profoundly terrifying sensation. Carefully, he let go of the left-hand stick. Yes, he remembered now, that one was responsible for lift.

			Now he just needed to figure out how to start it.

			Oddly enough, when he had flown in these machines before it had always been in some kind of a hurry.

			He ran his finger over the control panel, trying to ignore the nagging voice that demanded he start pushing likely looking buttons and instead to remember what Varek had taught him. There! His finger hovered over a blue button marked with a strange rune and positioned between two glass-fronted gauges. It looked familiar, and it felt like the right position for it.

			He hesitated a moment, then pushed it and held it pressed. A rapid string of clicks sounded from behind the control panel and the entire gyrocopter juddered into life as its fuel ignited. The assorted dials arrowed into the red and then slid back into more equitable zones. Felix’s heart reluctantly climbed down from his mouth. What maniac had designed them to do that? With a slow but rising rhythm of whumps the rotor blades began to turn. Felix hurriedly set about strapping himself in, only to glance up and realise in a moment of horror that he had neglected to open the hangar door.

			Ducking low in his seat to avoid the whirring blades despite the fact that they were a good distance above his head, he cast about for the mechanism to open the outer door. He found it – or at least what looked like it – further back against the forward bulkhead. It was a slanted metal bench inset with knobs and dials and the wall behind it was hung with netting, presumably for whoever was working at that station to hold onto if necessary.

			Abandoning the gyrocopter, he ran towards the control station.

			Amongst the assorted gauges there was one large lever with a pair of angry-looking red runes displayed beneath it. Felix looked at the hangar door and then back to the lever. It had to be it. It had to be. With a prayer to whatever god looked after men this far above the ground, he took it in both hands and pulled it.

			There was a meaty clank, then another, the sound of a chain being paid out somewhere beneath the deck, and the door began to open.

			Black smoke boiled in and with it came screams. At the same time, Unstoppable groaned like an old soldier in pain, the drone of her engines blasting through the open doors.

			The unpiloted gyrocopter had risen to almost head height, and Felix huffed back aft, grabbed a hold of its teasingly swaying landing skids with a running jump and hauled himself back into the cockpit. He took one of the seat straps, then cast it aside in favour of the control sticks, pushing down the left-hand stick to arrest the gyrocopter’s climb. His stomach leapt and then bottomed out and Felix feared for a moment that he was definitely going to be sick, but then the craft appeared to stabilise itself.

			The gyrocopter hovered, yawing truculently in every direction despite his ashen-faced intent to keep it still. He took a deep breath. He could do this. It really wasn’t so hard.

			Easing the main stick down caused the gyrocopter to tilt forward and shoot through the hangar doors like a crossbow bolt.

			Acrid smoke whipped across Felix’s face and he looked down to see the dwarfhold broken up and lit by hellish fires. Dwarfs in armour emerged onto the top battlement of the castle bearing crates full of scorched equipment, jostling with the scores already waiting for the elevator at the foot of the metal tower. True to Makaisson’s word the elevator was steaming down from the airship with a complement of engineers crammed inside. More waited at the top. A handful of dwarfs with bulging backpacks scaled the tower’s ladders like ants climbing up a tree. Felix picked out the taller figure of Gustav amidst their number and felt a surge of relief that his nephew was far from the fierce fighting at the castle’s gates. The feeling didn’t last long.

			Screaming, Felix grappled the gyrocopter over a raised corner turret and then plunged into a stomach-lurching turn that sent the flying machine chopping into the thick smoke that pumped out of the front of the castle.

			The gyrocopter rattled under the pressures of conflicting air currents and his own inexpert handling as he struggled to bring it down. Part of him desperately wanted to slow down, but the louder and terrifyingly cogent part told him that the one thing he wanted to be inside even less than this gyrocopter was a stalled gyrocopter plummeting towards the ground. He held steady on the stick and in fewer heartbeats than Felix dared to count he was through the smoke cloud and soaring over the causeway.

			Rabid beastmen swarmed up the trail and behind them came northmen in unusual conical helms and eastern-style armour. They advanced with a discipline that an Imperial force of half the size would have been proud to achieve: armoured infantry pushing up behind the beastman screen, followed by what looked even from Felix’s rare vantage to be a numberless horde of mounted bowmen.

			An arrow thumped against the underside of the fuselage and another whistled past his eyes to be carved into splinters by the gyrocopter’s rotor blades. The gyrocopter’s armour was thickest on its underside – that being the conventional direction of attack – but the mere fact that the northmen’s weapons were able to strike him at all at this range and speed disinclined him towards taking chances with their capabilities.

			Felix brought the nose around to the left and then swung back to the right to double back and descend.

			He was getting the hang of this now. It was simply a matter of looking far enough ahead that he could ease the flying machine along its course without needing to resort to rash tugs on the stick. The dusty smog rising from the causeway below him made that difficult, but with a little concentration not impossible.

			After a few seconds he realised that he must have passed within range of the citadel’s guns. The cloud he was struggling to see through was rising from what was left of the road. The mountain face it wound through had been blasted away and the rubble piled onto the road. Bits of beastman poked through the rocks, serving as handholds to their monstrous kin as they clambered over, determined as ever to close with their enemy.

			The gyrocopter whirred over the scree pile and into view of the castle. Its gate was wide open and the wall breached in numerous places, but Felix could still see men and dwarfs firing from within. The courtyard however was empty except for statues and Felix soon saw why.

			Gotrek and the huge Chaos warrior blocked the bridge with a battle of such ferocious intensity that it made the spinning blades of his flying machine appear sluggish by comparison. The Slayer’s axe left ruddy streaks in the air behind it, its runes glowing hot enough to burn, only for the long, undulating blade of the Chaos warrior to sashay across every blow and beneath every guard. Felix couldn’t say how the warrior was doing it, but every time it looked as though Gotrek was about to land a telling blow the Chaos warrior would inexplicably alter his approach, closing the opening and sending another stroke carving across the Slayer’s arms, wrists, and chest. Gotrek bled like a gutted sow. And with the regularity of a beating heart a pulse of blue light washed out from the startling eye on the champion’s forehead to cleanse the air of its rune-cut scars.

			Gotrek angrily waved Felix off as the gyrocopter swept over the dwarf’s head and around.

			Felix could see that the beastmen too were standing off, unwilling to interfere in their champion’s battle or simply too afraid to do so, and for that Felix didn’t blame them. The defenders on the other side of the bridge were not nearly so shy, firing from the cover of the castle with pistols and bows and pitching dozens of beastmen into the chasm to their distant dooms. Bullets rattled off the Chaos warrior’s broad shoulders like coins flung at a steam tank. Felix even saw one mark a direct hit on the champion’s fiery red cheek only to ricochet off in a welter of sparks and shave the side of Gotrek’s scalp. Gotrek roared, blisters popping up across his head, and struck a wild, upward-arcing blow with his axe.

			A pulse of sapphire bathed the Half-Ogre’s face and time seemed to hold its breath.

			Felix watched as the Half-Ogre managed to twist, pull himself out of the way, and then slam his elbow joint into the back of Gotrek’s neck as the Slayer stumbled across his body. The Chaos warrior then avoided Gotrek’s backswing as if he had read the dwarf’s mind, and in the same fluid motion hauled Gotrek back across him by the roots of his crest and punched the hilt of his sword into the Slayer’s nose. Blood spattered the warrior’s bare fist, where it boiled. Gotrek staggered and yelled like a drunk, the Chaos warrior shoving him back and hitting him again, hard enough this time to snap the Slayer’s face around and lump him to the ground.

			Could Max have been wrong after all? Was Felix witnessing Gotrek’s long overdue doom at last? The Half-Ogre looked up and smirked as Felix bore down. Felix saw something in his eyes: a kind of recognition, anti­cipation even.

			Without thinking about what he was doing, Felix pushed down the stick to accelerate and squeezed on the trigger as though he meant to crush the stick in his bare hands and tear it from the gyrocopter’s cockpit. His concerns over the weapon’s functionality were erased in a jet of superheated steam that hissed above Gotrek’s recumbent form and struck the Chaos champion’s armoured torso. The warrior and the bridge behind him disappeared under a wave of steam, the beastmen on the far side screaming in agony as the blast from the steam cannon boiled them alive. Felix held the trigger down until the gyrocopter had swept over the bridge again and was banking back around.

			Steam lifted from the iron bridge to reveal several blistered bodies. The Chaos warrior stood amongst them with cracked armour and furnace-red skin, turning towards Felix and raising a hand as if to beckon him down. Behind him, Gotrek sat up unsteadily, brushed a hand through his scorched crest and spat a gobbet of blood off the side of the bridge. Felix swore. It looked like he was going to have to land. He would have to…

			The bewildering array of controls before him expanded to fill his view. He regarded it with a sinking feeling.

			Ah, spoke the dry voice of his subconscious, we appear to have uncovered a fundamental gap in our knowledge of gyrocopter operation.

			Teeth gritted, he angled the gyrocopter’s nose down until the muzzle of the steam cannon was centred on the Half-Ogre’s chest. The Chaos warrior spread his arms as if inviting another try. The champion had been able to predict and counter Gotrek’s every move, but now he just stood there as Felix’s flying machine powered towards him. Gotrek roared for Felix to turn aside and then, when it dawned on the Slayer what Felix was planning, grabbed his axe off the ground and ran for the courtyard. He threw himself to the ground and covered his head under his arms. The Chaos warrior merely grinned.

			Felix could only assume that this course was too mad even for one touched by the Dark Powers to imagine.

			Counting his luck that he’d been too distracted with steering to properly strap himself in, Felix waited until the last moment and then leapt from the cockpit.

			Felix’s flying body barrelled over the warrior’s head. The champion roared in disbelief for the second before the gyrocopter crashed through him, driving him down into the bridge like a nail struck by a hammer. The gyrocopter’s fuselage crumpled as it ground into the iron edifice, rotor blades shearing off one by one. The ancient structure squealed under the punishment. Felix hit the ground, intending to roll, but instead landing on his back and bouncing clear as the vehicle’s fuel tank exploded, swallowing the bridge in a massive fireball.

			Felix kept his head buried as bits of metal peppered his mail, uncovering his face only as the fireball roared itself out to reveal a mangled ruin of blasted iron in its wake. Its final scream ringing in his ears, Felix staggered up and moved towards the torn mess that projected from the near side of the chasm. Beastmen raged impotently on the opposite side, a kaleidoscope of animal faces and whining noise. Felix blinked and covered his ears but neither seemed to help. He swayed on his feet. That calm, forever helpful inner voice advised him that he had probably taken a blow to the head and should sit down.

			He groaned. Slim chance of that.

			A tattooed hand clung to a spear of metal. The flesh looked ancient, splotched with liver spots and faded ink, but a gnarled old oak had never held the earth between its roots more tightly. The warrior was still alive! Where did the Chaos Gods find these champions? The man’s feet kicked over an abyss. The strands of his long grey mane tapered and burned.

			The bridge creaked alarmingly as Felix stepped onto it and drew his sword.

			‘Your doom is foretold,’ the warrior snarled, swinging his free hand for a better hold that wasn’t there. His face was one of cold contempt, but his accent was familiar, similar to those of the barbarous horse tribes that plagued the steppe between the Worlds Edge and the Mountains of Mourn. Felix had been given cause to rue their horsemanship and suicidal bravery more than once during his near-fatal journey to the lands of the Far East. ‘The Dark Master will allow only one victor here.’

			‘If I had a penny for every doom I’d been promised then I’d be High King of the dwarfs by now.’ Gotrek stomped carelessly onto the bridge stump. There was a juddering squeal and the Chaos warrior’s handhold pitched him ever further towards oblivion. Gotrek raised his axe two-handed over the warrior’s wrist.

			‘I am a favourite of the gods, painted one. No weapon touched by fire in its making can harm me.’

			‘Is that right?’ Gotrek brought his enormous axe to his one good eye as though considering testing the champion’s words, then stamped his heel onto the warrior’s fingers.

			Bones crunched, but no pain showed on the warrior’s face, just a flicker of defiance in his human, seeing eye as Gotrek ground his foot forward and kicked out, pushing the Chaos warrior’s broken hand out into empty air. The man flailed in hard-faced silence, a fierce lament going up from the beastmen as they rushed like stampeding cattle for the ledge to watch their champion fall, but not once did the warrior scream. Felix held the man’s gaze, then watched him disappear.

			Several seconds later, a final bang from the bottom of the gorge startled him from his vigil.

			Gotrek put a heavy hand on his shoulder. Felix suspected it was less about offering comfort than it was borrowing a little support. The Slayer’s jaw was blue, his face was bleeding, and Felix didn’t like to think how close his former companion had just been to death. If he had been a minute slower in coming to Gotrek’s aid, if he had acted differently in just the slightest way, then it would probably be the both of them down there at the foot of the mountain now. The very idea offended him in a way he could not adequately explain even to himself.

			It was a feeling.

			The Slayer’s doom was coming, of that Felix had never been more certain, but whenever and however it came he was convinced that it would be an act that shaped the outcome of the End Times.

			For good or ill.

			Gotrek found strength to hawk up a gobbet of phlegm and send it arcing across the chasm towards the beastmen stranded on the far side. It fell well short, but it seemed to give the dwarf some pleasure.

			‘If Makaisson should ask,’ he said, the burning wreckage that lay strewn all over the courtyard glittering in his one good eye, ‘we’ll tell him it was an accident.’

			Khagash-Fél lay broken on the rocks. Beastmen, beaten into still, submissive shapes, were draped over the mountainside, their bloodied bodies glittering with bits of metal in the narrow shaft of light. The break in the chasm, coming far above after what looked like leagues of sheer, mountainous black, looked like a mouth and Khagash-Fél felt as though he had been swallowed by some mythical beast.

			How could this have happened?

			He was the Fire of Zharr, the Eagle of Mourn, the Plague of Yusak and the Delighter in Blood. He had slaughtered daemons and champions by the hundred over decades he had long lost count of. The Dark Master had chosen him for the destruction of his enemy; his prophetess had guided his sword. He bared his teeth, conquering the weakness that would have him scream at the broken bones that simple action upset, and tried to rise.

			He would not fail!

			‘Be still, Half-Ogre, your servitude is done.’

			Morzanna crouched over him. Her claws pushed lightly upon his breastplate like a child seeking to hold down a bull. With a coarse groan, Khagash-Fél dropped back onto his bier of rocks. He tightened his eyes for a moment and snarled.

			‘You saw this. You knew how this battle would end and you let me fight anyway. Why?’

			The prophetess smiled sadly. Her eyes glittered softly under the distant light. ‘When you understand that, you will know what it means to tie your destiny to one as mighty as Be’lakor’s.’

			Khagash-Fél tilted his head back to face the light. As a youth, he had once scaled a mountain this high and almost as steep to raid an eagle’s nest for an egg to present to his father. Even then his feats had been ­legend. It was an almost impossible climb up. Or down.

			‘You are not here,’ he said simply.

			‘Your mind dreams the ultimate dream, Terror of the East, but I am here with you.’ The woman spoke with a genuine sorrow. ‘Such is my gift.’

			‘I will not beg for my life.’

			‘You are brave. You deserved a more caring master.’

			The woman glanced to the deep shadows where beastmen lay like basking birds on the rocks. A figure whispered out of the darkness. His feathered robes fluttered and chimed in a breeze that Khagash-Fél could not feel. His bone clogs struck the earth with a rhythm eerily reminiscent of the one played on funerary sticks for the passing of Khamgiin Lastborn.

			‘You gave your life for the Dark Master,’ said Nergüi, headdress rustling as he crouched. His weathered face was wide with awe. ‘All the tribes speak of your sacrifice. They will serve to the last man. As will I. Forgive me, warlord, that I did not see until now.’

			‘No,’ Khagash-Fél snarled, for the first time in his life seeing with the clarity of a dead man. He had been used until he was useless, and now it was the turn of his people. ‘Take my sword. Lead the people to Middenheim and the horde of Archaon as you asked of me. The tribes are not the Dark Master’s to destroy.’

			Ignoring him, Nergüi rose and turned to face Morzanna. The shaman bowed his head and handed her his staff. Glass beads and bright blue feathers abased themselves around its eagle-skull tip as she wrapped her claws around it.

			‘Obey me!’

			‘You are speaking to a ghost, Half-Ogre. He cannot heed you.’

			With that, Morzanna whipped her claws across the shaman’s throat. Air escaped in a hiss, bubbling through the rush of blood that, despite his words of consent, Nergüi sought instinctively to staunch. His dimming eyes found those of his warlord. Blood spurted between his fingers as he tried to work his tongue, but somehow Khagash-Fél heard every word.

			‘You did this.’

			The blood on Morzanna’s hands was turning black and rising off her like smoke. A similar substance was gushing out of Nergüi’s throat and mouth, enwrapping his body like a shroud and lifting it off the ground on huge, bat-like wings. The deep laughter of the blackest of gods rippled through the hardening cloud.

			‘The airship of the dwarfs is swift,’ said Morzanna, voice strained with the effort of channelling the primeval horror she would unleash upon the world. ‘But the wrath of Be’lakor has no limit.’
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			FLIGHT

			The wide leather chair aboard the bridge of Unstoppable was more comfortable than any bed Felix had ever lain in. At least it certainly felt like it just then. The vibrations of the deckplate seemed to massage the aches from his body. The low hum of the engines was a lullaby. The way whips of cloud struck across the forward window felt like the airborne equivalent of drawing a blanket over one’s head. Even the bickering of the dwarfs felt soothing in its familiarity.

			‘This isn’t the way to Middenheim,’ said Gotrek, standing directly in front of the window with his arms across his chest and glaring belligerently into the clouds.

			‘That’s cause we’re gaun tae Karaz-a-Karak,’ Makaisson snapped back. He had his coat buckled and the fur-lined collar pulled up. His goggles had been pulled down over his eyes and he gripped the wheel with thick, fingerless leather gloves, standing on tip-toes in order to see over Gotrek’s shoulders.

			What they both hoped to see through such thick grey cloud Felix couldn’t imagine.

			‘You didn’t have enough fuel to reach the Worlds Edge Mountains and you certainly don’t now you’ve got a belly full of men to weigh you down.’

			‘At least ah huv yin less gyrocopter tae worry aboot,’ said Makaisson with a sideways tilt of that fierce, goggled head towards Felix. ‘But if ye can git us tae Middenheim withoot a compass then ahm all ears.’

			Gotrek snorted. ‘I am a compass.’

			‘Ah know ye think sae, but ye really arnae.’

			Sensing an argument with no quick resolution and that Felix could not seem to trouble himself with the outcome of, he moved his gaze over Unstoppable’s bridge. Dwarf engineers moved purposefully between stations, arguing quietly in Khazalid. One had a section of deckplate off and appeared to be applying solder to the steering shaft even as Malakai flew. Dwarfs were never the most extroverted with their emotions, but they all looked worried to Felix.

			‘How are you feeling?’ said Max. The wizard stood over him, unhooded. Bone-grey flecks silvered his hair and beard. His colourless flesh creased with concern.

			‘I should ask you that.’

			‘I was a wizard of the Light,’ asked Max, smiling for the first time in an age. ‘That was not the first daemon I have been called upon to banish, although it was certainly the strongest. I am fine, Felix, as I see you are. I suggest you get some rest now while you are still able.’

			Felix rubbed his eyes and yawned. ‘Gustav and the other men? Did they make it aboard?’

			‘Yes. Malakai was ready to leave them behind, but by destroying the bridge you bought time to evacuate the fortress. You’re a hero.’

			‘You get used to it,’ Felix muttered drowsily.

			‘Felix.’

			‘Mmmm?’

			‘It’s coming together, don’t you see? Do you remember the dream I told you about in which I was flying?’

			It took Felix a moment to respond. His lids hung heavily over his eyes and his own body felt like a ponderous, distant thing. ‘Didn’t we all die in that dream?’

			He was asleep before Max could answer.

			Tall, slender pines rose out of the snow like the bars of a cage. A broken wind plucked the strings of the spiders’ webs that hung between the boles, trapped dew dazzling like jewels with reflected light. Felix’s presence here in this boreal wood disorientated him only for a moment, then he drew his cloak tightly about himself and blew on his gloved hands. A red squirrel bound in a silk cocoon hung from a branch, turning gently in the breeze. Felix’s breath misted in front of him, decorating the lattice of delicate webs strung up across the trail. His hand strayed to the hilt of his sword. The forest was dark and eerily quiet. The only sound to intrude upon it was the crunch of snow under his boots, and those of his companion.

			‘Hurry along there, young Felix. Snorri thinks he saw something up ahead and he doesn’t want it to get away.’

			‘What are we looking for?’

			The hugely muscled dwarf turned around and shrugged. He was bigger even than Gotrek, a little shorter but broader at the shoulder with arms thick enough to grapple down a charging bull in each hand. Tattoos covered his bulk. His short beard was dyed red, but in place of a Slayer crest a line of nails with colourfully painted heads had been hammered into his skull. He pawed at his cauliflower ear, abashed.

			‘Snorri was hoping you remembered. His head feels funny.’

			Felix’s breath caught as he noticed the horrible red scar that split the middle of the Slayer’s forehead from the bridge of his nose to the base of his crest of nails. It looked like someone had hewn into his skull with an axe.

			For a moment, Felix had the sickening memory of Snorri Nosebiter on his knees, staring up with a face flooded with tears to the starmetal axe coming for his shame.

			This is the Shirokij, came a lilting female voice in his mind. Your path was laid here.

			Felix shook off the feeling with a shiver as Snorri shrugged and carried on.

			The Trollslayer hefted his axe and hammer and peered into the trees. Felix drew his sword as silently as he could. He glanced up, convinced he had heard a faint chittering from that direction. The branches swayed, flecking his bare cheeks with snowflakes. A bird, he thought, though he could not remember seeing one.

			‘Did you hear something?’

			Snorri turned his open face upwards and gave a whoop of joy. A second later a huge dusky-shelled monstrosity was dropping from the canopy, pinning the dwarf to the ground under its mass. Its eight fur-frilled legs were segmented and encased in dark red chitin. Enormous black eyes glared at Felix from an armoured polyp of clacking fangs that dripped with digestive venom.

			‘Help Snorri, Felix, its feet tickle,’ came Snorri’s muffled yell, followed by a crunch as of a hammer bashing through the giant spider’s chitinous underbelly. The spider squealed and scurried sideways, a treacle-like spatter dappling the ground beneath it. Snorri ran after it with his axe raised only to be thrown into a tree by a swinging foreleg. Loose snow dolloped from the branches to bury him to the elbows.

			Felix raised his sword as the spider scuttled around on the spot to face him. It hissed, mouthparts scissoring menacingly. He glanced sideways at Snorri, the old dwarf whistling the tune to a dwarf mining song as he dug himself free. Felix rolled his eyes in disbelief, wondering what it was about this situation and this idiot Slayer that made his heart ache the way it did.

			Through breaks in the trees he saw more giant spiders scuttling towards them with a hideous clicking sound. Felix spun around. They were coming from every direction. Desperately, he looked around for a more defensible spot.

			‘Snorri, what’s that?’

			Felix pointed into the woods. Just visible in the gloom, its mossy outline swallowed up by the forest, was a cottage. Its wattled pine walls were dingy, its roughly thatched roof pierced in several places by the branches of the forest canopy and tangled with glittering silver webs.

			‘This way, Snorri. We can hold them off in there!’

			Before Felix realised what he was doing, he was barging past his spluttering companion and into the trees. A spiked-shelled horror lunged from the undergrowth and he veered to put a sturdy pine between them, lashing out on instinct at another as it came scrambling down the trunk and sending a chip of chitin flying from its mandibles as he ducked beneath it and ran on. From the unsubtle roars and the splintering of chitin, he gathered that Snorri was crashing after him.

			With an inchoate cry of his own, Felix charged into the clearing.

			And then stopped.

			There had been dozens of spiders here. Where were they?

			Heart hammering, he lowered his sword in confusion and looked over the dismal cottage that stood alone now in the silence of the wood. Warmth leached from his chest and he shivered as though a ghost had just passed through him.

			He turned around, dizzied by a wave of relief as he spotted Snorri. The bodies of dozens of giant spiders lay amongst the boles of the trees and scattered like tree stumps over the clearing, upturned with their legs curled over their bellies. The Trollslayer swayed on his feet and chuckled. His body was riddled with bites and pinkish froth was coming out of his mouth. He spotted Felix and made a gurgling sound, shaping to throw his hammer at him only to accidentally toss it behind his back and fall into a giggling heap on the ground.

			Felix tried to go to him but the air around him was suddenly too dense to move through, like something from a nightmare, blurring the trees and the cottage until all he could see was Snorri and the woman who settled over him in a rustle of black skirts.

			She put her hand around Snorri’s throat, dribble running through the dwarf’s beard and over her fingers before she removed her hand and took his giant palm instead, scratching her nails along the palm lines and uttering a singsong chant. Felix felt the hairs on his arms stand on end and a shiver run through him. He recognised the voice as the one which had spoken to him just moments earlier. The woman was working magic.

			‘You should have died today, Snorri Nosebiter, but I will not allow it. You slaughtered my guardians, you intruded on my seclusion. And you imperil my very soul should my master find what I do to you now.’ She hissed, a strange kind of smile on her lips as a nail dug a new branching line into his palm and drew a trickle of blood. An arc of something magical flared from the droplet and crackled over her knuckles. ‘The doom you seek shall elude you until the day that I decree. It will not come for many years, long enough for you to suffer. And when you are whole again, when those you most love surround you again, then you shall have a death that brings you nothing but pain. This is your curse,’ she smiled sadly. ‘A gift worthy of a Slayer. You will have the mightiest doom.’

			Felix watched transfixed as the woman redrew the palm lines in blood. She looked up from the moaning dwarf, treating Felix to a conspiratorial smile as the power to rewrite destiny flashed in her lavender-pale eyes.

			Her appearance was painfully familiar to him and yet wrong in every measurable way. Her back was bent, her hands unsteady as if from a wasting frailty at odds with the force crackling from too-long, almost claw-like nails. Her grey hair was tied back with a pin. Her face was kindly but sad. She was clothed in layered skirts of black silk decorated with coloured shards of chitin and glass beads. It was his mother, Renata, but it wasn’t. The voice and the eyes were both wrong, as were the strange clothes. His mother had always hated black; the only time Felix had seen her wear it had been for her journey to the Garden of Morr.

			‘This is the second time you’ve tried to appear to me as my mother. Why?’

			‘I never had a mother,’ the old woman replied, skin darkening and hair growing paler as she spoke. ‘But I had a father who loved me more than the world. I remember being surrounded by people who cared for me.’ She looked at Felix strangely, colours lapping at the purple of her eyes until Felix could no longer be certain what colour they were. Small horns began to push through hair that was now completely white and shone like the face of the moon. ‘I have felt the kindness of strangers and have tried, in my own way, to show the same to others.’

			A final burst of power blasted Snorri’s hand from the woman’s clutches. It lay steaming in the snow, the dwarf mercifully unconscious with a look of vacant dread scrawled across his features.

			Revulsion filled Felix like bile from a ruptured gut. Was it even possible for a mortal being to possess such world-changing power? This woman had altered Snorri’s fate. Whatever doom he might have had she had taken from him to instead see his life end underneath Gotrek’s axe. His mind reeled with the implications. If Gotrek was merely responding to the tugged strings of this old hag’s web, then was he still culpable for his friend’s death? Felix shook his head sharply. Gotrek had still been the one with a choice to make. No hand but his had struck the final blow.

			‘I would hate to be the beneficiary of your unkindness.’

			‘Your friend, Max, always believed that you were being guided by a greater power.’ She spread her hands demurely. Each finger ended with a sharp black claw. ‘He is powerful and wise, and your meetings with him over the years have been more than fortuitous.’

			Felix’s brow knotted as he fought to order his thoughts. ‘You were the sorceress that Max spoke of back at the dwarfhold. Why would you “help” with one hand and then loose a daemon on us with the other?’

			‘Have you not at times sympathised with some of those your companion is compelled to slay? But it is not sympathy. I do what I must for whom I must, for even my master cannot see as clearly as I do. I have watched over you for a long time, Felix, guided you through the choices you must make and the allies you would need come the final hour. It was my magic that staved off old age long enough for you to reach it, and my summons in your dreams that called you back from the Far East in time to shape it. Your friend’s death was necessary, as was the manner of it. It tethered Gotrek to you in a bond of grief, and only together can you achieve what I alone know that you must.’

			‘You had no right,’ Felix breathed, his thoughts swirling over every loss and tragedy in his life, seeing them for the first time through the retrospective prism of fate – as this strange seeress might have seen them since before he was even born.

			Had Kirsten, his first great love, died in a goblin raid because he would in a heartbeat have left the Slayer to be with her? Was it more than mere serendipity that had brought Felix into possession of Karaghul, a weapon that had saved his life on countless occasions, and then seen the Templar order to whom it rightfully belonged crushed under a beastman invasion? Felix clenched his teeth. How very convenient. Had it even been this woman’s urgings that had led Ulrika into damnation, simply so that she might one day decades hence reunite him with Gotrek?

			His hands bunched into fists, arms shaking with emotion. There were tears in his eyes as he spoke. ‘How dare you? You’re talking about my life as if I was just a character in a play, in your play, but it’s my life. Those weren’t your decisions to make.’

			‘You and I both walk in the shadow of others, beings of great destiny, and we both must do things we abhor to see those destinies realised.’

			She gestured to Snorri’s recumbent form as if to demonstrate her point and Felix gasped at the discovery that the body was no longer Snorri’s. His beard was longer and darkly red, his one eye rolled up into its socket. Blood speckled his tattoos and formed a spreading pool under his enormous chest. Felix stared at the dwarf’s face, praying – despite the visceral certainty that it was hopeless – to see breath dimple the blood in which lay his nose and his limp, hanging mouth. Felix put his hand over his mouth to keep from being sick. Without the slightest transition to alert Felix to the change, the body had become Gotrek’s.

			The Slayer was dead.

			‘Why are you showing me this?’

			‘It is not for me to decide what you see,’ the woman answered, seemingly perplexed that Felix would even ask. ‘It is your future, not mine.’

			‘This is not my future,’ said Felix, unable to remove his eyes from the body. Gotrek’s chest had been torn open, savaged as if by a wild animal or a daemonic creature. It would have taken a monster of extraordinary strength and power to inflict such injuries on Gotrek. Felix felt as though that should probably alleviate his pain, but it didn’t. ‘I won’t allow it.’

			‘You are powerless against the opponent that awaits you in Kazad Drengazi, Felix, and Gotrek’s passing will be the doom of this world.’ She crouched beside the fallen Slayer and passed her hand across his face, closing the lid of his unseeing eye. Then she looked up at Felix. ‘But it may be enough to save the next.’

			Felix shivered and closed his eyes, hoping this woman and her visions would disappear and he would wake up – it was clear now that this was a bad dream of some prophetic sort – and find himself again on the bridge of Unstoppable with Gotrek alive and well beside him.

			‘Some are tied to their fates,’ the seeress went on. ‘Beings like Gotrek are rocks, immovable, stepping stones towards a certain future, but you…’

			She rose, turned and spread her arms, tilting her head back to gaze towards a vaulted ceiling where golden-red runes glimmered like fireflies on a hot night by the banks of the Aver. There was no sign that there had ever been a forest. The floor was tiled with slabs of white stone, each one marked in the centre by a vengeful-looking rune. It was dwarf-made, but more ancient than any dwarfhold he had ever seen. A terrible power dwelt here; even through the filter of another’s vision he could feel it in every rock and rune.

			‘This will happen because I have seen it. What comes after is yours to claim.’

			‘What does that mean?’

			‘It means you have a choice to make, Felix Jaeger. Will you stand by the Slayer to the end, knowing that it will mean his death, or will you leave him here in the Fortress of the First Slayer–’ She pointed to Gotrek where he lay ‘–and let the slim hope of a better future die with him?’

			‘I–’

			The woman looked up sharply and bared teeth like tiny daggers in a snarl. ‘It is time for you to go. Awaken. Warn your companions if you are able.’

			‘What is it?’ said Felix, the fear of whatever could make an individual of this seeress’s obvious power nervous enough to penetrate the swirl of questions that filled his mind. ‘I don’t even know where the place you’re talking about is!’

			The golden runes glimmered to darkness. Shadows closed around the great pillars of stone. There was a form to them of sorts, like being captured inside a pair of gigantic black wings.

			‘Wake up, Felix. He is coming for you.’

			Felix groaned as he opened his eyes. It had become something of a habit, a pre-emptive measure ingrained over the last few months into his subconscious, but there didn’t appear to be anything particularly untoward awaiting him on Unstoppable’s bridge.

			The first thing that struck him was the quiet.

			Most of the engineers who had been bustling between the stations had since departed, to leave the handful who now operated the various ancillary bridge functions that Felix had never quite managed to understand. They stood at their posts in silence, moving only occasionally to adjust a dial or flick a switch. The engines hummed on a low, resonant register. Max stood by the entrance hatch, leaning against the circular frame with his arms loosely crossed and staring into space. Gotrek sat in another of the swivelling command chairs on the opposite side of the bridge to Felix, tending to his wounds and trying to pull what looked like glass splinters from his knuckles with his teeth. Malakai Makaisson stood in brooding silence at the helm, goggles hanging around his neck, staring determinedly forward and making minute adjustments to their heading with slight turns of the wheel.

			That was when Felix noticed how dark it had become, the bridge lit by a cool unnatural light that gleamed from pinprick sources that ran in tracks along the bulkheads, deck, and ceiling. At first Felix thought that he had slept away the entire day and that Unstoppable now flew through the night, thus explaining the absence of the other engineers to some well-earned rest, but then he noticed the real cause. The clouds they were flying under were as black as pitched oak, tendrilous strands whipping past the view screen as the airship ploughed through.

			A feeling of unease sat in Felix’s belly. He peered through the window. The peaks of the mountains were jagged, uneven teeth in the darkened landscape, like a great maw opening up to snatch them from the sky.

			‘What’s happening?’ he asked.

			Malakai turned around at his question and gave him a serious look, as if to make sure he wasn’t joking. Felix noticed that the goggles resting on his chest were smashed, owing to an incident that was probably not wholly unrelated to that responsible for the thick black eye he now wore instead, underscored by a half-moon gash that roughly traced the original position of his goggles. From across the room came a slurping sound as Gotrek sucked in and spat out a piece of glass. The engineer glared at Felix sulkily. ‘We’re gaun to Middenheim.’

			Felix glanced to where Max stood, but the wizard appeared to have no complaints over the course or destination. Felix wished he could be reassured by the wizard’s ambivalence.

			‘Just a spot of rain, manling. It rains a lot up here in the north, if I remember.’ Gotrek heaved himself up out of his chair and came stomping across to where Felix sat, nervously twitching his swivel chair from side to side. Suddenly conscious of it, he stopped. Gotrek grunted and wrapped his arms about his chest. Dark clouds and a palpable sense of chill whistled past the glass behind him. ‘You sleep like a halfling. Middenheim can’t be more than a few hours from here and I was worried I wouldn’t be able to wake you when we arrived.’

			‘It’s good to see you alive,’ said Felix without thinking.

			Gotrek’s eye narrowed. ‘Why? Should I not be?’

			A vision of the Slayer dead – no, ripped apart – at Felix’s feet returned to him and his mouth suddenly felt too dry for him to speak. He thought about what the seeress had told him about Gotrek’s doom, about how it would be the doom of the world itself. She hadn’t been the first to prophesy that the Slayer’s demise would be the downfall of others, but this had been the most forthright and forbidding such warning he had yet been given. Perhaps it was the times. It was too easy to give credence to portents of doom when the world was already in flames.

			He managed to pull his thoughts from those images, watching them run like panicked horses for the familiar ground of Kat and his daughter. In his mind now, they stood not in Otto’s Altdorf townhouse but on the walls of the Fauschlag, waiting if not for him then for some other kind of end. He liked to think that the ease with which he saw them there, this infant he had never seen in a city they had never visited, meant that there could be some truth to it.

			That was all he wanted. With all his heart, that was all he had ever wanted. Part of him would let the Slayer find his doom, and even join him in it, if it meant that his daughter might have a future free of war.

			Realising that he had been silent too long, Felix masked his disquiet behind an unconvincing smile. ‘Alive and well, I meant. After a fight like that.’

			Gotrek’s lips pursed in thought, but he said nothing. Felix noticed the tired red glaze in the dwarf’s eye. The Slayer’s stamina was extraordinary, but his continuing refusal to rest was madness even by his standards.

			‘Is there something you want to talk about?’ Max asked softly from his position by the hatch.

			Felix shivered as if a cold beam had just been shone on his back, looking up and then quickly drawing his gaze back without meeting the wizard’s eye.

			To Gotrek alone he might have been moved to confess the seeress’s prophecy, but not Max. The wizard thought of little but the Slayer’s destiny. Had Felix told him what he had been shown then Max would no doubt have insisted again on seeking out the mythical power of Kazad Drengazi and facing whatever fell guardian awaited Gotrek there, regardless of what the fallout for the rest of the world might be.

			Well, Felix planned to prove the seeress wrong.

			She could have told him that Grimnir’s legendary fortress was home to a thousand doughty warriors and the Ancestor God himself, and Felix would still not like the price. Middenheim was hours away, and for the first time in an age Felix and Gotrek were of one mind.

			‘Whit on Grimnir’s axe is tha’?’ Malakai shouted, taking the wheel in his immensely strong grip and staring dead ahead through the forward window.

			A frisson of dread jerked Felix out of his chair like an electric shock and he moved to stand beside the engineer. Gotrek joined him. Max bowed his head to his staff and muttered a string of words under his breath that made Felix’s skin tingle.

			Felix looked through the thick glass of the window, his eyes widening as if forcing him to behold the monstrous black tear that seemed to be ripping open the sky in their path. In its dark core, Felix could feel the cold depths of eternity. Shreds of cloud streamed around its borders, taking on a protean show of colour reminiscent of those that the winds of magic could, when in full force, create in the northern skies. The effects it was producing on the surrounding sky were already causing the deck of the bridge to tremble. And it was getting wider.

			‘What is it?’ Felix yelled back, countering the sudden weakness in his knees with a steadying hand on the engineer’s broad shoulders.

			‘Damned if ah ken.’

			‘It’s an opening to the Realm of Chaos,’ said Gotrek. ‘I’ve seen it before. Once.’

			‘Can we avoid it if we turn around?’ said Felix.

			‘There’s nae enough fuel, laddie. If we dae tha’ we may as well joost land right here.’

			Felix felt the hand of destiny tightening its grip. Which was the right course and which was wrong? How was he to know? He turned to Max, but the wizard had yet to re-open his eyes, the occasional turbulence shaking him against his staff.

			‘Hawd on!’ Malakai roared, pushing forward the first of the row of levers by his right hand and then gripping the wheel as though he never intended to release it again. The drone of the engines ramped to a higher pitch and Felix felt a force driving him back towards the aft bulkhead. The clouds hit the window with greater speed and power and the vortex swelled before them like a pit of despair.

			Felix was convinced that Malakai Makaisson had decided to fulfil his own Slayer Oath right then in a blaze of pointless glory after all.

			‘Huv ye ever ridden ower a tidal wave in a steam ship?’

			Felix’s expression of horror indicated that he had not and prayed never to.

			‘Turn awa’ and it’ll keel ye ower. Ye huv tae gae at it full ahead and hope tae all yer gods ye punch oot the other side.’ The engineer wrenched his hand from the wheel to grab the chain that swayed in the turbulence above him and haul down on it.

			Steam screamed from whistles on every deck, billowing from vents and portholes like smoke from the jaws of a dragon as Unstoppable surged full steam ahead into the heart of darkness.

			As Felix watched, utterly helpless to affect his fate, a school of dark shapes began to arrow from the rift. They appeared tiny, but as they flew closer Felix realised that to be an illusion peddled to him by distance and the awesome scale of the vortex itself. They were flat-bodied, glassine flesh of boundless black, ray-like wings rippling on unseen currents as they swept en masse towards the airship. As the forerunners angled past the nose of the vessel they revealed hideous arrow-shaped mouths filled with sharp teeth and flanked by flat, dark eyes.

			Malakai leaned forward to catch a glimpse of the daemons clawing over the gasbag above them and scowled, his guttural curse drowned out by a burst of cannon fire as the first engineers finally reached the organ gun turrets and opened up on the swarm.

			Explosive bursts painted the dark skies with devastation, shredding the screaming rays to a daemonic essence that dispersed into the clouds like vapour. Unstoppable’s firepower was immense, it was a fortress in the skies, but the enemy were too numerous and more just kept on pouring out of the rift however many the gunners could banish back to the Realm of Chaos.

			An impact to the side of the gondola flung Felix sideways and would have surely sent him rolling across the deck had he not had a firm grip of Makaisson’s shoulder. A painful squeal ground through the bulkhead and Felix’s mind kindly bequeathed him images of foul daemonic things raking across the bows of the gondola. He swallowed hard and tightened his grip, uncomfortably reminded that the armoured vehicle in which they travelled was kept airborne by little more than the few dozen cables that connected them to the gasbag.

			Felix clutched the hilt of his sword in horror.

			That was what they intended to do. The daemons meant to destroy the gasbag and drop them all to break on the mountain! A section of armour plate spun down from above and cracked against the view screen.

			‘Malakai!’

			‘Aye, ah see ’em, the sleekit divils.’

			Felix drew his sword a thumb’s width from his scabbard. He wasn’t nearly as helpless as being on this airship made him feel. He could still fight, and he would rather fall under a tide of claws than plummet to his doom trapped inside this iron box. He turned to Gotrek. The Slayer ­nodded grimly.

			‘We’ll make it, manling. Just one last fight.’

			Then Max’s eyes snapped open. The wizard emitted a strange sound that seemed to come from the very base of his throat and placed his hand on the bulkhead. A flash of pure white light passed from his palm and into the metal, and a moment later discharged from the outer hull in a crackling arc that purged the vicinity of the daemonic and blackened the view screen with the vaporous effluvium of their annihilation.

			Felix almost smiled. If Max could keep them off the body of the airship then they might just be able to ride out whatever it was that had been opened in their path.

			‘They will keep on coming until I am too exhausted to stop them,’ said Max, a mild tremor of exertion in his voice. ‘Gotrek is correct. Within that rift lies the Realm of Chaos. These are not greenskins or skaven. There will be no end to them until it is closed.’

			‘Close it, then,’ Gotrek growled.

			‘Believe it or not, that is actually what I had in mind.’

			‘What’s it doing in the middle of the Empire?’ said Felix.

			‘The encroachment of the Chaos Wastes makes such things possible,’ said Max, one hand stuck to the wall and one on his staff as the turbulence shook him. ‘Even so it would demand a sorcerer of tremendous power to open something like this, several sorcerers most likely.’

			Felix thought of the seeress who had come to him in his dream. Did she possess the sort of power Max was talking about? It was frightening to imagine but after what he had seen of her it was impossible to consider anything else. He wished he could decide which side she was on.

			‘Why?’

			‘To keep us from Kazad Drengazi.’

			Gotrek growled angrily. ‘How many times and in how many different ways do I have to tell people we’re going to Middenheim? Manling!’

			Felix drew his sword the rest of the way.

			‘Let’s go draw them a map.’

			‘Wait,’ said Max. ‘Sealing the rift will require all of my concentration. I won’t be able to aid you–’ The wizard hissed and scrunched up his face as though he had just tasted something sour. ‘Something comes. Something… dark.’

			‘They’re all dark!’ Gotrek roared, as Felix turned to the shattered view screen and gave a small moan of horror.

			Something vast had emerged from the rift, surrounded by a billowing school of lesser daemons, and sending out a bow wave of abyssal dread that rocked Felix to the deepest and most securely held quarters of his soul. It was the same terror that he had felt before on the cupola before Max had distracted its attention from him, but exponentially worse. Its sleek, ­powerful black form was a nightmare cut in volcanic glass. Its horns were an endless curve of damn­ation and despair. The daemon prince dipped and soared, bat-wings beating, revelling in the power of flight and the dark delight of simply being.

			The cannonade faltered as the dread prince flew nearer, and there was some slim satisfaction in knowing that the dwarf crew suffered the ­creature’s aura as sorely as Felix did himself. With a pitted, obsidian-black sword the length of a Reiksguard’s lance the daemon levelled its ­challenge to those watching from the bridge, then tucked in its wings and barrel-rolled under the steaming airship.

			Felix didn’t need to hear the words spoken to know that the daemon had been calling out Gotrek and no one else.

			‘He’s gawn for the aft hangar,’ said Makaisson, craning his neck awkwardly to peer under the cracks in the view screen to the simple setup of mirrors that granted a partial view around the top and sides of the gondola. Then he turned to Felix. ‘Tha’s where maist o’ yer lot are stayin’. Ah think young Gustav is doon there.’

			The life drained from Felix’s face. ‘Gotrek–’

			‘Clear the birds from the roof, manling. If the big one wants a taste of my axe then he’ll get it.’

			Felix nodded reluctantly. ‘No finding a doom now.’

			‘I’m no longer seeking a doom, manling, as you should well know.’

			‘You know how these things creep up on you when you stop looking.’

			A slow grin spread across the Slayer’s brutal features. He spat on his hand and thrust it out. ‘No enemy shall have my shame before we both stand upon the pinnacle of Middenheim. You already have my oath, but I will swear on it again.’

			Felix hesitated. That oath had been the cause of almost as much trouble and grief as the one that Felix had made long ago, but for some reason, with their long-sought goal perhaps hours away, the past didn’t seem to matter.

			At least not that part of it.

			He took the Slayer’s ham-sized fist in his own calloused hand. ‘I remember a good tavern from our last visit there. You and Snorri were sleeping off a hangover at the time, and I always wanted to go back.’

			For the first time Gotrek showed no anger at the mention of that name. He shook Felix’s hand solemnly. The oath was made.

			Now all they had to do was keep it.
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			Felix and Gotrek parted ways at the mid-section maintenance hatch without so much as a best-of-luck. Gotrek bombed on down the hallway, axe held firmly in both hands. Felix rolled his eyes, reached up to spin open the hatch to the gasbag, and then took a rung of the ladder in his left hand. As he did so, a terrific scraping sound passed through the body of the ship. Felix grimaced, more than half expecting to see a murderous black sword perforating the hull or some winged horror scratching through the bulkhead. His ring finger rattled against the iron rung. It was a similar mix of apprehension and dread to when he had been caught below decks of the Bretonnian merchantman Cecilie when storms had driven the Aarvik-bound vessel over the rocks that lurked beneath the Manannspoort Sea. It was the same kind of helplessness, the knowledge that there was likely very little that he could do to influence his fate.

			It seemed to be a recurrent theme of late.

			The ever-present rumble of Unstoppable’s powerful engines dropped in register. The low drone made Felix’s teeth hum. The sense of strain was palpable, every surface shuddering with effort as though the airship had somehow become snared on something. What they could possibly have struck up here Felix didn’t want to imagine. He thought of the rift, the one thing he had been trying not to think about since leaving the bridge.

			Were they too late? Could they have hit it already?

			Felix couldn’t even begin to imagine what it would feel like to crash an airship through a vortex to the Realm of Chaos and if he was completely honest then he was hoping to live a little longer without having to find out. Just as it had been aboard that ill-fated Norscan adventure however, Felix could see no better alternative than simply getting on with things and trying not to think about it.

			No sooner had he come to that decision than the disarming sensation of gravity altering its angle of attack tipped him off balance and almost pitched him down the aft hallway. He rolled on his ankles. The whole ship lurched backwards. In panic, Felix clanged his sword-hand against the ladder’s siderail and held on tight to the rung as his feet were suddenly pulled from under him and his stomach dropped through them down the now steeply-angled hall. The engines strained mightily.

			The daemon prince was dragging down the airship. It was actually pulling down the entire airship!

			Felix walked himself hand-over-hand towards the safer confines of the maintenance shaft as the deck continued to tilt and his legs swung loosely beneath him.

			He hoped that Gotrek had closed some hatches behind him.

			It was a long way down to the hangar deck otherwise.

			Pieces of junk machinery rolled across the tilting deck of the hangar, piling into the aft bulkhead as a force strong enough to buckle its thick iron doors tightened its grip on the outer hull and heaved. Men and women were dragged from their nightmares to claw at the deck and scream. Gustav Jaeger’s heart muscles resonated with sympathetic horror. He inserted his fingers deeper into the holes in the metal deck and snatched at the scarred hand of a bald man in an unbuckled red and green tabard as he tumbled past. The sudden, fierce grip on his burnt hand caused his vision to waver and he almost passed out from the pain, but from somewhere he found the grit to clench his teeth and hold on.

			One minute he’d been laying bedrolls and distributing what blankets they’d managed to salvage from the dwarfhold amongst the soldiers and families camped here in the hangar, and the next his world had been turned literally on its side.

			The doors gave a wrenching sound of steel being forcibly separated from steel, and a huge serrated black blade split the inch-thick bulkhead like old wood. A shriek of ice-cold black wind raced through the breach.

			The Hochlander in Gustav’s grip screamed a garble of panicked gibberish and began to struggle. Gustav’s face turned purple with agony. He couldn’t hold on much longer. Pain caused his own grip on the deckplate to slip, and with a despairing cry Gustav threw the man off. The soldier tumbled away, thumping bodily over the nose of a gyrocopter and then rolling limply towards the doors.

			There, the infernal sword proceeded to carve through the bulkhead like a butcher’s knife through ribs, opening a long horizontal incision through which streamed a dark, misted chill and a primal dread. Metal screeched as the blade was twisted ninety degrees, carving upwards as easily as it had cut across. After cutting a track almost twelve feet long the sword squealed around again to make a third cut, parallel to the first. Gustav clung to the deck, numbed by a combination of cold and horror, almost grateful to the throbbing in his injured hand for the affirmation that despite what he was witnessing he remained a living, feeling, human man. The blade carved down to meet its original incision, completing a perfect rectangle.

			Gustav felt the temperature drop by several degrees. The back of his skull throbbed as though the bone were being pried open from within. His wounds ached as if the stitching on all of them had simultaneously come undone. Dark magic. He had gone his entire life without needing to learn what it felt like, but after his experiences in occupied Kislev it felt as ­horribly familiar as a recurring nightmare.

			An explosion of onyx flame blasted in the bulkhead’s eviscerated section.

			It thumped to the deck and more frigid air washed in after it to reveal a shape that someone without conception of scale or the ability to feel the grip of fear might describe as man-like. The air froze in Gustav’s chest and for what felt like a fatal span of time he couldn’t breathe. In that moment, Gustav understood that every­thing he had experienced in Kislev and before was nothing. He could fight well enough to get by, the sense of entitlement that came with his upbringing seemed to translate well into a knack for leadership, and he knew how to carry through a plan.

			But he was not his uncle.

			He did not have what it took to fight a greater daemon – the might of the Chaos Gods made flesh.

			Its clawed feet tolled on the deck like the call of midnight. Shadows scrapped around its ankles, benighted children squalling for the approval of their dark master. The daemon drew itself to its full height, lifting back its horned head and beating out its leathery black wings. The daemon was as lithe as a panther, and though its musculature was harder than stone it had a smooth, ephemeral quality akin to smoked glass. An eight-pointed star, the symbol of Undivided Chaos, shone like a crack in the void from its broad chest. It clenched its fists, muscle gliding across muscle, glorying in its own dark skin. Gustav quailed, enraptured, as the gaze of the demi-god passed briefly over him. Its eyes were a bottomless black, an eternal shadow into which a man might fall, forever fall, and never, ever reach their darkest point.

			He had barely even noticed that the deck had levelled out and he was lying flat once again.

			‘Away. Back from doors. Zbiec!’

			Kolya ran against the flow of bodies with his bow unslung and in hand, the deck levelling out beneath him now that the airship’s engines were no longer fighting against the might of a daemon prince. He nocked an arrow to his string and in the same unbroken action fired. The shaft disintegrated before it came within six inches of the daemon’s chest.

			‘Świnia.’

			The Kislevite pulled another arrow from his quiver, then threw it aside with a fresh curse and unhitched a hatchet from his belt. He tossed it into the air and caught its haft as it spun, casting aside his bow and drawing a short, curving sabre from the fur-lined scabbard at his hip. His freshly drawn hennaed forearm glittered with a faintly metallic tint as he carved a blinding sigil of practice strokes into the air. Gustav would always think of Kolya as a bowman, but he had heard his uncle describe the one-time winged lancer as something of a gourmand with weapons.

			Felix may not have realised it, but coming from him that was high praise indeed.

			The gaunt-faced northman’s courage was infectious, and from it Gustav managed to draw the strength to stand and draw his own, longer, cavalry­man’s sabre. Despite everything she had put him through, he longed to have Ulrika at his side again to wield that weapon now.

			‘Does the oblast have a clever saying for this?’ Gustav shouted, praying by volume alone to erase the quaver that the daemon had set in his voice.

			‘It does not,’ said Kolya with a faint smile and a shrug. ‘For my life I cannot think why.’

			The daemon ignored the two men utterly, looking over their heads and past those screaming for the hatchway into the corridor. It grinned like a shark and unfurled its wings, shadows bunching beneath them like ­extensions of its own awesome muscles, and then launched itself into the air. Gustav gasped and lowered his sword, tilted his neck back and turned to follow its short arc to where it pounded into the metal deck like a warpstone meteor. Nearby men and women were tossed from their feet by the shock that rattled through the walls and floor. The ­daemon ignored them, insects too small and harmless to be worth the tiny effort of being swatted.

			‘You ever have feeling we are not important, friend Gustav?’

			‘Only every day.’

			An angry red glow bathed the far wall, a stark relief to outline the daemon’s limpid black.

			The daemon prince laughed coldly, ominous as black ice on a frozen lake. ‘You defeated a worthy pawn in Khagash-Fél, son of Gurni, but now you stand before a king.’

			Gotrek stood framed by the hatchway that led out of the hangar into the hall, bruised and battered, but a rock in the stream of panicked men and women running past him for the hallway. He thrust his jaw belligerently towards the towering daemon prince. His axe glowed painfully bright in one massive hand, enough to force the dwarf’s eyelid down to a sliver; the other he held in a back gesture towards Gustav and Kolya.

			‘Yes,’ said the daemon prince. ‘There will be no human to save your skin this time.’

			Gotrek growled and brought up his axe.

			‘Run, Gustav,’ Kolya murmured, pointing with his axe to the pair of metal ladders leading up to the walkways above.

			Escape by the main hatchway meant braving the daemon prince, but there were doors onto other decks up there. Gustav had explored them thoroughly when the dwarf crewman assigned to the human survivors had brought them down here. He didn’t like to go anywhere with his eyes closed. Not again.

			‘Aren’t you coming too?’

			The gaunt-faced man shrugged and turned towards the main hatchway. ‘Man owes you horse, what do you do?’

			‘I don’t know!’ Gustav shouted after him. ‘I never know what the hell you’re saying!’

			Kolya turned his face half around and grinned. Gustav felt a terrible wrenching in his heart, as though it yearned to stay. As if it knew that this would be the last time it would beat in this intolerable man’s company.

			‘You and the dwarf deserve each other,’ said Gustav.

			‘Terrible thing to say,’ Kolya tutted. ‘Do I ever say you deserve your uncle?’

			With a low growl, the daemon prince rose to his full height. He exuded a nimbus of shadow. The iron bulkheads began to creak as if being drawn inwards by an invisible force. Gotrek’s axe brightened sharply, enough to force the Slayer himself to look away from it with a grunt.

			‘Your enemies in the Realm of Chaos are legion, Slayer. Did you believe that an immortal would forgive?’

			The daemon prince brought up his huge black blade, except that it was no longer the same sword. In a sense it was, but at the same time it was also quite clearly a vicious-looking brass axe with a jagged edge. In the other hand, the daemon prince cracked a whip that had definitely not been there before. In a subtle realignment of muscle and flesh, the daemon prince began to change. His face elongated into a bestial snout. A fiery red liquid that looked something like blood drooled between his teeth. His dark skin reddened, thickening muscle crunching his once-regal stance into a savage hunch that threatened awesome violence. The foot that stepped out from the caul of shadows was hoofed and shod in brass.

			A shiver entered into Gustav’s bones, bringing a tingle to his muscles and to his sword arm in particular, a strange amalgam of supernatural ­terror and the urge to quench that terror in the blood of friend and foe alike.

			‘Eternity is mine and I will feast upon your brain yet, Daemonslayer,’ said the transformed daemon, its voice a brazen battle horn, the vengefulness and hate it bellowed tempered by the cool original that still wove through it. ‘All hail Be’lakor for granting me the gift of vengeance.’

			Without waiting on an explanation, Gustav spun for the ladders and ran as though the pits of damnation were opening up beneath him.

			Felix poked his head through the already open hatch onto the dorsal spine. Mayhem on an otherworldly scale flooded his senses from above, below and all around. Daemon-rays knifed through streaking cloud, wails peeling from their hideous arrowhead mouths. Soldiers in Hochland colours were spread out along the walkway, stabbing wildly up with their halberds as rays swept in, wings rippling and whip tails lashing. The wind tore up snatches of shouted commands from an officer, lost somewhere amongst the unit of bowmen at the handrail. The archers fought against the fearsome wind to steady their bows long enough to aim and fire. A pool of blood spread from the corpse of a dwarf engineer, slumped headless in the throne of the nearest organ gun turret.

			The sense of altitude and of velocity was incredible. The wind was a cold black hand pushing Felix back into the shaft. He fought against it, golden-grey hair thrashing about him as he planted his sword flat onto the walkway and drew himself out. The force of the wind on his cloak almost pulled him over the side, and Felix put his hand to the clasp at his collar, his first instinct to unfasten it and let it go to oblivion without him. He dropped his hand, instead wrapping the hem once about his waist and tucking the loose end into his trews. Sentiment would allow no less.

			This tatty scrap of Sudenland wool had kept him warm on his very first adventure, years before he had had cause to rue the name Gotrek Gurnisson. And Sudenland didn’t even exist any more, a small fact that always made him marvel at and bemoan his age, depending on his mood. Right now, he did the latter, but there was fight in this sentimental old fool yet.

			Keeping low, he ran to join the Hochland halberdiers fighting beside the handrail.

			‘Praise the gods,’ yelled Corporal Mann. His voice was hoarse from shouting, grey eyes wide with a terror his mind couldn’t fully process. Behind him, the rift had widened to consume all but a blazing corona of sky. Felix tried not to look directly at it. There was horror enough for any man with the dark-bodied daemons continuing to stream from its black horizon. ‘We’re holding them off,’ Mann went on, ‘but there are more underneath out of sight of our bows.’

			‘They’re attacking the gasbag, and the hawsers that hold it to the gondola,’ Felix shouted back.

			‘What does that mean?’

			For a moment, Felix was about to describe to the corporal in some detail exactly what that meant, but on this occasion his mind moved quicker than his tongue. What benefit would that knowledge bring either of them?

			‘Try not to think about it.’

			Weaving through the halberdiers and between a pair of archers in mid-draw, Felix gripped the handrail and looked over the side. A sickening vertigo rushed up to greet him and he swiftly removed his eyes from the bottomless whirlpool of cloud and focused on the gasbag. Thick nets hung down from the handrail. Felix had seen dwarf engineers clamber over them like goats over a mountain trail to conduct field repairs on battle damage – after the dragon incident for instance – and remembered being rather impressed by the dexterity and balance of so rugged a race. He also recalled being quite happy to remain up here with his hands just where they were on the handrail, thank you very much.

			He swallowed the knot of fear, reaching over for a handful of the coarse black rope and giving it an experimental tug. It was strong. He’d been afraid of that.

			‘We have to go down.’

			Mann laughed nervously. Then stopped and looked down. The wheels turned. ‘No…’

			‘We’re finished if we don’t,’ said Felix, knotting his arm up to the elbow in netting and bellying backwards over the handrail. The whole thing had a perilous amount of give, swaying alarmingly both as he slid his feet into the net and in reaction to the wind.

			He took a deep breath, resolved still to at least resemble the hero that these frightened men needed him to be, and glanced up. Corporal Mann and his men were dropping their halberds to draw their katzbalger swords and follow him over the handrail. Felix felt the netting quiver against him. He found a wan smile, a warm feeling prickling into the edges of his nerves. As if being seen to be fearless and actually being it were not so dissimilar after all.

			The gasbag was too large to defend in its entirety, but then they didn’t have to protect it all.

			Malakai had once explained that even with half the liftgas cells destroyed the airship would still fly, and that were she to lose any more then she would simply sink gradually to the ground. Unless they were all to burst at once, of course, an event that the engineer had repeatedly assured him was impossible. All they needed to win was time, enough for Max to seal the rift.

			And preferably before they sank deep enough, gradually or otherwise, to crash into the Middle Mountains.

			Kolya had been four years old when he had first taken a life. The trap he had stolen from his father’s gear had broken the marmot’s back and sprayed its blood over the frost that clung to the young grass. In the years since, he had almost convinced himself of the lie that he had not known it was bad luck to hunt the animals in spring when mothers foraged for the hungry young in their burrows, but he had known. Of course he had known. Since he had been old enough to tell a polecat from a plover he had understood the rhythm of the seasons. His father had taught him and his half-brother that. But he had been hungry, for acclaim and for the experience.

			He had wanted to know what it felt like to kill.

			The Bloodthirster of Khorne brought all those feelings back to him as if he were shivering on the oblast again: the exhilaration, the thrill, the power, the enduring, simple pleasure of watching the frost turn red. Kolya recognised the greater daemon on an instinctual level. There had been a bond of sorts between them since that late spring day when he had first taken a life and found that he enjoyed it.

			The daemon thrashed its bestial face, appearing to strain against its own crimson musculature, then let loose a savage bellow and launched itself at the Slayer.

			What followed was too quick for Kolya’s eye to keep track of. Gotrek and the daemon collided in a storm of blows that, for the brief fiery moment that it lasted, filled the empty hangar with the ring of steel. The combatants rebounded from one another. Gotrek staggered aside, bleeding from fresh claw marks all over his arms and chest as well as a deep gash across his forehead. He held his head at an angle to direct the trickle of blood towards his gaping eye socket. Kolya was astonished that the dwarf was even still standing after such a punishing experience. However, the Bloodthirster too carried a mean dent in its bronze breastplate. Several grazes in its ruddy flesh sputtered with hellfire, granting fleeting glimpses of something black and inviolate beneath.

			‘You’re not the same daemon I fought,’ Gotrek rasped. ‘You smell as bad but that one at least gave me a decent fight.’

			‘But it is, Slayer. Be’lakor calls and we, the banished and the abandoned, heed the Dark Master’s summons. After my destruction I might have been condemned for another thousand years, but now I am free. The power of your own Slayer Fortress is what freed me. Think on that. And when Be’lakor possesses it then I will be the mightiest general in his army.’

			‘If I hear one more word about that place…’

			‘You cannot escape your doom, Slayer.’

			‘I certainly can’t escape hearing about it,’ Gotrek growled.

			Silently, Kolya worked his way behind the greater daemon’s back, readying his hatchet and marking a target in an unarmoured slit between the base of the monster’s enormous bat-like wings. He didn’t doubt that its flesh would prove as tough or tougher than whatever metallic Chaos-substance it wore for armour, but he would take what advantage he could. Having witnessed its opening sally, he doubted he would get another opportunity.

			He pounced, but at the last second before his axe struck the daemon beat its wings, buffeting him with a glancing blow that knocked the axe from his hand and sent him sprawling across the deck. He made to push himself up with his now free hand, only for his wrist to erupt in pain. Screaming, he flopped back to the deck. He rolled onto his back and sat, cosseting his broken arm to his chest with a grimace.

			Ursun’s teeth, the daemon was as strong as it was fast. He had underestimated Gotrek’s toughness, though he suspected that the great bear himself walked lightly around that one.

			Gotrek took advantage of the momentary distraction to sink his axe into the back of the daemon’s leg. The Bloodthirster bellowed in agony. Starmetal runes sizzled like branding irons, illuminating in deep crimson a look of grim satisfaction as the Slayer wrenched his axe back and swung again with a blow intended to sever the monster’s spine.

			This time the Bloodthirster’s axe was there to meet it, the mighty weapons clashing together in a peal of blood and thunder.

			Flame dribbling from the tear in its thigh, the daemon unleashed a barrage of frenzied blows that would have demolished a building, sending the dwarf reeling. The Bloodthirster mercilessly pressed its attack. The stamp of its brazen hooves sent tremors through the deckplates. Its wrathful roar shook the uppermost gantries as its axe and whip made a ruin of everything within reach. The damage those two weapons wrought was incredible and yet implausibly Gotrek remained on his feet, just about, knocking aside the daemon’s axe with his own and stumbling back under a crack of the Bloodthirster’s whip. The whip snapped around the siderail of one of the metal ladders to the next deck and with a savage howl of rage the daemon yanked back. The ladder gave a squeal of resistance before it tore away from its fastenings and crashed over the Slayer’s back.

			The dwarf went under with a grunt that was as much sheer exhaustion as pain, and in a blink of motion the Bloodthirster was there beside him. It cupped the Slayer’s scalp in one mighty hand and bent the dwarf’s neck back to lift his face off the deck. Kolya did not think that anything would prevent the daemon from doing exactly as it had promised it would – cracking Gotrek’s skull like an egg and consuming his brain.

			Then an odd shadow passed across the daemon’s face and it let the Slayer drop, gnashing its teeth like a dog denied a bone. It withdrew to wrap itself up in its wings and snarl in frustration.

			‘No,’ it said, its voice growing measured to once again become that of Be’lakor the daemon prince. ‘Your doom is to be at the hands of one mightier even than I.’

			‘I will accept no doom,’ Gotrek grunted, levering the huge ladder aside and pushing himself back up to his feet. He hefted his axe, almost unbalancing himself with the weight of it, and stuck out his jaw. ‘Not until I feel the stones of Middenheim beneath my feet.’

			Be’lakor chuckled blackly. Bands of darkness swirled out from his folded wings to enshroud his body, reducing the daemon prince to a shadow and a breeze. A cyclopean golden eye pulsed from the cloud. The laughter turned hateful and dispersed, but the voice purred from all around.

			‘It will be exquisite.’

			Gotrek slashed his axe through the cloying gloam. ‘You’re not the first to make such an empty promise.’

			‘Empty?’

			Gotrek spun around and raised his axe with a snarl.

			From the shadows behind him emerged a new figure, taller than either Be’lakor or the Bloodthirster but supple as a willow sapling. A slender loincloth hung between its long, cream thighs. It wound a lock of dazzlingly multi-coloured hair around one finger as it gazed in hunger and adoration at the Slayer. In two more hands it held a long, undulating blade that put Kolya in mind of a woman’s tongue. The fourth ended in an elegant pincer claw that clicked with an aching melody. Its beauty resisted definition of male or female, man or beast. It was at once everything Kolya could imagine or yearn for in his darkest fantasies. From the divine to the infernal, it whispered of ripeness, readiness, of promises awaiting fulfilment.

			‘Nothing in this world of delights is empty, precious Slayer. It was not my fate to fight you when last we met and it is still not. That is to be the pleasure of another, he who stands above us all.’

			‘Swill-spitting hell-spawn,’ Gotrek roared, swinging back his axe and barrelling towards the daemonic beauty.

			The daemon yawned as though bored, covering its mouth with one delicately-fingered hand before waving it dismissively towards the Slayer. A thunderclap went off under the dwarf’s chest, blasting him from his feet and sending him careening into the last of the ladders. The iron frame buckled around him and then rolled him out onto the deckplate like kneaded bread onto a board.

			He showed no immediate inclination to rise.

			Ignored for now, Kolya hurried to the dwarf’s side. He crouched amidst the metallic debris and offered his uninjured hand. Gotrek stared at it as if mentally fixing its position relative to his nose, but then the haze cleared from his eye and he glanced up at Kolya.

			‘This is the day you’ve been waiting for, rememberer. Why would you help me now?’

			Kolya met the dwarf’s gaze. It was all he dreamed about, that gaze, coming for him through a crowd of Kurgan, even as Kolya feathered the dwarf’s breast with arrow after arrow, loosing faster than any man could outside of a dream but never fast enough. He would see the blood of Boris Makosky, of his beloved Kasztanka, and some nights would bring him further slaughter as his doomed effort to flee that gaze moved him to the tirsa of Talicznia where Marzena, the wise woman, and his half-brother Stefan burned.

			Zabójka he had named him, and he had vowed to watch the murderer die.

			He sucked in his gaunt cheeks, feeling on them the gaps in his mouth where the dwarf had kicked out half of the teeth on the right-hand side of his face, and shrugged. Call it a feeling. Humanity, maybe.

			‘Some things more important than promises made in blood, more important even than horses.’

			‘Aye,’ said Gotrek, his one eye appearing to turn inward. ‘Aye, some things maybe.’

			‘Beautiful sentiments,’ said Be’lakor, himself once again, darkness falling from his muscular forearm like the folds of a cloak as he raised a claw to point at the man and the dwarf. ‘Ten millennia hence, I will bid the daemon-spawn that rule this world in my stead to recite them in your memory.’

			A sizzling bolt of dark magic leapt from the daemon prince’s claw-tip and struck Kolya in the chest. His limbs spasmed as he was plucked from the ground and flung back. Steam rose from his hemp coat, the smell of burnt fur and feathers. Arcs of charge washed across him. He moaned in pain, tried to get up, but found he was incapable of doing anything more than twitch.

			Gotrek rose and turned, thumping his chest with a vengeful roar. ‘Fight me, lurker. I promise you’ll not get a better chance to finish me, in Kazad Drengazi or anywhere else.’

			‘I have seen Morzanna’s prophecy, Slayer, and I know that you have witnessed it as well. She does not sleep, but through her do the doomed dream of prophecy and death. That has always been her special gift.’

			Gotrek cast his gaze down, fingers tightening around the haft of his axe. A growl started deep within his chest. ‘You followed me all this way. And for what? This play fight?’

			‘You?’ Be’lakor crossed his arms across the whispering silver sigil on his chest and chuckled deeply. ‘Whatever made you believe that I cared about you?’

			The daemon prince gestured towards the forward bulkhead. The temperature plunged. Breath turned to mist inside Kolya’s throat. Frost stitched across the metal as, with a calamitous groan, the hatchway onto the corridor crunched slowly closed. Together with the broken ladders, Kolya realised that Be’lakor had effectively cut the hangar deck off from the rest of the airship. The daemon prince himself was already beginning to fade, extremities shining off into the aethyr, but not so much that he could not raise an incorporeal hand, summoning a discus of angry black energy that buzzed above his open palm like a steam-driven wood-saw.

			‘But I would hate to leave without a parting gift, so please, accept this with my compliments.’

			The daemon prince dropped his arm and threw the moment before he disappeared.

			Kolya watched the discus come for him with a detached sense of sorrow. He had always believed that he would outlive the Slayer’s mad quest, maybe return to what was left of Dushyka and search for his brother, but he still could not move a finger. He grimaced. No matter. His ears filled with a furious roar that might have been Gotrek’s, and then Kolya heard and saw no more. There was a sudden heat, a crashing cold, a singular moment of incandescent pain that lasted an eternity before it was spent.

			Then silence.

			And Kolya’s war was over.

			‘Dae ye almost huv it?’ bellowed Malakai Makaisson. His immense biceps strained at the wheel. All the colours of the aethyr flickered across the single lens of his goggles, now strapped determinedly over his face, flat reflections of the High magic that throbbed from Max Schreiber’s staff.

			‘Just a little longer,’ Max replied tightly.

			‘Ah know ye dain’t tell me how tae fly mah airship, but it’s lookin’ joost a wee bit hairy oot there.’

			Max grunted, nodding his understanding of the situation, bending every last ounce of will that he possessed to the task of sealing the rift. He was a magister of the Light College; he had memorised by rote a hundred banish­ments and counter-spells long before he had been allowed to glimpse the second level of the great – now lost – pyramid of Light. The principal underlying each of them was the same; some manner of repetitive cant that freed and focused the mind on that which disturbed the natural order. Daemonic possession, restless shades, portals into strange dimensions both natural and fabricated, Max had faced them all, but this was different.

			The power pouring out of the rift was breathtaking. The scale of it went beyond human comprehension. The tear filled the sky as if it meant to encircle the airship whole to swallow it in one calamitous bite. The colours that had streamed from its periphery were no longer visible. All that remained was blackness. It was not empty, though, far from it. Max could feel the malice seeping from that opening. There was something in there, a mind that Max could feel in the same way as he could feel fire on his skin as he burned or water in his lungs as he drowned, but whose reaso­ning was just as impossible for a mortal man to discern. It was the complexity of the universe, and its simplicity. It hated Max both as a representative of the mortal races but also as the man and individual that it recognised as Max Schreiber. That the Chaos Gods should reserve even a miniscule fraction of their enmity for him alone was at once chilling and strangely exhilarating.

			Max shook his head. His thoughts were wandering, driven apart like sheep harried by wolves. There was too much random magic coming out of the rift. It was impossible to focus, and that made his mind easy prey. Had he a circle of acolytes to fortify his mind it might have been different, but he was the only wizard of any kind on board, and several successive attempts to make do alone had left his mind reeling and the taste of burnt copper in his mouth.

			That left the brute force approach.

			Reluctantly, he rallied his mind within the walls of his own head and concentrated upon his own power. Without needing to explore its limits, he knew that it was greater than it had ever been. The discoveries he had made in Praag, the… things he had done, had changed him and he could not say that it was all for the better. That alone was reason enough to doubt whether he should use these powers to their fullest, but it was not the only one. The End Times had upended many established truths, but there were many that still held. There were still dark things lurking beyond the veil of the aethyr, and it remained unwise to announce oneself to that realm with a reckless show of power.

			Yet he could not escape the conclusion that he had the power that he needed, precisely where he needed it. He had had dreams of prophecy, and he knew that Felix and Gotrek had greater destinies than being swallowed by the Realm of Chaos.

			Malakai grunted as the light from Max’s staff redoubled in intensity.

			‘Dae ye huv tae dae it sae brightly? Ahm tryin’ to see where ahm gawn.’

			Max’s mind wrinkled from the sour note in the aethyr like parchment from a candle flame. It was the daemon prince that he had felt before, but his presence was much more powerful now that he had returned to his native plane. A vile name curdled the substance of the aethyr. It was one Max was horribly familiar with from his long studies into the nature of Chaos. The deeds attached to it were legendary, and in truth he had considered it no more than a story, a heroic epic told amongst the champions of the Dark Powers.

			And yet here he was. The first. The Dark Master of Chaos.

			Be’lakor.

			The daemon had not returned to the aethyr. He was passing through it, hunting for something. For someone. For…

			Max’s grip tightened around his staff.

			‘Oh no.’

			A ripple of unease passed through Felix. It felt as though the clouds had parted to reveal a glimpse of his own tombstone. It had come from nowhere, and was not a helpful feeling to harbour when one was hanging by a rope miles above the ground. Felix slashed Karaghul behind him, opening a diving ray from mouth to tailfin. It veered off with a shriek, but the clouds boiled with more. Schools of the daemonic creatures strafed the soldiers spread out through the netting. Others fixed their horrible flat bodies to the gasbag, squirming like hellish leeches to work at the metal with their teeth. The airship alternately rumbled and groaned.

			He and Corporal Mann had fought for every rung and hold to reach the midline of the gasbag, where the outward slope steepened into a short vertical drop that then swept back in towards the gasbag’s belly. The trick, Felix knew, was never to look down, but that bridge had been crossed and burned behind him some time ago and it was with a rather blithesome refusal to obey his own good sense that he looked down.

			For a moment the clouds thinned sufficiently for Felix to see the great steel hawsers that swept down into the distance. They creaked like old bones clad in iron rust, audible even over the wind and the howling of daemons. Beneath them, like a wreck dredged from the ocean’s bottom, rode the gondola of Unstoppable. A damp powder fizzle of small-arms fire crackled from ladders and portholes into the swarm of flying daemons. The precariousness of their situation was terrifying to see. Felix knew that if those daemons were to succeed in separating the gondola from the gasbag then, without its engines and supplies, he would be just as doomed as Malakai and the rest of the airship’s crew.

			As he watched, however, the rays broke off from their assault and turned as one in a new direction. His direction.

			Felix gaped at the big black mass coming his way until the cloud blew back in and obscured them. The small company of men must have drawn them away. It was better than having them attack the gasbag, he supposed, but the sheer number of them made a mockery of his bold intentions of holding them off for even just a few minutes.

			Felix’s thoughts ran circles around each other in his head. Should they stay a little longer, occupy the daemons for as long as they could, or return to the dorsal spine while they still had a remote chance of doing so? Yelling words of encouragement to the men around him, he quickly looked around to judge how much longer they could usefully fight. Everywhere, the men of Hochland were beset, hanging by arms hooked through the netting and flailing about them with their swords. The first of the incoming wave of rays broke the clouds below and Felix made up his mind.

			‘Up! Everybody back up to the top.’

			Felix clung to the shaking net until he was certain that nobody had remained behind to be the hero. He glanced between his feet and cursed in confusion.

			The daemons hadn’t altered their course at all. They weren’t being drawn by the force of Hochlanders.

			They were coming for him!

			‘What are you waiting for, my lord?’ shouted Herschel Mann, fighting his way back down flanked by a pair of his soldiers and making short and unfussy work of holding the daemons at bay with the superior length of his officer’s longsword.

			Felix took another look down. His heart seemed to slow to a crawl. They were good men, deserving of at least a chance to survive. In the circumstances, the errant ‘my lord’ didn’t grate quite the way it used to. ‘Go on ahead. I’ll be right behind you.’

			‘The men would never forgive me if I left you behind.’

			‘You’re not. I’m just giving you a head start.’

			Felix lurched his sword around to swipe at the first bullet nose to scream up from the clouds under his feet. The daemon wrung its flat body around the tired stroke and lashed its tail across his back. His mail absorbed most of the force from the blow, but the mail ringlets biting through his undershirt to impose another line of bruises made him cry out in pain. On reflex he pulled himself tighter to the gasbag, swinging out again and missing again, but this time the daemon issued a panicked shriek that, but for the absence of a wound, almost convinced Felix he’d hit it. With a ripple of rubbery wings, the daemon peeled off, the masses coming in behind following it in unbroken formation.

			The unexpected reprieve made Felix laugh.

			‘Humorous is it not, Felix Jaeger, these quirks of fate?’

			Felix gasped at the thin, chilly air. His gaze shot up. Above him like a monolith carved in obsidian to an ancient god was the daemon prince. His wings beat slowly, deliberately, shadowing Felix’s racing heart. Dark clouds brushed his muscular frame.

			‘Laugh on, mortal,’ said the daemon prince, raising his monstrous sword over Felix like an executioner. ‘Only in a world where the gods make games of destiny and men bay like wolves beneath the Chaos Moon can one so feeble be prophesied as the downfall of one so mighty.’

			Felix brought up Karaghul as the daemon prince cut down, but the black blade struck not at Felix himself but at the netting that he clung to. The ropes severed without resistance, snapping one by one until there was nothing to hold up that which remained. The netting dropped away. Felix clung on in blind terror as the gasbag’s riveted shell shot by. Something still attached caught. The loose end of the net whipped out from the hull, the change of direction drastic and, at such speed, snapping the rope through Felix’s despairing fingers and flinging him out into the clouds.
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			THE SACRIFICE

			Felix’s arms and legs whirled as he plummeted. His cloak pulled free from his breeches and tore around him in a roar. The air rushed by too fast for him to draw breath. He was going to die. The thought raced around and around in his brain, growing ever shriller as his heart beat faster and faster. It hurt, as though it were being squeezed, and Felix wondered whether it would be the ground or his own terror that killed him first. He was going to die! Futile as the tiny spark of rational thought still extant inside his mind knew the struggle to be, he clawed through the clouds. It was like trying to catch the wind. His despairing scream was lost to the gale in his ears, the blistering comet tail of his cloak.

			The clouds began to thicken as he fell deeper, darkening, and so frantic was Felix’s mind that it took him a moment to realise that his first impression was literal.

			The clouds were actually getting thicker.

			Gelatinous threads of shadow and something insubstantial that Felix could neither see nor fully touch streamed through his fingers, sticking to his skin for the briefest of moments before they snapped. He was falling into a web of shadow. And he was slowing! The shadow rose up to envelop him, sticking to his arms and legs, covering his eyes and filling his mouth with urgent threads of darkness. Panic filled him. He scratched the strands from his body even as he continued to fall, an instinctive aversion to the touch of Chaos overriding even his sense of self-preservation.

			‘Don’t struggle, Felix.’

			The voice came from the shadow itself and hence from all around, resonating with something deep within Felix’s mind that wished for nothing other than to obey. It was calming, darkly familiar, but something about it made Felix fight it all the harder. He’d seen with his own eyes that there were worse fates in life than death.

			A ripple passed through the clouds, the tremor of a struggling insect in a god-spider’s web, and Felix felt something look up and take note. He sensed the spider. A surge of force, tinged with impatience, filled the air around him with strands. It had tried to be gentle, now it was taking him whether he liked it or not.

			A crushing weight closed over his chest, but before he had time to register it the sensation had passed, the web of shadow seeming to pass through his skin and out the other side of his body as though he wasn’t fully there. He shivered but not, he realised, with cold because to his surprise it no longer was. Nor was he falling. In fact if anything the clouds were rising up through him, and stealing a part of him away with them.

			His thoughts no longer seemed to be all in one place. His body, as discovered by that shadow, no longer seemed to exist at all.

			Through a ghostly skein of grey he saw Gotrek. The Slayer’s mouth was open in a silent roar, his shoulder dropped like a battering ram as he charged a blocked hatchway. He saw Gustav, grainy and hollow, fleeing through deserted hallways. Lights glimmered, be­dimmed, then changed, becoming instead the dials and gauges of Unstoppable’s bridge. Malakai Makaisson battled against the riptides from the Chaos rift, shades of eternity and damnation visible in black through the view screen.

			Again the view faded to grey and Felix was pulled away. He possessed thought but no will, a strip of cloud at the mercy of the winds. Panic seemed as alien now as his own physical body, and freed of it he recognised the same spell that Max had used to extract them from the besieged belfry in the old dwarf township. Max had saved him. Now he was able to think clearly he could feel his friend all around him, but he also realised that they were not alone in the shadows. There was another, a stronger wind, pulling them both away from the others and back above the airship’s dorsal spine once again. Clouds flashed by with ferocious speed, obscuring the form in their midst.

			‘You would seek to defy me with shadow, wizard? I am the lord of shadow. I am the black beyond the stars.’

			For a moment, Felix felt himself pulled in two different directions. It began with a tingling in extremities he could still not yet see. He felt cold again, and the wind roared through his ears. Then there was a jolt, a wave of compression that rolled across every surface of his body as the shadows were torn away and his consciousness, bound up once again in meat and pain, was slammed face-down onto a frozen metal walkway.

			His fingers crawled over the metal, feeling every weld and rivet as though it were a mountain of ice. His mind spun, confused, translocated. His skin felt as though it belonged to another man half his size. The thin, frosty air curdled in his lungs. His throat clenched, his belly tightened, and he vomited onto the walkway. Shivering like a man pulled from freezing water, Felix twitched onto his side and gasped.

			Herschel Mann lay facing him, flat on his side as was Felix, eyes wide. Still. Dead. Shadow coiled around the Hochlander’s face, bleeding from his glassy, horror-filled eyes like tears.

			Felix cried out, rolling the other way and sitting up.

			Bodies lay everywhere along the airship’s iron spine, cloud blowing between them so that they resembled barrows, dark humps that concealed dead men rising in eerie monument from the mist.

			‘This is the mortal prophesied as my downfall?’ The daemon prince’s laughter rumbled over the dead like thunder as he descended, landing lightly in the running cloud on the walkway. He sneered at Felix. His wings folded in behind his back as he drew up his sword, opening his vast chest and the eight-pointed star of Chaos that glowed silver in the dark. ‘I will not permit it. Not in my world.’

			‘This world is not yours,’ Max answered, tiredly but firmly. The wizard’s robes were frayed, as though he had been involved in a struggle that Felix had not been conscious of. They fluttered about him in the wind, exposing a grey-veined hand as the wizard moved to wipe a rivulet of gruelish blood from his nostril. ‘As long as I live it will not be.’

			‘I was the champion of the Lord of Magic before your civilisation was born. I am Be’lakor. What are you to me, wizard?’

			Max rubbed the unpleasantly dark liquid from his nose between thumb and forefinger, and with the other hand tightened his grip on his staff. Its head began to glow white. ‘An agent of destiny.’

			‘Where I darken the sky, destiny withers. I have already dealt with the Slayer.’

			Felix recalled the image of Gotrek that Max’s shadow magic had shown him, trapped somewhere within the gondola of Unstoppable but alive. Dealt with perhaps, but not defeated.

			‘I believe you will find me an opponent of a different order,’ said Max levelly. ‘If you wish to harm Felix then you must do so through me. And I promise you, when I am finished you will be cast so deeply into the Realm of Chaos that the sun will be old and red by the time you set foot on this world again.’

			The wizard’s conviction caused the mighty daemon prince to hesitate, but only for a moment before he relaxed and began to chuckle, a blade of mirthless malevolence with which he stirred the winds of magic. Max bent into the sudden wind, robes pulling against him in the vortex of dark magic that swirled around Be’lakor. His staff glowed like a lantern in a storm. He raised it high, then struck it down against the walkway, discharging a sphere of electric white force just as Be’lakor unleashed a rolling torrent of black flame towards him.

			Felix shook off the residual disorientation left over from his rescue to roll clear and bury his face under his arms.

			The explosion shook the entire superstructure of the gasbag.

			Felix uncovered enough of one eye to witness a catherine wheel of coloured fire spinning out around the wizard and his barrier of light. Without pause, Max responded with a powerful conjuration of his own. A white sphere circumferenced with hissing serpents appeared before him and shot forwards, spitting bolts of lightning before Be’lakor split it ­asunder with a word. With a grasping gesture, the daemon prince brought the stuff of the aethyr rushing to him, and with a snarl of disdain sent it spraying from his extended hand to erupt against Max’s barrier in a ­pillar of hellfire.

			Faster than the untutored eye could follow, Max Schreiber and Be’lakor bombarded each other with spells of ever increasing potency and pyroclastic fury.

			Magic missiles fizzed and whined, glowing trails left in the air to be obliterated by the concussive blast fronts of explosions. Summoned beings rose briefly from the ferment only to be banished or simply torn apart by the crossfire. Shields both Light and Dark crackled in opposition. Commanding the heavens to his will Be’lakor reached skywards to call down a shower of warpstone meteors, each one detonating a hundred feet above the airship against an incandescent rainbow cast from Max’s fingertips.

			Felix held grimly on, helpless to affect this duel, as the airship shuddered.

			The air itself seemed to be beaten out of shape by the magical onslaught. Like a warped mirror in a house of horrors, the damaged air distorted both light and sound. Felix could hear what sounded like screams, interspersed with bursts of wild laughter that dribbled through the clouds like poison. Wiping the taste of sick from his lips, he steeled his courage and rose to his feet. The walkway shuddered and Felix widened his stance to compensate. He could feel an intense pressure on the back of his skull, a migraine thump that drew his gaze to the body of Herschel Mann.

			The shadows coiling around the man’s body made his late comrade appear to twitch. And again, a flex of the fingers against the metal beneath his body. Felix’s heart hammered a warning. It was more than just his imagination. A sudden movement from behind spun him around.

			One of the Hochlanders rose from the walkway as if repelled by some dark magnetism, his limp body angling to plant feet onto the metal. His mouth hung open, his eyes wide and staring and filmed with shadow. The man took a staggering step forwards and emitted an endlessly echoing groan. Another step, more assured, and an eye blinked open on his cheek. Felix moaned in horror. Daemons. He didn’t have enough knowledge of the subject to say whether it was the unleashed magic of two such mighty spellcasters that was drawing them or whether it was the proximity of the rift. He supposed it didn’t matter.

			Felix backed away from the possessed man until his thigh pressed against the handrail. Wiping ice-cold sweat from his palms onto his trews, he reaffirmed his grip on his sword. He tried to focus on Be’lakor but the daemon prince had become almost transparent, as much a part of the distortion cloud that surrounded him as a discrete entity in his own right. Max however looked little better. He clung two-handed to his staff as though it were a rooted tree and he was caught in a hurricane. His eyes and mouth were rimmed with brackish blood and he slumped a little lower with every assault that pounded into his barrier.

			With a crunch of broken bones, Herschel Mann lurched upright.

			The dead man drew a shuddering breath. His chest swelled, pushing out his red-and-green livery until it tore. The skin beneath was black and hard. Darkening arms stretched, a succession of cracks as new joints were broken into lengthening bones or old ones twisted to unpleasant angles. His face flattened, his chest broadening to swallow it up.

			Felix lowered his sword, too sickened to maintain his guard. Was this what the Chaos Gods had in store for the world? Was this to be the fate of Gustav, Kat, and everyone else that survived these final days if they failed? Defiance rekindled the fight in his heart and he raised his sword, turning again to Max. He wouldn’t let his friend fall while he stood idle. Not like Snorri.

			Not again!

			He hacked through Mann’s grasping arm at the second of his elbows, then smashed his pommel into the possessed’s maw as he charged past. He managed only a handful of strides before the force of magic sent him reeling back, his clothes steaming. It was not a physical barrier as such, but it was like trying to run into a fire. He gave a despairing yell, then clutched his sword for strength and summoned his willpower for another attempt. Max turned to face him.

			‘Go to Kazad Drengazi, Felix. Fulfil your destiny and the Slayer’s. It is more important than my life.’

			‘No. How many have to die before it becomes important? How many is too many?’

			A light brighter than anything Felix had ever seen or could have imagined existing in a world that contained such darkness blazed through the wizard’s skin, and in the second before Felix was forced to look away he could not see a shred of shade on him. His eyes were summer-blue, his long hair and scholarly brow brushed with white. He was numinous and Felix ached to see the man beneath the shadow once more.

			He was Max Schreiber, as Felix would always remember him.

			‘Both eyes open, Felix.’

			A wave of radiance washed out from the wizard, purifying the possessed where they stood and rolling out towards Be’lakor, stripping the daemon prince of his wards before breaking over his infernal form. Be’lakor roared in pain and fury, the black substance of his being going up in smoke. The sky pinwheeled in response and Felix flung his hand to the handrail to keep from pitching over the side. The rift stuttered in a state of flux, at times there and at others nothing but a grey sky.

			‘You cannot stop me, mortal,’ bellowed Be’lakor. ‘Even the gods cannot stop me.’

			The daemon prince brought together what remained of his burning hands and Felix felt him summoning power.

			He screamed a warning, just as the circular hatch leading down into the gasbag flung back to reveal Gotrek Gurnisson’s fiery orange crest. The Slayer took in the situation at a glance, slamming his axe down onto the walkway and adding his own booming voice to Felix’s.

			‘I dreamt this,’ said Max, smiling feebly, sagging against his staff.

			There was an implosion, a drawing in of light and sound to a dark point ravaged by white fire. The daemon prince burned away, his essence unravelling into the aethyr with a final thunderclap of spite that crumpled the walkway where he had been standing and sent a shockwave rolling out towards Max Schreiber.

			‘No!’ roared Felix and Gotrek together.

			Max didn’t even have the energy left to react. The wave struck him full in the chest and blasted him clear over the side of the gasbag.

			Felix seized the handrail and had to consciously hold on to keep himself from diving after his friend. Come back, he urged, praying that Max could somehow hear his thoughts and find the strength. He stared into the clouds, willing for the disturbance that would let him know Max was alive. There was nothing.

			Max had saved him. He had held nothing back for himself.

			Felix’s eyes burned but nothing would come out. How long he waited, watching the clouds rush by beneath him, he could not say.

			Come back.

			How many was too many? How many friends could he lose before he found himself no different to Gotrek?

			The Slayer joined him at the edge. His huge fist swallowed the handrail. His one eye found Felix’s. It was set hard, a diamond in stone. His battered and war-weary features parted for a wordless snarl. Felix nodded, squeezing the handrail until his hand was numb from frost and his knuckles white. For once he and the Slayer were in agreement.

			They were going to Kazad Drengazi.

			Nergüi’s cold, dead face darkened with a scowl. The tribesmen waiting nearby to participate in the shaman’s final rites recoiled from the unexpected show of animation, a fearful murmur of leather scales and dark silk. His feather headdress hissed betrayal. The spirits whose charms he wore sewn into his gown lay silent. The gash across his throat sneered at the feeble trappings of an ignorant life.

			‘You are my hands and eyes in this mortal world,’ the shadows around the shaman’s mouth hissed. ‘But blind is what you are, crippled, weak. You could have warned me that the wizard wielded such power. He almost succeeded in destroying me.’

			‘I did what I could, Dark Master,’ said Morzanna, smothering the faintest, strangest impulse to smile. She could not say that a part of her was not glad that Felix and his companion were still alive, and not simply because fate had demanded that it be so.

			‘Do not say it, Morzanna. Men are slaves to their destiny, gods forge it. The Slayer will fall as you have foretold he will, and then I will deal with the human myself.’

			Morzanna nodded, but the daemon prince was wrong.

			Even gods had their paths to follow.

			‘What are you waiting for?’ The shadows knotted and coiled around the shaman’s body like tensing muscles, rippling suddenly outwards like a snap of wings. ‘You have seen the path and you know what you must do now.’

			Morzanna nodded her understanding as the shadows dispersed and Nergüi became a dead man once again.

			An awed murmur passed through the rank upon rank of sun-browned and leather-scaled warriors that filled the mountain causeway. They undulated over rocket-blown craters, horsehair plumes rippling like the yellow grasses of the steppe. Bowmen in armour of stiffened horsehide crouched in silence across the steep, rocky roadside. Even the horses seemed to catch the mood, scratching skittishly at the road.

			Morzanna licked dry lips. All eyes were on her.

			Command was not something to which she was accustomed, respect was not a thing she had ever sought after or craved. Hers was to guide and to follow, and in truth she had little care for the company of others. Indeed, she had never felt as at peace as she had during her self-imposed hermitage in the Shirokij with her spiders; hidden from the dreams of others, at least for a time, while destiny slumbered.

			She ran her claws down the hard wood of her eagle-skull staff. ­Feathers flew. Chimes tinkled softly in the breeze. The cool wind was biting on the face and sharp on her nose and tongue. She had heard it said that the tribes could move an army faster than any other. There was a ­saying amongst them that Katchar’s all-seeing eye would tire and look away before their horses stopped running. The men liked to say that they could cross mountains, rivers, and even oceans and be ready to fight at the end.

			A boast, but there was truth to be found there.

			At least she hoped so. They had no airship to call upon and a lot of ground to catch up.

			‘Ready your men and your beasts,’ she said to nobody in particular, neither knowing nor caring who amongst the remaining men now took charge of such things.

			She extended a short dark claw towards the abandoned keep of the dwarfs. Her eyes narrowed. There was a road there, phasing in and out of her sight. She could not quite keep it in view, but that did not matter. She knew it was there.

			The road to Kazad Drengazi.

			And the fate of the world.

			The idling engines produced a somnolent hum. Even the lighting on the bridge was subdued, reduced to a handful of glowing dials and the feeble sunlight. Clouds brushed the view screen like a mourning veil. Malakai Makaisson had shut down everything that could be shut down in order to save power. The battle had exhausted most of their fuel, and the destruction of the hangar deck had – by accident or intent – robbed them of what little the dwarfs had held in reserve.

			Makaisson himself stood with both hands on the wheel, either unaware or not caring that the engines were powered down and the steering locks engaged. He wore his shattered one-lensed goggles and stared through the window into the cloud. Gotrek sat slumped in a swivel chair, to all outward appearances asleep, his brutalised physique swaying with the gentle movements of the ship. Gustav paced back and forth under the view screen, cursing under his breath and scratching at the scabs of his injured hand. Occasionally the young man would flinch, whenever a darker strip of cloud flicked across the view screen or a crosswind caused the deckplate to judder, then redouble his scratching and resume his pacing.

			All of them kept to their own thoughts, plagued by their own daemons.

			It was Malakai who broke the observance of silence, thumping the wheel and issuing a violent curse as the iron-bound oak splintered. ‘Ah cannae believe Max is deid. Ah thought he’d ootlive us all and tha’s sayin’ somethin’ of a human even if it’s comin’ frae a Slayer.’ The engineer drew his knuckles out of the wheel and grunted miserably. He looked around the depopulated deck. Most of the surviving engineers were busy in the engine room or still compiling damage reports. Or tending to the dead. ‘There’s nae many left o’ the auld crew, is there?’

			Felix sighed, sat in a chair of his own. He didn’t feel up to speaking yet. He shook his head. No. No, there wasn’t. He turned to Gotrek.

			Even with his one eye closed the Slayer looked utterly haggard. Felix had seen his companion more severely beaten than this. After the battle with the Bloodthirster in Karag Dum the Slayer had barely been able to walk unaided. But even then, having triumphed over the mightiest doom he would see in many years, Felix had not seen him so crushed in spirit. Were Felix feeling cynical, he might have been tempted to ascribe the Slayer’s mood to Malakai’s earlier admission that they no longer had fuel enough to clear the Middle Mountains to reach Middenheim. But that was unfair. This went deeper. If the wound were a physical one it would have gouged the bone.

			To Felix’s surprise – and his shame for doubting it – Gotrek actually did care about his friends, these short-lived humans with their strange, flighty concerns who had become so important in his life.

			Opening that door shone a light onto another that Felix had sought after for a long time. Gotrek had been cold towards Felix since their reunion in Praag and he had often wondered – bitterly at times – what he could have done to earn the antipathy of a dwarf with such honest blood on his hands. The Slayer resented Felix’s decision to leave him and return to the Empire with his new wife, he knew, but he had always believed that was because he had unwittingly reneged on some unspoken dwarf tradition of comradeship.

			He had been half right. He saw that now.

			Perhaps, once, it had been about the oath, about Slayer and rememberer, but that had been decades ago. How many opportunities had he been given to leave before and not taken them? Could he count them on one hand? Somewhere along the way they had become friends, possibly the only friend each of them had, and Gotrek had fully expected him to remain even without the formal obligation of the oath.

			But Felix had left.

			He felt sick.

			‘Ah say we wheel her aboot and gae back tae ma auld keep.’ Makaisson thumped his palm meaningfully and growled. ‘Ah owe a world full o’ hurt tae tha’ daemon and whoever summoned the blasted thing ontae ma airship.’

			Felix recalled the power that Be’lakor had unleashed against the airship, unleashed against him, and shook his head grimly. Never before had he had cause to doubt Malakai Makaisson’s ability to deliver on an oath of vengeance.

			‘Kazad Drengazi,’ Gotrek grunted as though muttering the name in his sleep, but though his one eye remained closed there was clearly still no rest to be had for him here.

			Felix turned to Gustav.

			His nephew was still pacing, but he pulled up with a scowl as if feeling the weight of attention on him and thrust his hands into his pockets. ‘Kazad Drengazi, agreed. For Kolya, in case anyone’s forgotten him.’

			‘A dwarf forgets nothing,’ Gotrek snapped.

			‘Sometimes he just seems to.’

			‘Sometimes I forget where I stick my axe.’

			‘Don’t argue,’ said Felix weakly. He felt decidedly fragile, as though something precious inside him teetered and would surely shatter under one more harsh word. ‘Just don’t.’

			Gotrek subsided back into his armchair. Gustav’s face tightened with anger and he returned to pacing the bridge.

			‘Kazad Drengazi’s what the daemon wants,’ said Gotrek. ‘It said as much to me itself. There’s a power there, or so the legend says. If you’re strong enough to take it.’

			‘If ye’re worthy o’ it,’ Makaisson corrected him.

			‘What do you plan on doing with that power once you have it?’ Gustav muttered, still pacing.

			Gotrek watched the young man back and forth, yellowed teeth bared. ‘I don’t care, so long as the daemon doesn’t get it.’

			‘We’ll use it,’ said Felix, pulling his face up out of his hands and meeting the eyes of all his surviving friends in turn. Gotrek he saved until last. ‘Be’lakor said I’m destined to be his downfall. Those were his exact words to me before Max…’ He shook his head, shivered it off. ‘So we’ll do what Max asked me to do. We’ll beat the daemon to Kazad Drengazi, take whatever’s there for us to take, and return with it to Middenheim. On foot if we have to. And we’ll save the damned world if it kills us.’

			‘Joost tha’?’ said Malakai, raising a limp smile from Gustav.

			‘The little one’s lost, manling,’ said Gotrek. The Slayer averted his eye and clenched his thighs, broken fingernails digging through his trews and into the flesh. As if to distract himself from a greater pain. ‘I know that. I’ve known that since we heard the news of Altdorf. I just didn’t want to believe it.’

			‘I think I’ve known it since Praag,’ Felix sighed.

			Gotrek grunted, scratched his nose self-consciously and sniffed. ‘Midden­heim it is then. It sounds like a plan.’

			‘Ah daen’t mean to rain on anyin’s parade, but huv either o’ ye gied any thought at all tae how ye’re gaunny find a place that hasnae been found in ten thousand years o’ lookin’?’

			Felix thought about this for a moment, then sank back into despondency. He’d forgotten about that. Max had been so certain about where they had to go that he’d assumed it would be obvious. He smiled self-pityingly. Give him a dragon in a cave or a vampire in his castle and he and Gotrek were in their element. They worked well together when things were straightforward and down the years neither one had exactly covered themselves in glory when it came to thinking things through. He recalled the view of the Middle Mountains that he had had from Makaisson’s keep: the outposts, the roads, each one a stitch in a vast tapestry sewn together over the millennia. If the dogged determination of all those generations of dwarfs had failed to locate the Fortress of the First Slayer then what hope did he have?

			What did Felix have that they hadn’t?

			A gentle bout of turbulence disturbed him from his thoughts.

			What did he have?

			He blinked, taking in the glowing dials arrayed around him as though seeing them for the first time. He looked up to stare open-mouthed at the clouds buffeting the view screen. Sigmar, he’d been so blind.

			‘What?’ said Gustav.

			‘Malakai, how high can this ship go?’

			‘Until the air gets tae thin tae hold her. It’s nae like floating a boat. It’s complicated.’

			Felix grinned, clapping the perplexed engineer on the shoulder and resisting the urge to hug him. The Middle Mountains’ ancient dwarfs had striven for centuries, but they’d not had the genius of Malakai Makaisson on their side.

			They had not had an airship!

			‘Take us up,’ Felix shouted, too filled with excitement, the certainty that he was right, to control his voice. He climbed stiffly out of his chair. ‘Up above the clouds. As high as she’ll go.’

			Unstoppable broke the surface of the cloud like a whale emerging from the ocean for air. Watery white cloud streamed down her gleaming hull, her mighty tail propellers frothing it up behind her as she climbed into open sky. It was not the blue that Felix had become accustomed to looking up to from the ground. It was a thin purple, a gauze through which Felix could see the black of space and the glitter of stars. It was hauntingly beautiful.

			Felix pressed his face to the cool glass of the circular viewport by the airlock hatch. Cloud stretched for untold leagues in every direction, broken here and there by mountain peaks that rose from the surface like volcanic isles. The sun was a golden rune, shining from the purpure of the sky. The magical glow glittered from the mountaintops. One of them glittered back.

			Felix gaped in wonder.

			It was a citadel in the sky, its monolithic gates of iron-banded oak surrounded not by water or a ditch but by a moat of white cloud. Walls of a pale, luminous stone climbed towards the summit, rising with each successive ring as though the still-growing mountain had pushed up through the foundations of the ancient fortification. There the bright sunlight reflected dazzlingly from leaded windows and runic engravings, the stern face of Grimnir shining from the walls of buildings in hues of gold, silver and brass. The entire edifice looked as old as the stars, and yet there was an immaculate quality to it as though it had waited empty all these millennia for the tread of mortal feet.

			Kazad Drengazi. The Fortress of the First Slayer. It had to be.

			Had dwarfs once dwelt in this unlikely place, Felix wondered, or had the entire fortification been called to the mountaintop at the command of their god of war?

			That there was something down there, Felix had no doubt. He could feel its power tingling under his skin. And what had the seeress said to him in his dream?

			You are powerless against the opponent that awaits you in Kazad Drengazi, Felix, and Gotrek’s passing will be the doom of this world.

			He gave an involuntary shudder.

			But it may be enough to save the next.

			Gotrek watched from the neighbouring porthole, strangely subdued. The half-circle of admitted light cut his face in two, giving his bruised jaw a coppery complexion. Felix agonised over what to tell his companion about the seeress’s warning, if anything, but the certainty that it would be a pointless waste of breath bade him keep his dreams to himself. The Slayer was going to Kazad Drengazi now regardless of what awaited him there or anything that Felix might say.

			And not alone.

			Felix had pledged his companion no new oath. It was unnecessary. They both knew that he would follow the Slayer to the end.

			The engines growled hungrily, rattling the bulkheads as Malakai Makaisson guided them in.

			‘You asked me once why I do not sleep, manling,’ said Gotrek, nodding towards the fortress as it slid beneath them. ‘This is why. When I do I dream always of this place. I die here.’ He turned from the porthole. The metallic glow that the window shone onto his face imposed a stark, disturbing resemblance to the effigies of Grimnir in the citadel below. ‘And it is not a good death.’
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			KAZAD DRENGAZI

			Felix dropped the final couple of feet between the bottom rung of the rope ladder and the smooth white flagstones. His first act on setting foot within the ancient stronghold of the First Slayer was to execute a dramatic shiver. The air on the mountaintop was cold and thin. Either on their own would have been sufficient to account for the tingling in Felix’s fingertips and the blueness in his lips.

			Breathe slowly, he reminded himself, hugging his chest under his cloak, slowly and deeply.

			Gotrek was already down, swinging his axe in practice strokes as he paced out the wide plaza. It was encircled by marble statues that appeared to show various aspects of Grimnir. He was vengeance, war, honour, dishonour; in some instances he had one axe, in others two. Occasionally he was depicted dealing death with his huge hands and with daemonic gristle in his bared teeth.

			On one side, a set of wide, shallow steps led up to an imposing structure fronted by square-sided stone columns. Simply by virtue of its position at the highest and most central point within the fortress, it was evidently a building of significance. Ornate entablature depicted scenes of battle, apparently the same battle, advancing through time as the eye followed from left to right before circling around the building to commence again. Unending. Felix immediately considered it to be a temple. On the opposite side a corresponding set of steps led down towards a rune-reinforced wooden gate. The plaza was set high enough that Felix could see over the inner wall, through the sparse forest of turrets and towers to the cloud sea beyond.

			A breathtaking sense of loneliness pervaded the place, not that of an old man or a friendless warrior, to which Felix could relate, but that of a being that by its nature had no equal. The very stones that he stood upon now had once felt the tread of a god. It was an awesome, humbling feeling, and one that Felix would hesitate to call pleasant. He ­remembered when he and his father and brother had taken to the streets to witness the coronation of Karl Franz. He had caught a glimpse of Sigmar’s mighty hammer, Ghal Maraz, during its presentation to the new Emperor and the feeling he had now was similar to what he had experienced at that moment.

			Insignificance, but married to a counterintuitive sense of collective importance, a physical connection to something ancient and powerful.

			With an effort, he pulled his thoughts away from the divine and looked up.

			The sleek mass of Unstoppable hung conspicuously against the violet sky, an uncanny combination of sun and starlight glittering from her gun-turrets. This wasn’t the first time that Felix had experienced such altitudes. There were peaks in the Worlds Edge Mountains which – as any dwarf would tell anyone – made all others resemble bumps in the ground, but he had never seen a sky like this. It was more than just altitude.

			Some other force was at work here to thin the barriers between worlds.

			Malakai Makaisson was halfway down the swaying rope ladder, laden with enough of an arsenal to take the peak by force twice over if he had to. The longrifle that Felix had experienced the business end of during their accidental encounter in the Middle Mountains was slung over one shoulder. With the other elbow, Makaisson pinned an enormous multi-barrelled, crank-operated handcannon to his side. A satchel that the engineer had rather gleefully informed him was filled with bombs bounced against his back. A brace of heavily modified pistols was buckled at his hip and a small axe hung from his belt by a thong.

			Felix didn’t want to meet the thing that would warrant the axe.

			Following some distance above the engineer came Gustav Jaeger, climbing cautiously in full armour, the wind pulling plaintively at his ponytail and wolfskin cloak. Behind him came a string of frighteningly well-outfitted and intense-looking men. When the last of Gustav’s company had their boots on the ground, Makaisson tugged twice on the ladder, then threw a salute with the barrel of his longrifle towards Unstoppable’s prow.

			The airship pulled slowly up and away. The stony emptiness of abandonment crawled up in its place.

			‘Over here, manling.’

			Felix turned towards his companion’s voice and gave a start. His hand dropped to his sword hilt as one by one the soldiers looked around and cried out in alarm. Makaisson swung up his longrifle, only to turn it down into the ground with an exclamation of what sounded like surprise.

			Facing Gotrek was another dwarf, although quite possibly the strangest-looking one that Felix had ever seen. Blue, red and purple spiral tattoos covered his bald head and a row of metal rings pierced his jaw in place of a beard. He was wearing what looked like a toga, but which clinked as he slipped out from between the line of statues into the plaza. Closer inspection revealed it to be a weave of bronze ringlets rather than cloth. Gotrek held his axe up warningly. The strange dwarf halted and stared, apparently fixated upon Gotrek’s weapon. He pointed at it.

			‘Ahz.’

			Felix turned, bemused, to Gotrek who shook his head.

			‘It’s not Khazalid, manling. Or no strain of it that I’m familiar with.’

			‘I didn’t realise there were dialects of Dwarfish.’

			Gotrek snorted, not taking his eye off the stranger. ‘You’ve never been to Kraka Drak, have you?’

			‘He said axe,’ said Makaisson, haltingly. ‘Ah think.’

			‘Ahz!’ the stranger repeated.

			‘Aye, very clever,’ Gotrek grumbled, tightening his grip and drawing his weapon nearer to his chest as though anyone could be fool enough to try and take it from him.

			‘You can understand him,’ Felix murmured to Makaisson from the corner of his mouth.

			‘Ah wouldnae say tha’ exactly, but ma hame is a bit oot o’ the wye too and it sounds a wee bit similar.’

			‘I thought that dwarfs didn’t change like that,’ said Gustav.

			‘They don’t,’ said Gotrek flintily. ‘That should tell you how long they’ve been cut off up here.’

			‘They–’

			Felix looked up to note that, as they had been talking, more monkish dwarfs had shuffled into view. At least a dozen, but no more than twenty. Fewer than there were statues. Gotrek’s ears were, of course, sharper than his and the Slayer had likely marked their approach some time ago. Felix wished that he could be reassured by his companion’s diffident attitude to finding himself surrounded in a strange citadel by an even stranger force of dwarfs.

			A place, lest he forget, that they had both been told would be the Slayer’s doom.

			The newcomers closed in with a metallic shuffle, murmuring, pointing at Gotrek and also occasionally at Makaisson, often with some kind of whispered argument involved.

			‘Everyone lower their weapons,’ said Felix, raising his hand slowly from his scabbard and trusting to Gustav and his nervous men to do the same. The last thing anyone needed right now was a sweaty finger on a pistol trigger.

			Makaisson held his longrifle across his thighs. He turned slowly about, pausing to listen to snippets of conversation before moving on. His face was a grimace of concentration. ‘They’re all sayin’ somethin’ tae dae wi’ a prophecy. Somethin’ aboot their ancestors’ lang wait. And Grimnir.’ He cocked his head intently and turned halfway around. ‘And the End Times.’ His grimace tightened still further, then he shook his head. ‘Ack, ah cannae follow it all. Ah wish they’d all stoap whisperin’.’

			Gustav nudged Felix in the ribs and nodded urgently towards the temple.

			A powerfully built dwarf was descending the steps. He was massively broad. A bronze breastplate shaped into an impossibly well-defined musculature was strapped over his ringmail toga. A purple cloak hung from his shoulders. The elaborate tattoos on his bare head depicted an epic struggle between dwarf and daemon. The dwarf in particular was remarkably well rendered, and his tattoos showed a near-identical scene: the battle continuing, as in the temple entablature, seemingly without end. In one bear-paw of a hand the newcomer held up an axe that could have been an exact replica of Gotrek’s own. Strapped to his back and covered by his cloak but for the handle and the rim of the blade was another, equally large, that could have been its twin. Even Felix could see that these were both lesser blades. Masterfully forged though they undoubtedly were, they were weapons of common steel rather than the starmetal that had gone into the making of Gotrek’s mighty axe. The runes engraved into them seemed to be symbolic, ceremonial maybe, rather than brutally functional.

			The whispers ceased as the dwarf – some kind of an abbot, perhaps – reached the bottom step. There he stopped, shoulders back and axe upheld as though it were the personal standard of an emperor, appraising the company of men and dwarfs with eyes like pommel stones.

			‘Khzurk a garak. Uruk ak a Grimnir.’

			Gotrek swore. Like Felix, he had been under the unfair expectation that the leader of these dwarfs would speak in a form they could all understand.

			‘He welcomes Grimnir’s heir tae his fortress,’ Makaisson translated after a moment’s thought. ‘And he wants tae ken which o’ us it is.’

			Felix glanced between Gotrek and Malakai. The two Slayers traded looks and Makaisson chuckled.

			‘Ye dinnae actually think it’s me dae ye?’

			With a shrug, hard face as emotive as fresh-hewn stone, Gotrek strode towards the abbot. There was an excited whisper of approval from the watching dwarfs that made the hairs on the nape of Felix’s neck prickle. He couldn’t help but feel that there was more going on here than a few poorly translated words of archaic Khazalid could convey. Without thinking about what he was doing, Felix drew his sword and fell into step behind his companion.

			‘Rhingul!’ barked the abbot, throwing up his free hand to bar Felix’s approach with a dark-haired fist the size of a paving slab. ‘Kilza al elgrhaza ak hukan za!’

			Despite the intensity of the dwarf’s words, Makaisson grinned broadly. He began to chuckle.

			‘What did he say?’ Felix hissed.

			‘He said the elf will huv tae wait here.’

			‘Elf?’

			Gotrek growled, unamused. ‘These dwarfs must have been up here since the passing of Grimnir. When their ancestors built this fortress, manling, Sigmar’s twenty-times great-grandfather was living in a cave on some elf princeling’s estate.’

			Felix had thought his mind had acclimated to the scales of time he had had to deal with of late, but still relentless reminders of how ancient this place was made his head spin. These dwarfs had been standing vigil on this spot all this time. They pre-dated the Empire and like true dwarfs they had outlasted its fall.

			All for this moment.

			For Gotrek.

			For a moment Felix feared he actually was going to pass out. Breathe, he reminded himself again. He wished with every aching fibre of his heart that Max could have been here to see this moment. The wizard had been right. By every god there had ever been, he had been right.

			Gotrek made a series of pointed gestures with his axe and grunted something in his gravelly native vernacular that clearly put across the point that this ‘elf’ went where Gotrek said he went. The stern-faced abbot managed to look genuinely taken aback for a moment, then bowed and stepped aside. His brother monks hurried forward with a rustle of bronze to form a procession to line the route to the temple.

			No question then where they were heading.

			The most ominous-looking building in the entire fortress.

			Felix turned back momentarily to clasp his nephew’s arm in his. It was a warrior’s shake, hand to elbow, unsentimental, but both men seemed to find it a little difficult to let go.

			‘We’ll hold the fort until you get back,’ said Gustav, his lightness only exposing the cracks in his voice. He waved towards the cloud sea. ‘You know, just in case.’

			‘We’ll be back before you realise we’re gone,’ Felix returned.

			He couldn’t say why, but he knew that neither one of them believed him.

			The inside of the temple was too large to be accounted for by its external dimensions. Hundreds of huge pillars as broad as oak trees ran in rows in every direction. The only light source was the angular, axe-stroke runes that glowered from the square sides of the columns and the hazy, uncertain walls. Trying to look at the walls made Felix’s eyes water and his mind want to fold inside out. The floor appeared to curve slightly upwards as it approached them, as if at some unimaginably distant point left would overlap with right, the ceiling becoming a floor, and so on for infinity. Felix put a hand over his eyes and followed the Slayer. Their footsteps echoed around him.

			‘Gharaz uk azaki,’ said the abbot gravely, sweeping his arms around the surreal environment and clearly under the misimpression that he was imparting something of dire import. Felix wished they had brought Makaisson with them, but the monks had seemed quite reluctant to let even Felix pass the threshold. It had taken another round of elaborately articulated threats from Gotrek on his behalf to prevent the monks from taking his weapon at the door.

			‘Zhorl,’ said the abbot, apparently satisfied and turning to walk back the way they had come.

			Felix watched him go for a moment, then sighed nervously and looked around. There didn’t seem to be any other way out. His skin felt hot and he pulled at the collar of his cloak. ‘Are you sure you don’t understand any of what he just said?’

			‘Are you sure you don’t speak Arabyan?’

			Felix bit his lip and glanced back. The doors ground shut, coming together with a resounding knell. There was the sound of locks being turned and bolts being drawn. Felix was half-expecting to hear heavy objects being piled up against the door and actually felt a little disappointed when it didn’t happen.

			‘That sounds ominous.’

			‘You worry too much, manling.’ The Slayer gave his surroundings a hard look, as if to subjugate them into more solid form with dwarfish opprobrium alone. His lips drew back to expose a snarl of yellow, broken teeth. ‘Come out, whatever you are. My axe thirsts.’

			Felix tensed on instinct.

			The Slayer’s booming shout resounded between the pillars, but rather than fade away it grew louder, echoes overlaying, strengthening, feeding itself until it became something greater. The pillars thrummed a basso vibration, as if the infinite dimensions of this temple had been designed to serve as the voice box of a titanic mountain god.

			‘WHY HAVE YOU COME HERE, SLAYER?’

			Felix clamped his hands to his ears and screamed, his legs buckling under the auditory assault. The voice was not communicating in any language that he understood, and yet every word was delivered firmly and defiantly into his brain.

			Gotrek stuck his finger in his ear and wiggled it about, then stuck out his jaw and shouted back: ‘I heard there was something here worth having, though I’m yet to see it.’

			‘AND YOU BELIEVE YOURSELF WORTHY OF THE BIRTHRIGHT OF GRIMNIR’S HEIR?’

			‘Are you saying I’m not?’

			A low rumble reverberated through the floor, setting Felix’s organs to quivering like jelly. He had the horrible feeling that it was laughter.

			‘YOU ARE FAMILIAR WITH THE SLAYER OATH.’

			‘Of course I am,’ Gotrek grunted, running a meaty palm through his crest with a leer. ‘This isn’t for show.’

			‘RECITE IT TO ME.’

			Gotrek ground his teeth, the thick muscles of his neck bulging. He threw a cornered beast look towards Felix.

			Felix hesitantly uncovered his ears. ‘What’s the matter? You do know it, don’t you?’

			‘Of course I know it,’ Gotrek snapped, making Felix wince. His one-eyed gaze swept the columns, a caged bear hunting its tormentor. His voice sank to a low growl. ‘But I’ve never said it aloud before.’

			Again that subterranean rumble greeted the Slayer’s remark. The red-gold rune-glow grew marginally brighter. ‘NEITHER DID I.’

			‘And who are you, mountain?’ Gotrek demanded, eye narrowing.

			The laughter sank into the stones, the voice rebuilding like a clap of thunder. ‘RECITE IT TO ME.’

			Gotrek snarled dangerously, raising his axe as if to lash out at the first thing that came within reach, then suddenly lowered his arms and bellowed at the top of his lungs: ‘I am a dwarf! My honour is my life and without it I am nothing. I shall become a Slayer. I shall seek redemption in the eyes of my ancestors. I shall become as death to my enemies.’ Gotrek clenched his fists over his axe and stared challengingly into the rune-lit temple. ‘Until I face he that takes my life and my shame.’

			Felix listened with increasing discomfort as the Slayer spoke, aware that he was a party to something intensely personal, and likely something that no human before him had ever heard. At the same time, he sensed a shift in the flows of power that ran through the temple, like water being siphoned off from some mighty dam.

			For what purpose, Felix could only guess at.

			The rune-light flickered.

			‘And you expect to find such a one here, my son?’

			Felix spun around, startled. The voice this time did not boom from every quarter, but instead emerged from the throat of a very ordinary-looking dwarf who had appeared behind them. His overalls were workmanlike and his big hands calloused and stained with grease. His dark brown beard petered down to his thick waist, his hair cropped roughly close into a bowl shape as if to make a better fit for a miner’s helmet. The hue of his eyes however, the set of his nose, the angle of his jaw, all reminded Felix of Gotrek.

			The Slayer twisted his head half around, his deep growl catching halfway up his throat.

			‘Do you know him?’ Felix asked.

			‘Gurni Gurnisson,’ said Gotrek sullenly. ‘My father.’

			‘That’s your father?’

			‘Don’t be daft, manling. Of course it’s not my bloody father.’

			Stung, Felix clamped his mouth shut and backed away from the two dwarfs. Or the dwarf and the… apparition? Avatar? If he was honest, Felix had no idea what stood in front of him right now. He had even less idea about what it wanted.

			‘But I am, Gotrek,’ said Gurni, a terrible sadness breaching the stoicism in his eyes. ‘Denied the Ancestors’ Hall by your disgrace, doomed to wander this world as a revenant shade. But you are my blood and this place will be the death of you if you continue. I beg you, please, turn back before it is too late.’

			Gotrek shook his head, his own expression a granite mask set into a permanent scowl. ‘I am no longer your son. I have forsaken my home, my family, my name. Only a worthy doom will return them to me.’

			‘And if you fall in dishonour, what of me? There will be no other. You are the last of the line of Gurni.’

			Gotrek looked to his axe and glowered. Felix thought he knew what the Slayer saw there. Snorri Nosebiter had described to him the scene that the goblin raiders had left of his home, of his wife and daughter.

			‘Don’t I know it,’ said Gotrek.

			‘What then of your king?’ asked Gurni, taking a step forward and raising his voice to shout. ‘The hold of your ancestors is beset on all sides and will soon fall. You are but one dwarf, I know, and maybe even your axe would make no difference, but your place is there.’

			‘I have no place until I lie in the ground,’ said Gotrek. He glanced sidelong towards Felix, lips curling up into a harsh smile. ‘And I’m sick of wandering about.’

			Felix grinned despite himself. He did vaguely recall saying something like that about Middenheim prior to his encounter with Gotrek’s fist. His thoughts turned to Malakai Makaisson and the engineer’s own desire to return to Karaz-a-Karak to fight for his High King. Was this a test of some sort, to challenge a Slayer’s resolve to forsake hearth and home, everything that made a dwarf what they were, in service to some ascetic brand of honour? Had Makaisson been here in Gotrek’s place would that test have been failed? Felix hoped he wouldn’t have to find out what would happen should whatever force guarded this temple be dissatisfied with the Slayer’s answers.

			‘Death is a gift, I am told. But who receives it, and what value does it hold to one who gives of it so freely? How much more precious then is life?’

			As the apparition of Gurni spoke, Felix again felt power being subtly diverted, the runes guttering and hazing as he looked around to see what was going to be sent to test them next. Seeing nothing, Felix returned his attention to Gotrek and Gurni.

			The only thing that had changed was Gurni himself.

			The apparition was blurring into the rune-light, not disappearing but changing, growing. His fading body stretched to become taller, tanned flesh folding back into dried meat and yellow bone that was then covered once again by manifesting plates of crimson steel.

			‘BE DEATH TO YOUR ENEMIES, GOTREK SON OF GURNI. IT IS A WEAPON OF THE GODS THAT YOU WIELD. IT DOES OFFENCE TO ITS FIRST MASTER THAT A VICTIM SHOULD ESCAPE ITS WRATH.’

			The phantom solidified into its new form and Felix’s mouth hung open in horrified recognition.

			The warrior was enormous, half again as big as Felix, who was amongst the tallest of men, and as broad as the Troll King of Praag. His armour was embossed with writhing sigils of slaughter and death, and hung with living skulls that wailed their torment even as blood filled their mouths and seeped from their empty sockets. It smeared the warrior’s gauntlets and every rivet and seam of his armour. The dead champion didn’t speak, but red witchlight pulsed from the open face of his bone-horned helm. It was a foe Felix remembered too well, one he still sometimes saw before waking up to sheets doused in icy sweat and a full moon in the sky.

			Krell!

			Felix brought his sword up into a guard position and moved into position to protect Gotrek’s vulnerable left side, only for the Slayer to warn him off.

			‘Back, manling. This one has to be mine.’

			The mountain thundered its approval. ‘A SLAYER IS ALWAYS ALONE. HE IS DEATH, AND IN THE FINAL COUNTING ALL DIE ALONE.’

			Felix tightened his grip on his sword but withdrew, bound by duty and friendship to stand back and watch. Krell spun his enormous axe menacingly, a blade as black as plague and just as lethal. Gotrek brought up his own deadly weapon, the two fighters circling, trading feints faster than the human eye could follow, testing each other’s guard with blows that left Felix’s hands ringing just for having seen them. Krell had been a champion of Khorne before his death and subsequent resurrection. The God-King Sigmar himself had once fought him.

			And he was one of the few to have crossed blades with Gotrek and walked away.

			‘Gotrek. Left.’

			The Slayer bashed aside the wight-lord’s axe and unleashed a flurry of blows that drove the champion of death back. A mortal adversary would have been torn apart by such an onslaught, but Krell was tireless, skilful and uncannily swift for so large a being, and he was Gotrek’s equal in strength. Felix could see no weakness in the wight’s technique, and more than once his heart leapt into his mouth as a counter-stroke scythed towards Gotrek only for the dwarf to somehow pull himself out of the way at the last moment.

			Felix let out the breath that had been building pressure inside his chest.

			The merest graze of Krell’s obsidian blade could kill, and Felix could only assume that this simulacral version was similarly imbued. Felix had seen first-hand the slow, lingering demise that weapon had almost inflicted upon Gotrek once before.

			The Slayer had claimed that his death here would not be a good one.

			Had this been what he meant? Was Krell destined to finish the task he had so nearly completed at Castle Reikguard? Felix scowled, loyalty to the Slayer and all that that meant warring with what he thought he recognised as common human goodness.

			He hadn’t come through all of this to watch Gotrek fall to a spectre from their past.

			The Slayer threw a stroke across Krell’s middle, but simply from the fact that Felix was able to see it from beginning to end he could tell that it was laboured. The wight angled his body under the blow, swinging his axe overhead and launching it one-handed towards Gotrek’s face, forcing the Slayer for the first time onto the back foot. He retreated, breathing hard, his axe moving so fast that it looked almost like a shield as Krell hammered down blow after blow. His bare torso glistened with sweat.

			Gotrek had gone into this contest wounded and it was beginning to tell.

			The dwarf drove all his flagging strength into a decapitating blow, dispatching it at Krell’s neck with a gravelly roar. The wight dropped silently to one knee, driving a blood-soaked couter into Gotrek’s stomach at the same moment that the Slayer’s axe cracked against a pillar. Gotrek’s axe sprang from his grip and he stumbled back, clutching his stomach muscles and wheezing.

			Krell advanced. The champion’s grin was fixed but Felix sensed triumph in the glow of his eyes. And more than triumph: vengeance, blood for his vile god. If it was not the real Krell then it was a terrifyingly close approximation. The wight swung up his axe for an executioner’s stroke as Felix raised his sword and tensed for a suicidal dive forward.

			‘I don’t need your help, manling,’ Gotrek bellowed, dropping his shoulder and ploughing under Krell’s guard into the wight’s waist.

			A hiss of dead air escaped Krell’s teeth as the Slayer’s low-centred, bulldog-like power carried the wight back and smashed him up against a pillar.

			Stone crunched. Cracks spidered out through the luminous rock. Krell brought the haft of his axe down on Gotrek’s shoulder, but though it drew blood there was no force behind it. His poleyn slammed into Gotrek’s muscle-slabbed chest, but the Slayer shrugged off the blow with a grunt, denting the wight’s breastplate with a punch. Dust crumbled around him. Krell seized Gotrek’s fist in his, then the other, driving his knee into the Slayer’s chest like a piston as Gotrek emitted a furious roar and smacked his forehead into the wight’s face.

			The impact beat Krell’s skull against the pillar, a thin crack splitting through the bone from the back of his head over to his left orbit. Gotrek staggered back, an ugly skull-shaped red welt from the wight’s chin-guard on his brow, then shook it off to haul the undead champion out of the pillar.

			Dust fell over them both.

			Clenching his teeth the Slayer heaved the enormous warrior up over his head, then flipped him over from front to back and slammed him into the ground.

			Metal crunched, ancient bones ground together and snapped. The magic that animated the champion flickered, dazed, as Gotrek’s fist descended like a bomb from an airship, shattering the vertebrae of Krell’s neck and burying dwarf knuckles in the flagstones.

			With the toes of his boot, Gotrek slid Krell’s axe from the wight’s dead grip and kicked it away. It slid across the stone floor, clattering off between the pillars long after the axe itself had vanished. Krell’s body vanished soon after, disappearing between blinks.

			‘The real one was tougher,’ said Gotrek, rattling down a deep breath and then spitting on the ground where the wight had lain.

			‘WAS HE, OR HAVE YOU GROWN STRONGER? IN PREPARATION PERHAPS FOR A MEETING WITH ONE FAR GREATER?’

			‘Bring it to me, then!’ Gotrek roared, scooping up his axe and clutching it in both hands, bulging like a clenched bicep as he glared one-eyed into the emptiness of rune-lit stone. ‘I thought you wanted to challenge me. Well, look at me, mountain. I stand unchallenged!’

			‘PATIENCE, SLAYER.’

			Felix gasped as the Slayer vanished before his eyes.

			He opened his mouth to cry out to the dwarf, but in the time between thinking and breathing the entire temple too had followed Gotrek into oblivion. Darkness enveloped him, lightless, shapeless, devoid even of the sensation of stone beneath his feet and air on his face. Realisation hit like a cold wave and he did scream then, or at least he thought he did, but either he had been struck deaf or there was no air for him to hear it. He didn’t know which was worse.

			It wasn’t the Slayer who had been cast into oblivion.

			It was him.

			Light guttered fitfully from a torch set into an iron bracket in the stone wall and slowly dispelling the darkness. Felix studied it for a moment, disorientated, his hands padding absently over his body as if to reassure themselves they were not alone. His heart fluttered like a butterfly trapped in a lantern. The flame wobbled on its stand, light and dark rippling out from it across the room. It looked real. The warmth of it and the crackle of wood was real. Hand on his aching, stubbornly trembling chest, Felix looked over the room that the light revealed.

			It was of a hard grey stone like granite, curved along one wall, with an arrow-slit window indicating that he was in some sort of fortified tower. A strange, gale-force roar sounded from outside. A full helm, the visor drawn back, and a breastplate hung from a dummy beside the window. A sheathed sword with a hilt studded with semi-precious stones was looped over a door peg. A pile of folded clothes – tabard, trews, a sash to be worn over the breastplate, all in the blue with yellow trimming of Middenland – lay on a chest.

			Next to the armour dummy was a writing desk similar to the one that Felix had once had in the study of his brother’s Altdorf townhouse. It was piled with sheaves of paper. Felix spread them out across the table. Real enough. They were requisition orders, watch rotations, troop dispositions, the sort of military bureaucracy that most soldiers would never dream existed but without which the Empire would surely collapse in a day.

			He set them down and looked out of the window.

			The roar of tens of thousands of abhumans rose to assail his ears. The pointed glimmer of as many sources of light again brought tears to his eyes. He could see that the tower he was in was one of several overlooking the unscalable walls of a mighty mountaintop citadel. It was not Kazad Drengazi. It was Imperial soldiery on the walls, and the ground, seething with monstrous forms all bearing torches and flaming arrows, was all too visible. Arrows fizzed between the walls and the winged beasts and daemons that harried the garrison, the heavier munitions of ballistae and small-calibre cannons pounding the air with thumps and blistering whines. As Felix watched, a plume of flame rolled from the forked tongue of a two-headed dragon and blasted a ballista tower to ruin. Rock and bodies blackened inside their armour tumbled onto the mountainside. Felix shifted his view down.

			A column of vile war machines rolled up the narrow causeway to the city’s gate. They did so under their own malodorous power, the fuming, twisting hunger of bound daemons driving battering rams and siege-ballistae over ground too treacherous for any beast of burden. Bloody steam hissed from the flared mouths of cannons, bony pitons stabbing into the rock to lock the weapons steady as great bronze barrels angled themselves upwards to fire.

			Middenheim. This was Middenheim.

			Was this a dream world constructed by the guardian of the mountain, or like Krell before it was it somehow more?

			‘How is Gotrek being tested by this?’ Felix murmured to himself.

			‘It is your turn, Herr Jaeger.’

			The voice had come from behind him and Felix spun around.

			At the back of the room was a small table upon which a chess board was set. There was a game under way that looked to be four or five moves in. Behind it were two albino men in sorcerers’ garb, one seated and one standing. An aura of incredible power shimmered around them both. The seated man was clad in black and leaned idly against a staff of ebony and silver as he examined the board. The tall, vulpine sorcerer standing beside him was robed instead in gold and held a glittering runestaff in gilt claws.

			Felix backed away.

			The mountain guardian was dredging his own mind for the enemies to destroy him!

			Goldenrod beckoned to the empty chair on Felix’s side of the board, but also, Felix felt, to the world beyond. As if answering the sorcerer’s call there was a digestive rumble from the causeway below, followed by a slimy boom and the crunch of wood. The gate. The tower shook under the impact, causing the chess set to rattle and toppling the remaining white castle. Blackstaff reached across the board to reposition it, his finger lingering on the piece like an execution stayed.

			‘The turn is yours.’
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			KATERINA

			‘Sit down, Herr Jaeger,’ said Goldenrod in a high-pitched voice, gesturing to the empty chair. ‘Kelmain and I have been forced to concede that it is pointless to continue to play one another when neither of us is the clear superior.’

			‘It was becoming an ever more tedious challenge to keep score,’ the black-robed wizard, Kelmain, agreed.

			‘Where does it stand, brother?’

			‘I fear I forget.’

			Goldenrod nodded portentously, turning a cunning look onto Felix. ‘I am keen to see the outcome of this game. Your opening gambit demonstrates a keen and, if you’ll pardon the observation, unconventional mind.’

			Felix stared in confusion at the chequerboard. He backed away, shaking his head slowly, until he hit the door.

			‘This isn’t real. I don’t even know how to play this game.’

			‘What is real?’ said Kelmain with a shrug.

			‘Is a dream real?’ added Goldenrod. ‘What about a vision, a prophecy?’

			‘What makes them real?’ Kelmain cut in, seamlessly carrying his brother’s line. ‘Is it us? The way we interpret and act upon that which we see? Would we have acted differently had we not seen at all?’

			‘Are you saying this is really Middenheim?’ said Felix, reaching back with his left hand to the wood of the door and running the palm of his right along the rough-set stones. He shot a glance towards the window, a narrow aperture through to a void of sulphur smoke and screams.

			Not narrow enough.

			‘He’s not really so bright after all, is he, Lhoigor?’ said Kelmain, disap­pointed.

			‘His mind is so… binary.’

			Felix’s gaze was still on the window. The smell of burning filled his lungs now. He could feel it permeate through his chest. The screams were distant, almost ethereal, but impossible to distance himself from, like a haunting in a lost love’s home.

			‘Is Kat here?’ Felix asked sharply. ‘Did she survive the fall of Altdorf and make it here before the siege?’

			‘If this is not real then we are essentially conjurations of your own mind and powerless to aid you beyond what you are able to offer yourself,’ said Kelmain.

			‘And if it is real,’ Lhoigor hissed, baring yellow-bright fangs as he leaned forward into his golden staff, ‘then what makes you think that we would?’

			‘You killed our pawn Arek Daemonclaw. And Skjalandir.’ Kelmain produced a self-deprecating smile. ‘And us.’

			‘So you see,’ said Lhoigor, fangs disappearing behind a smile as he once again indicated the chair and bade Felix sit. ‘It does not matter whether this is real or not. The end consequence is the same.’

			‘But if you will play a game or two, then maybe we can give you a hint.’

			‘No,’ said Felix, heart pounding with a desperate logic of its own. If Kat was here he’d find her. Real or not he’d find her. And his child…

			He choked.

			He would see his child.

			Kelmain emitted a rasping sigh, scratching his cheek as though politely informing Felix he had something in his eye, and looked askance to his brother. ‘I wonder if Archaon plays.’

			Either one of these men could incinerate him with a word, but Felix no longer cared. His own life hadn’t bothered him terribly for some time now, and now his family might actually be within his grasp it concerned him even less.

			He turned to face the door, his hand closing over the brass handle and pushing it down.

			‘We have played with destiny and been burned,’ called Lhoigor, his voice suddenly swollen with melancholy, bitter with wasted might. ‘Seldom is there but one right path, and the obvious choice is rarely the best. No door is opened without consequence.’

			But Felix wasn’t listening.

			He opened the door.

			Frightened-looking men in the colours of city and state mustered in the courtyard before the east gatehouse; blue and gold, white and blue, rivers churning before the dam broke and spat them all out to the sea. Smoke poured over the walls. Concussive blasts rolled through the air, not a heard sound so much as a wave that rippled banners and spooked horses. Teams of artillerymen in crimped black livery yelled obscure, technical-sounding instructions to one another as they heaved a pair of helblaster volleyguns into positions of enfilade either side of the gate. Unhelmed and grey-maned knights drew into a line, a bulwark of steel and horseflesh that spanned the main road onto Neumarkt, their broad armoured shoulders level with the guttering of the boarded-up commission offices. Their muscular mounts snorted at those hurrying by, wolf-faced champrons snarling, unsettled by the struck match smell that pervaded the air. Every few seconds a resounding blow crashed against the gates. Drums, horns, whistles and pipes added to the thunder of beasts and guns. Rattling and barking, a battered old steam tank chugged into the courtyard and whistled to a stop.

			Felix waded into the commotion as though he’d just taken a blow to the head.

			He had no memory of crossing the threshold of that door, nor of heading down any stairs. And yet here he was.

			‘Herr Jaeger. Great Sigmar, is that you?’

			Striding through the crowd came a tall knight in brilliant silver plate, covered by a tabard emblazoned with a fiery heart and a scabbarded broadsword clapping at his thigh. Felix turned to greet the man but before he could so much as open his mouth the knight threw his arms around Felix’s back. There was a loud clang as the man’s breastplate embraced Felix’s mail shirt and Felix staggered back, only to be checked by the strong arms knotted behind his back. Felix coughed politely, inhaling a sour hit of armour grease and sweat. The man pulled away, powerful gauntleted hands clasped to Felix’s shoulders, and grinned.

			‘Aldred?’

			The Templar knight produced a short bow.

			Aldred Keppler – or the Fellblade – had been the prior owner of Felix’s sword, Karaghul, but the man had fallen to a Chaos troll in the dank ruins of Karak Eight Peaks. This couldn’t be real. It couldn’t… Could it? Felix wasn’t sure any more. The Templar looked, sounded, and – Shallya’s mercy – smelled real, and the way Felix’s heart responded to the reappearance of an old and valued comrade was entirely real enough.

			Felix clasped Aldred’s hand between both of his. ‘It’s good to see you again.’

			‘You carried my weapon with you,’ Aldred shrugged. ‘It did my work in the world. That had been enough until now. Now every­thing changes.’

			There was something about the Templar’s words, or perhaps the wearied manner in which he said them, that jarred with Felix as wrong. He tried to shake the feeling off.

			‘I need your help, old friend. I’m looking for a woman. Katerina Jaeger, my wife, perhaps you’ve seen her. She’s–’ Felix held an upturned hand approximately level with his chest, then smiled as an image of her leapt fully formed into his mind. ‘She’s about this tall, dark hair with a lock of silver on the left side. Probably the most beautiful of the refugees from Altdorf.’

			Aldred’s expression turned stern and Felix’s heart lurched over a precipice.

			‘There are refugees from Altdorf, aren’t there?’

			‘There are thousands of women in this city, and children. What do you think will happen when that which hungers beyond the gate breaks through?’

			Something struck the gates with a titanic crash. Wood crunched and split and iron bent, the gates splitting down the join to reveal a hideous daemon-headed ram. Liquid fire drooled from its brazen snout where it hissed against the flagstones. Cries for courage rang through the courtyard. Orders were bellowed, the names of Ulric and Sigmar thrown freely, men herded into ranks like sheep by dogs as the gate was breached again, the locking bar shattering with a crack and flames racing up the broken back of the gate itself.

			A command was given. It sounded over the din like ‘Fire!’

			Arrows whistled from the windows and balconies of the disused commission offices. Most thudded into the burning wood of the gates, a handful pattering indifferently from the daemon-infused brass of the battering ram.

			A woman’s voice called words of encouragement from a bow militia, spread along a rooftop opposite to Felix as a missile screen for a ballista embedded within a fascine of straw bales and brushwood. Whilst the weapon crew conducted frantic last-minute checks on their machine, the archers had readied and aimed and awaited the order to fire. It came ­courtesy of their female officer and a sheet of arrows hissed down a half-second ahead of the next fastest detachment.

			Felix kept his eyes on the woman as she dropped to one knee behind the rough, recently added battlement and reached back over her head to pull an arrow from her quiver. The shaft slid out and onto her bowstring and in one seamless motion she rose again. She was a head shorter than the smallest man in her command, and slender as an arrow. A padded gambeson jacket puffed out her chest. Her forearms and thighs were clad in light single-piece leather plates. Her short dark hair brushed her narrow shoulders, all except for the single white lock that hung errantly over her left eye. Disregarding it, she drew a bead on the breached gate. Firelight glinted from the weighty ring of dwarf gold worn on her left-hand thumb, tight against the bowstave.

			Kat.

			‘Since the elder days has the enemy been withheld, never vanquished, but always denied.’ Aldred’s voice grew heavier as he spoke, his appearance shifting into a semblance of someone Felix felt he ought to know without actually appearing to change at all. And when Felix blinked, it was undeniably Aldred and surely had been all along. The Templar drew his sword and pointed back to the gates. Kurgan axes chewed through the cinders. Middenheimer spears and halberds fell back behind their volley­guns. Another sheet of arrows rained down. ‘With naught but constant courage and iron in our souls have we prevailed. Now the wolves howl at the gates of your world and men like you must stand up, prove yourselves worthy, and cast the daemons back.’

			Felix backed away, taken aback by the Templar’s sudden and uncharacteristic intensity. ‘Aldred?’

			The Templar nodded to something over Felix’s head, and Felix turned about just as a trio of burly Trollslayers waded through the crowded Neumarkt street in search of the coming battle. Wielding a pair of axes was the ugliest dwarf that Felix had seen in an achingly long time. His squashed nose was graced with a hairy wart at the tip and gold rings jangled from his big ears. Hurrying behind him was a slighter, younger dwarf garbed in furs, his recently shaven head speckled with orange stubble. And the third…

			Felix felt his tender heart break into jagged pieces.

			‘Snorri thinks Felix has the right idea leaving,’ said Snorri Nosebiter happily, a stupid smile on his stupid, mashed-up face. ‘Why let them all come in here when we can fight them in the gate?’

			‘Felix has decided not to do battle with us,’ said Aldred. ‘He is going instead to find a woman.’

			Bjorni Bjornisson’s ugly face split into a lewd grin and he jabbed Ulli several times in the ribs, making an approving growl, until the younger dwarf blushed furiously and backed out of reach.

			‘Snorri… doesn’t understand. Do you not want to fight with Snorri again, young Felix? It’ll be a good one. Snorri saw the… the…’ his face scrunched up in concerted thought, ‘Ever-Chosen from the walls.’

			‘He didn’t look so tough,’ Ulli declared loudly, still blushing and apparently startling himself with his own volume. He glared reproachfully at the other two Slayers.

			A lump formed in Felix’s throat. He had borne the guilt of his own inaction over Snorri’s death over months and leagues and part of him did yearn to stand by him now. Aldred glared at him expectantly. Nor had Felix forgotten the promise he had made to the Templar’s order – to wield their blade with honour, to combat evil wherever it surfaced.

			He turned to look across the street to the rooftop. His heart grounded him to the spot like an anchor, but he knew where he had to go.

			‘Forgive me, Snorri,’ he managed to choke, dragging himself away from the forlorn-looking Slayer and his companions and plunging into the crowd.

			A fountain dimpled the surface of an ornamental pond, the centrepiece of a small cobbled garden surrounded on all sides by the high grey walls of Middenheim’s old town. Red roses and scented honeysuckle clambered over the stonework towards the square of sky. It was red like a sailor’s warning, filled with the crump of cannon fire and the screams of running battles. The cries weren’t entirely human, and ran from the sky like wet paint down a wall. The sky stuttered, the clouds curdling by in slow motion as Felix watched, before suddenly racing. His heart hammered, disorientated and afraid.

			What was happening to him? Where was he? And what had happened to Kat?

			He returned his attention to the garden with the idea of getting his bearings and trying to find his way back to Neumarkt, and noticed that there was a figure seated on the lip of the pond, garbed in thigh-length armour of pearl-white lamellar plates. Gustav. His nephew was seated side-on, with one slender leg crossed under him and his face turned away from Felix to the fountain. His nephew ran his fingers – almost like claws – through the pond. A crowd of subdued, mournful-looking children surrounded him, their broken reflections looking up through crying eyes from the water of the pool. It was only then Felix noticed that the armoured figure cast no reflection. A sepulchral chill entered his bones.

			No. Not Gustav.

			The woman turned as though alerted to his presence by his beating heart and gave a predatory smile. Her short hair was as white as ash, her skin as pale as human bone. To the silvery scar across her left temple, she had added another that cut cleanly across her throat. One glance was all it took for his hands to relive the jolt they had felt as his blade had met her neck. In his mind he heard the thump of her severed head striking the stone of the Troll King’s dungeon.

			‘Ulrika, I–’

			The vampire cut him off with a throat-cutting gesture that made Felix’s own throat tighten as surely as if she’d put her hand against it and squeezed. ‘You are looking for Katerina,’ she said, reading his mind as succinctly as she could his heart. ‘How disappointing. How very predictable.’

			Felix cast his gaze from the vampire to the clouds that boiled overhead, tinted red and backlit with silver. He shuddered. ‘Please. The east gate’s been breached. If you know where she–’

			Swift as a snuffed candle’s transition from light to dark, Ulrika’s smile turned bestial. She snatched one of the children who sobbed around her, hoisted the young girl, who gave a piteous squeal for help, and then plunged her into the pond. Felix cried out in dismay and without once thinking about how he intended to outmuscle her ran in to pull the girl from Ulrika’s clutches. The vampire shrugged him off as though he were no more than a child himself. Felix reeled back, his sword sliding from its scabbard as he recovered his footing.

			‘Do you know what torment awaits the souls of vampires when they finally die, Felix?’ said Ulrika, water splashing her breastplate as the girl under her grip thrashed. Sobs rose from the other children, but none of them tried to escape. It was as if they were resigned to this, or they knew there was nothing better to escape to. ‘I do.’

			‘Ulrika, stop!’

			‘This is a test, a challenge. The wolves are at the gate and they are hungry, and if they are not stopped they will surely consume us all. Not all of them wear daemons’ faces, manling, and if you do not kill me then I will kill you.’

			Felix lowered his sword a fraction. ‘Manling?’

			With a snarl, Ulrika pushed the now still child to the bottom of the pond and sprang up, flinging out wet hands that ended in cruel bone claws. Startled by the lightning movement, Felix backed up. The vampire grinned, blurring left as Felix went right, then right as Felix brought his sword en garde and tried to back away, boxing him in until his back hit a trellis and red petals fluttered down to his shoulders. The vampire’s movements were dizzying, as jarringly unnatural as the racing sky or the screams that sounded from all around. She came on, wolfen teeth bared in a hungry snarl.

			Pulling at his cloak with a curse Felix tore the mistreated garment from the rose thorns in which it was snared and rolled along the wall, just as Ulrika’s fist smashed through wood, vines and stone where he had just been. Felix bounced himself from the wall and whipped around. Blood ran down his face from several small cuts. Rose thorns. There were more scratches on his hands and thorns still caught in his clothing.

			Ulrika drew her arm out of the wall. Her nostrils flared at the scent of fresh blood. ‘I do not recall you being this squeamish in Praag, lover. You have already killed me once. Why hold back now?’

			Hissing like a cat, she threw herself at Felix, already raking for his face with her claws. Felix’s sword flew up on instinct, thunking against the vampire’s bone claws and diverting their thrust down his mail sleeve, but not before the sheer force of the blow had driven him back. Metal ringlets cascaded from his arm and crunched underfoot as he gave ground and parried for all he was worth. For the few seconds that he could maintain such intensity his sword seemed to be everywhere, his eyes somehow managing to keep his sword arm apprised of Ulrika’s movements without the knowledge or intervention of his brain. His muscles burned. Sweat mingled with the blood that ran in runnels through the creases in his face. The vampire flowed around his blade as though the paleness of her skin betrayed her nature as a being of quicksilver, one second flowing around a breathlessly executed schrankhut guard and the next appearing inside his defence and launching a punch to his solar plexus that almost tore his body in two.

			The air rushed out of his lungs as he flew back, crashing over the low seat of the ornamental pond and rolling into the water.

			His vision turned murky, all diffracted jewels of light and bubbles of air. The roar of the fountain filled his ears. The instinct was to take a breath, but he resisted even as his empty lungs screamed at him, long enough to order his arms and legs beneath him and lift his head from the surface of the pond. He gasped great lungfuls of the floral-scented air. Water streamed down his cheeks and matted his hair. The fountain pummelled his back and effectively blinded him with spray. He folded over with a moan, his arms crossed around his bruised sternum.

			That had hurt.

			This was real!

			The watery screen parted to admit Ulrika, the vampire pouncing through the spray to land astride him and drive him back under the water. The last thing Felix heard before his ears were again filled with beaten water were the screams of children. Ulrika held him under for a moment, then dragged him out, choking and gasping with his hair stuck to the inside of his mouth.

			‘Do you wish you had not killed me, my love? Do you resist what must be done because you know now how much it will hurt you?’

			Felix wanted to answer, but couldn’t. He hadn’t the breath.

			‘In the Troll Country there was a saying: it is better to regret what you have done than what you have not. And there is so much I regret not doing to you.’ She opened her fanged mouth wide and leaned in.

			Felix opened his mouth for an airless scream and struggled, splashing water, but only managed to drive himself deeper under as the vampire leaned over him. The water closed over his eyes, distorting Ulrika’s face and the words she spoke to him as the pressure built inside his chest.

			‘The fates of worlds lie in your hands, Felix. You have the power to save them, but not like this.’

			Felix came up gasping for air, scratching over his throat at hands that were no longer there. Nor was he sat in a pond but on uneven cobblestones, in the middle of a street that heaved with fighting men. He looked up, wondering where he was now, rubbing the still-bruised skin of his throat. Tattered banners flew between the leaning tenements: lions, eagles, and griffons rampant showing their colours, torn but defiant in the face of the enemy. Forests of spears and halberds shivered over the advance of thousands of steel-clad infantrymen. Arrows darkened the sky. Handguns and field artillery made a constant rumble akin to being behind a waterfall, through which men and other, more bestial things hollered and screamed.

			Around the spot where Felix sat, leather thigh and shin pieces creaked with strain. A company of crossbowmen stood in reserve, watching the battle, waiting for their colours to appear on the signal pole of the mounted vexillary who galloped up and down behind the front line displaying Emperor Karl Franz’s colours. The air was sour with sweat and spilled beer, soiled leathers and unwashed men, the true flavours of war for which the bitterness of spilt blood was merely a condiment.

			With a groan Felix got up and beat down his wet clothes. Then he looked around, eyes crossing at the strange realisation that while he was quite definitely on a narrow Middenheim street he was also quite definitely on a small hill overlooking a rolling battlefield filled with many tens of thousands of men. The scale of the deployment was staggering, and for a long time it was all Felix could do to join the crossbow auxiliaries he stood with and stare. There was no way that Middenheim could support so many troops. He doubted whether even Unstoppable could move enough gear and supplies to the summit of the Fauschlag to keep them.

			Felix tried to focus on the street beneath the army. It looked like a merchant district – all houses with decorative windows, the offices of conveyancers and commissioners and the ostentatiously permanent stone frontages of banks. It had all been stretched out somehow, thinned just beyond the point of opacity to encompass the immense hosts arrayed against each other from opposite sides of the street.

			The massed regiments of the Empire held the centre of the line. Tens of thousands of infantrymen stood marshalled in proud battle order, awaiting the bugle to advance and relieve their kinsmen in the raging melee that dominated the battlefield between the two hosts. The proud colours of the ten provinces were emblazoned from surcoats and standards across a dozen leagues of unbroken files. Knights from more noble orders than Felix could name cantered their bulky armoured steeds between the blocks of state troops, pennons snapping from the raised tips of their lances as they rode into an evil wind. The rear ranks bristled with ordnance. Their flanks were ridden on the one side by the shining knights of Bretonnia with their intricately fashioned armour and brightly caparisoned destriers, and on the other by the hemp-clad horse nomads of Kislev. Some instinctive understanding told Felix that he was witnessing the last ride of two once-proud martial nations.

			Allies since the age of Sigmar, a smaller force of dwarfs anchored the Imperial position with guns and gromril. Resolute blocks of heavy infantry in flowing mail and winged, visored helms picked out with gemstones and gold presented a wall of shields around a core of artillery and missile troops. The distances involved were great, but Felix thought he recognised their leader. Draped in a cloak of dragon scales and wearing his orange-dyed hair in a fierce crest, there could be no mistaking Ungrim Ironfist, the Slayer-King of Karak Kadrin. The dwarf king led from the heart of his shield wall, hacking open wave after wave of beastmen and Chaos warriors, enveloped in a strange aura of flame.

			Looking beyond the dwarf position things became… strange.

			Random visions? Prophecy?

			It was too outlandish to be a dream.

			Crowding the ghostly cobblestones beside their – ostensibly – mortal enemies was a raucous host ten times more numerous than that of the Empire and the dwarfs combined. The greenskins filled the air with noise. Hulking leather-skinned brutes beat on man-skin drums. Prancing goblins wearing nothing but piercings and glitter played manic tunes on bone pipes and led their followers in shrill, exuberant chants. Every second that Felix watched, thousands of crooked arrows whooshed from goblin bows. Rickety trebuchets flung boulders high into the air while impatient lines of goblins with spiked helms and hand-sewn wings waited for their turn to be catapulted across the battlefield. Felix picked out the greenskins’ commander where the fighting was fiercest and the monstrous champions of Chaos pushed hardest: an immense, one-eyed black orc, all welded iron plate and dark green muscle, wading into the Chaos ranks with saliva drooling from his tusks and every appearance of a brutally straightforward joy. The warboss’s host was clearly far beyond his ability to fully control, bits of it charging forward and withdrawing again almost at random; a tattered sleeve at the edge of a fine mail coat, flapping nevertheless in the face of a common enemy.

			Dumbstruck by this improbable alliance, Felix turned back to the Empire force and beyond it to the opposite flank where – if that were possible – something even stranger lined up in order of battle.

			A gleaming spearline of tall elven warriors held a tide of marauders at bay, handling their long weapons with a graceful, almost elegant ruthlessness. Their presence alone was not so strange. There was precedent for the armies of men and elves coming together in times of great strife, but what was strange was the sheer diversity of elven forces that had been deployed to the same field together. Lean, knife-chinned warriors in leather kheitans and surcoats of nightshade purple shared ranks with princely spearmen in silver-blue scales, and with others that shunned armour altogether, lightly tanned and garbed in jerkins of autumnal leaves. Longbows and reaper crossbows spoke the common language of death in a single chorus. Felix didn’t know what could have reunited such a bitterly divided race, but as he watched an enormous black dragon swooped over the elven lines, bearing with it an iron-clad elf lord and a streaming wake of shadow.

			Felix felt out the dragonhead hilt of his sword, but the weapon didn’t stir. It was possible that the beast was too far away to arouse the blade’s killing instinct, or perhaps all of this was less real to Karaghul than it was to him.

			Just at that moment, he wished he could share some of its steel ambiva-lence.

			Because there, at the far end of the battle-line, under the stretched mirage of a vintner’s awning, there hovered an entity more puissant and terrifying than anything the massed legions of Chaos could conjure. Through a pall of unnatural darkness strode a skull-faced titan, suspended above earth that atrophied under his step by a buffer of dark magic, an unconscious manifestation of a power too absolute for even that dread figure to fully contain. That being’s battlefield was a lifeless wasteland that none other shared, for whenever even the mightiest champions of Chaos rode against him, men fell and rose again to swell his unliving legions. A name, an imprecation familiar to every passing student of the forbidden, trembled blindly into Felix’s hindbrain and screamed.

			Nagash.

			‘What’s happening here?’

			‘The inevitable,’ said a dry, subtly condescending voice from the spot beside him in the ranks. In defiance of logical reason and everything he remembered seeing around him a moment before, an elf mage now stood there amongst the crossbowmen. This one Felix knew personally. He was tall as all elves were but extraordinarily thin and pale, with skin that was almost translucent on the bone. His face was narrow and haughty, his almond-shaped eyes crystal pale and almost cruel. Teclis, High Lore­master of the White Tower of Ulthuan. The mage shrugged. ‘The singularity. The end of everything that has come before.’

			Felix listened with half an ear, eyes wide to the carnage all around him. A unit of Chaos warriors whose armour wept blood marched behind a screen of thrashing spawn into the roaring teeth of the Empire guns. A squadron of elf knights in fluted, scythe-edged armour and mounted on reptilian steeds fled from a fierce melee involving warriors of at least seven different races only to be overrun and pulled down by a pack of baying daemon hounds. Even the skies were not spared. Magic crackled through the clouds, pegasus knights and elven hawk-riders arrowing through the arcing spell effects to engage the enemy’s flyers. The din was overwhelming, a demoralising weapon in its own right. Everywhere there was something happening, something dying horribly and noisily. It was too much to take in as a whole.

			‘What happened to Middenheim? Where’s Kat?’

			‘You have a strange set of priorities given the circumstances. If you could only imagine what I have given for the cause, if there was a way to make you fathom the depths of my sacrifice, then perhaps you would understand.’

			‘Is this about what happened to Ulthuan?’

			The elf produced a disparaging sneer. ‘You still don’t understand.’

			A resigned murmur passed through the crossbowmen, the clatter of gear, the near-audible clenching of teeth and hardening of hearts. A new sequence of flags had been lofted onto the vexillary’s signal pole: a plain white flag bearing the symbol of a crossbow, then two fluttering triangles beneath it, blue and white for Middenheim.

			‘Orders are: advance!’ the unit sergeant yelled, then put a whistle to his mouth and sounded the march. The crossbowmen started forward and Felix, caught in the momentum of events he could neither comprehend nor control, moved with them.

			He looked in the direction they were headed and clutched his sword in fear.

			Without any formal warning of the emergence of so gross an anomaly, a vast silver portal now swirled over the centre of the Chaos legions. Distortions in the aethyr arced around its aureole, spreading out to become tears, claw-rents in reality as Felix in his limited way understood it. Through those tears a shadow bled through. Watching it was somehow more horrifying than anything he had yet seen on this battlefield.

			It was sitting in the hold of a ship and watching salt water pour in. It was standing in line for the noose. It was the same shadow that had stalked him through the Great Forest and the Middle Mountains and had almost been his doom but for Max Schreiber. It was death.

			It was inevitability.

			‘What am I looking at?’

			‘Time is much like war. Aeon-long stretches of nothing, or what I came to consider nothing, but always moving forward, always going here.’

			‘I don’t understand.’

			‘He’s saying you have a choice to make, Felix.’ The cloaked seeress from his dream marched at his other hand, the pair of elf and mutant apparently perfectly innocuous within a marching file of Middenheimer crossbows. ‘To save a world or not?’

			‘What kind of a choice is that?’

			‘Not the one you think it is,’ the seeress replied sadly.

			‘Who are you?’ Felix shouted over the pound of boots and the blister-roar of gun-fire. ‘Whose side are you on, anyway?’

			Teclis laughed bitterly. ‘She is here with you, isn’t she?’

			The elf pointed his moon-tipped staff towards the massed enemy formations. Felix looked as directed. For a moment he didn’t see, the enemy were simply too numerous to pick out one from the horde, but then he glimpsed the shaggy grey giant in battered plate that rose head and shoulders above the melee. Khagash-Fél hacked down orcs and men from horseback, his massive warhorse champing shoulder-to-shoulder with that of another mighty warlord. His blued armour was fantastically ornate and blazed with mystic runes that made him shimmer like a mirage. Arek Daemonclaw tore through all that opposed him with axe and lance. Felix quailed to see the two warriors side by side, and fighting in concert they appeared unstoppable.

			They were also not alone.

			Everywhere Felix looked he saw old enemies fighting to undo the world that he had hoped to leave for his children. The great red dragon Skjalandir soared over the battlefield as though it owned it, torrents of flame roasting through the eagle- and hawk-riders that buzzed around its bulk like insects. The necromancer, Heinrich Kemmler, skulked behind the lines, raising a regiment of zombie warriors here, dismantling a lesser spellcaster’s bone construct there. From atop a horned bell that was mounted on a kind of chariot, and pushed into battle by a tide of red-armoured skaven elites, Grey Seer Thanquol chittered commands. The ratman sorcerer squealed in delight as the iron-shod wheels of his chariot ground over orcs and goblins, intoxicated by the volume of warpstone he had consumed and gleefully vaporising those that tried to flee with bolts of warp-lightning from his claws.

			Without realising it, Felix’s thumb had moved from his sword-grip to the ring on his finger, feeling over the indents made by the dwarf runes that banded it. There were so many things he had never said to her. He would have given his right arm just for the chance to say goodbye, would gladly have offered his life if it meant he could hold her once more. He was being a foolish and sentimental old man, he knew, and worse, the romantic he’d always feared he was. This wasn’t real. Kat wasn’t real.

			The tramp of feet bore Felix on: the tick of a clock, the running of sand, of blood. The Middenheimers’ armour shimmered under the portal’s radiance, each man a ripple in a pool, reflecting the moonlight. Felix wondered what other worlds and strange horrors lay beyond it, then decided that he really didn’t want to know. He didn’t want anyone to have to learn.

			Because it was real.

			‘I have a choice to make? Then take me back to Gotrek so I can put an end to this. That’s what everyone wants. One last adventure. Isn’t that the way this is supposed to be?’

			The sorcerer and the seeress shared a weighted look.

			He closed his eyes and bent his mind towards his will.

			‘Take me back.’

			A hot wind blew cinders in Felix’s face. He opened his eyes.

			He was back in Neumarkt, but this time overlooking it from the fortified rooftop on which he’d previously spotted Kat. The wooden wreckage of a ballista crunched underfoot as he moved to the edge. The merlons wore blackened, tormented silhouettes of men and women, immortalising the moment they were burned alive. Felix could taste bile in his mouth. It was as if this position had been hit with a fireball.

			He placed his hands onto the heat-deformed crenellations and leaned out.

			The gates were smashed, the stones around them continuing to smoulder. Islands of flame dotted the courtyard, like candles in a mausoleum, burning for the dead that littered the space. Fire reflected off broken windows, from ruptured breastplates and split helms, from fallen blades, from the tiniest morsel of bare steel on the arrowheads protruding from dead men’s backs. Felix felt his eyes weaken in the dancing light. His vision blurred.

			Was this one last cruel test, to gauge his reaction to the reality of what the forces of Chaos would leave behind?

			Felix pinched the tears from his eyes and sniffed. ‘I’m sorry, Kat. I never should have left you in the first place. I should have died by your side defending Altdorf.’

			‘And who would that have helped, exactly?’

			Felix’s fingers almost bored into the stonework. That voice. His heart sang, but part of him wouldn’t allow it to believe. He kept his eyes on the pyres. ‘I don’t see that it would have done too much harm either. In fact from where I’m standing, I don’t think it would have made any difference at all.’

			‘You saved Max.’

			‘He might still be alive if I hadn’t.’

			‘I doubt he saw it like that.’

			Felix sighed and hung his head. Then he turned around.

			Kat stood in front of him. Her hair had been badly roughed up, the silver lock over her left eye stained red. Her leather armour and fabric pads were scorched and several pieces were missing. There was no sign of any other survivors.

			‘Are you really Kat?’ he asked, looking her up and down and wondering why he had to do something as stupid as ask that question. ‘You’re not about to tell me I have a great and terrible destiny?’

			‘You do have a destiny, Felix,’ said Kat, taking his hand in hers and looking up into his eyes. ‘And it doesn’t involve me. But I don’t regret being touched by it, even if it was only for a little while.’

			Felix smiled through his tears, holding her hand tightly and pulling her to him as though the beating of his heart against her chest would make her real. Suddenly all of the things he had wanted to do or say boiled down to nothing.

			This was enough. This moment.

			Kat moved closer until they touched hip to hip, nothing but a fiercely clenched hand between them. She smiled shyly and turned her body against his, revealing a woollen sling nestled between her quiver and the padded back of her gambeson. From within, a pair of crystal-bright blue eyes peered curiously out from a pudgy face topped with a sprinkling of white-blonde hair. Felix had no experience in these things, but he guessed that the baby must have been just under a year old. The child babbled brightly and smiled as Felix smiled, reaching out with a small hand to grasp his cheek.

			It actually rather hurt, but Felix didn’t care. His heart had melted and turned to gold.

			‘My daughter…’

			‘Rosa Jaeger,’ said Kat softly, voice fading as the world around them returned belatedly to darkness. ‘Say hello to your father.’
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			THE FIRST SLAYER

			Felix came to, his eyes welcoming back the red-gold pulse of rune-light with a smile so bittersweet that it ached all the way to the pit of his stomach. It had all been a fantasy, a trial devised by some uncaring rune-guardian, but in his heart it felt real. He had been there for his wife when it mattered. He had been with her at the death.

			He had seen his child.

			To hell with destiny. He closed his eyes again, to hold on to the ache for just one moment more.

			‘Get up, manling. It gets worse.’

			Felix buried his face in his palms and groaned as he sat up, then dragged his hands down his cheeks as if they might collapse into despair without bracing.

			The Slayer stood with his axe head on the ground and his scratched hands overlaying one another over the haft. His fingers rhythmically flexed and clenched, a tic that in anyone else Felix would have described as nervous. His one eye swept over a patch of ground in front of his feet, his lips muttering quietly as though he were in deep, meditative prayer.

			Felix glanced over Gotrek’s shoulder. His hands slid away from his face, no longer supported by his hanging jaw. Now he understood.

			Behind Gotrek there loomed another Slayer, but one so truly massive that he made Gotrek look frail by comparison. He was a head taller, the extra height accentuated by a blade of bright red hair, and with muscle enough packed into his awesome frame to wrestle down a mountain. Looking at him Felix was aware of a sense of density, as if more had gone into his being than should have been possible given the size, impressive as it was, of his body. He wore heavy leather boots and a kilt of iron plates sewn together with bronze rings. Other than that and a few spiked piercings along one side of his neck and the adjoining shoulder, the dwarf went bare-skinned. Tattoos crisscrossed his body, but in contrast to the intricate designs inked onto Gotrek’s skin these were atavistic, branching blue lines that traced an endless spiral around his muscular frame.

			The big Slayer set an enormous rune-axe against his shoulder and studied Felix with eyes of an eternal, ever-wrathful blue. Felix could have lost himself in that gaze.

			The gaze of a god.

			Felix glanced nervously at his companion. ‘Is that…?’

			‘Aye, manling,’ said Gotrek gruffly. ‘This time it really is.’

			Horsemen careened down the mountain slope, setting off a miniature avalanche of ice and scree. The earth was never deep this high in the mountains and the thin crust of topsoil concealed a hard layer of permafrost. The air was semi-frozen, thin enough to make filling one’s lungs in one breath a challenge. The tribesmen seemed to revel in it, throwing ice almost playfully from their ponies’ fetlocks, drawing down the fur-lined leather flaps of their helms and grinning, grizzled brown faces glowing with body warmth.

			A posse of red-faced and hard-breathing riders reined in as they thundered towards Morzanna. Their animals snorted gamely, pawing at the frost. Morzanna shook scattered ice from her sleeves and smiled, using Nergüi’s eagle staff as a walking pole to climb the rest of the way to meet them. Khagash-Fél had been right to be proud of his people. Their fearlessness and tenacity was matched only by their enthusiasm. And it was infectious.

			Despite the fate she had always known awaited her in the Slayer Fortress.

			‘Temugan claims to have seen the skyship as it entered the clouds, prophetess. There.’ The rider who spoke, a sunken-cheeked warrior with a broad grin and fiery yellow eyes, creaked about in the saddle and pointed up to the sky. The wind riffled through the long sleeves of his black silk vest, worn as an underlayer to a sleeveless shirt of lamellar leather scales. ‘He marked the spot and has not removed his eyes from it in six hours.’

			‘Have you found a way up?’

			‘There is none to be found, prophetess,’ the rider declared, delivering what he must have known was crushing news and doing so without even the recognition that he should be fearful.

			Men did things differently on the eastern steppe.

			‘Leave me, I must think on this. And tell Temugan he may rest his eyes.’

			‘You are kind and powerful, mighty prophetess,’ cried the horseman, already chivvying his mount around and galloping off with his arban. The men rode to join the host of fur-swaddled tribesmen that mustered in the high valley. Several dark lines laced the mountains to the south, more of Khagash-Fél’s vast host filing in through the dozens of unwarded roads and goat trails their scouts had been able to uncover.

			‘I do try to be, when I can,’ Morzanna murmured after they had gone, speaking to the frigid air.

			‘Your enduring capacity for compassion provides me an eternal wellspring of succour, my child,’ the air answered back. ‘How it pleases me to experience your broken heart and dashed dreams over and over again.’

			‘I do not dream.’

			Laughter’s echo rang in her ears. ‘I trust that you are ready for the end?’

			Morzanna looked up the craggy, barren scarp that stoic Temugan had marked, her gaze following the incline until rock faded into cloud and ultimately disappeared altogether. There was a fortress up there. She could feel the power emanating from it, but even with that to aid her she doubted whether she had the ability to transport more than just herself over so great a distance by magical means. And any fortress of dwarf-make – particularly this one – would have potent runic wards woven into its design to prevent just that kind of solitary raid. It worked both ways, of course, and this particular citadel had been constructed as much with the aim of trapping things within as presenting a defence against those without.

			She bared her fangs. It might as well have been on the moon.

			‘There is always a way. There must be, for I have seen myself there, as I have seen you. I need time to consider it. There are limits to my skill, Dark Master.’

			‘For you, perhaps, but not for me, not here. Here the fabric of the mundane is pierced by the divine. Can you feel it, Morzanna? The End Times begin now, and neither earth nor sky shall ever be as they were again.’

			A ripple of power passed through the air, an in-breath that broke over the hollow silhouette of a bat-winged demi-god. The Dark Master was revealed for the briefest of moments before folding back under the surface layers of reality. As with the mountain topsoil, the boundaries between planes were thin here, worn fine enough by the waxing of Chaos that Be’lakor was almost capable of manifesting his own form.

			The origins of Be’lakor’s curse of immateriality pre-dated the written word, at least in human culture – but she had seen pictographic slabs buried in prehistoric ruins under the frigid marshes of Albion that alluded to a Dark Master, and read texts unearthed from the elven ruin of Oreagar that purported to be the translation of a proto-Khemrian oral myth, of a champion of such malevolent ambition that he was stripped of his physical form by his god.

			Tzeentch himself had done this and now, one layer at a time, Be’lakor was undoing it.

			A greater demonstration of her master’s power she did not need, but from the rumble shaking the permafrost beneath her feet she feared she was about to receive one.

			This one wasn’t for her. This was for the world.

			The ground had begun to shake, stones running downslope until, as the force of the quake intensified, great boulders were torn from the mountainside and sent crashing down. The sound of several thousand men crying out in unison momentarily overwhelmed even the shaking earth. Morzanna turned towards the muster ground, looking on in mortification as one of the mountains, across which columns of men were still marching, shook itself apart. Millions of tons of rock collapsed in on itself as though its foundation had just been ripped away. Men were still screaming, but it was no longer possible to hear them over the crash of rock. Another mountain split up the middle and fell apart, town-sized slabs of earth tumbling away. Morzanna stood speechless.

			To whom did one pray when gods walked amongst you?

			The ground lurched, almost hurling Morzanna from her feet. Her slight build spared her. Hundred of tribesmen and horses were less fortunate, tossed aside as another peak at the far south end of the valley vented the phenomenal internal strain with a magmic eruption that blasted its summit apart. Morzanna dropped, sinking her claws down to the permafrost and feeling the ground’s tormented shudder. It bucked, throwing Morzanna up and then rising up to meet her. She slammed back down, still rooted by her claws, and then looked up.

			The Kazad Drengazi mountain was falling away before her eyes, but it wasn’t collapsing.

			The valley was rising.

			She had heard of cabals of the ancient Slann conducting such earth-shaping rituals, but never had she believed that any individual alive today could perform them. Be’lakor’s power waxed with the onset of the End Times, and with his proximity to the daemon gate locked away within the Slayer Fortress he was close to the godhood he had long craved. And he was getting closer.

			‘Your only task is the Slayer-Monks,’ said Be’lakor, his voice the roar of upthrusting rock. ‘Theirs is the power to summon the wrath of Grimnir, and that is an encounter I am not ready for.’

			The screams of ten thousand pierced the clouds as the valley floor drove them higher, the laughter of black gods welcoming their terrified souls to the heavens.

			‘Yet.’

			‘Grimnir,’ Felix breathed, gazing up into the lean, brutal face of the dwarf who looked down on him in return with something between godly indifference and outright hostility. ‘But he’s a… isn’t he a…?’

			‘Those are the times you are living in, manling,’ Grimnir answered gravely, his voice a rumble redolent of war-wagons heading into hostile mountains, the rising clamour of a call to vengeance.

			Felix simply stared.

			He had been hearing tales of Sigmar’s second coming since before his departure from Altdorf and, in truth, had not given them great credence. Even after all he had seen it seemed unlikely. If the gods cared enough to intercede in their faithful’s affairs then why wait until things were as bad as this? But it was one thing to hear a story of a distant war in a foreign province from a bar-fly who had himself seen neither; it was quite another to find oneself within the undeniable aura of the divine. He gazed up, certain that his body was shrinking or that the ground was drawing him under.

			‘You don’t sound much like I’d imagine a god talking,’ said Felix, gawking like a country maid before a civic parade of Reiksguard Knights in shining armour.

			‘Nothing’s forever, lad. I wasn’t always thus, and perhaps I won’t always be.’

			With that the Vengeful Ancestor dismissed him and turned to Gotrek.

			‘You’re a true Slayer, Gotrek, a credit to my name. Ten millennia ago I left a mighty power here – and a burden – waiting for my heir in the End Times. You’ve proven yourself well worthy of it, and capable of bearing it.’

			Gotrek bared a grin. Felix couldn’t blame the dwarf for being pleased. It wasn’t everyday one came in for personal praise from their god.

			‘Grimnir…’ Felix absently repeated.

			Ignoring him, the Ancestor raised an arm like a felled and muscularly carved oak and pointed through the lines of pillars to the door that the Slayer-Abbot had initially led them through. ‘The Realm of Chaos. It’s not a place you can describe to one who’s never seen it. What lies beyond that door I’ve fought the last ten thousand years to keep out. But these are the End Times and my strength wanes. And you’ve my leave to pass, son of Gurni.’

			‘Isn’t that the way out?’ Felix hissed, leaning in towards Gotrek.

			‘This is Grimnir’s path, manling,’ Gotrek muttered, looking almost embarrassed to be explaining this in the Ancestor’s presence. ‘There is no way out from here.’

			‘Oh,’ said Felix, sitting with his arms around his knees while he processed that small but, on reflection, rather pertinent piece of information. ‘But… the abbot left. And they locked it, didn’t they?’

			Gotrek shook his head, despairing of manling simple-mindedness.

			Well, no matter, as Kolya would undoubtedly have said had he been here. It wasn’t as if there was much left for any man where they had come from. He thought of his wife and daughter. He had been prepared to offer his life for a glimpse of them and whether out of compassion or cruelty he had been granted it. If they did still live, and if there was anything he could sacrifice to buy them one more hour of freedom, of happiness, or even simply of life then Felix would give it in a heartbeat.

			‘Pick yourself up,’ said Gotrek. ‘We’ve not found what we came for yet.’

			‘Not him,’ Grimnir rumbled as Felix leaned into his haunches as a preliminary to the ever-worsening task of standing up. ‘You proved yourself worthy, Gotrek. He did not. He’s sentimental. He doesn’t understand the scale of this war, the sacrifices that must be made.’

			‘He’s a dwarf-friend and a rememberer,’ said Gotrek. ‘That’s all you need to know.’

			Grimnir’s eyes flared, his upper body somehow swelling even further as the Ancestor closed both hands around the haft of his axe. A rumble passed through the pillars like vibrations through the skin of a drum, disturbing the rune-light. Felix swallowed, feeling abysmally small. The mountain itself seemed to tremble around him.

			‘You would argue? With me?’

			Gotrek glanced at Felix, then set his jaw. Blood trickled from unhealed cuts as he squared his shoulders to his Ancestor. ‘On this? Aye, I would.’

			‘For once in your life, Gotrek, be sensible. It’s Grimnir for pity’s sake.’ Suddenly, the only thought in Felix’s head was the words that the mutant seeress had spoken to him in his dream.

			You are powerless against the opponent that awaits you in Kazad Drengazi, Felix, and Gotrek’s passing will be the doom of this world.

			This was the place, and something frantic in the back of Felix’s brain told him that it was mere minutes from the time. Urgency filling his veins with fire, he got up to stand at his companion’s side. ‘It’s all right. I’ll wait here for you, or find another way out if I can.’

			‘No one calls my rememberer unworthy. He as good as says it of me as well.’

			With a chuckle that could have cracked an anvil, Grimnir stomped a few paces back and raised his axe. ‘Then come, Gotrek Gurnisson. Bloody your axe if you can.’

			Gotrek readied his axe, tension singing from every sinew, his one eye sparkling with the ruddy gold of rune-light. If Felix didn’t know better, he’d think that a part of the Slayer was secretly pleased that it had come to this. What greater challenge of his prowess could there be? What greater doom?

			But it may be enough to save the next.

			That was what the seeress had said next, but what did that even mean?

			‘Stop this,’ Felix shouted, no longer caring that he spoke out of turn before a god. ‘You’ll die here if you don’t.’

			Gotrek ignored him completely and Grimnir merely laughed.

			‘A true Slayer is more than just the manner of his doom or the measure of his disgrace. He is an aspect of me. His sacrifice is an echo of my purpose. And you are a true Slayer, Gotrek, perhaps the last great Slayer.’

			As if that were a challenge that he could not allow to go unanswered, Gotrek launched himself at the Ancestor with a roar. Too quick for a dwarf of his physicality and power, Grimnir slid aside, his axe licking out with seeming nonchalance but with sufficient force to beat aside Gotrek’s blade and send the Slayer spinning off-balance. Gotrek adjusted quickly, swapped his axe out of his ringing hand, growled to mask his surprise, and came again.

			What exactly happened next, Felix couldn’t say for certain.

			Grimnir unleashed a blizzard of blows that Gotrek must have somehow managed to parry simply because he remained standing throughout. Felix could not imagine how the Slayer managed it. At times it was as if the Ancestor possessed eight arms, and watching them as they went about the business for which Grimnir was lauded was like trying to track the wings of a dragonfly in flight. The entire fight lasted perhaps ten seconds from first blow to last. Felix couldn’t be sure. His mind had slowed to a crawl, numbed by the speed and fury expended before his eyes.

			But what happened after, Felix felt he had always known.

			He was watching prophecy unfold.

			The Vengeful Ancestor swept his starmetal blade across Gotrek’s body and then held it there, high, head bowed. Everything seemed to stop. Felix’s heart lurched between beats. He saw the blood glisten on the rim of Grimnir’s raised blade.

			Then with a painful, physical sensation of acceleration, time resumed.

			Gotrek was torn from his feet and spun half around. There was no resistance, no effort to regain his feet and fight again. The Slayer slapped to the ground like a side of red meat. His axe clanged down behind him with a funereal knell. The dwarf lay on his side. Blood speckled his tattoos and formed a spreading pool under his savaged chest. Felix stared at his friend’s face in horror. Perhaps it was this place, this palace of vengeance, or perhaps it was the company, but Felix could feel his pulse hammer behind his ears and he felt the terrible urge to empty his lungs, beat his chest and rage at the utter, utter stupidity of the universe.

			This was one too many.

			Gotrek Gurnisson was dead.
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			LAST STAND

			The valley floor rose above the outer wall of Kazad Drengazi like the mighty crest of a wave. It even caught the sun like one, foaming as it did with the steel glint of marauder mail and weapons. Gustav Jaeger gaped as the impossible was redefined before his disbelieving eyes. Off to the left, across the cloud sea, a mountain crumbled in slow motion, sinking straight down under the surface. The very earth beneath them seemed to be shaking itself apart. His lamellar plate rattled violently as he gripped the crenellations of the citadel’s innermost defensive ring. Dwarfs in ringmail togas dashed past in both directions, yelling their own special gibberish despite the fact that no one could hear a thing over the birthing roar of a new mountain and what felt like the death rattle of the old.

			The growing mountain rose higher, blotting out the sun over the citadel’s gatehouse and casting a long shadow over a swathe of the lower wards. More Slayer-Monks ran from the creeping shadow like ants from rising floodwaters, bearing nothing but their odd clothes and their weapons and fleeing for the next level of fortifications. Gustav could feel his bones vibrating against each other. He ground his teeth but they chattered anyway. The rising mountain leaned in and slowly, inevitably, like a hewn oak, it began to topple towards the gatehouse.

			Gustav mewled something prayer-like, throwing himself down to hug the solid marble crenel as the fantastical tonnage of rock crashed over the gatehouse, flattening it as though it were made of sand and obliterating the curtain wall utterly. The ancient stonework of the inner ring sanded his cheek as it shook.

			Compacted rock piled into the citadel, layering strata and substrata and a hot metamorphic core as the sheer weight and pressure caused parts of the avalanche to glow red and vent steam. The surface layer rushed forward, like a breaking wave racing up a beach, demolishing walls and buildings alike as it went.

			Tiny by comparison were the men and horses that rode the wave. Gustav fancied they were screaming but of course it was impossible to hear. Hundreds were thrown off and crushed, but there were more than enough left behind to overwhelm the score or so dwarfs that haunted this deceivingly mighty citadel.

			The rock wave ploughed down the second curtain wall, exhausting the last of its momentum to spill over into the grand, empty streets that lay beyond. For a moment there was calm, the universe taking a breath to realign itself to the new arrangement. Rubbled buildings settled. Loose rock tumbled back downhill.

			Then there was a cry, exuberant and shrill, and a horde of terrified-looking marauders surged through the breaches and into the citadel’s second level. Horsemen spurred ahead, galloping uphill towards the next gate and loosing arrows at the barest hint of a dwarf.

			Gustav lifted himself from the crenel, watching as a group of Slayer-Monks wielding a combination of axes and flails, hammers and maces, each with a weapon in either hand, charged from a ruined building and mowed through the flank of a marauder column. Their ferocity was tremendous and Gustav clenched his fist and gave a small cheer as he saw one amongst their number hammer down the ebony-armoured Chaos warrior that had been leading the marauders’ advance. Even as he allowed himself to imagine that the monks’ efforts might buy the defenders of the third wall a few minutes, a skirmishing line of horsemen thundered behind the infantry column, firing at the gallop and riddling the brave dwarfs with murderously accurate bow-fire.

			The resistance crushed, the marauders roared and marched on.

			A loud bang from immediately by his left ear startled Gustav from the nightmarish scene. He turned, a sulphurous pillow of smoke smothering him for a moment and then wafting by. Malakai Makaisson dropped his longrifle to the crenel and reloaded, shouting something incomprehensible to the Slayer-Abbot who stood beside him with his twin axes crossed over his chest as he did so.

			‘Orzhuk akaz uruk. Glihmhad hugorl al ikrim,’ the abbot growled back.

			‘It’s rude to talk in a language we can’t all understand,’ Gustav shouted, a little hysterical and not at all sure he shouldn’t be.

			The engineer hefted his loaded longrifle and swung it around as if to take a pot-shot at Unstoppable, floating like a silver cloud above their heads. His red glimstone sight played across the airship’s prow until the aiming dot found the splintered view screen for the bridge. There, Makaisson waved his hand through the beam in a sequence of sharp cuts and brief pauses, dots and dashes.

			‘Ah was joost askin’ him if he minds havin’ a wee bit o’ his castle bloon up,’ Makaisson explained.

			‘Blown up?’

			‘Joost a wee bit.’

			‘And?’

			Makaisson grinned, returning his signalling hand to his gun barrel and shouldering the weapon.

			‘Ah told ’em he disnae.’

			The Slayer was dead.

			Those four words struck at Felix’s mind like a chisel to a gravestone. The Slayer was dead. A tide of images ran through his brain. Faces. Places. The exotic lands they had seen together, the enemies they had battled side by side, the friends they had made. And those they had lost. He remembered a lot of drinking, a good deal of arguing, and an almost endless amount of travelling, often while cold, wet, hungry and on foot, but for some reason the memory of those forgotten hours in Gotrek’s company almost made him smile but for the burning grief that had his muscles seized.

			The temple chamber rumbled, as if under some kind of bombardment, but Felix didn’t care.

			The Slayer was dead.

			Again the words of the seeress’s prophecy came to him, circling around his mind like taunts however much he tried to ignore them or forcibly throw them out. His mental flailing only left him vulnerable when something he had thought safely forgotten took the opportunity to strike. The mutant seeress had not been the first to prophesy the Slayer’s doom. It had been several years ago, during their escape from a black ark of the dark elves, when a greater daemon of the Prince of Pain had fled from Gotrek with the chilling message: ‘One greater than I is to die killing you.’

			The Slayer was dead.

			This was it then, the moment, the gimbal upon which the layers of prophecy and fate tilted in balance.

			All Felix could think of was how stupid it was, how utterly vain and pointless a death. He wondered what he was supposed to do now. Was he doomed to waste away to eventual insanity in this antechamber? For all the daemons, mutants and mad priests who had jostled to give their p­fennig’s worth on the Slayer’s doom, none of them had had much to say about Felix’s: only the seeress’s cryptic assertion that he had a choice to make.

			He couldn’t take his eyes from his companion’s body. They stung. It was as though they were attached – melted, welded – and he couldn’t move them.

			He knew what he had to do.

			It was the only thing a friend and a rememberer could do for a Slayer. This was a hall of vengeance, and the daemon’s prophecy was only half fulfilled.

			Felix turned on the spot and looked up, only becoming aware that his sword was in his hand and positioned into a guard when he heard Grimnir’s chuckle. It was a mirthless, mocking sound, that of a corpse being dragged across gravel.

			‘You would fight me too, manling? And how much better than your companion do you think you would fare?’

			Felix ground his teeth, but refused to lower his guard. ‘Does it matter? I’ve nothing left.’

			With a snarl the Vengeful Ancestor surged forward, axe raised high. Felix tensed behind his blade, but held his ground. He knew that it was a hopeless, a futile gesture to avenge a futile death. Grimnir’s mighty axe would cleave through his own pitifully enchanted blade like a wafer. In a second from now he would be dead and he doubted that Gustav or Malakai would be around for long enough to miss him, much less mourn him. The mad thought then arose that he might as well use that second to attack. He was as good as dead anyway, so why not use that last hot beat of life to inflict upon this stone-hearted god at least one moment of the hurt Felix felt now, after he was gone.

			Felix shifted position, lowering his hilt and angling the sword point up and out. Kolya had once described to him how men hunted wild boar. The beast was goaded into a charge, crashing through the woods towards the cordon of hunters that waited with spears. There was little skill, just courage, the will to stand before a charging beast, nothing between you and your ending but a point of metal.

			The Ancestor loomed over him, less a boar than a savage bear, mighty chest opening up and rippling with muscle for a rending downstroke.

			Felix roared and stabbed up with his sword.

			Grimnir pulled out of his attack at the last minute, batting away Felix’s sword with a negligent wave of his enormous axe. Then, to Felix’s astonishment – and no little annoyance – the Ancestor started to laugh. He lowered his axe and put his hands on his hips, waves of mirth shaking his stone barrel chest. Felix glared, eyes stinging, as he worked life into the numbed fingers around the grip of his sword. That single parry had deadened them.

			‘What’s the matter?’ said Felix, the hoarseness in his throat lending his voice a bravado he didn’t feel. He had been expecting to be dead by now, and the terror of what he had just tried to do was only now beginning to circulate through his system. ‘Are you worried I’ll stain your axe?’

			The Ancestor’s laughter settled into a low chuckle, a giant hand separating from his hip to wipe what looked like a golden tear from his eye. ‘Clearly I’ve been stuck too long in the Realm of Chaos, for never would I have expected to find such courage in one of the younger races. Tell me, manling, are all your kind as you are?’

			‘I don’t think I’m anything particularly special.’

			Grimnir again threatened to break into a laugh, but managed to restrain himself. Felix glared angrily. The Slayer was dead, and now his killer laughed.

			‘What would any man do to avenge a friend?’ Felix returned with a snarl.

			‘Your body is frail, manling, but your heart’s in the place it ought to be, I’ll grant you that.’ The Ancestor sighed, huge chest heaving as he lowered his axe to the ground with a clang. The runes that adorned its killing edge faded, as though attuned somehow to the ebb and rise of its master’s wrath. ‘Maybe you aren’t worthy, but it’s not as though I have another ten thousand years to wait for one who is. Dwarfs are ever practical, and perhaps you are worthy enough.’

			Grimnir knelt in the pool of blood beside Gotrek’s body and laid one massive hand over the Slayer’s face. So large was it that it obscured Gotrek’s entire head and part of his crest. Felix started forward with a warning growl and raised his sword again.

			‘Leave him alone. Haven’t you done enough?’

			The Ancestor warned him back with a look. It was not a threatening one, but nevertheless it commanded obedience and Felix found his sword lowering. Grimnir hadn’t moved.

			‘What are you doing?’

			‘Hush, manling, and be patient.’

			A golden-red light shone through the join between Gotrek’s cheek and the palm of his Ancestor, expanding to envelop the Slayer’s head and then his entire body in an auric cocoon of energy. Felix grunted in pain and raised a hand to shield his eyes, but even as he did so the brilliance began to recede and he warily repositioned the hand around his sword.

			Grimnir rose, a bloody imprint on his knees, and nodded towards Gotrek. Felix turned away his blade and looked.

			There was a rasping intake of breath that filled the Slayer’s chest, and then a fit of coughing, as a man dying of thirst might drink too much and splutter. Gotrek sat upright, hacking and heaving. His own blood glistened on the stones around him but the wounds on his body were healed. With one harsh valedictory cough, Gotrek took a breath and swallowed it. He looked around, confused.

			Felix gasped, hand to his mouth. ‘Gotrek, your eye.’

			The Slayer clapped his hand to his good eye, and then like a blind man muddling in the dark worked his fingers towards the other, which had for twenty years been an empty socket.

			Until now.

			‘What in Gr–’ Gotrek glanced up at his benefactor and grumbled something under his breath. ‘What’s going on?’

			‘Arise, Slayer,’ said Grimnir, extending a helping hand. ‘In this place there is always more killing to be done.’

			Gotrek clasped the Ancestor’s arm and allowed himself to be hauled up. He clenched his fists, swung a practice roundhouse and grunted satisfaction at his healed muscles, then turned with his ‘good’ eye scrunched tight and stared at Felix to test the acuity of the other which the power of Grimnir had restored to him.

			That and more.

			The Slayer was alive!

			Felix couldn’t speak for the exuberance bubbling up beneath his breast.

			‘You’re skilful and uncommonly strong, Slayer,’ said Grimnir, nodding appreciatively to Gotrek’s axe as the dwarf bent to collect it from the ground. ‘Bearing my axe for so many years has toughened you, but you’re aware that its most powerful enchantments lie dormant.’

			‘You speak of the Rune of Unbinding. Aye, King Thangrim of Karag Dum spoke of it, but with the passing of his Runelord so too went the craft to awaken it.’

			Grimnir smiled. Felix thought it a uniquely terrifying expression.

			The Ancestor held out his hand. ‘Pass it here.’

			Gotrek hesitated a moment – understandably so, considering – then mouthed a curse and slapped the weapon down into Grimnir’s waiting palm.

			The Ancestor’s fingers closed around the haft, his other hand moving to cover the flat blade. He uttered a word that Felix didn’t catch, whispered it to the meteoric steel through his fingers, then swept his hand aside to reveal a fiercely glowing runic mark square in the centre of the blade that Felix would swear on the very existence of the Empire had not been there before. Felix could feel the power pulsing from it. It was cleansing, like slipping into a hot bath after months of mud and road. The magic inherent in this strange place receded from its proximity, the pillars wavering yet becoming somehow more solid. The walls too appeared less distant than they had, standing more-or-less as Felix would have placed them according to the temple’s outward appearance.

			‘The Rune of Unbinding was crafted to slay the Chaos Gods,’ said Grimnir, returning the reawakened axe to Gotrek’s grip. ‘You’ll find it useful.’

			‘You should have taken it with you in the first place.’

			‘Originally I’d planned to. But strong as I felt, I knew there was a chance I’d fail. And if I did then I needed there to be something of me left behind for my heir to follow in my steps. My avatar in the End Times.’

			Gotrek snorted derisively.

			‘Moan all you want, but there it is.’ Then, Grimnir presented to Gotrek his own axe. It was similarly massive and with the same extra-earthly metal employed in its making. The runes that emblazoned its surface were similar, but even to Felix’s eye noticeably different. ‘The End Times these are, and it’s right that both of my axes should be borne together again by my heir.’

			Gotrek examined the weapon and shook his head sternly. ‘I’m no thief. This is the axe of Thorgrim Grudgebearer, the weapon of my High King.’

			‘It is Morgrim’s axe, the weapon of my son, and it is mine to give.’

			‘How did it get here?’ Felix chimed in, his voice sounding terribly light and obtrusive after the rumbling discourse of the two dwarfs. He cleared his throat and unconsciously dropped an octave. ‘Is it an illusion like the one of Middenheim?’

			‘That was no illusion, manling, and neither is this.’

			Gotrek nodded his understanding, his voice when it came as hard and sharp as a flint. ‘Then the High King has fallen. Azamar, the ever-rune, has been broken and the kingdom of the dwarfs is no more.’

			‘Not quite yet as you might reckon it, but it will. The numberless hordes of Grey Seer Thanquol, and one you’ve not encountered named the Headtaker, yet besiege it. Its doom, however,’ said Grimnir, pushing the axe into Gotrek’s unprotesting grasp, ‘is as written as yours.’

			‘Can it not be saved?’ Felix asked, aghast.

			If the Everpeak could be toppled then what hope was left for the lands of men?

			Grimnir turned a questioning look on Gotrek. If the Slayer seemed at all perturbed by the slow extermination of his people, then he didn’t show it. He gave his two god-like axes a practice swing and grinned horribly.

			‘No more tests. I know where my doom lies. Come, manling.’

			That last was called over the Slayer’s shoulder as he turned towards the doorway.

			‘One last warning,’ Grimnir called after him. ‘That door has stood unopened, guarded by my monks and I for ten millennia. Opening it will weaken the wards that surround this place, make an opening for anyone else that might be waiting for it. That daemon prince that spared you aboard your ship, for instance; he assaults Kazad Drengazi even now.’

			Felix cast a despairing look to the door. The knowledge that it no longer led back to the fortress and the men he had left there only increased the impotence of his agony.

			Gustav.

			‘Can’t you stop him?’ he asked of the Ancestor.

			‘Not once the way is broken. I am but an echo of Grimnir. In truth, I wait for you at your destination.’

			‘Let the daemon come,’ said Gotrek.

			‘Be’lakor is almost as old as I. He’ll be at his strongest where you’re headed, the very threshold of the Realm of Chaos, and you’ll never get there before he does.’

			‘Let him,’ Felix echoed, explaining as Gotrek glanced back in surprise: ‘If he follows us then Gustav and Malakai might have a chance.’

			Grimnir smiled and gestured to the door.

			‘Sentimental, aye, but brave. May it keep you strong where you go, manling.’

			A thunderous report boomed out from Unstoppable’s ventral batteries and a blaze of organ-gun fire ripped into the ruins of the lower wards, churning up men and rubble and screaming horses with supremely indiffer­ent firepower. Gustav’s company, spread out along the wall amongst the monks, gave a ragged cheer and let off a salvo of their own. A short burst of cracks and pops from their more conventional arms sounded like a five-gun salute as the airship yawed to port, bearing away from the ­temple complex and over the lower wards, maintaining the same ­punishing rate of fire as it went.

			The disciplined marauder formations broke up as individual men went to ground. A handful reappeared atop roofs or high towers to fire at the airship’s gleaming metal belly, but the distances were deceptive and their arrows fell way short.

			A steam horn sounded from above Unstoppable’s bridge, a signal of some kind, and a moment later her belly opened. The gondola’s underside, something Gustav had considered to be riveted steel as solid as the rest of the hull, turned out instead to be comprised of a series of large hatches concealing some kind of ballast tank. Now those hatches swung out and a stream of dark cylindrical objects dropped in weighted silence to the streets below.

			Bombs.

			Gustav had read about this in Felix’s book. Just one more thing he hadn’t believed. He hugged the crenel again and braced himself.

			Parallel tracks of increasingly violent explosions stamped a path across the lower wards of the citadel, throwing up sky-high pillars of smoke and burning debris as they went. Gustav stared in awe of the airship’s power. Who needed an ancient dwarfish prophecy when they wielded something like this?

			This, here, would be the salvation of the Empire – Malakai Makaisson and the aptly named Unstoppable!

			Already half of the lower wards were on fire, the flames sickly and dark in the thin air, and everything not already flattened teetered on the brink of collapse. Ventral and broadside cannons continuing to pound what little remained upright, the airship began the tortuous process of coming about for a second pass.

			‘Nae Chaos-lovin’ wazzock messes wi’ ma airship.’

			Gustav smiled, but then, for no good reason he could perceive, shivered. A murmur passed through the Slayer-Monks and he could tell he was not alone. The temperature, already well south of freezing, plunged even further despite the fires. Gustav felt the air in his mouth begin to crystallise. A nascent headache started to thump at the back of his brain.

			‘Dark mage!’ he yelled.

			A black shape thrashed within the flames, like some giant sea monster tearing free of a net. Gustav’s free company peppered the emanant beast with shot, but nothing made a mark. Makaisson brought up his longrifle with a grunt. A red dot flashed over the emerging shape of a huge, horned head. The high-powered weapon fired with a deafening boom and Gustav gripped the wall in anticipation, only to watch the shell ricochet off the daemon prince’s forehead.

			Gustav moaned. ‘Be’lakor. I thought Max banished him.’

			Makaisson swore and reloaded. ‘Hawd the wall, laddie. It’s joost yin wee daemon.’

			Be’lakor burst through the flames, fire licking about his volcanic form as he threw back his wings. A sudden gale arose from nowhere to fill them and shoot the daemon prince into the sky. Gunshots flashed across his frame as he briefly soared towards the fortified gatehouse of the third wall. There, he tucked in his wings and dived.

			A Slayer-Monk with a double-bladed quarterstaff hurled himself from the parapet as the daemon prince crashed through the wall of the keep like a cannonball. The fortification slowly began to collapse in on itself. The dwarf clutched his quarterstaff, legs pumping furiously as he dropped, his wall crumbling away behind him even as he did. A deep roar echoed from under the rubble of the keep and for one implosive instant the world was bleached of colour. A shockwave rippled from the epicentre, so fast that everything in the vicinity was caught in a wave of vibrating force. Then the keep cracked open like an egg, a purple fire spearing through the cracks and annihilating everything nearby in a blast of dark magic. The monk was incinerated, just a fraction of a second before the keep and a huge stretch of wall was transformed into a glass-lined crater.

			Be’lakor strode through, wings upraised like a halo of black.

			‘Alright, sae it’s a big daemon.’

			‘Sihrak. Sihrak Grimnir ha!’

			One of the Slayer-Monks on the inner wall was remonstrating with his abbot, others joining in on both sides to raise what sounded like a heated argument. Gustav turned to Malakai.

			‘Ah gather yon abbot has the power tae call doon the wrath o’ Grimnir if he wishes tae.’

			‘Why the hell doesn’t he?’

			Malakai cocked his ear to the arguing monks for a moment, then turned back to Gustav. ‘He says oor fate lies wi’ Grimnir’s heir noo.’ He listened a bit more as the abbot continued to remonstrate with his monks. ‘And his rememberer.’

			Gustav puffed out his cheeks and readied his sword. It looked like he was going to need it after all.

			‘Tale of my life.’

			The doorway to the Realm of Chaos parted before Gotrek’s boot, splintering up the middle like so much kindling. What was left flew apart under the attention of Gotrek’s axes. It wasn’t strictly necessary, but the Slayer seemed to enjoy it, an almost childlike glee at the power in his hands shining from his eyes. Felix dimly recalled a similar feeling when, as a boy, he had held a real steel blade for the first time. He smiled ruefully. Dimly. He followed in behind the Slayer, moving warily, his own enchanted blade held ready to fend off any ambusher that might have been drawn to such ill-advised destruction so early on in their journey.

			‘I have to accustom myself to the balance, manling,’ Gotrek explained, still grinning, wood splinters in his beard.

			‘Of course you do,’ Felix murmured.

			A great colonnaded hall with a vaulted ceiling stretched out before them. Ceiling glimstones cast out feral shadows to lurk behind great arches that were carved into the likenesses of daemons and the Slayer that grappled them where they met. From the centre of every flagstone a red rune glowed, thousands of them together creating the unpleasant sense of the floor being covered in a carpet of fire. Felix could even smell burning too, a brimstone odour that was rising from somewhere deeper in the temple. He cast his eyes nervously over the sweeping architecture. The halls rang with the clangour of unseen axes. Daemonic screams and dwarfish cries echoed from the ceiling and walls. The columns ran with the faces of the damned.

			These were not the Wastes such as they had once overflown en route to Karag Dum, nor more recently trekked through the hinterlands of on their return from Kislev.

			This was an antechamber to the Realm of Chaos – the warped realm of the gods themselves.

			This was where Grimnir had passed from the Old World and into the domain of the gods. This was where he had made his beachhead, fortified it with rune and stone, and by his own eternal battle and the vigilance of his followers it had stood, an island fort in an endless void of entropy, unchanged in ten thousand years.

			It was astounding.

			Movement from the corner of Felix’s eye drew his gaze to one of the distant columns. A one-eyed creature of pus and hanging entrails dribbled out of hiding. Another scuttled after it from behind the next pillar along, a fat eyeball from which splayed a mad array of limbs, pincers, tendrils and flesh-whips, oozing stacks stuffed with the harvested eyes of humans and other mortal races swaying above it. Felix tightened his grip on his sword. A hungry moan rasped through the echoing hall. Daemons of every insane imagining of form and substance shuffled, hopped, slithered, oozed and quite literally crawled out of the woodwork, drawn by the scent of the mortal. Gotrek contemptuously hacked a rotting sword-daemon apart, and kicked its dissolving remains clear. A rustle of wings called Felix’s attention to the ceiling.

			He swallowed hard.

			They were deserters, Felix realised, survivors of an eternal war. As Felix understood it, it was Grimnir’s personal struggle that held the footsoldiers of the Chaos Gods at bay. These pitiful monstrosities here were those weak and insignificant enough to have escaped Grimnir’s axe and fled into this pocket realm between their world and what Felix thought of as the real one. Weak to Grimnir, perhaps, but daemons regardless and more than enough to give Felix pause for thought. He reckoned he could take two or three – assuming he could get them one at a time – but there were already more of them in sight than that.

			As a first estimate, one admittedly arrived at under duress: a lot more.

			‘Behind me,’ said Gotrek, spinning his two axes before him and blending a feather-robed daemonette without breaking stride. Daemons gibbered and shrieked and Gotrek and his flashing rune-axes waded in with a roar. ‘Keep close, manling. We don’t stop until the end.’

			Morzanna died here.

			She had lived this moment every day of her life, had felt the heat of the fire on her skin as she had when the Pious burned her home, had heard the screams, the war-cries in a language that she had not until these last few days been able to recognise. She recognised the crumbling of the structures around her as they surrendered to the relentless shelling from above. In her mind and in her spirit she had experienced the might of the one she would call master, watched through her own future eyes as he demolished a building with a swipe of his arm and then pointed towards the final gate.

			Power lensed down to a sharp black point at the tip of the daemon prince’s claw. Morzanna felt malice rise up out of the earth at his beckoning, ripping around his form like black lace in a whirlwind. Lancing through it came a beam of darkness, laced with purples and blues and shooting towards the gate. Screaming men and dwarfs flung themselves clear moments before the bastion erupted in a geyser of glassed stone and warped metal.

			Frantic shouts rang down from the walls, a desultory volley of gunfire from the handful of defenders that weren’t abandoning it for a last stand within the courtyard. Bullets beat against Be’lakor’s god-like frame, ­ricochets crunching through corner walls or punching horsemen from the saddle. The tribesmen galloped around the hulking daemon prince, loosing a storm of arrows on the run as they raced for the ruined gate.

			The foreknowledge of her own passing did not trouble her.

			In a way it was comforting. Hers was a borrowed life, one that should have ended two centuries ago but for the intervention of Felix Jaeger. It was destiny, she supposed, fully conscious of the irony in that, and at least in living it she had guided Be’lakor towards his own great work.

			The death of this world at the hands of the Everchosen, Be’lakor’s child-in-darkness.

			And its rebirth.

			A future unseen but felt lay before them all. What it held, what form it would take, she could not say, but it was there and the simple fact of not knowing thrilled her.

			Summoning her own power to her fingertips she moved into a burning street – shadows rushed to envelop her – and stepped out onto a tower that had lost its roof to an aerial blast.

			Fires blazed all around her, ravaged buildings poking through like islands in a sunset sea. Screams rose around her like smoke. A persistent drone passed overhead and she looked up at the sleek belly of the dwarf airship. Gun-barrels fixed within rotating metal bubbles swivelled and boomed. From the corner of her eye she watched as one of the gunners noticed the mutant sorceress overlooking the battlefield and pivoted his battery towards her. With a sigh she clapped her hands sharply, the impact foreshadowing the small explosion that blew the gun turret and a spurt of shrapnel from the side of the airship.

			Sometimes she wondered why she still bothered to fight, but it was not yet her time. One minute away or a hundred years, what was the difference? She had seen this moment coming all her life. If she was going to give up now, then she would have done so decades ago. She had even felt the change that came next, but even without forewarning it would have been impossible to miss.

			For a moment the magic that swirled down from the polar warp gate in the far Northern Wastes was overwhelmed by another source. It came from deep below ground, spearing through a fissure in the rock of reality as though the world had been cracked and molten light beamed from its core. It was the polar gate that Grimnir had long ago vowed to close, and a doorway onto his road lay here.

			And it had just been opened.

			Be’lakor threw back his head and roared in triumph, vanishing mid-cry with an implosive clap that sucked in the surrounding flames to the abruptly voided space.

			Morzanna felt herself relax. She had played her part, but the future lay in the hands of others now. She looked to the inner walls of the fortress, noting with an almost maternal pride that the tribesmen continued to pour forward despite the departure of their infernal lord. Several swung grapnels like lariats above their heads and launched them over the parapet, jumping from the backs of their galloping horses and slapping into the walls before grinning and starting to climb. The handful of missile troops left on the walls loosed their last panicked shots before jumping down. As far as she could see, only one man and a huge, strangely-outfitted dwarf Slayer remained to defend the wall.

			She had often heard it said that dying was like falling asleep.

			The dwarf raised his long firearm. A flash of red light shone in her eyes and blinded her for one crucial second as an explosive shot raced ahead of its accompanying bullet.

			Morzanna smiled.

			It was time to dream her own dreams.

			She had always wondered how it would feel to sleep.

			‘Retreat! Everybody back to the temple!’

			Gustav waved men back as he retreated up the wide steps to the temple of Grimnir, yelling until the thin air and the smoke turned his voice into a rasp. The smoke was so thick he could no longer make out Unstoppable. The sharp points of light that cut through the murk might have been the vessel’s guide lights or could just as easily have been stars. Only the relentless rolls of thunder assured him that the airship was still there at all. While the mighty craft remained aloft and firing he had hope, but he would gladly have traded a handful of its cannons for half as many good men on the ground.

			Horsemen in iron and leather scales galloped in and out of view, cheek flaps and leather skirts slapping their sides, shod hooves clattering on stone. Gustav flinched from the whine of arrows. A man in soiled burgundy and gold and a breastplate slowly turning to rust caught an arrow through the leather padding between armour and shoulder and went down with a scream. Another took an arrow in the back of the leg, dropping to his knees and making a wild shot with his blunderbuss only to be beheaded by an adze-wielding rider charging in from the side.

			Everywhere he looked his men were dropping, men he had led since Badenhof, people he had come to consider as something more than mere friends.

			Smoke clinging to his enormous armoured frame, the Slayer-Abbot barrelled towards a group of marauder horsemen. The riders flowed away, teasingly out of reach, calling out to the enraged dwarf as they riddled him with arrows. White and brown feathers bristled like a hedgehog’s quills from every part of his body when he took one last despairing lunge and crashed over.

			‘Laddie, catch.’

			Gustav snatched up his hand instinctively as a blocky dwarf-made ­pistol flew through the air towards him. From the weight of it, it was already loaded so Gustav swung it round immediately and fired, winging the pauldron of a Chaos knight who had been thundering across his line of sight towards the last pocket of Slayer-Monks battling with the marble statues at their backs.

			Malakai Makaisson was a few steps below him and backing up, shrugging off the shoulder strap of his longrifle and muscling up his big handcannon. With calm proficiency the engineer ignored the incoming marauders, slotting a crank handle into the right hand of the stock and feeding a belt of what looked like ammunition into a hopper on the left. He began to turn the crank and, slowly at first but with his hugely muscled right arm quickly building speed and power, the cylindrical gun-barrel chugged and span, spitting out a torrent of shells. Laughing maniacally, the engineer swept his gun from left to right, mowing down the first rank of the cavalry charge before they made the bottom step. Horses screamed as they fell. Men jerked as the relentless stream of missiles pumped bloody craters into their bodies, many somehow remaining in the saddle only to be crushed by their falling mounts. The cannon flashed with every shot, spent casings raining from the hopper and tumbling down the steps. Makaisson’s single goggle lens shone like the eye of a daemon. And then he raked his fire back the other way, cutting through the second rank with even greater glee than he had gleaned from the first.

			Gustav held up the pistol and shouted over the onslaught: ‘You have any more shot for this?’

			‘There’s five mair already in the chamber.’

			Gustav took another step back, aimed at a de-horsed marauder and took out half of the man’s face and the back of his head with a well-placed shot.

			A six-shot pistol. Remarkable. A pity the Empire would never get to see them in service.

			‘Ma ain invention,’ Makaisson yelled up.

			Gustav aimed again and fired again. And again. And again. Until the pistol returned his pulls on the trigger with empty clicks and he stood at the top of the steps with his back to the colonnaded frontage of the temple itself. He threw the gun away and hefted his sabre two-handed. Malakai’s weapon stalled. The engineer shook it with a curse, then took a bomb from his backpack, pulled the pin in a fountain of sparks and let it bounce down the steps as he ran to rejoin Gustav at the top.

			The explosion was small but fierce, sending bodies flying left and right. The damage to the stairway itself was minimal however and before the smoke had cleared, mounted warriors were already clattering up. Makaisson threw Gustav a wink, cleared the jam from his handcannon with brute force, unused ammunition drizzling through his fingers, and then re-attached the munitions belt to the hopper.

			‘Ye’re nae the oath-swearin’ kind are ye, young Gustav?’

			Perhaps it was the imminence of death that tickled him. Or perhaps it was the preposterous pointlessness of it that made him chuckle.

			Him a rememberer to a Slayer – in what mad world?

			‘How do you say “go to hell” in Dwarfish?’

			‘Ach, laddie,’ Makaisson grinned, bringing his weapon to bear once more and setting his tattooed hand to the crank. ‘We dinnae huv all day.’

			Cavernous hallways echoed to the shriek of daemons. The stone walls of bottomless stairwells rang with the impact of rune-axe and claw, bodies tumbling endlessly down or piling high before those that fought to follow. Slender marble bridges arced over rivers of abyssal darkness, fiends and horrors raining from them as Gotrek and his axes ploughed remorselessly across. Felix stuck close, stabbing out at anything that encroached on the Slayer’s back. His arms were numb and his chest burned, and he could barely see for the sweat pouring from his brow. When he did get the chance to mop his arm across his eyes all he could see was a wave of dark, distorted creatures scrambling down walls or surging up corridors from adjoining chambers. Gibbering cries screeched from every stone.

			Gotrek savaged a hole and punched though.

			With an axe of Grimnir in each hand, the Slayer had become an unstoppable force, an avatar of bloody-minded vengeance as the Ancestor had predicted he would be. Felix was fighting as hard as he could just to keep up. Part of him wanted to remind the Slayer that they hadn’t all had the good fortune to be imbued with godly power, but he was too occupied by his own concerns to spare even that much effort.

			There wouldn’t be much left of him if he fell behind now.

			At the end of another long hallway there was something different – a door – and Gotrek cut them a path towards it. It was high enough for a giant to pass through untroubled and sufficiently wide to accommodate a rank of Reiksguard Knights. Its carved, red wood panelling depicted images of struggle, encompassing oceans and nations and the void above, and was banded with brass. Finials in the form of vanquished daemons appeared to gnash their teeth and rage, surrounded by runic inscriptions like warding circles. Felix darted around the Slayer to try the handle. It gave an iron rattle, latched and bolted from the other side.

			He shook the handle, then kicked it and cried out in frustration.

			‘Of all the useless…’

			‘Let me have a try, manling.’

			Felix ducked around again, raising his sword to the slavering hordes as Gotrek at the same time spun the opposite way, like clockwork dancers on a dwarfish music box, to face the door. Felix parried a rust-edged knife, a three-bladed pincer, an axe crusted with blisters, his sword moving faster than he could control. He gave ground, keeping his back square to Gotrek’s as the Slayer advanced, axes whirring.

			The pair of them roared with one voice as the air around them dissolved into brass shards and splinters. Max had given his life for this. Snorri and Ulrika and Kolya and Kat had died for this. But despite the best efforts of daemons and demi-gods, they had made it.

			Their last adventure.

			They were going to save the world.

			And they would do it together.
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			THE DOOM OF GOTREK GURNISSON

			A silver radiance bathed the inner sanctum of Grimnir’s temple with a spectral shimmer. The air resonated with a limpid hum that hinted at forces only barely held in check and that thrummed against Felix’s inner ear. Looking around was disorientating, like trying to locate a silver schilling at the bottom of a wishing well while a flautist played a single out-of-tune note beside him.

			The chamber was of a similar size to the courtyard above it and with the same circular design. There were no weight-bearing columns here, nothing to divide the temple into more discrete spaces, nor to provide any hiding place from that light. The high ceiling was vaulted with ribs of iron and stone that crossed each other in a pattern that resembled a field of stars, a single ruby glittering in the centre of each one. There was a mezzanine level at the opposite end of the chamber, supported by nothing more obvious than dwarfish ingenuity and the two marble staircases that swept around the curve of the temple’s walls towards it. A chandelier hung over each staircase. Each was an iron latticework of geometric forms, squares coming together to form stars, which assembled in turn into pyramids that lay atop one another in the confines of the final, square shape of the chandelier. Precious glowstones, rather than candles, shone from them, but the ambient light around them washed out their colours and brightness.

			Felix looked up to the mezzanine itself. There was the origin of the light and the fluting hum. An enormous silver portal rippled and swirled. It was identical to that shown to him by Grimnir during his trials, but rather than standing free in the air the distortions that it put out were mitigated by the huge stone dolmen that had been constructed to contain it. The marble uprights were carved into the stylised semblances of dwarf gods. They were not of Grimnir, Felix realised, but of the other two members of the dwarfs’ holy triumvirate: Grungni the smith and Valaya the hearth-maker.

			Of course, Grimnir had likely built this shrine himself. And the Vengeful Ancestor was not so boastful as to ornament it with his own likeness.

			The argent surface was semi-translucent, a film rather than a barrier, and the visions that passed within it were in a state of constant flux. The only object of permanence was Grimnir himself. Locked in his eternal battle, the Ancestor was a true colossus. The being that Felix watched through rippling silver was greater even than the avatar that had vanquished Gotrek so off-handedly in the halls above, his scale more readily comparable to large buildings or small hills than mortal flesh. How much of that impression was due to Grimnir’s own godly proportions and how much was affected by the portal’s distortions, Felix could not say. However, in the brief period Felix had to observe he saw the Ancestor grapple with a two-headed daemon whose own rust-red torso was muscled like a mountain, levering the bawling monster to its knees and cracking its spine with his knee before moving on, all in utter silence but for that charged hum.

			Felix wanted to see more. There was something hypnotic about the endless flow. But there was no time and he forced himself to look away.

			He turned back the way they had come, raising his sword with a frustrated hiss as semi-feral daemonic footsoldiers poured in through the ravaged door. They swarmed around the walls, forming a horseshoe-like body of gibbered taunts and twitching claws, but avoiding the central floor space as a night goblin would the sun.

			Felix backed away from them, risking a glance over his shoulder and noticing only then that his companion was no longer with him. Gotrek was a few paces ahead, just about at the centre point of the circular chamber between the two hanging chandeliers and glaring up at the portal.

			No. Not at the portal. Something in front of it.

			Hidden within the portal’s radiant light, enthroned upon a seat of ­brazen skulls, sat Be’lakor. With the light shining fiercely behind him, the Dark Master was a void from which the eight-pointed star of Chaos blazed, as if the portal shone through him for the sole benefit of illuminating that ill-starred sigil of ruin. Upon his horned head was a crown, and at the foot of his throne four huge and equally terrible figures abased themselves before him.

			One was ruddy-fleshed and bestial, clad in archaic armour of rune-scored bronze and clenching an axe that seemed to keen in hunger over its bent knee. Where the first was a brutal knot of blood-caked armour and savagery, the second was supple and slender, a subtle suggestiveness to the bend of her leg. Felix felt an unsettling alchemy of desire and self-disgust gurgle within him. He wasn’t even sure what made him label the creature ‘her’ but nor did it seem to matter; her hideous, inhuman beauty transcended such prosaic delimitations of lust. The third was as different from the preceding two as one monster could be from another. Too bloated to kneel, it squatted, a miasma of brownish gases rising from its pestilential hulk. Rusted chains hung from its horns like jewellery. Maggots crawled through its flesh. Buboes swelled and popped, disgorging buzzing flies that swarmed around its head, settling occasionally to lay eggs under sagging folds of dead flesh. Nauseated, Felix turned to regard the final figure. Its avian physique was strangely jointed, bobbing lightly as if it stood upon a raft. It was wrapped up in robes that shimmered like an oasis under the Arabyan sun. A long, bird-like beak protruded from its hood. Above, hidden within the shadows of the hood, deep blue eyes glowed with enlightenment. It held a staff in one scaly, four-clawed hand. It was dazzling, and even before the brilliance of the portal it shone with every colour of the rainbow plus a few extra that Felix had not previously been aware existed.

			Greater daemons, Felix thought, an unsteadiness of nerve creeping into his sword’s grip. Four of them! One for each of the Great Powers. This is my destiny, Felix reminded himself. He swallowed hard.

			He had always hated prophecy.

			Be’lakor clasped the arms of his skull throne and rose, to the thrilled murmur of his infernal supplicants.

			‘Your greatest wish is granted, Gotrek Gurnisson. Your name will ring down the aeons, but as he who opened the doorway to divinity for the fifth Great Power. You are witness to the commencement of a new era, when four powers unchanged since the birthing cries of creation must bow and admit the Master of Darkness to their pantheon.’

			Be’lakor laughed coldly, stepping from the throne and spreading his arms as if eulogising to the daemon hordes that were still piling into the rear of the chamber. ‘I am the Dark Master. Prodigal. Pariah. Everchosen. Only I can unite the forgotten servants of the Four and at long last put an end to Grimnir’s eternal war.’

			The Bloodthirster snarled, turning its animalistic visage towards Gotrek and Felix. Fire dribbled from its maw. Hatred burned in its eyes.

			Be’lakor gestured back to the stone dolmen. ‘Here is where the banished fall, this purgatory, here to rage in mindlessness and hunger for millennia or else to relent and perish on Grimnir’s axe. Only I can free them. Only I can lead their legions to ash and hellfire upon your world.’

			The exquisite daemon-woman of Slaanesh climbed languorously to her feet and stretched, running her gaze over Felix and then Gotrek. A knowing half-smile played on her lips. ‘I prophesied that one greater than I was to die killing you, Slayer, do you remember? He has killed you. And now he must die. You opened the door for the Dark Master, my jewel, and now your death will be the death of Grimnir himself.’

			‘Come on down here, daemon,’ Gotrek shouted, brandishing both his axes. ‘One at a time or all together, this here is as close to Grimnir as you’ll come today. Don’t make me walk up those stairs or on my oath it’ll go harder on you.’

			The Bloodthirster bristled and made to rise, only for Be’lakor’s firm hand on its shoulder to hold it at bay.

			‘The leash suits you,’ Gotrek leered, drawing a vengeful snarl from the daemon of Khorne.

			‘I will feast on your brain yet, mortal. Do not for one second of your short life believe that I will not.’

			‘Leave these two rats to the dogs,’ said Be’lakor, releasing the Bloodthirster and raising a beneficent claw to the rabid daemon pack that gibbered and howled, inching forward in response. Felix tightened his grip on his sword. ‘You have greater concerns. Rally your legions. You all know what I require of you.’

			The androgyne, the plague hulk and the shimmering oracle bowed their heads and rose – each to their abilities – before turning towards Grimnir’s dolmen.

			They were going after Grimnir!

			‘When I give the word, manling, you run.’ Gotrek had turned his body so one axe was held ready for the daemonic foot-soldiers behind them while the other remained on Be’lakor and the remaining greater daemon. With his eyebrows he gestured to the alcove beneath the mezzanine. It was about man-height, separated from the portal by a layer of stone and from the daemon tide by Gotrek and his axes.

			It was probably the safest place in the temple, although all things were admittedly relative.

			Setting his jaw, Felix slid up against his companion’s back and raised his sword. ‘Not this time. We’ll fight them together.’

			‘It’s your funeral,’ Gotrek grunted, and then, with a grumbling melancholy: ‘This isn’t getting into my death poem, is it?’

			‘Probably not, no.’

			‘Pity.’

			One after the next, the greater daemons passed through the silvery waters of the portal and Be’lakor turned to the unmoving Bloodthirster. The Khornate daemon was still glaring down at Gotrek and Felix, pinions flexing as though mentally powering it through the air towards its hated foes. Be’lakor’s regal features twisted with impatience, but before he could utter a word of admonition the Bloodthirster exploded forward, giving vent to a soul-tearing howl as it pounded towards the balcony’s edge, flung out its wings, and leapt.

			Felix felt his courage shrivel as its wings blacked out the portal’s light.

			The daemon’s cloven feet punched into the flagstones. Felix felt the impacts shake him. He watched as the berserker shook off its wings, whipped up its axe, and bellowed. Blood and flame spittled its knife-edged teeth. The runes of its armour shone. The fire-crack of its whip startled Felix out of his horror that he might cower before it more completely, but he didn’t get the opportunity.

			As if given a signal, the daemon mob bayed and surged forward.

			Without a word spoken between them, Gotrek gave a roar and charged towards the Bloodthirster while Felix spun around to address the lesser daemons galloping for his back.

			There was an apocalyptic clang as meteoric iron clashed against infernal brass, and then every last one of Felix’s senses was overwhelmed by a tidal wall of scabs, claws, eye-sacks and twisted blades.

			He parried the first blow, a meat cleaver smeared with bilious juices, and exerted the least possible effort to divert it across his body. He had to conserve his strength if he was going to last more than a few seconds. Unable to fight the momentum of the tide, he gave ground. A brown-skinned daemon with three asymmetrically positioned horns and a swinging ball-and-chain lunged for him. Felix sidestepped. The spiked mace-head swept across his turning body as a well-timed elbow from Felix caused the daemon’s soft jaw to erupt. White maggots slopped over Felix’s arm and he backed hurriedly away. A squat, simian horror armed with nothing but its maul-like fists barrelled straight past Felix towards Gotrek. Felix stuck out a leg and brought the daemon crashing down. A vicious satisfaction gave him the strength to hold his ground a minute longer; short, economical cuts making the tiniest of nicks in the unending body of the horde.

			Ignore Felix Jaeger, will you?

			Parry, feint, riposte; his sword whipped out as though drawn to the blades and weaponised appendages of his attackers. His arms were numb up to the shoulders. His breath came in rasps that his chest seemed to resist accepting, as if doing so was a burden it could do without. Every so often the opportunity presented itself to slide Karaghul through some monster’s belly, but more often than not he let it pass – better to live a moment longer than risk it. No two daemons were even superficially alike, he knew, and it was impossible to say which would have entrails that would tighten around his sword like a boa, or which would have abdominals of iron that would ring the blade from Felix’s hands.

			Something tore open the mail beneath his left armpit and gouged into flesh. Felix didn’t see what it was. He barely even felt it. If he survived, then he would look forward to feeling it then. Under the circumstances, that passed for optimism. If he were to somehow find the strength and the luck to fight on all day there would still be thousands of enemies left to kill, and for every daemon he blocked or cut down, dozens more swarmed past him.

			He was just one man: waist deep in the sea, holding out his arms, trying to defend the beach from the rising tide.

			The ground beneath him went from being flat to being tiered. He backed up a step and then another, realising only after taking the third step that despite his efforts he had been driven back onto the left-hand staircase. He sought out Gotrek, whose back he was at least notionally defending, and found him almost exactly where he had left him in the middle of the chamber.

			The Slayer was a runic ghost within a swirl of starmetal, the iron core within a firestorm of raging brass and crimson flesh. Fiery ropes of saliva spooled out from the melee, scalding the lesser daemons that came too close. Others were pulped under the Bloodthirster’s feet or else carelessly eviscerated by stray lashes of its axe and whip. Its weapons beat against Gotrek’s axes like hammers striking an anvil. Conflicting magicks produced sparks of scarlet and gold, and occasionally the almighty coming together of blades evinced a shockwave that sent daemons flying and cracked the surrounding stone. The presence of both of Grimnir’s axes and the activation of the Rune of Unbinding had made a more even contest than had been the case when these two had last crossed paths within the bowels of Karag Dum, but to Felix’s snap impression the raw ferocity and overwhelming power of the Bloodthirster still held the advantage.

			A molten-faced monstrosity came for Felix with a pair of spike-arms working like pistons and he was forced to look away from his companion and attend to his own peril.

			He didn’t know what he was doing now, but he couldn’t call it fighting. He was dodging, backing off, only occasionally parrying. It was a dance, a drunken, fumbling, exhausted parody of a dance, one that had been described to him in a hurry but that he had never had the chance to practise before the most important performance of his life. He retreated another step.

			The whine from the portal grew incrementally more focused and shrill. Its radiance shimmered across the corner of his eye, and he turned his face towards it slightly to prevent the glare from straining his eyes. In so doing he unwittingly caught sight of what was happening on the other side of the portal.

			The image was garbled and difficult to make sense of, forcing a vast, perhaps infinite field into two dimensions upon a rippling, semi-translucent pool of silver. Rolling distortions confused things further. There were random bursts of light. Magical attacks, Felix realised, almost constant volleys cast from the daemon hordes towards Grimnir. A concentrated burst blistered the surface of the portal as if a source of heat had just been turned upon it. Distance did not exist within the image insofar as Felix could discern, but he saw what looked like the three greater daemons advancing on Grimnir’s back, unleashing a concerted salvo of magical fire. The Ancestor staggered. It all occurred without sound, but Felix saw pain ripple across Grimnir’s face.

			Felix didn’t want to believe that Grimnir might really be in danger, but it looked like Be’lakor might actually achieve what he had boasted – rally the warring daemons to one leader and bring the mighty Ancestor down.

			What would that mean for the world if he succeeded?

			A sense of despair rose up to fill Felix. He was mortal, human, what could he do to fight something capable of bringing down a god?

			A despairing mittelhau slash opened the throat of a black horror, bringing it down mid-leap and spraying corrosive blood over the near wall. A disgusting centipedal thing scrambled over its body. Felix kicked down at it with a sobbing cry, backing up, lashing out, making it to the edge of the staircase about seven or eight feet off the ground, and looked across to the cratered ring of bodies and gore through which Gotrek and the Bloodthirster still fought.

			‘Grimnir, Gotrek! We have to do something.’

			The Slayer bared his teeth, possibly an indication that he’d heard, but he was hard-pressed to do anything about it with the frenzied Bloodthirster raining down blows.

			Felix quickly looked around for something he could do to help. Anything that was more than simply buying time for Sigmar alone knew what. He looked up. The iron chandelier swayed overhead. He bit his lip, glancing from the chandelier to where Gotrek fought in the middle of the floor. He made a quick mental calculation and cursed himself. Gustav had been right about him.

			He really was a pitiably heroic old fool.

			Clearing himself a space with a wild sweep of his sword, he dropped to his haunches and then leapt with his left hand outstretched for the base of the chandelier.

			He caught an iron bar and swung on it, straining until his face turned red and his body shook, hauling up his armoured weight on the strength of his unfavoured arm alone. A jowly daemon-thing made a grab for his hanging leg. Felix buried his foot in its face, pushing off against it for the lift he needed to swing his sword arm over the iron latticework and pull himself up into the chandelier.

			Quivering with exertion, Felix got up. He was in a cage of iron illuminated by tiny glowing stones. It was just spacious enough for him to stand and, provided he wasn’t careless about it, there were enough bars of sufficient width at the base for him to move within it. The chandelier rattled on its sturdy dwarf-made chain. Looking down through the bars, Felix saw dozens of his foul pursuers aping his actions, leaping up and grabbing on, swaying for a moment before being dragged down by others seeking to use their hanging bodies to climb. Still more surged right on up the stairs as if Felix had always been an utterly incidental concern against the portal. He saw Be’lakor, standing before the dolmen beside his throne of brazen skulls.

			The daemon prince raised a claw towards Felix, a sneer on his lips.

			Felix swore, charging head down through the lattice of stars and triangles until he reached the end overhanging the chamber floor.

			He leapt clear, just a breath ahead of the whine of superheated air that whooshed behind him and ripped a fireball through the chandelier.

			A hot rush of displaced air flung him clear, mangled bits of iron firing across him like a hail of crossbow bolts. His cloak tatters fluttered. Below him, the Bloodthirster tore into Gotrek, armoured hide riddled with twisted and still-glowing iron quarrels. He fought down the urge to panic, enough to control his arms and legs and to bring up his sword, upended, blade down.

			And then he began to fall.

			Felix gripped Karaghul’s hilt in both hands, turning all his strength and the full weight of his fall to plunge the sword into the Blood­thirster’s shoulder.

			The brass clasps between breastplate and backplate split open, the enchanted blade sinking through meat and tissue to the jewel-eyed dragonhead hilt. Flame gouted from the wound, as if the likeness within the sword breathed fire, and the Bloodthirster unleashed a seismic bellow of pain. An arch of the back and a buffet of its bloody black wings threw Felix from its shoulders.

			He sailed backwards through the air, arms swimming against the current, still grasping for a handhold as his back thumped into the wall.

			His mail shirt stiffened painfully against his back and shoulders and the back of his head cracked against the stone. He bit through his tongue, tasted blood, then dropped back down onto the stairs on his knees, almost pitching down them except for the fact that his hands were still flailing and managed to seize a hold of the marble balustrade.

			Dizzily, he stood up and patted himself down. He was bruised, but alive, and aside from the damp smear of blood under his left armpit he seemed more-or-less in one piece. The Bloodthirster had flung him onto the bottom of the right-hand stair. The daemons had avoided this side of the chamber thus far, drawn up the left hand side after Felix and like grist to the bloody mill that was Gotrek and the greater daemon down in the centre.

			Gotrek backed away from the thrashing Bloodthirster. The Slayer wiped blood from what looked like a broken nose across his bicep, threw Felix an almost accusatory glare and then threw himself into the torrent pouring up that left-hand stair with a berserker howl.

			Noting every daemon warrior that was gutted, hacked in two, or kicked over the edge with a deepening snarl, Be’lakor drew his long black blade. Energy crackled along its length.

			The Slayer was submerged in Chaos, but Felix was convinced he saw the dwarf smile.

			Felix’s hand moved instinctively to his belt for his own sword.

			It wasn’t there.

			Swallowing the lump in his throat, he looked up.

			The Bloodthirster was ablaze with fury. It was a red star, licked by a corona of bloody fire. It clenched its fists, infernal muscles bulging where its brass plate left arms and neck exposed, tendons hardening like steel cables as it drew back its head and roared. It was a cry that would make itself heard across an abyss and cause its darkest denizens to wail. Felix staggered from it. And he saw his sword. It shone white hot in the daemon’s neck, embers spurting around it, some amalgam of daemonic blood and binding magicks.

			Sigmar, what now?

			Felix’s hands scrambled through his clothing for a weapon. He had a small knife inside his left boot. He took it. And a liberated Hochlander’s pistol for which he had no shot. He took that too, gripping the barrel in his left hand to wield the walnut stock like a club. He retreated until his back was to the wall and gulped.

			With a final bark of fury, the Bloodthirster stomped towards him, broad shoulders swaying with the intent to rend and sever and bleed.

			Felix swore, spun away from it and ran up the stairs.

			The Bloodthirster’s roar pounded after him, its footfalls shaking the staircase as it too broke into a run in pursuit. The monster had wings, but it wanted to run him down. Either that or it was simply too maddened by killing rage to do anything more considered than give chase and kill.

			‘Gotrek!’ he yelled, taking the steps two at a time.

			A warning? A cry for help?

			Felix wasn’t sure, but at that moment it was all he could think of to say.

			He practically threw himself onto the mezzanine, breathing hard of air that stung the back of the throat with the taste of ozone. The drone of the portal was intense and the radiance it put out almost blinding, doubly so when blisters of intensity shone across its surface. Gotrek and Be’lakor were painted chrome and battling over a carpet of skulls that had previously been the daemon prince’s throne. Dark lightning arced between Gotrek’s axes and Be’lakor’s outstretched claws, reducing every lesser daemon that drew close enough to ash. The Slayer grunted and pushed as if engaged in a straightforward contest of strength. Electricity flashed across Be’lakor’s silvered form. Warpstone ice crystallised across the walls and stitched over the Ancestor faces of the dolmen.

			From some deep reserve, Felix found the strength to stagger forward. A skull crunched underfoot. There was no time for horror.

			Enormous muscles straining, Gotrek drove through the lightning field to hack at the daemon prince. Be’lakor’s blade met his, shards of darkness breaking off, misting around the two fighters as their battle swirled through it. Be’lakor chuckled, fading into the darkness just as Gotrek’s axe swept through the emptiness he had that moment abandoned. Gotrek growled murderously, axes tearing up the mist even as it flowed away from him, reforming before the portal into the shape of Be’lakor, hand outstretched and an incantation of power on his lips. A withering volley of black arrows burst from the daemon prince’s claws and battered away at the protective barrier afforded by the Rune of Unbinding. It glowed golden-red, projecting a shield of the same hue around Gotrek. It looked thinner than that which Max had previously conjured for himself. It flickered alarmingly under the barrage and, much like a mail shirt deflecting and absorbing a blow but leaving a horrible bruise beneath, left Gotrek struggling to get up off his knees.

			Felix couldn’t believe his senses.

			After everything they had been through, everything they had lost and every edge they had paid for in blood, Gotrek was losing.

			He gritted his teeth and brought up his knife. Not while his rememberer still breathed.

			Be’lakor noticed him standing there; battered, aged, hair curling from the electric heat and paltry weapons in hand. The daemon prince lowered his sword a fraction. His obsidian-black hand, part-way through the form of another spell, left it to smooth a cruel laugh from his lips.

			‘Felix Jaeger. If it is not my downfa–’

			The sneer disappeared from his face.

			There was a crash from behind Felix, as of a brass foot-guard punching into marble and grinding deep. There was a sense of heat, of pressure, and terrible, terrible rage, and in what felt like devastatingly slow motion Felix turned his head to look around.

			The frenzied Bloodthirster roared, storming up the steps, blinded to every­thing but what lay within arm’s reach of its wrath. Karaghul’s hilt blazed from its shoulder like the lance of a charging knight under the ­setting sun. It swept up its brass axe and threw itself forward.

			Acting on instinct, Felix dropped to the ground. The daemon passed over him by inches, his skin reddening under its infernal body heat. It didn’t stop. It was too far gone for that.

			It was charging straight for Gotrek and Be’lakor.

			The daemon prince snarled, black eyes boring hatred into the charging Bloodthirster as his hands traced a rapid sigil through the air between them. It became treacly and dark and Be’lakor began to fade into it.

			Gotrek’s crest rose through the murky soup. The nearness of the portal gave him a metallic lustre, an Ancestor idol worked from a jagged piece of tin. His axes glittered.

			A measure of Be’lakor’s amusement returned as he continued to disperse.

			‘What is it they say in those melodramas your companion is so inexplicably fond of – it’s behind you?’

			‘You owe me the life of a rememberer, daemon, and a dwarf never forgets.’ The Slayer raised his own long-serving axe high, betraying not the slightest hint of concern at the flame-wreathed nightmare bearing down on him from behind, vengeance glittering diamond-hard in both of his eyes. ‘An eye for a bloody eye.’

			He hacked down, burying his axe-blade in Be’lakor’s thigh. The daemon prince howled, a note of panic buried there in the outpouring of pain. The god-slaying Rune of Unbinding throbbed, like a swallowing throat, gorging hungrily on the shadow magic with which Be’lakor had wreathed himself. Until it was gone. Gotrek wrenched his axe free in a gout of something ethereal and grey.

			Be’lakor extended a hand to the Bloodthirster; not to ravage the daemon with magic, for Gotrek’s axe had left him with none, but to appeal to the brute’s reason.

			But Felix had left it with none.

			Gotrek sneered, nodding to something in the portal that only he could see. ‘It’s behind you.’

			Felix pushed himself up off his chest to watch in open-mouthed horror as the Bloodthirster trampled over Gotrek and ploughed through. The swipe of its axe severed Be’lakor’s outstretched arm at the elbow and bit into his hip, its brazen horns impaling the daemon prince’s chest and sending them both – and Gotrek with them – tumbling into the portal.

			‘Gotrek!’ Felix screamed, all three of them disappearing in a flash of light that sent ripples racing each other across the surface.

			The lesser daemons throughout the chamber and – inconceivably – still arriving in impossible numbers through the outer door gave voice to a keening lament.

			Felix scrambled to his feet, clutching his pistol and his knife close to him, but none of the creatures seemed inclined to attack. There was no telling how long that would last. He studied the portal, breathing hard. He needed only a moment to think. He kissed the ring on his finger and muttered a prayer to Sigmar.

			It was simply habit. He doubted the God-King could hear him here.

			Then he took a running leap and dived after his friend.

			A plain of black glass stretched out for a million miles. In another life, Felix had been a merchant’s son; he knew how to see the curve of the earth in the gradual appearance of a homecoming merchantman’s sail over the horizon. But not here. Here the plain went on until Felix’s eyes could follow it no further. The sky was tormented, riven by flashes of sheet lightning, thunder that mocked the benighted ground like the laughter of gods and daemons. The air tasted bitter on the tongue, like sucking on a coin, and it was dry. Felix doubted there was a river or a lake within… he shook his head and gave up. Whatever measure of distance he could recall or contrive would be inadequate. His long journey had brought him to the one place he had thought even Gotrek would never try to take him.

			He was in the Realm of Chaos.

			The hot core of the universe.

			The home of the gods.

			He turned around, partly to reacquaint himself with a mortal sense of scale – six and a half feet, give or take an inch, to the portal – but largely to reassure himself that he could still leave if he chose to. He could see the temple through it, flat and distorted just as this place had been from the other side. He could see the feral daemon-things crowding on the far side. For now they seemed content to stay there, which suited Felix fine though it did rather take a hammer to his cherished thoughts of returning back to his own world.

			With a sigh, he drew his long hair away from his eyes and crunched back around. There was no sign of Be’lakor, nor any of the greater daemons that had temporarily united under him with the aim of slaying Grimnir and leading a daemon army out through Kazad Drengazi.

			Unless one counted the crimson, severed head that Gotrek was in the process of messily wrenching from his axe.

			The Bloodthirster’s eyes were glassy. Its red tongue lolled out from its open mouth. Felix was accustomed to daemons dissipating back into the aethyr upon their destruction and he had to remind himself that he was currently in the aethyr. It was not a pleasant thought. From what he had been able to gather of Be’lakor’s self-indulgent monologue, a daemon killed here could stay dead for a long, long time.

			The head came off with a slurp and fell face down in the glass.

			Felix found that very reassuring. He just wished he could see Be’lakor’s body somewhere out there too.

			He beaked his eyes with his hand to shield them from the lightning flashes and searched the distance. The horizon – it comforted him to call it that – seethed like an angry sea. The daemon hordes that Be’lakor had sought to marshal had not gone away with his departure, but it looked as though the combined efforts of Gotrek and Grimnir had driven them back.

			Possibly for the first time in ten thousand years.

			Was that a cause to hope?

			Felix brought his ring to his lips and prayed for it. By every god still standing, he hoped so.

			‘Welcome to my home!’ Grimnir shouted, his dwarf blood still hot from an eternity of battle, cheeks flushed and eyes bright. He was closer to normal-sized now, a larger than average dwarf rather than the titan he had seemed through the portal. He wielded an axe in one massive hand. There was nothing overtly magical about this weapon. It was just an axe, but then he required nothing grander. His presence alone was empowering and merely standing in it helped Felix to stand a little straighter and look on the world with more steel in his heart.

			‘Gotrek,’ said Felix, wanting to go to his companion’s side and draw him back, but loath to venture too far from the portal lest it somehow disappear or succumb to the warped dimensions of this place. ‘Let’s take the weapon, or the artefact, or whatever there is for us and get out of here. It might not be too late to use it to help Gustav and Malakai.’

			Grimnir lowered his face. He smiled benignly as he shook his head. ‘You still don’t understand. I am the power, lad. Me. Long ago, I came here to fight the gods and end the threat of Chaos forever. I failed, though not completely. I stand yet.’ He turned to Gotrek with a shrug that on a figure less mountainous might have been construed as self-deprecating. ‘But now the End Times are here and there’s naught I can do to stop it. It’s my time to rejoin the world once again, to fight the final fight as I always intended to – to relinquish my burden to my heir.’

			Felix stared at the two Slayers aghast, thunder’s laughter ringing in his ears.

			‘You mean give Gotrek a portion of your power? That’s what you mean, isn’t it?’

			Grimnir jerked a thumb back around his head to the daemons gathered in the distance. ‘They’ll be back, and someone has to be here to fight them when they do. You’re my heir, Gotrek, if you’ll take it. This is where fate’s been taking you since you first took shelter in that cave and picked up my axe. You’re a Slayer after my own example. I promise you battle, for eternity and without respite, and I promise you doom.’ The Ancestor bared his teeth in a smile. ‘The mightiest doom ever achieved by a Slayer. My doom.’

			Gotrek looked thoughtful. He glanced to the portal, then ground his jaw and turned towards the daemons that filled the vastness of the horizon. Then he nodded.

			Just once.

			‘No,’ Felix yelled, striding forwards now and to hell with the portal assuming they were not already lost there with it. ‘We need Gotrek. The world needs him. I–’ His voice caught. His fist bunched over his mouth, then he yanked it away and beat his chest with it. ‘I need him. He swore to come with me to Middenheim. He swore!’

			Felix backed up again, eyes blurring with the tears he’d forgotten he had. He wiped his eyes and sniffed.

			‘The world is dying.’

			‘Aye,’ said Grimnir. ‘Maybe it will die, and maybe I’ll die trying to save it. But there are worlds beyond this one, lad. Worlds that will have need of their gods.’

			Gotrek’s passing will be the doom of this world, the seeress in Felix’s dream had told him, but it may be enough to save the next.

			Tears were streaming unchecked down Felix’s cheeks as Gotrek turned to him, blurring his vision and scattering the glare from the lightning flashes so that it appeared the Slayer was surrounded by a silvery corona of light. The Slayer looked him up and down as though committing him to memory, as if the timescales he envisioned expanding before him would tax even the legendary memory of a dwarf.

			‘No,’ Felix sobbed. ‘No. He’s not offering some glorious afterlife filled with maidens and wine, Gotrek. There’s not a foul thing we’ve faced together that I’d wish this fate on.’ He extended a hand to Gotrek, but for some reason his feet continued to back him away towards the portal. ‘I’ve lost too much to lose you now too. It’s too much. Come back with me. I’ll fight beside you to the end, I’ll–’

			‘Felix,’ said Gotrek, cutting him off gently.

			Felix gaped, stunned silent, as Gotrek produced a saw-toothed smile that said all that needed saying. It was carefree, reminiscent of one that had once belonged to a dwarf yet to bear the burden of a never-ending quest. Light was streaming off him and Felix roughly rubbed his eyes dry, expecting the effect to clear with the tears but to his surprise it remained. Too late, Felix recognised the cool touch of the portal on his back. He had backed into it, and the world was turning silver. He resisted the urgent pull of the current, the demand of his native plane, to throw his luminous companion – his friend – one last imploring look.

			Haloed in silver, Gotrek raised his axe in farewell, in salute.

			‘Remember me.’
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			It was dark; the dark of the deep earth, of grief, of the lonely space inside the walls of Felix’s mind. The portal was gone, buried under the same cave-in that had accounted for the daemons and snuffed out the ceiling glowstones under a mountain of rock. Only Felix, it seemed, had been spared, sheltered under the sturdy stone arch of Grimnir’s dolmen. The sole, faint source of light emanated from the ornate runeblade partially buried under a heap of marble. It was Karaghul. It still glowed from its altercation with the Bloodthirster, albeit dimly, and its gradual decline was Felix’s only external confirmation of the passage of time.

			How many minutes – or was it hours? – he had spent watching it fade he could not guess.

			From somewhere within the collapsed structure, Felix could hear the trickle of water. Whatever pseudo-dimension this place had once inhabited, it was now firmly a part of the mortal realm with the departure of Grimnir’s power. There was another sound too, a scratching, like something tiny digging far, far away. He listened. And were those voices he could hear? It almost sounded as though they called his name. He shook his head.

			No. He was alone now.

			Out there, the End Times continued, but they would do so without him, and without the Slayer. In short, it no longer felt like his concern.

			Aching all over, aching inside, he bent slowly forward to play out the ties that held his mail shirt tight. With his other hand, he reached inside the loosened shirt to withdraw the oilcloth-bound parcel that rested against his heart. He set it upon his lap, carefully unwrapping the protective covering to reveal his leather-bound journal, a quill pen, and a small vial of iron gall ink. He let them be undisturbed a moment more, took a deep breath.

			The air tasted stale, used. He had lived half of his life amongst dwarfs, and he had spent enough time underground to know what that meant.

			He didn’t have a lot of time left.

			Unwinding the string tie that sealed the precious pages of his journal, Felix opened the small book. Its spine creaked, aged beyond its years by disuse. At the same time he unstoppered the ink vial, sharpened a tip into the quill with his thumbnail and dipped it gently in the ink. Then, in the dying light of his sword, he began to write.

			Gotrek Gurnisson had found his doom at last.

			And Felix Jaeger had an oath to keep.

			 
 

			‘If this journal is found, if the day was won, 
then remember this – here a Slayer lies.’
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			‘Cretins,’ muttered Gotrek, watching the river belch and hiss in the wake of the Sigmaron Star. They had only set sail an hour ago but the spires of Anvilgard were already fading into the dusk, swallowed by clouds of yellow steam.

			‘You sound surprised.’ Maleneth leant on the gunwale and looked out at the charred trees stooping over the river. ‘I thought you’d ­designated everyone in the realms a cretin.’

			His brow bristled. ‘There are degrees.’

			Maleneth studied him. His hulking frame was half hidden in the steam. With his knotted tattoos and crest of greasy hair he looked like the sculptures on the riverbank. Brutal and portentous. Like the weather-beaten shoulder of a mountain. There was an ugly magnificence to him that Maleneth pretended not to notice. ‘It was your idea to visit the wretched city,’ she said. ‘If you desire the company of Sigmar’s devoted then why won’t you let me take you to Azyr?’

			‘Desire their company? Why would I want to spend time with starry-eyed Sigmar followers?’

			Maleneth shook her head. ‘You’d stroll into a burning keep if you thought you could knock heads with someone, but when I talk about the celestial majesty of Azyr, a place where people walk free from the shadow of Chaos, you look like you’re going to explode. It makes no sense. What could be so bad about spending time with people who don’t want to kill us?’ She grimaced and waved back down the river. ‘And look where we end up instead. Wading through the fish markets of Anvilgard. Khaine’s teeth. I’ll never be rid of that stink.’ She sniffed her sleeve. ‘In fact, it seems to be getting worse.’ She looked out at the trees. They seemed to be reaching out to her through the seething mist. ‘The whole jungle’s rank. It’s like a cauldron. Why did you drag me out here? Are you still tormenting yourself with memories of dead friends? Are you still thinking that you can somehow bring them back?’

			Gotrek drew himself up to his full height, which still left him looking up at her. ‘The only torment is listening to you.’

			‘Without me you’d probably still be in that Fyreslayer lodge.’ She tapped the cold rune in his chest. ‘Without me you wouldn’t have this.’

			Gotrek gripped her hand. ‘That’s nothing to boast about.’

			She removed her hand from his. ‘You’ve had plenty of chances to be rid of me. You want me around.’

			‘Don’t flatter yourself.’ Gotrek was about to say more when the ship juddered, as though run aground.

			Captain Verloza was standing a few feet away and she approached them with a nonchalant swagger that made Maleneth’s jaw clench. The woman thought that being master of one boat made her a person of significance and power. If Gotrek had not expressly forbidden it, Maleneth would have taught her a lesson in real power. She was around thirty or forty years old, as far as Maleneth could guess. Humans aged so quickly it barely seemed worth pinning down their age. She was small, wiry and narrow-hipped with skin like scuffed leather. She had a scarred, stubbly scalp and the air of a retired pit fighter. She was oblivious to most forms of danger, was rarely sober, always spoke her mind and had absolutely no respect for authority. Maleneth knew from the moment they met that Gotrek would like her.

			‘Apologies,’ said the captain. ‘We don’t usually bounce off every rock. The river must be in one of its playful moods.’

			Maleneth looked down at the amber-coloured waves. Steam boiled up from them constantly and there were lights flickering beneath the surface. ‘Is it water?’

			Verloza smiled. ‘Were you thinking of going for a paddle?’

			Gotrek snorted.

			‘No,’ said Verloza, ‘it’s not water. Some say it’s lava but that’s nonsense. The Star has a metal hull, but if this was lava we’d have sunk within half a mile of Anvilgard. My guess is that it’s acid. Either way, it would eat through you in minutes.’ She smirked. ‘I’m sure in the “celestial majesty of Azyr” one can bathe in much prettier rivers.’

			Gotrek laughed. ‘You don’t want to know what she bathes in.’ Prior to docking at Anvilgard, they had spent several weeks with the captain, exploring the Charwind Coast, and Gotrek seemed to have decided that Captain Verloza was the one worthwhile person in Aqshy. Maleneth had no doubt that the captain would soon find an excuse to fetch more of the grog she and Gotrek were so partial to.

			A deckhand rushed over and whispered in Verloza’s ear.

			‘Silt rats,’ said the captain as the boat juddered again.

			‘Grungni’s teeth.’ Gotrek stumbled and had to grab the railing. ‘Rats?’

			Verloza grinned. ‘We grow ’em big out here. Come and see.’

			As they neared the bow of the ship, Maleneth heard the familiar sound of off-key singing. Trachos, their Stormcast Eternal travelling companion, was stomping through the steam, armour glinting as he towered over deckhands, raising his voice to the heavens. Trachos claimed to have some connection to Maleneth’s order, but she was never sure whether to believe him. He had fought several campaigns in the underworlds of Shyish and the experience had left his mind as ragged as his armour. He had seemed unhinged since the day they met him but he had become even more confused over the last few months. Maleneth would not have been surprised to find that he was the cause of the ship’s lurches, but as they came closer, she saw that there was a genuine threat – Verloza’s crew had gathered at the railing, glaives and harpoons pointed at something rising from the acid.

			Verloza leapt up onto the gunwale and dangled out into the spray, hanging from the rigging and peering down at the river.

			The boat shook again, causing most of the crew to stagger, but Verloza remained where she was, swaying over the hissing currents. She grinned and pointed her harpoon at something near the hull. ‘Here it comes! Ready yourselves.’

			Steam billowed up over the railing, causing everyone to gasp and back away. There was a thud as something slammed onto the deck.

			As the fumes dissipated Maleneth saw what looked like a statue made of old fish scales and riverweed. This was the source of the smell, she realised, covering her nose. Everyone backed away as the thing moved, raising a brutal-looking club. It rose to its full height, towering over the sailors, and smashed a man to the deck, crushing his skull with a single blow.

			Verloza howled, but before she could move, Gotrek strode forwards and punched the thing in the groin. It doubled over, gasping, and Gotrek sliced his axe down, sending the monster’s head thudding across the deck. Acid hissed from the severed neck, causing the deck to steam and smoulder.

			Gotrek peered at the corpse. ‘A river troll?’

			Verloza frowned, then nodded. ‘I suppose. We call them troggoths. River’s full of ’em.’

			She glanced at Trachos, who was still singing, although only to himself now, mumbling the words inside his brutal, impassive helmet.

			Trachos caught her gaze and stared at her. ‘The Antiana Gate will hold. Chaos spawn will never enter Azyr.’

			Verloza gave Gotrek a confused look. ‘Azyr?’

			Gotrek was too busy peering at the dead troggoth to register her question.

			Maleneth leant over to Verloza. ‘Trachos fights his own wars. Special ones that happen in his head.’

			Before she could say anything else, the boat rocked again and there was an explosion of screams. She whirled around, knives raised, as something heavy thudded down behind her.

			Stooped, steam-shrouded shapes clambered into view, seven or eight feet tall and armoured in dripping scales. Their faces were vaguely humanoid but they were so ugly they resembled the grotesques on a fortress wall. They had spikes running down their backs and ears like glistening fins.

			Verloza looked shocked. Then she waved her crew forwards. ‘Get in a line! Get those rats off my ship!’ She dropped from the rigging, bounded across the deck and hurled her harpoon into the face of the first monster.

			The brute barely registered the wound. It pounded across the deck towards her, trailed by flies, the harpoon jutting from its face. As it ran, it yanked the weapon from its forehead, spilling acid and adding to the stink of fish guts.

			It slammed its shoulder into the fore mast, ripped up a large section of the deck and sent the captain tumbling head over heels.

			Verloza landed heavily but managed to raise her sword as the troggoth loomed over her.

			She had no need to use the blade. The troggoth crashed to the deck as its head rolled away.

			Gotrek nodded at Verloza, his axe blade fizzing with acid. ‘I would have paid more for the passage if you’d told me there was entertainment.’

			Verloza shook her head. ‘I’ve never seen them attack in these numbers before. Something’s got them all worked up.’

			‘This is an idiot magnet,’ said Gotrek, tapping the rune in his chest. ‘And there are a lot of idiots.’

			Verloza shrugged. ‘Not to worry. They’re big but there’s nothing between their ears. I can’t see us–’

			Before she could finish, more troggoths stomped into view and both crew and passengers found themselves occupied.

			As Verloza, Gotrek and the others rushed to attack, Maleneth found herself with her back to the gunwale as a troggoth charged in her direction. She easily sidestepped the mouldering plank it aimed at her head. The troggoth grunted in confusion as it saw her standing at its side with a smile on her face.

			The thing looked even more confused as its head lolled against its chest, giving it an upside-down view of the battle, its neck neatly severed by Maleneth’s knives. She backed away as the monster slammed onto the deck.

			‘Sigmar’s balls!’ cried Verloza, leaping across the rigging. ‘This must be the whole family.’ She was grinning, but it looked forced. The ship was quickly filling up with troggoths. Maleneth counted at least twenty. Several of Verloza’s crewmen had already been killed. There were bodies on the deck and a few more dissolving in the river. Upstream she saw dozens more troggoths rising from the riverweed, spitting acid and raising weapons.

			Maleneth spied the Slayer at the stern of the ship, laughing as he lunged and hacked, charging through the monsters and scattering limbs. She could see by his expression what was happening – he was losing himself to kill-fever. He would soon be oblivious to everything but the pulse hammering in his ears. ‘Gotrek!’ she cried. ‘We should turn back! Look up ahead. There are too many.’

			Gotrek swung his axe with even more savagery. ‘There are exactly the right number. This is the first fun I’ve had since reaching this stinking city.’ He looked around, his face a crimson mask, his eye glassy. ‘What say you, captain?’

			Verloza was not far from him, surrounded by her crew, fighting furiously but being driven back towards the railings. She tried to match his grin but she was clearly struggling. There were now a dozen dead crewmembers lying on the deck. ‘I’ve never seen so many,’ she managed to gasp. ‘Perhaps we should turn back.’

			‘Bugger that.’ Gotrek headbutted a troggoth so hard he toppled a whole pile of them. Then he climbed the heap, beheaded the monsters and charged towards Verloza.

			Before he could reach her, another mob of troggoths tumbled over the gunwale and blocked his way, raining blows on the Slayer with makeshift clubs and salvaged weapons. Gotrek parried, cursed, then pointed at a shape in the river. ‘We’ll make a stand on that island. Gotrek Gurnisson does not flee from river trolls.’

			Verloza nodded, but she was drenched in blood and acid and more of her crew were falling every second.

			Trachos strode through the carnage swinging his hammers with calm precision, his chin raised proudly as a hymn boomed from his helmet. Despite the tears in his buckled armour he smashed through the giant creatures with as much ease as Gotrek, cracking skulls to the rhythm of his song.

			Maleneth leapt onto the rigging and hurled a fistful of barbs. The blades were poison-laced and they hissed as they sliced into the monsters’ hides, releasing lethal toxins. As more thundered towards her, she raced across the rigging towards the prow of the ship to look at the island Gotrek had mentioned. The Sigmaron Star was rushing towards it, caught in the current. Gotrek was right that they would soon be grounded. And troggoths were rising from the shallows all around it. Fifty, maybe more, all preparing to storm the ship.

			‘This is madness!’ She looked back towards the Slayer. ‘We have to turn this ship around!’

			‘Captain?’ Gotrek looked over at Verloza. ‘Are you with me?’

			Verloza’s face was grey and her blows were growing weaker. Half her crew were injured or dead. She shook her head.

			‘Bah! Leave it to the Slayer!’ Gotrek smashed his way to the ship’s wheel, steering the vessel straight for the island. ‘I was killing trolls when your ancestors were living in caves.’

			The ship juddered as it hit the island and the fighting paused as people fell or struggled to right themselves.

			Gotrek barrelled through the reeling shapes and leapt over the prow, plunging through the steam and landing on the shore. He had started climbing to the summit when the island shook, hurling him onto his back and sending him sliding down towards the acid.

			The tremor was so violent that the Sigmaron Star slid back into the river, pulling away from the island.

			‘Earthquake?’ muttered Maleneth, hurling her barbs and dropping lightly to the deck. Combatants were staggering in every direction, struggling to land blows as the ship lurched.

			The troggoths that had been gathering around the island began clambering onto the ship, rushing at Verloza’s crew.

			‘Get back over here!’ howled Maleneth. ‘They’ve tricked you! They just wanted you out of the way!’

			‘Rubbish!’ Gotrek stood and charged back towards the ship, but it was too late for him to make the leap. ‘They don’t have the brains to play tricks.’ The Slayer paced around on the island as it continued shifting beneath him.

			Then the river exploded, hurling geysers of acid and steam into the air and hiding the island from sight.

			Maleneth struggled to stay on her feet as the ship rocked and troggoths attacked her from every direction. She looked for the captain but the scene was too chaotic to make anything out clearly. Figures were lurching through the spray, howling as monsters piled onto the deck. ‘Verloza?’ she cried.

			The columns of acid fell away to reveal something even more disturbing. The island Gotrek was standing on was rising from the river and, as tonnes of weed and mud fell away, Maleneth saw that rather than being a lump of rock, it was the head of a serpent – a snake five times the size of the Sigmaron Star. It towered over the trees as it uncoiled, shrugging off rocks and acid.

			Gotrek howled with a mixture of rage and amusement, clinging on to its head.

			The serpent hissed in response, fixing Gotrek with an eye that was as big as the Slayer. The hiss was so loud that Maleneth thought the sound might split her skull. The distraction was enough for her to miss her footing and one of the troggoths managed to punch the side of her head. She pinwheeled through the air and slammed into the side of Verloza’s cabin. Blood filled her eyes. Pain lanced through her cheek.

			We’re not dying here, said a voice in Maleneth’s mind, emanating from the amulet at her neck. Not at the hands of some walking ­sewage. Get up. Do something. The voice belonged to Maleneth’s former mistress, a Khainite aelf she’d murdered years earlier. Maleneth wore her soul as a battle trophy, preserved in a vial of blood at the heart of the amulet. She carried her mistress with her for the sheer joy of tormenting her, but on occasion, her barbed comments were actually useful, spurring her into action.

			Maleneth staggered to her feet in time to sidestep another punch. The cabin wall collapsed under the blow and her attacker fell through the wreckage.

			Maleneth leapt onto the troggoth’s back and climbed back onto the rigging. Troggoths tried to follow but only succeeded in wrecking more of the ship. The Sigmaron Star was rocking with increasing violence and, in her peripheral vision, she could see the serpent still rising from the river, shedding torrents of water, but she had more urgent matters to deal with. She took a lash from her belt and spat blood onto it. As the blood splashed across the leather she whispered a prayer, invoking Khaine’s presence. To her delight, she felt a stab of agony through her hand.

			He’s here.

			Maleneth nodded, baring her teeth in a bloody grin. ‘For the Bloody-Handed One.’ The whip coiled and writhed in her grip, struggling to free itself as an unnatural darkness washed over the battle, casting twisted shadows across the deck.

			Maleneth whispered another prayer, then hurled the whip into the scrum beneath her feet. It thrashed as it fell then rippled away through the fight, lashing out as it tumbled through the troggoths. They tried to defend themselves but the whip snaked through them at incredible speed, slicing through necks and eyes.

			Maleneth allowed herself a few seconds to enjoy the spectacle, then climbed higher and looked back at the island. ‘Khaine’s teeth,’ she muttered. ‘He’s using the rune.’

			He said he’d never use it again.

			‘What choice does he have? That thing’s half snake, half mountain.’ Gotrek looked like an ember smouldering in a heap of ash. Maleneth’s spell had plunged the valley into darkness but the serpent was lit up by the infernal glow radiating from Gotrek’s chest. The enormous creature was tightening around Gotrek, attempting to crush him. It looked like it had caught a flame. Gotrek was barely visible in the blaze, but Maleneth could hear him roaring as he struggled to break free.

			‘He’s giving in to the rune,’ she muttered. ‘He’s going to let it–’

			There was another explosion.

			The serpent hissed and fell backwards, sending waves crashing against the Sigmaron Star. Maleneth gripped the rigging as the whole valley shuddered. Rocks and trees tumbled down the riverbank, kicking up spray and noise.

			Gotrek leapt at the serpent’s head, his axe and chest burning.

			The snake opened its mouth revoltingly wide but Gotrek swiped his axe to the right and cut its lower jaw away, sending it crashing down into the river. The fire in Gotrek’s chest burned brighter and flooded into the runic tattoos that covered his skin. He hacked and hacked again, cleaving chunks of snake flesh and surrounding himself in gouts of acid. The snake swayed then fell, plunging straight towards the Sigmaron Star.

			There was an explosion of acid and sparks as the snake crashed into the deck.

			Maleneth was hurled backwards by the impact and hit her head as she landed, feeling a sharp pain run down her spine. The strength went from her legs, and as the ship began listing onto its side, she slid across the bloody deck, crashing into the mast.

			Gotrek pounded through the carnage, dealing out blows with his axe and howling a war cry. The snake was dead, sprawled across the deck of the lurching ship, but Gotrek showed no sign of relenting. He was hacking at the ship itself, rending metal and oak as he ripped through the cabins. People were screaming and running, diving for cover, but Maleneth could not move, mesmerised by the intensity of Gotrek’s rage. There was no thought in his eye, just dazzling, untrammelled fury.

			‘He’s going to kill us all,’ she whispered as the ship crumpled before his wrath.

			There was another blast, so violent that Maleneth lost her grip. Her head bounced painfully on the deck and she lost consciousness.

			Wake up.

			Maleneth lay there for a moment, enjoying the pleasant sensation of warmth playing over her skin. ‘Not yet,’ she muttered. The act of speaking sent a splash of pain across her skull. ‘Gotrek,’ she gasped, sitting up. She was on the riverbank, half sunk in the mud. A dozen feet away, a piece of the Sigmaron Star’s deck was slowly dissolving in the acid. Flames licked across the wreckage, lighting up the mounds of bodies that were lying all around her – troggoths mostly, but also some humans, heaped in piles and shifting in the current. Their flesh had melted away, leaving little more than gore-stained skeletons, and each time the river lapped over them, a little more of the remains disintegrated.

			Where’s the rune?

			Maleneth stood, unleashing several more explosions of pain, and looked down the valley. There was no sign of the serpent, or Gotrek. Then she realised that the serpent was there – it was sprawled in the river, half sunk, looking like a chain of islands. ‘He did it.’ She looked around at all the dead troggoths. ‘We did it.’

			But where is the rune?

			‘Gotrek will be around.’ She wiped some of the filth from her face, looking through the smoke. ‘He’ll be celebrating. With ale.’ As Maleneth tried to reassure her mistress, she could not help noticing that there were no sounds of celebration. She began picking her way through the bodies, keeping an eye out for signs of movement. A few crewmembers were still alive but their flesh was melting fast where the river had touched it. In a few more minutes they would be dead. Some of them called out to her for help as she passed, but she rolled her eyes and strode on, looking for the Slayer. After a victory like this he would have a thirst on him. If she didn’t intercede quickly she would be stuck here for days as he drank his way through the ship’s cargo. The thought of the ship made her realise that the Sigmaron Star was no more. Gotrek’s rampage had sent the whole vessel to the riverbed.

			She headed away from the melting piece of deck, marching through whirling steam as she headed upriver in the direction of the dead serpent. Perhaps he would still be nearby, gloating over his kill.

			‘Maleneth.’ Trachos’ voice echoed through the smoke and it took her a moment to locate him. He was back near the piece of deck she had just walked away from.

			‘Did you get me to the shore?’ she asked.

			‘Yes.’

			She nodded. ‘I thought so. Gotrek would have left me to melt, wouldn’t he?’

			As was often the case, the aftermath of a battle seemed to give Trachos a moment of clarity. He replied clearly, with no trace of the madness that usually plagued him. ‘He would not have known you, Witchblade. He was too far gone. He did not know me either.’

			‘Have you seen him?’

			He pointed the Slayer out, and her heart sank as she saw him. He was sitting on another piece of wreckage, his massive shoulders rounded and slumped. Damn, she thought, he’s already drunk.

			Trachos knelt down by a dying sailor, speaking to him in gentle tones. Maleneth shook her head in disbelief. Whatever Sigmar had meant to forge Trachos into, it was not this. At some point in his past he had fallen below the standards he set himself, so now he was tediously pious, seeking ways to assuage his guilt by helping people who should be helping themselves. Usually to the sound of an atonal hymn. She ignored him and headed on towards the Slayer.

			There were bodies melting all around him, humans mostly, and the piece of burning wreckage threw him into silhouette as she approached from behind.

			‘All praise the Slayer,’ she said. ‘Victorious again. Did you–?’

			Her words stalled as she saw his face.

			Gotrek’s expression was black. He was staring at the mud with such ferocity that Maleneth half expected it to catch alight. She had seen him sink into these moods before. They could last for weeks.

			‘You won!’ She waved at the dead serpent and the troggoth corpses. ‘What in the name of the gods can you be angry about now?’

			Gotrek said nothing, but Maleneth noticed that he was staring at one corpse in particular. There was little left to distinguish it, but Maleneth saw from a scrap of clothing that it was Captain Verloza. She laughed. ‘Don’t tell me you’re grieving. Not over a buck-toothed fishwife? You’re a Slayer. Slaying things is your job.’

			Gotrek turned his withering gaze on her. She resisted the urge to back away, but any further comments stalled on her lips.

			The Slayer’s muscles were as taut as his stare. Maleneth realised she was one word away from triggering violence. She sat down near him, wracking her brains for something soothing to say. ‘They were ugly and stupid, Gotrek. Does it matter if they’re dead?’

			His jaw clenched. Maleneth sensed she had not struck the right tone.

			She licked her lips and thought carefully. ‘You were trying to protect them, weren’t you? Is that right? In which case is it your fault they didn’t survive?’

			‘I killed them. I sank their ship.’

			Maleneth found Gotrek’s attitude peculiar even by his standards. ‘These people ply this river all the time. They know the risks. They could have–’

			‘Verloza wanted to turn back.’ Gotrek glanced at his axe, blood-drenched and lying in the mud. ‘I was only thinking of myself.’

			‘When do you think of anyone else? Apart from that dead poet you always carp on about. This is a victory, Gotrek. Celebrate it.’

			He spat. ‘Tripe. These realms are so damned skewed they’ve dragged me to your level. I’m not some murdering aelf.’ He kicked the nearest corpse, splashing acid into the flames. ‘This isn’t victory. This is slaughter. I’ve behaved more like a dim-witted greenskin than a proud son of the Everpeak.’ Gotrek frowned and his face was so ridged with scars that it seemed to collapse, like boulders grinding against each other.

			Maleneth felt a cold chill of premonition, guessing where the Slayer’s mind was headed. She spoke quickly, trying to steer his thoughts in a new direction. ‘We need to get back to the city. There could be more troggoths out here. If you’ve lost your love of–’

			‘It’s the rune.’

			Maleneth shook her head, but before she could speak, Gotrek continued. ‘It is changing me.’

			‘It’s not the damned rune. How many times have you told me that Slayers seek ever-bigger foes to pit themselves against? A lot of times. I’ve learned a lot more information about Slayers than I will ever need and I know that this is not unusual. You said you’ve hunted every kind of daemon, drake and greenskin.’ She waved at the dead serpent that was slowly sinking from view. ‘This is nothing new.’

			He stared at Verloza’s remains. ‘I sank their ship. I killed them. And these were good people. They were going about their lives in the best way they could. There’s no honour in this.’

			Maleneth felt like striking him. ‘What does it matter? They were nobodies. They were nothing.’

			‘What would you know about it? What would you know of honour? Of pride? Of decency? Of anything? You say you serve Sigmar but you’re as mealy-mouthed as any other aelf. I’m a dawi. Do you understand? A dawi. My honour is my life and without it I’m nothing. I didn’t swear my Slayer oath to bring shame on my ancestors, to bring shame on the memory of Karaz-a-Karak.’ He glared at his slab-like fists. ‘I’m the last. The last of my kind. If I can’t uphold my ancestors’ honour then who can?’ He punched the rune. ‘This thing’s poisoning me. Making me a savage.’ He stood, grabbed his axe from the mud and pointed it at the sky. ‘Well you picked the wrong dwarf! I’m Gotrek Gurnisson! Not some plaything of the gods! I’m no bloody savage!’ He stomped through the wreckage, hacking chunks from it and surrounding himself in a storm of sparks.

			‘Who could call you savage?’ said Maleneth with a raised eyebrow, but she kept her voice low.

			Gotrek spent the next few minutes attacking the riverbank, then turned to face Maleneth. He was silhouetted by flames, his face in shadow, but he was shaking and she could hear the fury in his voice. ‘This thing is coming out, aelf. I won’t have it in my chest any more. I won’t be ruled by it. Someone in these realms must have an ounce of brains. I’ll find them. I’ll set them to work on it. I’ll not rest until it’s gone.’
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